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ABSTRACT 

 
 This dissertation explores how states make foreign policy decisions by focusing on 

superpowers and their decision calculus over strategic emerging technologies.  It brings together 

work on arms control, advanced defense technologies, and decision making theories to generate 

a new model—the ecosystem model—for decisions to pursue or self-limit technologies.   

In the ecosystem model, tribes and free agents face off in bureaucratic competition to 

build policy coalitions that sell decisions to political leaders.  In these contests, tribes—the 

deeply held cross-cutting institutions that transcend leadership changes—and free agents—the 

more weakly held, politicized institutions—use a mix of strategic assessments and rhetorical 

commonplaces to build their coalitions.  Coalitions change over time, and the nature of a 

coalition will dictate the policy outcome in question. 

In Cold War superpower contestation over strategic emerging technologies, three tribes 

were relevant in both the US and Soviet ecosystems—the military, bilateralists, and arms 

controllers.  In case study research, I show that these tribes recurred and built coalitions with 

other components of the national security ecosystems to push their policy agendas.  Within tribes 

and free agent institutions, bureaucratic entrepreneurs emerged to press for change from status 

quo policies both in favor of and against strategic emerging technologies. 

Of the twelve Cold War strategic emerging technologies I identify, I select three for case 

study research—biological weapons, antisatellite weapons, and intermediate-range nuclear 
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forces.  Through both process tracing and the collection of causal process observations, I show 

how the ecosystem model better explains policy choices than alternatives based on the balance of 

power and technology, “classical” bureaucratic politics derived from the work of Graham 

Allison and Morton Halperin, and arguments based on regime type. 

I conclude with implications for future superpower bipolar relations with China and 

today’s strategic emerging technologies, and explore whether the ecosystem model could serve 

as a more general model of foreign policy decision making. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

“For 2019 and beyond, the innovations that drive military and economic competitiveness 
will increasingly originate outside the United States, as the overall US lead in science 

and technology (S&T) shrinks; the capability gap between commercial and military 
technologies evaporates; and foreign actors increase their efforts to acquire top talent, 

companies, data, and intellectual property via licit and illicit means.” 
  - 2019 Director of National Intelligence Worldwide Threat Assessment1 

 
“A core pillar of the Chinese Communist Party’s plan is harnessing emerging 

technologies to “leapfrog” the United States and become the world’s preeminent power... 
…The problem is not that America is spending too little on defense.  The problem is that 

America is playing a losing game.” 
  - Christian Brose, “The Kill Chain”2 

 

1.1.  The Puzzle 

This dissertation explores elite national security politics through superpower decisions over 

strategic emerging technologies (SETs).  Superpowers must decide to pursue or limit SETs 

within their overall portfolios of military capabilities.  To make these decisions, the elites 

responsible for national security bargain not only across countries—as in arms control 

negotiations—but also internally in what I call national security ecosystems. 

 The intersection of arms control, emerging technology, and decisionmaking, which I 

discuss in section 1.2 below, represents a puzzle I saw in both the IR literature and my personal 

professional experience.  Sociologist Andrew Abbott says in Methods of Discovery that puzzles 

emerge from both “intellectual taste” and a “means of travel.”3  To that end, I first started 

thinking of tribes as a heuristic for national security groupings when I supported policy on detail 

 
1 Coats, “Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community.” 
2 Brose, The Kill Chain:  Defending America in the Future of High-Tech Warfare, xxiv–xxv. 
3 Abbott, Methods of Discovery: Heueristics for the Social Sciences, 212–13, 244. 
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to the National Security Council (NSC) staff over a decade ago.4  I could see in interagency 

discussions over European policy that formal organizational affiliations were, at best, equally 

important to other affiliations individuals had developed over their careers, some of which were 

as thickly held as those of tribes considered in anthropology.5  What was self-evident to me did 

not appear in IR theory.  In my time after that on detail to the Office of the Secretary of Defense 

in 2012, I saw policy debates over advanced technology rendered irrelevant by programmatic 

considerations, and that most of my policy colleagues failed to understand this, much less their 

academic counterparts.  None of this fits with Miles’ Law.6  Nor, as I discuss below, did I see 

these concepts in analyses of arms control or emerging technology in IR.  This dissertation 

therefore makes a novel theoretical contribution to the literature with concrete policy 

implications. 

 This dissertation also explores an empirical puzzle—why do military voices matter so 

much in national security decisionmaking?7  Part of this can be explained by the military’s role 

as the ultimate defender of a state, and the power that terms like defense and security hold in 

political discourse.8  But the military does not win every elite political contest.  Something 

explains how this plays out, particularly on topics like defense investments that should matter 

 
4 As a stylistic practice, I will use the acronym NSC to describe the staff of the National Security Advisor, spelling 
out National Security Council for meetings as defined in the 1947 National Security Act and chaired by the 
President.  On this custom see Gans, White House Warriors: How the National Security Council Transformed the 
American Way of War.  On the meetings, see section 3.1 of chapter 3; on the staff, see section 3.3.1 of chapter 3. 
5 On thickly held meaning, see Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures. 
6 On Miles’ Law, which states, “Where you stand depends on where you sit,” see for example Welch, “A Positive 
Science of Bureaucratic Politics?”; Welch, “The Organizational Process and Bureaucratic Politics Paradigms: 
Retrospect and Prospect.” 
7 By military voices I mean the uniformed military, not the broader defense establishment, a distinction I flesh out in 
chapters 2 and 3. 
8 On the impact of defense and security in discourse see for example Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde, Security: A New 
Framework for Analysis; Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity.  
This is not new— see Wolfers, “‘National Security’ as an Ambiguous Symbol.” 
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more to the military than anyone else, as failed investments have life-or-death consequences.  

The model and cases that follow explore this phenomenon, what I call “playing the generals’ 

game.” 

 

1.2.  Fitting in the Literature 

When first considering how superpowers self-limit SETs, I identified 37 different literatures 

across political science from which I could draw or against which I could pit this work.  Table 1 

captures them. 

 This dissertation sits at the intersection of three of the above literatures critically 

reviewed below.  In each case, this effort fills holes or resolves theoretical problems. 
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Table 1. Literatures Engaged in this Dissertation 
Subfield Literature Example Scholars 
International Relations Arms Control Sarah Kreps, Jane Vaynman 

Arms Races and Enduring Rivalries Paul Diehl, Gary Goertz 

Bureaucratic Politics Graham Allison, Jessica Blankshain, David 
Welch 

Constructivist International 
Political Economy 

Rawi Abdelal, Mark Blyth 

Domestic Politics/Liberal IR Helen Milner, Andrew Moravcsik 

Norm Entrepreneurship Martha Finnemore, Julia MacDonald, 
Kathryn Sikkink 

Emerging Defense Technology Michael Horowitz, Paul Scharre, Caitlin 
Talmadge 

Epistemic Communities Emanuel Adler, Maia Davis Cross 

Foreign Policy Analysis Margaret Herrmann, Juliet Kaarbo 

Military Innovation Dmitriy Adamsky, Austin Long, Kim 
Marten 

Norms and Taboos Nina Tannenwald 

Nuclear Supremacy Matt Kroenig, Keir Lieber, Daryl Press 

Offense-Defense Keir Lieber, Stephen Van Evera 

Polarity Stephen Brooks, John Mearsheimer, 
William Wohlforth 

Political Rhetoric Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, Ronald Krebs 

Political Survival Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith 

Postmodern Discourse IR David Campbell, Janice Bially Mattern 

Power Measurement Therese Anders, Mike Beckley, Chris Fariss, 
Jonathan Markowitz, Carsten Rauch 

Practice Scholarship Vincent Pouliot, Olivier Schmitt 

Prospect Theory Robert Jervis, Jack Levy 

Rise of China Fiona Cunningham, Taylor Fravel, Oystein 
Tunsjo 

Securitization Barry Buzan, Lene Hansen, Ole Waever 

Structural Foreign Policy Alexander George 

Two-Level Games Robert Putnam 

International Law Agreement Compliance Jack Goldsmith, Andrew Guzman, Eric 
Posner 

Arms Control Design Jack Beard, David Koplow 

Law of Armed Conflict Charles Dunlap, David Koplow 

American Government Agenda Setting John Kingdon 

Bureaucracy Terry Moe, Rachel Potter, Jennifer Selin 

Congress Ralph Carter, Jeffrey Peake, James Scott 

Policy Communities9 Jack Walker, Frank Baumgartner 

Presidency George Edwards, Richard Neustadt, Stephen 
Skowronek 

Rhetoric and Framing James Druckmann, William Riker 

Comparative Politics Civil-Military Relations10 Jessica Blankshain, Risa Brooks, Peter 
Feaver 

Coalition Theory William Riker, George Tsebelis 

Institutions and Organizations Paul DiMaggio, Peter Hall, Woody Powell, 
Kathleen Thelen,  

Political Culture Ann Swidler, Lisa Wedeen 

Scholars listed are not an exhaustive list of those engaged in the literature  

 
9 This literature falls between American Government and Comparative Politics 
10 This literature falls between Comparative Politics and International Relations 
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1.2.1.  Arms Control 

This dissertation is part of a new wave of IR theorizing on arms control that, as Figure 1 below 

shows, has significantly increased in major IR journals over the last five years.11  Fueled by 

support from the Stanton Foundation through its Stanton Nuclear Security Fellowship over the 

past ten years, scholars are applying a range of methods to understand arms control puzzles and 

related problems like strategic stability in new ways.12  This literature makes valuable 

contributions to our empirical and theoretical understanding of arms control historically and into 

the future.  Sarah Kreps’ and Jane Vaynman’s quantitative work, along with Vaynman’s formal 

modeling on surveillance and enforcement, are particularly important.13 

  

 
11 I leveraged the Teaching, Research, and International Policy (TRIP) survey from the College of William and 
Mary as well as the Journal Citation Report database to identify ten of the most important journals in the field.  The 
ten selected journals were the American Political Science Review, the American Journal of Political Science, the 
American Journal of International Law, the European Journal of International Relations, International 
Organization, International Security, International Studies Quarterly, the Journal of Conflict Resolution, the 
Journal of Peace Research, and World Politics.  Details on specific identified articles are available from the author 
upon request; the information cutoff date for this graphic is July 1, 2020. 
12 http://thestantonfoundation.org/security/snsf/submissions  Nearly every author of an arms control piece in Figure 
1 above was a Stanton fellow.  Details are available from the author upon request. 
13 Kreps, “The Institutional Design of Arms Control Agreements”; Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic 
Politics, Uncertainty, and Cooperation between Adversaries.”  Kreps’ piece does not fit in Figure 1 as it appeared in 
a journal (Foreign Policy Analysis) that did not fit within Figure 1’s constraints.  Vaynman’s piece does not because 
it is her doctoral dissertation rather than a refereed journal article.  Both Kreps and Vaynman have other pieces that 
appeared in the “new wave” in the last three years—see Kreps, Saunders, and Schultz, “The Ratification Premium: 
Hawks, Doves, and Arms Control”; Coe and Vaynman, “Why Arms Control Is So Rare.” 
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Figure 1. Arms Control Cites in Major International Relations Journals 

  

The growth in arms control work has been partial.  Most of the new work comes from the 

agreement perspective—agreements that exist or are under consideration.  This dissertation fills 

out the arms control lifecycle by examining the circumstances and conditions through which 

states see value in arms control agreements.  It also, following Jim Thomson’s thinking, situates 

arms control within the context of a state’s defense program.14  Few if any arms control analyses 

extend to broader concepts of self-limiting.15  Expanding the typology of state actions, as I do in 

section 1.3.2 below, contextualizes arms control within a broader set of policy options.  Most 

arms control analyses focus on nuclear arms control, so the case selection here expands to other 

 
14 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 233. The quote is one of the ledes to Chapter 6. 
15 For one exception, see Fuhrmann and Early, “Following START: Risk Acceptance and the 1991–1992 
Presidential Nuclear Initiatives.” 
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capabilities.16  Finally, nearly all work in contemporary arms control theorizing focuses on 

successful arms control rather than explaining why and under what conditions arms control 

fails.17  My case studies vary the success of arms control regimes, including variation in whether 

an agreement is reached and in whether that agreement stops covert arming. 

1.2.2.  Emerging Technology 

As with arms control, this dissertation also sits within a growing conversation in IR on emerging 

technologies, as Figure 2 below shows building on the same set of journals as Figure 1. 

 

Figure 2. Emerging Technology Cites in Major International Relations Journals 

 
16 For example, Sarah Kreps’ dataset of arms control agreements does not include the Biological Weapons 
Convention that I explore in chapter 4.  My thanks to Sarah for sharing her data as used in Kreps, “The Institutional 
Design of Arms Control Agreements.” 
17 For one exception, though it is narrowly scoped, see Beard, “The Shortcomings of Indeterminacy in Arms Control 
Regimes: The Case of the Biological Weapons Convention.” 
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With a handful of exceptions, this work focuses less on historical emerging technologies than on 

current and future technologies under consideration.18  If we accept that historical examples can 

teach us pathways and lessons for future policy, a larger set of cases exploring recent history 

should be applicable for dealing with future technologies.  As with the arms control literature, 

the emerging technology literature also focuses on the implications of the technology rather than 

decisions to pursue them.19  Focusing on the front end politics of decisions to pursue the 

technologies rather than their ex ante properties or ex post consequences shows how framing and 

other political strategies are integral to our understanding of technology choice. 

1.2.3.  Group Decision Making 

Group decision making theories in IR include bureaucratic politics, poliheuristic theories, and 

structural theories of foreign policy.  Unlike the arms control and emerging technology 

literatures, there is no recent spike in their use.20  The field appears still responsive to one man—

Graham Allison—and his book Essence of Decision, in both its 1971 and 1999 editions.21 

 I find all three group decisionmaking literatures, particularly bureaucratic politics, too 

stuck on status quo explanations to cover empirical changes across cases and over time.22  

 
18 One exception is Talmadge, “Emerging Technology and Intra-War Escalation Risks: Evidence from the Cold 
War, Implications for Today.”  As with the Kreps and Vaynman work cited above, Talmadge’s work does not fit 
into Figure 2 because of the journal within which it was published.  However, the special issue of Journal of 
Strategic Studies within which her article appeared is one of the most important sets of work on emerging 
technology and security studies. 
19 Sechser, Narang, and Talmadge, “Emerging Technologies and Strategic Stability in Peacetime, Crisis, and War.” 
and other articles in the special issue of the Journal of Strategic Studies. 
20 Though see Saunders, “The Domestic Politics of Nuclear Choices--A Review Essay”; Hyde and Saunders, 
“Recapturing Regime Type in International Relations: Leaders, Institutions, and Agency Space.” 
21 There are many profound critiques of Allison’s work, particularly his empirical studies on 1962.  For some of the 
most trenchant, see Bernstein, “Understanding Decisionmaking, US Foreign Policy, and the Cuban Missile Crisis: A 
Review Essay”; Houghton, “Essence of Excision: A Critique of the New Version of Essence of Decision”; 
McKeown, “Plans and Routines, Bureaucratic Bargaining, and the Cuban Missile Crisis.” 
22 Stern and Verbeek, “Conclusion: Toward a Neopluralist Approach to Bureau-Governmental Politics”; Kaarbo, 
“Foreign Policy Analysis in the Twenty-First Century: Back to Comparison, Forward to Identity and Ideas.” 
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Beyond this bias, there are potential opportunities.  Poliheuristic theories, aligning their 

assumptions with Bruce Bueno de Mesquita’s political survival literature, make a compelling 

case that leaders—democratic and authoritarian alike—focus on the political aspects of national 

security.23  Allison’s work in particular, despite its empirical problems, plays a political role 

within the field of IR similar to Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics.  It is the piece 

against which all others can and must contrast themselves.  As such, it is a useful jumping-off 

point, whether or not it constitutes what David Welch nearly thirty years ago described as a 

potential paradigm.24 

 

1.3.  Defining Terms 

The subtitle of this dissertation is “Superpowers, Self-Limiting, and Strategic Emerging 

Technologies.”  Here I define these three terms, with implications for the empirical scope of this 

project. 

1.3.1.  Superpower 

A superpower is one of a very small number—no more than three, probably two—great powers 

whose material capabilities able to be applied to defense outstrip those of other powers in the 

international system.25  Whether this is a result of a declining versus rising hegemon or because 

 
23 Christensen and Redd, “Bureaucrats versus the Ballot Box in Foreign Policy Decision Making”; Redd, “The 
Influence of Advisers on Foreign Policy Decision Making”; Brulé, “The Poliheuristic Research Program: An 
Assessment and Suggestions for Further Progress”; Bueno de Mesquita and Siverson, “War and the Survival of 
Political Leaders: A Comparative Study of Regime Types and Political Accountability”; Bueno de Mesquita et al., 
“Policy Failure and Political Survival: The Contribution of Political Institutions.” 
24 Welch, “The Organizational Process and Bureaucratic Politics Paradigms: Retrospect and Prospect.” 
25 On the role of material capabilities, see Rauch, “Challenging the Power Consensus: GDP, CINC, and Power 
Transition Theory”; Beckley, “The Power of Nations: Measuring What Matters”; Anders, Fariss, and Markowitz, 
“Bread before Guns or Butter: Introducing Surplus Domestic Product (SDP).”  On tripolarity as contrasted to 
bipolarity, see Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest.  For this 
dissertation I rely on SDP as the principal material metric for defining power relations.  Fundamentally this is a 
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two powers enjoy material capabilities beyond those of others thanks to an exogenous shock, the 

existence of superpower relations correlates closely with a bipolar international system.26 

I rely on superpowers—particularly bipolar systems with two superpowers—because 

they make modeling easier.  A dyadic or two-player strategic interaction based on superpowers is 

easier to model than a multi-player model, and holding polarity constant allows us to assess rival 

foreign policy theories without having to build in assumptions about the structure of international 

politics.27  The model could apply to other dyads, such as Anglo-German relations before World 

War I or US-Japanese relations before World War II, but I prefer to limit the scope of the 

argument for the purposes of this dissertation and consider expansion of the model in future 

work, which would address polarity questions.28  The nuclear shadow, furthermore, makes Cold 

War bipolarity different for SETs than pre-Cold War cases, whether those are multipolar or 

bipolar.29  And I consider the role of one group that only existed since the Cold War: arms 

controllers.  It is plausible that pre-Cold War SETs were handled differently because of the lack 

of nuclear escalation risks or the nature of the international system. 

 In the conclusion, I discuss the broader applicability of a superpower-based assessment, 

but for the purposes of case studies, I limit myself to the Cold War, which I define as starting no 

later than 1949 and ending by 1991.30  Contra hegemony theorists like Robert Keohane, I 

consider the US and the Soviet Union to have been the two superpowers during this period, with 

 
Waltzian perspective on polarity as it relates to superpower status—see Waltz, Theory of International Politics.  For 
a separate study on this more broadly, see Schlickenmaier, “Exceptionalist Narratives and Great Power Status: The 
Social Sources of Realpolitik.” 
26 On rising and declining hegemons, see for example Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Allison, Destined 
for War:  Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? 
27 Narizny, “On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics: A Critique of the Newest Realism,” 185. 
28 See also the discussion in sections 7.2 and 7.4 of Chapter 7. 
29 Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution: Statecraft and the Prospect of Armageddon. 
30 Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History. 
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the Soviet Union’s successor state Russia dropping out of superpower status by 1992 at latest if 

not by the late 1980s.31 

1.3.2.  Self-Limiting 

Actors who choose to forswear a capability available to them can be said to have self-limited 

themselves.  As the case studies make clear, self-limiting is a more common phenomenon than 

that captured by arms control treaties and opens the door to opportunities for advocacy, as the 

conclusion of this dissertation discusses.32 

 Self-limiting can be general or specific.  General self-limiting is a decision by a state to 

cede its sovereignty over national defense, to eliminate its military altogether, or in a more 

limited fashion, to embark on a program of significant cuts to defense expenditures.  This 

dissertation does not explore general self-limiting, but Cold War examples include the economy 

initiatives of the Dwight Eisenhower and Nikita Khrushchev years as well as Mikhail 

Gorbachev’s defense program from 1988 onward.  Specific self-limiting, on the other hand, is 

the decision to give up or choose not to pursue a particular military capability, defined through 

contestation within that state’s ecosystem.  Borders matter—for example, the distinction between 

chemical and biological weapons had a material impact on American thinking in the mid-to-late 

1960s.33 

 
31 Keohane, After Hegemony.  Mike Beckley’s perspective follows Keohane’s logic in certain important ways—see 
Beckley, “The Power of Nations: Measuring What Matters.”  On the status of the Soviet Union by the late 1980s, 
see Table 17 in chapter 7. 
32 See section 7.3.1 of chapter 7. 
33 See chapter 4 for a discussion on this point. 
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 Specific self-limiting exists on a spectrum.  On one end are capabilities not considered 

for incorporation into a state’s military.  On the other are capabilities already operationally 

fielded that a military must remove from service.  Figure 3 captures this spectrum. 

 
Figure 3. Spectrum of Self-Limiting 

 
In the four cases of self-limiting in the case studies below, three—US biological weapons and 

US and Soviet intermediate-range nuclear forces—were operationally fielded.  The fourth—a US 

antisatellite weapons program—was tested but not fielded. 

 The third domain of self-limiting is whether limits are capped or eliminated.  

Intermediate-range nuclear forces and biological weapons were eliminated; strategic nuclear and 

conventional forces, by contrast, were capped in the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties, the 

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, and the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty.  This 

dissertation focuses on elimination rather than caps because I suspect that the distinction between 

emerging and central strategic and operational technologies, discussed in the next section, make 

a difference—states will cap but not eliminate central technologies but will consider eliminating 

emerging technologies. 
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 The final dimension of self-limiting is whether the limits are unilateral or joint.  The 

paradigmatic example of a state unilaterally self-limiting without an arms control agreement is 

China’s position on its nuclear forces since the development of the Chinese nuclear weapons 

program.34  Case studies vary this as well—intermediate-range nuclear forces are jointly 

eliminated but US antisatellite and biological weapons were unilaterally eliminated.  Arms 

control in the biological weapons case followed the US limits rather than causing them.  Within 

this spectrum between unilateral and joint measures we can also imagine degrees of formalism, 

with parallel unilateral measures like the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives at the very end of the 

Cold War midway between joint arms control and unilateral efforts.35 

1.3.3.  Strategic Emerging Technologies 

The objects of study for this dissertation are strategic emerging technologies (SETs), which I 

define as defense-related technologies that have the potential to threaten an adversary’s 

population, infrastructure, or the effective functioning of its military forces, with uncertainty 

over whether the capability will “pay off” in the future.   

SETs have the potential to play a critical role in defense strategy and planning, capability 

investments, and even combat operations, even if there is no guarantee they will do so.36  They 

can spur arms races, lead to new ways of war, and potentially kill millions of people.  

Technologies that the Undersecretary of Defense for Research and Engineering prioritized in 

 
34 Fravel, Active Defense: China’s Military Strategy since 1949; Cunningham and Fravel, “Assuring Assured 
Retaliation:  China’s Nuclear Posture and US-China Strategic Stability”; Cunningham, “Maximizing Leverage: 
Explaining China’s Strategic Force Postures in Limited Wars”; Heginbotham et al., “China’s Evolving Nuclear 
Deterrent: Major Drivers and Issues for the United States”; Heginbotham, Heim, and Twomey, “Of Bombs and 
Bureaucrats: Internal Drivers of Nuclear Force Building in China and the United States.” 
35 Fuhrmann and Early, “Following START: Risk Acceptance and the 1991–1992 Presidential Nuclear Initiatives”; 
Koch, “The Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991-1992.” 
36 Sechser, Narang, and Talmadge, “Emerging Technologies and Strategic Stability in Peacetime, Crisis, and War.” 
p 728 
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2018 are SETs today because of their potential and described value, as would have (at some 

point in their development) the full range of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), cyber and 

space weapons, missile defenses, and precision strike capabilities.37   

1.3.3.1.  Strategic 

What makes a SET strategic is what it could do: strategic technologies can threaten an 

adversary’s population, infrastructure, or the effective functioning of its military forces.  The US 

Air Force says that effects at the strategic level of war “impair the adversary’s ability to carry out 

war or hostilities in general.”38  Assuming a relationship between two states, a technology 

qualifies as strategic if it can threaten at least one, if not both, of the states in such a manner.  If a 

superpower under bipolarity has legally binding mutual defense treaty obligations to allies, the 

extended deterrence relationship could mean that a strategic capability threatens allied 

populations, infrastructure, or the effective functioning of combined military forces.39  Finally, at 

least since the end of World War II, any strategic technology other than intercontinental-range 

nuclear weapons is strategic because its employment could lead to strategic nuclear exchange. 

My definition differs from that used by Fiona Cunningham, who defines a strategic 

capability as one with range, effect, destructiveness, and indefensibility, building on the work of 

Bernard Brodie.40  This definition would rule out strategic technologies that can have 

transformative defensive impacts, such as directed energy antiballistic missile weapons, and may 

 
37 “USD(R&E) Top 10 Technology Focus Areas.”  Table 3 in chapter 2 considers the range of Cold War SETs.  
Section 7.4.2 of chapter 7 considers implications for future SETs. 
38 “Volume 1 - Basic Doctrine; Chapter 3 - The Range of Military Operations; Levels of War.” This is more helpful 
than the official DOD definition of the strategic level of war, as contrasted to the operational or tactical level, which 
focuses on grand strategy and policy vice campaign level efforts.  See “DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated 
Terms,” 204. 
39 Mehta, “Extended Deterrence and Assurance in an Emerging Technology Environment.”  This becomes important 
in the INF case—see Chapter 6. 
40 Cunningham, “Maximizing Leverage: Explaining China’s Strategic Force Postures in Limited Wars.” pp 42-49 
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be too deeply rooted in the specific case of nuclear weapons.  Further, considering both 

“countervalue” and “counterforce” components of strategic technologies is consistent with 

nuclear and strategic thinking since at least the 1960s.41 

Strategic technologies differ from those that are operational or tactical in nature.42  

Operational technologies are those that a military could use in an overarching military campaign, 

but lack the broader effects of a strategic technology.  Unmanned aerial vehicles are an 

operational technology that has transformed the US way of war but has not fundamentally 

threatened the US or an adversary homeland or the effective functioning of US or other 

militaries.43  Tactical technologies are even more narrowly focused on specific battlefield 

performance.  Night-vision goggles are an example of a tactical technology that has significant 

implications, for example, for special operations, but without strategic or campaign-level 

impact.44 

1.3.3.2.  Emerging 

What makes a SET emerging is that it is new enough for its full promise to be uncertain.  

Whether because of uneven adoption, limited development of operational concepts for a 

technology’s use, or because the technical maturity of the technology is not to the point where it 

is fully reliable or demonstrated for use, the technology in question still has questions about 

whether it can deliver on its proponents’ hopes. 

 
41 On counterforce and countervalue, see for example Levy, “The Offensive/Defensive Balance of Military 
Technology: A Theoretical and Historical Analysis.” Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy. 
42 Here I draw upon the DOD levels of warfare; see footnote 37. 
43 Lee, “The Role of Culture in Military Innovation Studies: Lessons Learned Form the US Air Force’s Adoption of 
the Predator Drone, 1993-1997.” 
44 See Raymond, “‘We Own the Night’: The Rise and Fall of the US Military’s Night Vision Dominance.” 
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Three US and four Soviet/Russian defense acquisition concepts help bound this 

definition.  The US concepts are initial operational capability, full operational capability, and 

technology readiness levels.45  The Russian concepts—which date to the Soviet era and are still 

in use today—are fundamental and applied research (in Russian, NIR), test-design work (Russian 

OKR), experimental combat duty, and full combat duty.46  A technology that is fully operational 

in the US system, at US technology readiness level 9, or on full combat duty in the Russian 

system is no longer an emerging technology because it has been fully adopted by a military.  

Everything before that still qualifies as emerging because it has not been fully adopted. 

Emerging technologies can become central, niche, or retrograde—they do not remain 

emerging forever.  Emerging technologies that become central are fully adopted into a state’s 

military structure and become fundamental to warfighting operations.  Ballistic missile 

submarines are a strategic central technology, pivotal to US deterrence and worst-case strategic 

warfighting, as are mobile ICBMs in the Russian and Chinese militaries.47  Emerging 

technologies that become niche are adopted and accepted but play a limited role in military 

operations.  Chemical weapons before World War I were emerging, but after battlefield 

employment during the war became niche capabilities not used during World War II.48  

Emerging technologies that become retrograde either fail to pay off in a militarily meaningful 

manner, or militaries choose not to pursue the capability and see no value in it.   

 

 
45 “Acquisition Process: Initial Operational Capability”; “Acquisition Process: Full Operational Capability”; 
“Technology Development: Technology Readiness Level (TRL).” DOD technology readiness levels run from 1-9, 
where 1 is basic research, and 9 is an actual system proven through successful mission operations. 
46 On NIR and OKR, see Leitenberg, “Introduction: The Role of Scientific Research in Weapon Development: What 
Is Military R&D and How Does It Work?” p 48 
47 “Nuclear Posture Review.” 
48 Tucker, “The Future of Chemical Weapons.” 
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1.4.  The Way Forward 

I proceed by outlining the decisionmaking model, showing its general fit in the Cold War, 

conducting case study analysis, followed by implications. 

In chapter 2, I develop and discuss the ecosystem model of national security 

decisionmaking.  I offer three alternative explanations for state SET behavior—one based on the 

balance of power, one based on classically defined bureaucratic arguments, and one based on 

regime type.  The ecosystem is a heuristic, borrowing from complex systems theory.  I outline its 

components—tribes, free agents, bureaucratic entrepreneurs, and political leaders.  I describe the 

roles of formal and informal controls, agenda setting, rhetorical commonplaces, and strategic 

assessments.  I combine those to develop ideal-typical strategies that ecosystem actors can 

employ, and consider whether these actors are sensitive to political capital considerations in how 

they seek to build coalitions to appeal to political leaders.49  I conclude by framing out the 

specific SETs that I will explore—biological weapons, antisatellite weapons, and intermediate-

range nuclear forces—and why I chose those cases for analysis from a broader set of Cold War 

SETs. 

In chapter 3, I provide a historical reframing of Cold War national security 

decisionmaking on SETs using the ecosystem model.  I show that three tribes—the military, 

bilateralists, and arms controllers—represented enduring constituencies across the span of the 

Cold War.  I consider why we did not see other tribes emerge, particularly civilian defense 

intellectuals.  I map the formal organizations in both the US and Soviet systems to tribal and free 

 
49 On ideal typification, see Jackson, Civilizing the Enemy: German Reconstruction and the Invention of the West; 
Jackson and Nexon, “International Theory in a Post-Paradigmatic Era: From Substantive Wagers to Scientific 
Ontologies.” 
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agent affiliations for SET deliberations.  By doing this, I “level set” the players who will appear 

in the cases to follow. 

Chapter 4 is the first case study, on US and Soviet biological weapons deliberations.  I 

focus on the emergent biotechnology revolution in the mid-to-late 1960s and how US and Soviet 

decisions radically diverged.  I trace the process by which the Nixon Administration chose to 

give up the US biological weapons program, and how the Soviet Politburo made a very different 

decision.  I show how these decisions impacted both US and Soviet thinking over the course of 

the Cold War, to the point at its very end when the West discovered a massive covert Soviet 

program, thanks to defectors. 

Chapter 5 is the second case study on US and Soviet antisatellite weapons.  I show how 

the Soviet and US programs followed very different trajectories, and how the scope of the US 

ecosystem—including Congress—had a material impact on the fate of the US ASM-135 

program.  This is an example of self-limiting without arms control, as the case also shows failed 

arms control negotiations in the late 1970s despite interest from political leaders on both sides. 

Chapter 6 is the final case study exploring US and Soviet decisions on intermediate-range 

nuclear forces.  It shows how the US and Soviet ecosystems considered these systems in very 

different terms, and how they came to decisions on limiting them via different—indeed 

unintended—pathways.  It also shows that the idea of operational utility proved pivotal in 

thinking about whether to maintain either the US Pershing II and Ground-Launched Cruise 

Missile systems or the Soviet SS-20 intermediate-range ballistic missile. 

Chapter 7 offers conclusions and implications.  After combining the case studies’ 

evaluations of the ecosystem model and alternatives against each other, it offers implications for 
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arms control advocacy, advanced defense technology advocacy, bureaucratic entrepreneurship, 

and the reliability of arms control compliance.  From there, it explores whether Cold War 

findings can apply to emergent bipolarity between the US and China and new SETs—lethal 

autonomy, hypersonic weapons, directed energy, and human performance enhancement.  It then 

asks whether the ecosystem model has broader applicability as a general theory of foreign policy, 

fulfilling Allison’s promise in Essence of Decision.  Finally, it offers areas where the dissertation 

could improve with further access to information or theoretical refinements. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, 
or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man 

who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who 
strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort 

without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows 
great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the 

best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, 
at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and 

timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.” 
- President Theodore Roosevelt, “Citizenship in a Republic”50 

 

This chapter introduces and develops the ecosystem model of national security decisionmaking.  

It provides a framework for how national security organizations (which I define below as either 

tribes or free agents) and bureaucratic entrepreneurs within them use a variety of tools to build 

coalitions that convince political leaders to execute policy decisions.  After outlining the actors, 

tools, and strategies that comprise this model, I show the nine-step process by which this group 

makes national security decisions.  I offer eight testable hypotheses on whether the model is 

operating as theorized, and three hypotheses specific to the process over SETs.  I conclude with a 

way forward to test the model against alternatives given a set of Cold War SETs. 

 

2.1.  Framing the Debate—Dependent Variables and Alternative Explanations 

Before developing the details of the ecosystem model, I begin by outlining the dependent and 

alternative independent variables against which I will test in the case studies.  There is one 

central dependent variable and one subordinate dependent variable.  I then offer three alternative 

independent variables associated with theoretical schools in IR. 

 
50 From Roosevelt’s speech “Citizenship in a Republic,” delivered at the Sorbonne on April 23, 1910.  Full text 
available at http://www.theodore-roosevelt.com/images/research/speeches/maninthearena.pdf  
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 The principal dependent variable for this dissertation is the decision, by a superpower, 

whether or not to pursue SETs.  To pursue a SET means to fund its development and incorporate 

it into a superpower’s military forces.  To not pursue a SET could include neglect, program 

termination, or formal arms control.  Because of the current interest in the field, the subordinate 

dependent variable for this dissertation is whether superpowers choose to pursue arms control 

over a SET.  Depending on the alternative explanation, the difference between these should be 

clear-cut—states that pursue SETs are not pursuing arms control for them, and vice versa.  The 

empirical record, however, shows this not to be the case. 

DV1:  A superpower chooses to adopt or not adopt a SET. 
DV2:  A superpower chooses to enter into an arms control arrangement over a SET. 
 

I offer three principal independent variables, each associated with a school of thought within IR.  

Those variables are the nature of the international technology and threat environment, including 

the availability of surveillance technology; the bureaucratic balance of power within a 

superpower; and the nature of the superpower’s regime.  These align broadly with realist 

systemic explanations for national security policy; what I call “classical” bureaucratic politics 

theory; and regime-type explanations associated with “liberal” theories of IR. 

2.1.1.  The Environmental Alternative 

Systemic explanations for the decision to pursue or limit a SET revolve either around the balance 

of power or the nature of technology under consideration.  Because I limit my case selection to 

superpowers under conditions of bipolarity, I cannot test whether SET adoption or arms control 

are more likely, for example, in multipolar versus bipolar international systems.  Instead, I focus 

on the nature of the international threat and technology environment.  Thinking across time, this 

would predict that superpowers face similar threat and technology environments and policy 
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decisions on SETs and arms control will converge.  This argument is similar to those made in 

offense-defense theory about the systemic impact of defense technology.51  As Jane Vaynman, 

David Kearn and others argue, surveillance technology in particular has an impact on a state’s 

willingness to enter into arms control arrangements.52 

EnvH1:  Superpower decisions over SETs will converge based on the state of the 
international threat and technology environment.  Changes in the environment over time 
will yield changes in decisions to pursue SETs. 
EnvH2:  Superpower preferences for arms control over SETs will converge based on the 
availability of surveillance technology for verification and monitoring of agreements. 
 

2.1.2.  The Bureaucratic Balance of Power Alternative 

The “classical bureaucratic” argument indicates that path-dependent, fixed perspectives based on 

organizational cultures within government departments dictate the nature of policy decisions on 

SETs.53  Because policy decisions in these environments are competitions by organizations with 

fixed views, the biggest and most powerful organizations win.  This leads to testable hypotheses 

based on what classical bureaucratic theory predicts—militaries will want SETs because they 

yield prestige, power, and resources, and will resist arms control because it places constraints on 

their capabilities.  And in classical theory, militaries are the most powerful organizations within 

both superpowers, predicting convergent but alternative explanations to the environmental 

models discussed in section 2.1.1 above. 

BBoPH1:  Superpowers will converge in pursuing SETs because militaries want them and 
militaries are the most powerful bureaucratic actors.   

 
51 Lieber, War and the Engineers: The Primacy of Politics Over Technology; Garfinkel and Dafoe, “How Does the 
Offense-Defense Balance Scale?” 
52 Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic Politics, Uncertainty, and Cooperation between Adversaries.” 
Schelling and Halperin, Strategy and Arms Control; Coe and Vaynman, “Why Arms Control Is So Rare.”; Kearn, 
Jr., Great Power Security Cooperation: Arms Control and the Challenge of Technological Change. 
53 Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy; Allison and Zelikow, Essence of 
Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis; Wilson, Bureaucracy. See also section 1.2.3 of chapter 1. 
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BBoPH2:  Superpowers will resist arms control over SETs because militaries do not want 
constraints on their capabilities or practices and militaries are the most powerful 
bureaucratic actors. 
BBoPH3:  Superpowers will only limit SETs or pursue arms control when the military has 
lost bureaucratic power to other constituencies.54 
 

2.1.3.  The Regime-Type Alternative 

Regime-type explanations reduce how states would consider SETs to their political nature.  Dima 

Adamsky argues that holistic-dialectical cultures like the Anglo-American strategic culture are 

more likely to pursue revolutions in military affairs (and thus SETs) than logical-analytical 

cultures like those found in the Soviet Union and China.55  Another set of regime-type 

explanations draw on the ability of democracies versus authoritarian states to credibly commit, 

which would connect to their ability to reach arms control agreements.56  Finally, scholars like 

Kim Marten and Taylor Fravel consider the nature of civil-military (or in Fravel’s case, Party-

military) relations as the determinant of whether a state adopts a SET.57  We can distill these 

arguments to two hypotheses to distinguish US and Soviet superpower SET cases. 

RTH1:  The Soviet Union will more likely pursue SETs than the United States because its 
regime leaves it more concerned about falling behind and needing advanced new defense 
capabilities. 
RTH2:  The United States will more likely pursue arms control over SETs than the Soviet 
Union because its political system rewards support for international law, norms, and 
agreements than Moscow’s. 
 

 

 
54 A problem with classical bureaucratic politics theory is that it has no mechanism for exchange to determine who is 
“up” and who is “down.”  I seek to overcome this with my discussion of political capital below. 
55 Adamsky, The Culture of Military Innovation: The Impact of Cultural Factors on the Revolution in Military 
Affairs in Russia, the US, and Israel. 
56 Elizabeth Saunders and Susan Hyde raise questions about this, noting that it has been an article of faith in IR for 
decades.  Hyde and Saunders, “Recapturing Regime Type in International Relations: Leaders, Institutions, and 
Agency Space.” 
57 Marten Zisk, Engaging the Enemy: Organization Theory and Soviet Military Innovation, 1955-1991; Fravel, 
Active Defense: China’s Military Strategy since 1949. 
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2.1.4.  The Ecosystem Alternative 

The rest of chapter 2 will discuss in detail the way that the ecosystem model operates.  However, 

to contrast it to the alternative independent variables above, I capture a series of critical findings.  

First, policy is made in this ecosystem by a variety of actors who build competing coalitions over 

policy and programmatic options.  Policy change comes from bureaucratic entrepreneurs who 

mobilize rhetorical commonplaces and strategic assessments to build new coalitions.  The 

military, as the classical bureaucratic theory suggests, is the most powerful actor—but it itself is 

a “tribe” comprised of constituencies who do not always see eye to eye.  When unified, it is hard 

to overcome, and SETs are more likely and arms control less likely.  But when divided, 

entrepreneurs have new opportunities. 

EcoH1: When the military is unified in support of a SET, its capital will likely allow it to 
win in discussions, even if a coalition with other tribes faces it.  When a military is 
divided, limits will be more likely because entrepreneurs have opportunities to build 
countervailing coalitions.58 
EcoH2:  Bureaucratic entrepreneurs who seek arms control will need to partner with 
components of a divided military to win, because of the military’s political capital.  
Bilateralists will be less helpful than the military in making an arms control case to 
political leadership, especially if bilateralists are also divided over the merits of arms 
control. 
EcoH3:  Political leaders who decide to defy a unified military that supports a SET will 
face consequences due to the military’s political capital, unless the military has done 
other things in its broader agenda to expend or waste its capital.59 

 

 
58 It is important to note that this is a necessary, not sufficient condition. The US ICBM program for example shows 
that advocates had to work through significant opposition within the uniformed military—even within the Air Force 
where Strategic Air Command was opposed.  Indeed, Schriever and colleagues employed rhetorical commonplaces 
and strategic assessments to get the program through that opposition.  See Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: 
Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, 293.  On the Soviet ICBM program and divisions over it, see Zaloga, 
The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000; Katayev, A 
Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. 
59 One could consider this “the Gorbachev rule.”  See Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: 
Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence”; Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times; Taylor, “The 
Soviet Military and the Disintegration of the USSR.” and the range of sources on how Gorbachev alienated the 
military and the consequences in 1991. 
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Table 2 summarizes these alternatives as I will test them over the course of the dissertation.   

Table 2. Summarizing Predictions from Alternative Explanations for Strategic Emerging 
Technology Policy 
Hypothesis Superpower DV1: Pursuing a 

SET 
DV2: SET Arms 
Control 

Source of 
Change 

Environmental US Yes depending on 
threat/tech 
environment 

Yes when 
surveillance 
technology available 

Technology 
availability and 
shift in balance 
of power USSR Yes depending on 

threat/tech 
environment 

Yes when 
surveillance 
technology available 

Bureaucratic US Yes so long as 
military is strongest 

No so long as 
military is strongest 

Bureaucratic 
balance of power 

USSR Yes so long as 
military is strongest 

No so long as 
military is strongest 

Regime US No because of 
democratic limits on 
new defense 
spending 

Yes because of 
respect for law, 
norms, agreements 

Change in regime 

USSR Yes because of fears 
generated from 
political system 

No because of lack 
of belief in 
value/validity 

Ecosystem US Yes when military 
tribe unified in 
coalition to support 

Yes when military 
tribe divided and 
countervailing 
coalition emerges 

Bureaucratic 
entrepreneurs 
who use rhetoric 
and assessments 
to build new 
policy coalitions 

USSR  Yes when military 
tribe unified in 
coalition to support 

Yes when military 
tribe divided and 
countervailing 
coalition emerges 

 
I now move to detailing the ecosystem model. 

 

2.2.  Policy in Contested Space—Introducing the Ecosystem 

The national security “ecosystem” is the set of organizations and individuals within them 

involved in national security decisionmaking and execution—it is the machine that operates on 

behalf of a state to conduct policy and statecraft.60  When we speak of a state acting, this is often 

 
60 All individuals come into the ecosystem with a set of organizational-institutional affiliations—but these go 
beyond the formal national security organizations of the state. 
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a shorthand for the outputs of its national security ecosystem.61  A national security ecosystem is 

limited to a single country, though not a single branch of government or exclusively within the 

government, and is focused on national security rather than other political or policy decisions.62 

 The ecosystem term comes from work in ecology and complex systems theory.63  I do not 

mean to say that the ecosystem is a living biological thing.64  Rather, it is a powerful heuristic to 

understand the politics of policy making in a way different from existing theories of foreign 

policy.65  It also moves beyond the simplified, Newtonian-physical understanding of politics that 

has plagued IR as a discipline.66 

 The choice of the ecosystem or complex adaptive system heuristic is deliberate.67  

Alternatives used in IR include Theodore Roosevelt’s arena, former National Security Advisor 

Zbigniew Brzezinski’s chessboard, formal theory’s game, or the military cliché of a battlefield.68  

 
61 On reification of the state in IR, see Wendt, “The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations Theory.” 
62 Though as the Copenhagen School points out in its work on “securitization,” there is a political benefit to pushing 
more and more matters into the national security space.  See Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde, Security: A New 
Framework for Analysis.   On the potential for crossover across ecosystems, see footnote 95. 
63 Jervis, System Effects: Complexity in Social and Political Life; Waldrop, Complexity: The Emerging Science at 
the Edge of Order and Chaos; Arthur, The Nature of Technology: What It Is and How It Evolves; Miller and Page, 
Complex Adaptive Systems: An Introduction to Computational Models of Social Life; Cederman, Emergent Actors in 
World Politics, 1997; Kauffman, At Home in the Universe: The Search for the Laws of Self-Organization and 
Complexity.  
64 Indeed, a biological ecosystem itself is not “alive,” but is comprised of living things. 
65 Abbott, Methods of Discovery: Heueristics for the Social Sciences. On the desire for simple heuristics like maps, 
see Buchanan, “A Natural Bias for Simplicity.”  
66 Bernstein et al., “God Gave Physics the Easy Problems: Adapting Social Science to an Unpredictable World”; 
Pierson, Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis, 1–5.  See also Wendt, Quantum Mind and 
Social Science.  Wendt showcases the Newtonian heuristic; it is also clear in Waltz, Theory of International Politics. 
67 It is also the limit to which I can fully incorporate complex adaptive systems modeling into the dissertation.  
Regrettably, the state of the field on complex adaptive systems is primitive enough that we cannot yet model the 
national security ecosystem in the way that Lars-Erik Cederman or Scott Page have already done in other areas.  
That said, this is a potential growth area for this research program—see section 7.6.2 of chapter 7. Cederman, 
Emergent Actors in World Politics, 1997; Page, Diversity and Complexity.  See also Epstein, Generative Social 
Science: Studies in Agent-Based Computational Modeling; Axelrod, The Complexity of Cooperation: Agent-Based 
Models of Competition and Cooperation.  
68 On Roosevelt, see footnote 50. On Brzezinski, see Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its 
Geostrategic Imperatives. On the game analogy, see von Neumann and Morgenstern, Theory of Games and 
Economic Behavior.  On the battlefield analogy, see Good, “Is It Possible to Avoid War Analogies in Politics?” 
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Original uses of the ecosystem analogy in social science predate the move to complex adaptive 

systems theory69, and the idea of an ecosystem is rarely used in assessments of foreign and 

national security policy.70   

 Part of the value of the complex adaptive systems focus on ecosystems is that it is not a 

structuralist systems approach that pushes the actors within an environment toward certain 

solutions, akin to Waltz’s systems model in Theory of International Politics.71  I prefer the 

ecosystem heuristic for four attributes—fundamental complexity with the prospect for 

emergence; heterogeneous actors; bounded competition over time; and the semipermeable 

boundary condition for the ecosystem itself. 

2.2.1.  Fundamentally Complex—Potentially Emergent? 

John Miller and Scott Page note that there is an important distinction between complicated 

worlds and complex worlds.  Complicated worlds include, in their words, “elements that make 

up the system [that] maintain a degree of independence from one another.”72  As a result, they 

argue, removing an element of the system does not fundamentally change it.  Complex worlds, 

by contrast, are interdependent.73  There are ripple effects to removing a component. 

 I argue that national security ecosystems are fundamentally complex, not complicated.  

Policy outputs cannot be reduced to the sum of their parts, at least not over time.  Absent a 

 
69 Hannan and Freeman, “The Population Ecology of Organizations.” 
70 McInnis, “Iran’s Strategic Thinking: Origins and Evolution,” 9.  See also Ford, “Policymaking at the Edge of 
Chaos: Musings on Political Ideology Through the Lens of Complexity.”  
71 Waltz, Theory of International Politics; Jervis, System Effects: Complexity in Social and Political Life. 
72 Miller and Page, Complex Adaptive Systems: An Introduction to Computational Models of Social Life, 9.  
73 Ibid. 
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sophisticated modeling capability, this suggests that we will be limited to contingent predictions 

based on chained causal mechanisms over time.74 

 In System Effects, Robert Jervis argues that interconnectedness is more important in 

complex politics than “emergence.”75  Miller and Page define emergence in complex adaptive 

systems as “a phenomenon whereby well-formulated aggregate behavior arises from localized, 

individual behavior.”76 But the prospects for emergence in national security ecosystems are an 

interesting and undertheorized space for research.  Do new ideas, social facts, or policy and 

program concepts “emerge” or are they the result of prior efforts?  What is the role of innovation 

in this space?  Miller and Page argue, as do Jervis and others, that feedback mechanisms play a 

crucial role in the emergence of new phenomena.77 

 Emergence may play a greater role in intra-organizational or intra-tribal concept and 

program development than in interagency debates within the ecosystem.  We may find that 

negative feedback plays a larger role and policy stasis and equilibrium are the norms.  But by 

using the complex systems analogy—the ecosystem heuristic—we can look for the prospect of 

emergence in the national security space. 

 

 
74 On the role of time in contingent predictions, see Pierson, Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social 
Analysis; Abbott, Time Matters: On Theory and Method.  See also Jervis, System Effects: Complexity in Social and 
Political Life, 4, 17.  As Miller and Page note, “using these same tools [those of traditional science] to understand 
complex worlds fails, because it becomes impossible to reduce the system without killing it.” Miller and Page, 
Complex Adaptive Systems: An Introduction to Computational Models of Social Life, 10. On mechanisms, see 
Bennett, “The Mother of All Isms: Causal Mechanisms and Structured Pluralism in International Relations Theory”; 
Jackson and Nexon, “International Theory in a Post-Paradigmatic Era: From Substantive Wagers to Scientific 
Ontologies.” 
75 Jervis, System Effects: Complexity in Social and Political Life, 17.  
76 Miller and Page, Complex Adaptive Systems: An Introduction to Computational Models of Social Life, 46. 
77 Miller and Page, 50–51. Jervis rightly focuses on the role of positive feedback in emergence, as contrasted to 
negative feedback which tends toward a return to equilibrium or stasis.  See Jervis, System Effects: Complexity in 
Social and Political Life, 147–76; Pierson, Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis, 17–53. 
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2.2.2.  Essentially Heterogeneous 

Ecosystems showcase different types of actors and levels of analysis simultaneously operating.  

Sociological debate over the ecosystem in the 1970s and 1980s focused on this point.  In their 

response to Michael Hannan and John Freeman—the scholars who first brought the ecosystem 

analogy into sociology—Paul DiMaggio and Woody Powell focus on what they see as 

organizational homogeneity or isomorphism, not variation.78  At least in the path-dependent and 

culturally bounded institutions that make up the national security ecosystem, DiMaggio and 

Powell’s argument for isomorphism is overstated, because different institutions in the ecosystem 

define success differently enough to avoid isomorphic patterns—to extend the ecological 

metaphor, niches emerge within the ecosystem.79   

Complex adaptive systems research makes clear that in both social and natural 

ecosystems, niches and variation develop over time.80  Page argues that for a system—including 

a national security ecosystem—to be “robust,” or able to continue to perform in diverse 

circumstances without failing, variation in actors is essential.81  The fact that national security 

institutions are “sticky”—they are hard to destroy once created—suggests a robustness that 

probably draws on some level of variation.82  The stickiest institutions in the national security 

ecosystem, the “tribes,” define success and survival differently from free agents who move in 

 
78 Hannan and Freeman, “The Population Ecology of Organizations”; DiMaggio and Powell, “The Iron Cage 
Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields”; Powell and DiMaggio, 
The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis. 
79 Miller and Page, Complex Adaptive Systems: An Introduction to Computational Models of Social Life, 29. This 
discusses both heterogeneous actors as well as niche construction. 
80 Page, Diversity and Complexity, 148–66. 
81 Page, 149–50. 
82 On institutional stickiness, see Lee, “Electoral Politics, Party Polarization, and Arms Control: New START in 
Historical Perspective.” and the literature on historical institutionalism and path dependency, e.g. Thelen, “Historical 
Institutionalism in Comparative Politics”; Hall and Taylor, “Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms.” 
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and out of the ecosystem, and even within tribes, definitions of prestige and power vary widely 

enough that institutions evolve in different directions. 

 Another advantage to the ecosystem analogy is that it highlights multiple levels of 

analysis at a time.  For example, the classical bureaucratic politics model would combine the 

entire US military and the Office of the Secretary of Defense into one block—“DOD.”  The 

ecosystem model scales, starting with a military tribe that encompasses all three legs of Gordon 

Adams’ “iron triangle”—the uniformed military, Congressional appropriators, and defense 

industry, as well as analytic support from think tanks and federally-funded research and 

development centers—but removes the Office of the Secretary of Defense, because of historical 

evidence indicating that components of it were free agents.83  Even within the uniformed 

component of the military tribe, we see services that compete with each other, often with their 

own Congressional, industrial, and analytic support.  Even within the services, branches or 

specializations also compete with each other, such as the US Air Force’s “fighter mafia” or the 

distinction between naval aviators, submariners, and surface warfare officers.84  The ecosystem 

model underscores multiple sequential (and sometimes parallel) competitions at different levels 

of analysis that have a material impact on policy decisions.85 

 
83 On the “iron triangle,” see Adams, The Politics of Defense Contracting: The Iron Triangle.  It is further 
noteworthy that President Dwight Eisenhower’s Farewell Address, famous for its focus on the “military-industrial 
complex,” originally addressed the “military-industrial-Congressional” [emphasis added] complex, recognizing this 
tribal configuration “in the wild.”  See Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate 
Weapon. On FFRDCs like RAND, see Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon; Herken, Counsels of War. Abella, 
Soldiers of Reason: The RAND Corporation and the Rise of the American Empire. See also sections 2.3.1.1 of 
chapter 2, 3.2.1 of chapter 3, and 3.3.1 of chapter 3. 
84 Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis, Zimmerman et al., “Movement 
and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military Services.” and Worden, Rise of 
the Fighter Generals: The Problem of Air Force Leadership, 1945-1982. Builder, The Icarus Syndrome: The Role of 
Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the US Air Force.  On naval subcultures, see Wong and Gerras, 
“Culture and Military Organizations,” 19. and Williamson, “The Royal Navy, 1900-1945: Learning from 
Disappointment,” 322.  See also sections 3.2.1.2 and 3.5.1.2 of chapter 3. 
85 On levels of analysis, see Waltz, Man, the State, and War. 
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2.2.3.  Bounded Competition 

The ecosystem heuristic also explores the essential competition within the policy process—

where divergent preferences lead to debates with potential “survival” implications for institutions 

such as “tribes”—but bounds the competition.  Policy is easy when everyone agrees—and this is 

where the parsimonious reactive model works.  But such consensus is exceedingly rare, 

particularly when a specific policy process is placed within a broader context over time and 

across issues.86  A policy decision has meaning not only for the specifics of the policy at hand, 

but also for future policies, parallel decision processes, status and prestige.  As organizations 

institutionalize and develop their own histories and senses of meaning, the differentiation process 

creates natural frictions.  Policy becomes contestation—almost immediately.  The fact that tribes 

make truth claims about the meaning of reality and the meaning of pursing a policy option, rather 

than weakly held opinions, raises the competitive stakes in the equilibrium.  Policy debates 

become negotiations over “essentially contested concepts.”87   

At the same time, the organizational record of Cold War national security politics 

features few if any actual deaths of bureaucracies or major programs; as noted earlier, 

institutions are sticky.88  The truth claims component of tribal thinking means that decisions over 

policies and programs—even programs as seemingly marginal as SETs—can feel to the 

participants as if they could implicate the future of a tribe, and policy decisions have significant 

 
86 Sometimes the rules of the game militate consensus, but such consensus comes through bargaining rather than 
assumption.  See for example Preston and ’T Hart, “Understanding and Evaluating Bureaucratic Politis: The Nexus 
between Political Leaders and Advisory Systems.” 
87 Baldwin, “The Concept of Security”; Collier, Hidalgo, and Maciuceanu, “Essentially Contested Concepts: 
Debates and Applications”; Goertz, Social Science Concepts: A User’s Guide. 
88 Even in the post-Cold War environment, the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA) did not “die”—
rather, it was folded into the State Department as what is now known as the Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, 
and Compliance (AVC). 
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career consequences.89  But just as individual members of a species may feel in a natural 

ecosystem intense survival pressures, this does not mean that ecosystems represent all out war.  

The interdependencies that exist between institutions and actors within the national security 

ecosystem mean that “war to the death” may have greater costs than controlled contestation. 

2.2.4.  Semipermeable Membranes and Border Conditions 

Just as in a biological ecosystem like the Serengeti or Yellowstone National Park, national 

security ecosystems have actors moving in and out who can have a transformative impact on the 

system at large.90  In particular, the existence of “free agent” groups within the ecosystem, 

beyond the tribes that are “sticky” institutions, and the role of political leaders who change over 

time provide dynamism in the model. 

 Social theory shows that borders and boundaries play an important role in identity 

formation.91  But these borders are neither given nor fixed.  Work in complex adaptive systems 

on critical transitions—important for the critical junctures literature in comparative politics that 

borrows from complex systems theory—notes that border conditions and boundaries are a 

critical component of change.92 

 Barriers to entry and exit exist within an ecosystem but are not insurmountable. Political 

leaders and their political advisers come and go, sometimes with term-limited regularity and 

sometimes due to disruption in the political system.  Free agents in the ecosystem come in and 

 
89 Examples of this include Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in 
a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon; Coram, Boyd: The Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art of 
War. 
90 On the Serengeti and Yellowstone examples, see “Andy Dobson on Disease Ecology and Conservation Strategy.” 
91 Connolly, Identity/Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox; Neumann, Uses of the Other: “The 
East” in European Identity Formation; Cederman and Daase, “Endogenizing Corporate Identities: The Next Step in 
Constructivist IR Theory,” 16–18. 
92 Scheffer et al., “Catastrophic Shifts in Ecosystems.” On critical junctures, see Capoccia and Kelemen, “The Study 
of Critical Junctures: Theory, Narrative, and Counterfactuals in Historical Institutionalism.” 
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out of national security positions as political appointees or unaffiliated bureaucrats.  Even within 

tribes, there is flexibility in membership over time.  For example, we find in the US case multiple 

senior military officers who end up effectively as members of the arms control tribe, particularly 

after retirement, and are able to empower the arms control tribe in ecosystem debates.93  This 

semipermeable membrane, not only into the ecosystem but across its elements, also serves as a 

restraint on all-out bureaucratic war. 

2.2.5.  The Ecosystem “How To”—Notes on Method 

The ecosystem heuristic, rather than a full-blown complex adaptive systems approach, points to a 

methodological roadmap.  Following a biology- and ecology-informed approach to 

understanding the policy process yields a three-step analytic process: 

• Cataloguing—identifying the players in the system and how they operate.  I do this in the 

discussion of “Players” below, as well as chapter 3. 

• Identifying recurrent mechanisms and strategies—I do this in the sections on the 

“Toolkit” and “Playing the Game” below. 

• Testing for bounded predictions—I use the case studies (chapters 4-6) to do this. 

 

2.3.  Players in the Ecosystem Game 

Within the ecosystem, durable tribes compete with each other and more fluid free agent 

organizations over policy decisions.  Within both, bureaucratic entrepreneurs inject new ideas 

and pressure for changes.  The outcomes flow to political leaders for decision. 

 
93 Two clear examples are Admiral Noel Gayler and General James “Hoss” Cartwright.  On Gayler, see Hunter, A 
United States Antisatellite Policy for a Multipolar World. On Cartwright, see for example 
https://www.globalzero.org/ and Pifer, “NATO, Nuclear Weapons, and Arms Control.” 
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• For the purposes of understanding SETs, there are three tribes: the military, bilateralist, 

and arms control tribes. 

• Free agent organizations include those national security agencies and organizations that 

have less institutionalization over time, including political appointments in both the US 

and USSR. 

• Bureaucratic entrepreneurs are individuals within both tribes and free agent organizations 

to push new ideas. 

• In the SET ecosystems in the US and USSR, the political leaders were the respective 

President and General Secretary. 

2.3.1.  Tribes 

As referenced above, I use the term “tribe” to mean an enduring institution within a national 

security ecosystem over time.94  Tribes also recur across comparative cases—when studying the 

US and Soviet SET ecosystems, each superpower has the same tribes.95  Built on deep, 

propagating shared cultural narratives and truth claims, they transcend formal organizational 

boundaries. 

Tribes are the institutional depth of a national security ecosystem.  They replicate 

themselves and institutionalize over time through a thick, shared set of practices that creates a 

 
94 For an example of a use of the tribal metaphor in national security thinking, see Millett, “The US Marine Corps, 
1973-2017: Cultural Preservation in Every Place and Clime,” 378. quoting West, The Strongest Tribe: War, Politics, 
and the Endgame in Iraq.  See also Pierson, Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis, 7–8. 
95 Transgovernmental theorists beg the question of whether tribes have more in common with each other than with 
other components of their respective ecosystems.  See Keohane and Nye, “Transgovernmental Relations and 
International Organizations.” Davis Cross, Security Integration in Europe: How Knowledge-Based Networks Are 
Transforming the European Union. on cross-border diplomatic and military community building.  Farley, “US Air 
Force Culture, 1947-2017,” 426. mentions a transnational airpower epistemic community. 
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shared history and sense of meaning.96  These include a personnel system with hierarchy by 

which individuals within the tribe can gain greater status, resources, or rank; an educational 

system that propagates and inculcates a set of values (the tribe’s “culture”)97; steady access to 

resources that ensures the continued benefit of working in that tribe; a history that creates shared 

stories and narratives; a shared language, dialect, or “jargon” that may make sense to members of 

the same tribe from a different superpower than to rival tribes within a national security 

ecosystem98; rituals and symbols with shared meaning;99 and perhaps most importantly, a set of 

shared beliefs about the way the world works and what needs to be done about it.100 

Tribes do not necessarily adhere to a government’s organizational chart—the three tribes 

described below include one that is within a department and two that cut across organizational 

boundaries; to quote Alfred Korzybski, “the map is not the territory.”101  Organizational 

boundaries are more fluid than tribal boundaries, and socialization processes go well beyond a 

single bureaucracy’s ability to impose its will on its employees. 

Political science has considered groupings like tribes before.  From the epistemic 

communities literature, we see the importance of shared knowledge as a source of 

 
96 Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures., Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies.” Wedeen, 
“Conceptualizing Culture: Possibilities for Political Science.” Bourbeau, “The Practice Approach in Global 
Politics”; Adler and Pouliot, “International Practices.” 
97 Mansoor and Murray, The Culture of Military Organizations. 
98 Pouliot and Cornut, “Practice Theory and the Study of Diplomacy: A Research Agenda.” 
99 Mansoor and Murray, “Introduction,” 1. 
100 On the point about shared beliefs, see Peter Hall’s analysis of policy development in 1980s and 1990s Britain.  
His use of Thomas Kuhn’s paradigmatic approach—more often used in IR to explain the differences among our own 
“tribes”—helps explain the depth of feeling within and across tribes about the truth claims being made. Hall, “Policy 
Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State: The Case of Economic Policymaking in Britain.” and Kuhn, The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions.  See also Kuehn, “US Navy Cultural Transformations, 1945-2017: The Jury Is 
Still Out,” 352.  
101 Korzybski, Science and Sanity: An Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantics, 750. See 
also Buchanan, “A Natural Bias for Simplicity.” 
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cohesion.102  However, as Maia Davis Cross notes, the initial work on epistemic communities 

overweighted the role of scientific expertise (including the importance of peer-reviewed 

publication in “hard sciences”) as a source of policy influence.103  As she showed in her study of 

policy development in the European Union, in formal policy contexts military officers or 

diplomats constituted epistemic communities.104  The separate policy communities literature 

reinforces the advantage of an analytic approach that crosses formal organizational or 

institutional lines.105   

Tribes’ truth claims also reinforce the competitive nature of the national security 

ecosystem.  Tribes are not only competing for power, prestige, and resources – as the classical 

bureaucratic model would offer dating all the way back to Max Weber – they are also competing 

over the nature of what the right policy option is, rooted in a shared worldview or narrative that 

is largely incommensurable to the worldview of other tribes.106  The military’s desire to adopt a 

weapons system, for example, or arms controllers’ desire to block its adoption, goes beyond 

politics to beliefs in right and wrong and deeply held concerns about the consequences of the 

wrong course of action.  Tribes therefore play the policy game to win. 

Tribes have contestation and “sub-tribes” within them, and relative unity makes a 

significant difference in whether a tribe succeeds in a policy contest.  A divided military tribe, 

 
102 Haas, “Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination”; Adler, “The Emergence of 
Cooperation: National Epistemic Communities and the International Evolution of the Idea of Nuclear Arms 
Control”; Ruggie, “International Responses to Technology: Concepts and Trends.” 
103 Davis Cross, “Rethinking Epistemic Communities Twenty Years Later.” 
104 Davis Cross, Security Integration in Europe: How Knowledge-Based Networks Are Transforming the European 
Union. 
105 Walker, “Introduction: Policy Communities as a Global Phenomena”; Baumgartner et al., Lobbying and Policy 
Change: Who Wins, Who Loses, and Why; Mazarr, “The Iraq War and Agenda Setting.” 
106 Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, 956–1005.; Poulos and Schlickenmaier, 
“Toward Interobjective Understanding.” 
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for example, is less likely to succeed than a unified arms control tribe, particularly if the arms 

controllers can partner with “dissident” or minority voices within the military tribe.  Shared 

values within a tribe—the narratives that underpin them—will make some arguments more or 

less resonant in the ecosystem and in the policy development process.  An operational utility 

argument, as discussed below, is less likely to resonate with an arms control audience than with a 

military one.  As a result, division can have profound implications for policy debate. 

2.3.1.1.  The Military Tribe 

The military tribe is based on the experience of the uniformed officer corps in a country.  It also 

includes the industrial interests that support the military, and gatekeepers who control access to 

military resources and share the views of the military.107  In the American case, members of the 

military tribe are on the Armed Services committees of the House and Senate and the Defense 

Appropriations subcommittees of both chambers.108  In the Soviet case, members of the military 

tribe are in the Military Industrial Commission and components of the Central Committee 

apparatus that oversee defense matters.109 

This tribe is both extremely powerful and extremely prone to division, but the way this 

division manifests itself varies across countries.  The American military tribe, particularly before 

the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, divided along service lines, with defense industrial and 

 
107 Adams, The Politics of Defense Contracting: The Iron Triangle.  See also Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold 
War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, 272.  
108 Consider, for example, the particular roles of Senators like Henry “Scoop” Jackson, Richard Russell, John 
Stennis, and Sam Nunn.  On Jackson in particular, see Graham, Disarmament Sketches: Three Decades of Arms 
Control and International Law; Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II.  On Nunn as a separate example see 
Baucom, “The Rise and Fall of Brilliant Pebbles.”  See also Campbell and Auerswald, Congress and Civil-Military 
Relations. On Stennis and Russell, see Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT, 83.  See also section 3.2.1.4 of 
chapter 3. 
109 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union.; Katayev, A Memoir of 
the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. See also section 3.5.1 of chapter 3. 
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Congressional interests aligned to services.110  Nearly all militaries have services that constitute 

clear and visible “sub-tribes”.111  Services themselves have cleavages between and among 

branches and specializations, as noted above.  When there is a weak general staff unable to 

impose discipline on the services, such as in the US system before Goldwater-Nichols, we expect 

bargaining processes to be bottom-up, often starting intra-service then inter-service, as well as 

between services and other components of the tribe like defense industrial interests.112  If the 

tribe is unified behind a matter, it is more likely that the position will succeed, but the nature of 

that unity is contingent and sometimes exploitable.   

The Soviet military tribe was different because the Soviet General Staff was far stronger 

than any of the services, particularly when combined with the Red Army from which all Soviet 

General Staff chiefs emerged.113  Only in the late 1950s and early 1960s when Khrushchev 

forced nuclear primacy on the military did the Strategic Rocket Forces emerge as a potential 

rival to this uniformed bloc.114  But in the Soviet system, defense industrial interests represented 

 
110 On Goldwater Nichols, see Locher, Victory on the Potomac: The Goldwater-Nichols Act Unifies the Pentagon.  
On service supremacy, see Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis. and 
Zimmerman et al., “Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military 
Services.” On how this manifested itself specifically within the JCS, see McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon 
Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam. 
111 Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis; Zimmerman et al., “Movement 
and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military Services.” 
112 Rebecca Zimmerman and her colleagues argue compellingly that particularly with respect to program and 
acquisition questions, even in the post-Goldwater Nichols system the services and military departments remain 
supreme.  See Zimmerman et al., “Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the 
US Military Services.” 
113 This is clear from the Hines interviews as well as Detinov and Savelyev and Katayev. Hines, “Summary of 
Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control 
Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey.  One exception 
had to do with ICBM acquisition where rival defense industrial producers aligned with political and service partners; 
in that case, the Strategic Rocket Forces had a particular role to play.  On that case see Katayev.  See also section 
3.5.1.1 of chapter 3. 
114 On Khrushchev’s role, see Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet 
Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence.” Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the 
Wall; Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000. 
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an independent power center within the tribe, one whose interests sometimes diverged from 

those of the uniformed military.115  So in the Soviet system, we see uniformed-industrial splits, 

whereas in the American system we see interservice splits. 

Despite this potential for fracture, we can underline a series of traits common to the 

military tribe: 

• Professionalism.  An ethos of professionalism has permeated military culture across 

national borders, particularly in the officer corps, and particularly in great powers and 

superpowers.116  Revolutionary militaries like Maoist guerrilla groups or the early Red 

Army under Trotsky may have tried for a more egalitarian, less hierarchical model, but 

over time militaries have tended toward a more professional ethos.  Professionalism 

offers an opportunity for international law to have an influence on military thinking, to 

the extent that the ethos of professionalism extends to adherence with the Law of Armed 

Conflict and its principles of proportionality and distinction.117 

• Expertise in the operational art of war.  It is rare to see a military—especially in the 

senior officer corps—that believes civilians understand battlefield management and the 

operational art better than they do.118  This comes both through the specialized education 

 
115 Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial 
Evidence”; Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall; Zaloga, The Kremlin’s 
Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000. See also section 3.5.1.3 of 
chapter 3. 
116 Huntington, The Soldier and the State; Albright, “Comparative Conceptualization of Civil-Military Relations.” 
Pennington, “Military Culture, Military Efficiency, and the Red Army, 1917-1945,” 236.  Professionalism is to 
mean that a level of control exists over the use of force.  
117 Koplow, Death by Moderation: The U.S. Military’s Quest for Useable Weapons; Dunlap, “Taming Shiva: 
Applying International Law to Nuclear Operations.” Farley, “US Air Force Culture, 1947-2017,” 429., but note the 
different depiction of Strategic Air Command in particular in Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard 
Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
118 This follows from Huntington’s objective control model.  See Huntington, The Soldier and the State. as well as 
Brooks, “Integrating the Civil-Military Relations Subfield.”  See also the tension manifest in McNamara’s 
relationship with the JCS in McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of 
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and training that senior officers in militaries receive (the Command and General Staff 

College or General Staff Academy model) as well as actual battlefield experience.  This 

tends to be why militaries privilege operational utility when weighing SETs, and why the 

argument about operational utility has such framing resonance. 

• Expertise in resource planning and advocacy.  Unlike other policy organizations whose 

focus is on negotiation, militaries exist to build the future.119  As such, at least out of the 

tribes in the SET ecosystem, militaries are most expert in resource planning and 

advocacy.120  This helps explain why they have such a large resource pool relative to 

bilateralists or arms controllers. 

• “Relative” conservatism about new technology.  Typically, enthusiasm about new 

technologies is limited to either junior officers or those in specific sub fields within a 

service who would benefit from the technical innovation.121  Indeed, the literature on 

military innovation—conceptual as well as technical—points to the difficulties in 

institutionalizing new ways of approaching problems because of this innate 

conservatism.122  Military officers are relatively risk averse, particularly in peace time, 

because the downside risks to one’s career of upsetting an applecart can be grave.123 

 
Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam.  The operational art of war is the development of campaign plans for 
conducting military operations. 
119 I am grateful to David Stein for this insight. 
120 Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis; Zimmerman et al., “Movement 
and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military Services.” 
121 Rosen, Winning the Next War: Innovation and the Modern Military; Jungdahl and MacDonald, “Innovation 
Inhibitors in War: Overcoming Obstacles in the Pursuit of Military Effectiveness.” 
122 Ibid. 
123 They are also risk averse because the consequences of new technology failing in wartime could be catastrophic. 
Hsieh, “Ulysses S. Grant and the Culture of the Union Army of Tennessee,” 55. 
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• Subordination to civilian control—within limits.124  Norms of military subordination to 

civilian control were strong in both the Cold War US and Soviet cases; Reina Pennington 

and Taylor Fravel points out that in the case of the Cold War USSR and today’s China, 

the Communist Party provides an additional element of civilian oversight and control 

over “Party” militaries.125  These norms are deeply held, despite fictional representations 

like “Seven Days in May.”126  But they have their limits.  The Soviet military was 

stretched to its limit by Gorbachev, leading senior leaders like Defense Minister Dmitri 

Yazov and former General Staff Chief Sergey Akhromeyev to side with coup plotters in 

August 1991.127  But beyond that, military subordination to civilian control tends to focus 

on subordination to political leaders after a decision has been made, in this case whether 

or not to pursue or limit a SET.  Before a decision is made, members of the military tribe 

will lobby as hard as any civilian; and even after a decision is made, if it goes against the 

military’s wishes, it has outlets to put additional pressure on civilian leadership, whether 

through economic and industrial interests or, in circumstances of divided government like 

in the US, through allies in Congress.128 

 

 

 
124 Brooks, “Integrating the Civil-Military Relations Subfield.” 
125 Pennington, “Military Culture, Military Efficiency, and the Red Army, 1917-1945,” 238–39., Fravel, Active 
Defense: China’s Military Strategy since 1949. See also section 2.4.1 below. 
126 Knebel, Seven Days in May. 
127 On the coup, as well as the complex role that the Soviet military played in the coup, see Taylor, “The Soviet 
Military and the Disintegration of the USSR”; Taylor, Politics and the Russian Army: Civil-Military Relations, 
1689-2000. On the impact of SET policy, see sections 6.7.2 and 6.7.3 of chapter 6. 
128 See for example the maneuver Bernard Schriever and his colleagues conducted with Scoop Jackson over the 
nascent US ICBM program. Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, 
278.  
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2.3.1.2.  The Bilateralist Tribe 

Bilateralists are the professionals responsible for managing a country’s relations with other 

countries.129  As an institution, bilateralists are represented by the professional diplomats of a 

country’s foreign service or foreign ministry—in the case of the United States, exemplified by 

the “political cone” of the US Foreign Service or senior diplomats in the Russian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs.130 

Bilateralists, like the military, have their own “sub-tribes,” but theirs are more regional 

than functional.131  Europeanists, Arabists, “China hands,” and the like represent sub-tribes 

within the bilateralist community, supported by outside “area studies” experts in academia and 

institutes or think tanks.132  In superpower contexts, bilateralists with expertise in the other 

superpower (like the “Americas Department” of the Soviet Foreign Ministry or the US Embassy 

in Moscow) should have the greatest influence on decisions, but when ally and partner 

considerations come into play then their other regional counterparts can play a critical role.133  

Deep expertise on a foreign country comes with a cost, however; bilateralists are most easily 

 
129 The term is my own, to distinguish the focus of the group (foreign relations) rather than the practice (diplomacy). 
130 On the political cone, see Kopp and Naland, Career Diplomacy: Life and Work in the US Foreign Service. 
131 In this regard I disagree with Cooper, Gvosdev, and Blankshain who in their model set up disputes between 
regional and functional sub-bureaucratic communities.  I see the functional components of the State Department 
with respect to SETs as either members of the arms control tribe (ACDA) or as free agents (the Bureau of Political-
Military Affairs).  See Cooper, Gvosdev, and Blankshain, “Deconstructing the ‘Deep State’: Subordinate 
Bureaucratic Politics in U.S. National Security.” 
132 Kopp and Naland, Career Diplomacy: Life and Work in the US Foreign Service.  Examples of different 
perspectives in the Soviet system include Dobrynin (an Americanist) and Primakov (an Arabist)—see Dobrynin, In 
Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents; Primakov, Russia and the Arabs: Behind the 
Scenes in the Middle East from the Cold War to the Present..  For a discussion of this as mapped to the KGB vice 
the Soviet MFA, see Andrew and Mitrokhin, The World Was Going Our Way: The KGB and the Battle for the Third 
World - Newly Revealed Secrets from the Mitrokhin Archive. 
133 See the discussions in sections 3.2.2 and 3.5.2 of chapter 3 as well as in chapter 6 on INF. 
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accused of “clientitis” because they are the transmission belt for the other superpower’s views to 

get into the national security ecosystem.134 

A series of key traits exemplify the bilateralist tribe and distinguish it from others: 

• The primacy of negotiation.  Bilateralists are trained negotiators.135  Their professional 

training and education underscores that discussion and negotiation are the way to avoid 

crisis, conflict, and war.136  Beyond that, they believe themselves to be particularly skilled 

at brokering agreements, and will aim to bring that to bear in interagency discussions. 

• The centrality of issue linkage.137  While bilateralists may be focused on one region or 

country (such as a rival superpower) they tend to look at the full range of issues as 

opportunities to broker compromises and deals.  To an extent, the more issues are in a 

portfolio between states, they would think, the better—unless and until an issue becomes 

an irritant and threat in bilateral relations. 

• Diplomatic professional preference.  Diplomats see themselves crossing national borders 

as part of their job and prefer to work with fellow professional diplomats.138  As such, 

they will tend to prefer structures with experienced diplomats rather than political 

appointees or uniformed military personnel in the lead.  At the same time, and similar to 

 
134 John Bolton quoted in Lynch, “The Thankless Task of the Foreign Service Officer”; DePillis, “At the State 
Department, Diversity Can Count against You.” See also Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and 
the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 51. 
135 Fisher, Ury, and Patton, Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In. 
136 Sending, Pouliot, and Neumann, “The Future of Diplomacy: Changing Practices, Evolving Relationships.” 
137 On issue linkage, see Poast, “Does Issue Linkage Work? Evidence from European Alliance Negotiations, 1860 to 
1945.” and Musgrave, “The Missing Links: Choosing and Rejecting International Issue Linkages in the Presidential 
Interest.”  For an arms control related example, see Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT, 169. 
138 Davis Cross, Security Integration in Europe: How Knowledge-Based Networks Are Transforming the European 
Union; Sending, “Diplomats, Lawyers, and the Emergence of International Rule”; Sending, Pouliot, and Neumann, 
“The Future of Diplomacy: Changing Practices, Evolving Relationships.” 
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the views of the military tribe, bilateralists see themselves as professionals and can work 

with similar professionals, forming powerful coalitions with their military colleagues.139 

• Assurance.  Assurance is the need to ensure that allies feel secure, distinct from but 

related to deterrence of adversaries.140  Bilateralists, particularly those focused on ally and 

partner relations rather than superpower relations, worry about maintaining those 

networks of relations and the fear of being seen as “selling out” weaker partners to a 

stronger rival superpower.141  This may be one of the greatest sources of division within 

the bilateralist tribe, where those focused on allies and partners are more likely to prefer 

an option of military strength (allied with the military tribe) against a policy of arms 

control preferred by the other superpower (and the arms control tribe).142 

• Formalism.  Bilateralists, as a general rule, prefer treaties and written instruments to 

memorialize negotiations as a means to ensure that both sides adhere to whatever was 

negotiated.  They will also prefer a predictable structure of negotiations, whether the 

actual form of a negotiation (opening statements, sidebars, instructions, etc.) or a 

predictable schedule to ensure that professionals have a chance to exchange views.  

Bilateralists like former Soviet Ambassador to the US Anatoliy Dobrynin will develop 

the ability to work outside formal channels, but it will create problems for the “system” 

as a whole.143  This belief in formalism also tends to leave bilateralists comfortable with 

 
139 Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, 276., see also Thomson, 
“The LRTNF Decision: Evolution of US Theatre Nuclear Policy, 1975-9.” 
140 Howard, “Reassurance and Deterrence: Western Defense in the 1980s.” And Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold 
War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, 315. 
141 See section 6.3 of chapter 6. 
142 See for example Roberts, The Case for US Nuclear Weapons in the 21st Century, 176–234., which maps with my 
experience dealing with extended deterrence issues supporting policy on the NSC staff and OSD from 2009-2013. 
143 Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents. 
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formal international law, and even some forms of customary international law, given the 

legal roots of the profession.144 

2.3.1.3.  The Arms Control Tribe 

The arms control tribe develops, promulgates, and seeks to implement shared ideas about the 

value of arms control and the dangers of escalation.  It has the shallowest roots within the 

government of the three tribes considered here, relying instead on a dense institutional network 

of foundations, NGOs, think tanks, and universities.  It is also the most specialized tribe in the 

SET system; one can imagine, for example, an international-financial tribe who only plays on 

economic and monetary issues.145  As a result, describing its attributes gets quickly into a 

discussion of its specific policy preferences, as distinct from the military and bilateralist tribes.  

In the United States, the arms control tribe had a formal home in the Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency from 1961 onward, and an informal home in various iterations of the 

President’s Science Advisory Committee and the Office of Science and Technology Policy from 

1951 onward.146  The Soviet ecosystem had no formal institutional space for the arms control 

tribe, though they participated through the Academy of Sciences starting in the 1960s, and came 

into positions of senior Government and Party responsibility with the rise of Gorbachev.147  The 

arms control tribe includes an informal personnel system where think tanks, institutes, academic 

organizations, and government roles offer upward mobility, prestige, and power; educational and 

 
144 Hurd, “Law and the Practice of Diplomacy.” 
145 See section 7.5.1 of chapter 7. 
146 Jungdahl and MacDonald, “Innovation Inhibitors in War: Overcoming Obstacles in the Pursuit of Military 
Effectiveness”; Wang, In Sputnik’s Shadow: The President’s Science Advisory Committee and Cold War America. 
Herken, Counsels of War. See also section 3.2.3 of chapter 3. 
147 Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War; English, Russia and the Idea 
of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals, and the End of the Cold War.  See also section 3.5.3 of chapter 3. 
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training opportunities; specific language; and most of all shared beliefs about the efficacy of 

arms control as a means to avoid or manage conflict.   

There are, as with the bilateralist and military tribes, differences within the tribe—

particularly over questions of disarmament.  Some arms controllers see arms control as a means 

toward the end of general and complete disarmament, particularly nuclear disarmament.148  

Others believe that some level of strategic capabilities is necessary to maintain international 

order, but believe that arms control helps stabilize those dangerous relationships.149  A second 

disagreement is over the efficacy of norms and international law in and of itself as a means to 

effectively control strategic capabilities.  Some members of this tribe argue for any arms control 

agreement—even a politically binding one or one without effective monitoring and verification 

mechanisms—because of the normative power of the international community, especially its 

leading powers, speaking out against the proliferation and escalation of arms races.150  Others 

decry arms control that lacks effective verification and monitoring for fear that cheating on arms 

control will undermine the broader regime.151 

As with the military and bilateralist tribes, we can identify a series of traits common to 

the arms control community: 

• Ubiquitous risks of escalation.  Arms control as a means to manage conflict role because 

of fears of escalation, particularly during the Cold War when fears of general nuclear 

exchange grew as nuclear arsenals grew.  Arms controllers see escalation risks rampant, 

 
148 See for example the Global Zero campaign at https://www.globalzero.org/  
149 Diller and Stefani, Richard G. Lugar: Indiana’s Visionary Statesman, 116–22. 
150 On the purported power of norms and taboos, see Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the 
Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons since 1945. 
151 On the need for verification and monitoring, see Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic Politics, 
Uncertainty, and Cooperation between Adversaries.” Schelling and Halperin, Strategy and Arms Control; Coe and 
Vaynman, “Why Arms Control Is So Rare.” 
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particularly with strategic capabilities that can threaten an adversary’s homeland or 

population, and believe that there is an urgent need to control those risks.152 

• The danger of arms races that cannot be won.  Connected to the risks of escalation in 

crisis and conflict, the arms control tribe believes that arms races are suboptimal if not 

actively negative for a state, even a superpower.  They shun the idea some military and 

political elites hold that arms races can be won, and see the resources poured into arms 

races as wasteful.153  They often tie this belief to a progressive or limited-government 

belief in “turning swords into plowshares” and encouraging investment in the domestic 

economy, something that can resonate with political elites for whom such investment can 

yield benefits with the populace.154 

• A belief in the ability to construct effective control frameworks.  Arms control in both the 

US and the Soviet Union emerged from academia, think tanks, and research 

organizations.155  These places encouraged a spirit of theoretical inquiry, and placed value 

on design of institutions and regimes.  As such, the arms control tribe tends to strongly 

believe that effective arms control can be constructed, though they disagree (per above) 

as to the specific criterial that make for an effective regime or arrangement. 

 
152 On escalation risks, see Blair, The Logic of Accidental Nuclear War. 
153 Mandelbaum, The Nuclear Future, 39–80. 
154 Indeed the leading disarmament funding source since 1981 is the Ploughshares Fund.  See 
https://www.ploughshares.org/topic/sally-lilienthal and Sullivan, “Sally Lilienthal, 87; Created Peace Fund.” 
155 Schelling and Halperin, Strategy and Arms Control; Herken, Counsels of War; Kaplan, The Wizards of 
Armageddon. Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War; Sims, Icarus 
Restrained: An Intellectual History of Nuclear Arms Control, 1945-1960; Graham, Disarmament Sketches: Three 
Decades of Arms Control and International Law; Clarke, Politics of Arms Control: The Role and Effectiveness of 
the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency; Maurer, “An Era of Negotiation: SALT in the Nixon 
Administration, 1969-1972.” 
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• The value of international norms as a mechanism for political change.  The arms control 

tribe sees norms, particularly norms of non-use, as important and effective as a means to 

encourage the sorts of control mechanisms they seek.  These norms, often promulgated 

by nongovernmental organizations and progressive lobby groups, build partnerships 

between and among members of the arms control tribe transnationally; they also can 

hinder the political success of the arms control tribe when leaders of a different political 

persuasion are in power.156 

2.3.2.  Free Agents 

Free agent organizations are a shallower organizational component of the ecosystem, more fluid 

and political and with fewer roots than tribes.  As a general rule, they lack the institutionalizing 

practices that tribes use over time to lock in their members’ views.  Their membership is 

therefore more available to be “swung” to the views of one tribe or another.  Because of the 

relative shallowness of the organizational culture within their institutions, they are more likely to 

fracture or split and ally with different tribes.  Second, as a resource for bureaucratic 

entrepreneurs, as discussed below, they offer certain defined positional advantages in the policy 

“game,” such as access to political leaders, oversight of defined tasks, or agenda setting. 

Free agents also differ from tribes because they are deeply interpenetrated both by 

political or Party appointees as well as by members of the tribes themselves.157  What I mean by 

this is that we find bilateralists, military tribe members, and arms controllers in places like the 

 
156 This was clearest with the election of Ronald Reagan as President.  Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan 
Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control. 
157 Lewis, The Politics of Presidential Appointments: Political Control and Bureaucratic Performance; Lewis, 
“Presidential Appointments and Personnel.” 
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NSC staff and the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party.158  Because free agents 

lack the institutional depth with educational systems, deep personnel hierarchies independent of 

political influence, and a separate culture or language, their voice can sometimes have less 

impact; but when combined with one or more tribes, they can add political capital to 

coalitions.159 

While tribes have institutional interests, free agents’ interests tend to revolve around their 

principals.  The National Security Council staff exists to support the National Security Advisor 

and the President; the Office of the Secretary of Defense exists to support the Secretary; the 

departments of the Soviet Central Committee supported their secretaries and ultimately the 

General Secretary; intelligence organizations like the CIA and KGB had both policy and analytic 

or operational interests.160  Leaders of these organizations are less likely to be “captured” by 

institutional interests and are more likely to be able to drive an agenda within their organization.  

But the relative shallowness of the organization also limits its capital and ability to swing an 

agenda over time by itself. 

 

 

 

 
158 For Central Committee examples, see Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the 
Cold War; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow’s 
Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents.  On the NSC, see Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the 
National Security Council and the Architects of American Power; Gans, White House Warriors: How the National 
Security Council Transformed the American Way of War. 
159 See section 2.5.2 below. 
160 On the policy interests of intelligence organizations, see Garthoff, Soviet Leaders and Intelligence: Assessing the 
American Adversary during the Cold War, 2015; Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin 
Archive and the Secret History of the KGB. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of Five 
Presidents and How They Won the Cold War. Rovner, Fixing the Facts: National Security and the Politics of 
Intelligence. 
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2.3.3.  Bureaucratic Entrepreneurs 

Bureaucratic entrepreneurs are the individuals with “new ideas” who can push for new policies 

from within either tribes or free agent organizations.161  These individuals champion or oppose 

SETs and drive the coalition development process to generate policy outcomes.  Adoption—or 

limiting—an SET represents a policy change, but the competitive nature of the ecosystem yields 

a status-quo policy preference, meaning that actors need to interact with each other and cultural 

structures to push a new policy. 

Bureaucratic entrepreneurs have a myriad of motivations for why they pursue their policy 

goals.  Indeed, this model chooses not to theorize about their motivations, but rather to evaluate 

the interaction between them and the cultural structures in the ecosystem.  We assume that 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs want to gain increased status, clout, and leverage in the system, which 

suggests that they will work within the ecosystem to achieve their goals.  Some bureaucratic 

entrepreneurs, like tribes, are narrowly scoped and focused on one exclusive problem; others 

have a wider agenda.  The more senior the entrepreneur, the broader the agenda.162  A broader 

agenda, to the discussion of political capital above, yields more political capital but also means 

that the entrepreneur has to dilute his or her focus on the SET. 

Skillful entrepreneurs not only leverage rhetoric and assessment, but also understand the 

cliche that “personnel is policy.”163  Free agent organizations are available for colonization by 

planting aligned thinkers in place.  Former Vice President Dick Cheney was famous for placing 

 
161 Haass, The Bureaucratic Entrepreneur: How to Be Effective in Any Organization.; see also MacDonald, 
“Eisenhower’s Scientists: Policy Entrepreneurs and the Test-Ban Debate 1954-1958.” on policy entrepreneurs. 
162 Contrasting, for example, Reagan’s Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger with his Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for International Security Policy, Richard Perle.  Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and 
the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control. 
163 Meyer, “Personnel Is Policy.”; see also Lewis, The Politics of Presidential Appointments: Political Control and 
Bureaucratic Performance. 
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allies like John Bolton across the George W. Bush national security ecosystem; Gorbachev did 

the same bringing thinkers like Alexander Yakovlev into the Central Committee.164  In certain 

cases like the early Reagan Administration, even the institutional homes of tribes can be 

overtaken—like the appointments of Eugene Rostow and then Ken Adelman to run the Arms 

Control and Disarmament Agency.165 

What constitutes success for a bureaucratic entrepreneur?  For those who seek the 

adoption of SETs, success is navigating the policy and programmatic process to a point where 

SETs become “programs of record” and turn into full-fledged strategic or operational 

capabilities.  For those who seek to limit SETs, success is a policy outcome that constrains SETs 

either by programmatic termination or via an arms control negotiation. 

2.3.4.  Political Leaders 

In the end, the “buck” stops with one or a small number of political leaders at the border of the 

ecosystem who, given the rules of the system, have final decision authority on contested policy 

matters.166  Why are those leaders—Presidents of the United States and General Secretaries of 

the Soviet Union—absent so far in the model?  The answer has to do with agenda breadth. 

 
164 On Cheney, see Gellman, Angler: The Cheney Vice Presidency. and section 7.3.3 of chapter 7; on Gorbachev 
bringing Yakovlev and others into the Central Committee, see English, Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, 
Intellectuals, and the End of the Cold War. 
165 Chidester, Knott, and Strong, “Interview with Kenneth Adelman.”; Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan 
Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control. Adelman, The Great Universal Embrace:  Arms 
Summitry - A Skeptic’s Account.  For a prior example of “hostile takeover” after signature of the SALT I Treaty, see 
Clarke, Politics of Arms Control: The Role and Effectiveness of the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency; 
Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT. 
166 Some political leaders, like Jimmy Carter and Mikhail Gorbachev, enter deeply into ecosystem deliberations 
rather than remaining at the border of the system.  This tends to not go well over time.  On Carter, see Garrison, 
“Framing Foreign Policy Alternatives in the Inner Circle: President Carter, His Advisors, and the Struggle for the 
Arms Control Agenda.” Skowronek, The Politics Presidents Make: Leadership from John Adams to George Bush, 
361–406.   On Gorbachev, see Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times. 
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While political leaders often prioritize foreign policy over domestic policy because their 

hands are less tied, they still have a broader agenda than any individual organization within a 

government.167  Because all organizations in the end report to the political leadership, the agenda 

is by definition broadest.  Then within the foreign policy and national security space, the agenda 

for political leaders is broader than for any of the national security organizations—tribes or free 

agents—in the ecosystem.168  This includes matters like trade policy that have little impact on the 

military and arms control tribes, or current crises and operations that can crowd out everything 

else on an agenda.169  Finally, within the “strategic” space of a national security agenda, central 

capabilities (such as the strategic nuclear triad) will have more relevance than SETs.170  

Therefore, it is highly unlikely that a political leader will invest a significant amount of capital 

into a SET, but is more likely to accept the recommendation of a coalition within the ecosystem. 

Beyond the agenda, political leaders have a single overriding interest - the maintenance 

of political power.171  In authoritarian superpowers like the Soviet Union or today’s China, with a 

 
167 Light, The President’s Agenda: Domestic Policy Choice from Kennedy to Clinton. 
168 As Bob Gallucci put it in the case of Vietnam policy, “[T]he president makes foreign policy only in the sense that 
a customer in a restaurant makes dinner when he orders his food: he chooses from a limited menu prepared by the 
establishment and usually must accept the interpretation of his choice as it is reflected in the execution of his order.” 
Gallucci, Neither Peace Nor Honor: The Politics of American Military Policy in Viet-Nam, 7. 
169 Consider, for example, the focus of senior political and military leaders on Vietnam from the early 1960s to mid-
to-late 1970s, and the impact that had on their ability to consider SETs.  On senior leaders and Vietnam, see for 
example McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies 
That Led to Vietnam; Gallucci, Neither Peace Nor Honor: The Politics of American Military Policy in Viet-Nam. 
Documents from inside the Central Committee of the Soviet Union, held by the Wilson Center’s Cold War 
International History Project, suggest that similar dynamics were at work over Czechoslovakia in 1968, Poland in 
1979-1981, and Afghanistan from 1979 through the late 1980s.  See further Tompson, The Soviet Union Under 
Brezhnev; Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the 
KGB; Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times. 
170 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II; Talbott, Deadly 
Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Talbott, The Master of the Game: 
Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace. See also section 1.3.3 of chapter 1. 
171 Christensen and Redd, “Bureaucrats versus the Ballot Box in Foreign Policy Decision Making”; Bueno de 
Mesquita et al., “Policy Failure and Political Survival: The Contribution of Political Institutions”; Redd, “The 
Influence of Advisers on Foreign Policy Decision Making”; Mintz, “Foreign Policy Decision Making in Familiar 
and Unfamiliar Settings”; McGillivray and Smith, Punishing the Prince: A Theory of Interstate Relations, Political 
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fluid term of office, political leaders will focus on continuing to consolidate control around key 

elites to prolong power as long as possible then ensure, where possible, a transition to a next 

generation of leadership that will carry on the leader’s agenda.172  In democratic superpowers like 

the United States with fixed terms, a President will focus primarily on reelection in his or her 

first term, then in the second term on seeing a successor elected who will carry on his or her 

agenda to the maximum possible extent.173  Presidents and general secretaries care about their 

legacies and want to be remembered by history; to do so, and to maintain power, they will accept 

risks.  But their frame is fundamentally political rather than policy-centric, especially when it 

comes to SETs.174 

 

2.4.  The Toolkit Used in the Game 

Policy actors use formal and informal controls, agenda setting, strategic assessments, and 

rhetorical commonplaces as their tools in the process of building coalitions in the ecosystem.  

These tools recur regularly over time, and I expect them to have predictable effects on the 

outcomes of policy processes, particularly when combined in strategies I outline in section 2.5 to 

follow. 

 

 

 
Institutions, and Leader Change. On the political nature of Soviet leaders, see Tompson, The Soviet Union Under 
Brezhnev; Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times. 
172 To be clear, this is new in post-Maoist China.  The leadership succession system put in place by Deng Xiaoping 
had predictable leadership transitions to Jiang Zemin after Tiananmen, then from Jiang to Hu Jintao and from Hu to 
Xi Jinping.  Xi’s decision to step away from the ten-year term limit for General Secretaries raises questions about 
whether we will see a return to a more predictable system with his successor. 
173 Edwards, “Leadership, Opportunity, and Strategic Assessments,” 203. 
174 Saunders, “Leaders, Advisers, and the Political Origins of Elite Support for War,” 2142. 
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2.4.1.  Formal and Informal Controls 

Every process has a set of rules—the formal and informal controls that dictate who and what is 

in and out, what is authorized or proscribed.  The agreed rules of a system as endorsed by 

leadership across time provide predictability and “rules of the game;” without formal and 

informal controls, there is no process, only chaos—and often rules emerge from even that.  Some 

of the specific controls are unique to the American or the authoritarian cases, but three broad 

categories outlined below carry across cases. 

The first broad set of control mechanisms is legal.  Legal mechanisms only matter to the 

extent that actors in an ecosystem accept the sanction that comes from a “rule of law” violation.  

We expect legal rules to matter far more in democracies than in autocracies, and for domestic 

law (including the incorporation of international law into domestic law) to matter more than 

purely international law where sanction is far more questionable.   Examples of these controls 

include: 

• Existing arms control arrangements that are folded into domestic law, including by in the 

US case Congressional provision of advice and consent to ratification of a treaty.175 

• Restrictions on spending, particularly in the American case where divided government 

means that the executive branch (the Administration) cannot spend funds that are not 

authorized and appropriated by Congress.176 

 
175 Kreps, Saunders, and Schultz, “The Ratification Premium: Hawks, Doves, and Arms Control.” and Peake, “The 
Domestic Politics of US Treaty Ratification: Bilateral Treaties from 1949 to 2012.” 
176 On divided government, see Bolton and Thrower, “Legislative Capacity and Executive Unilateralism.”  The US 
law on Congressional controls on spending is the Antideficiency Act – see 
https://www.gao.gov/legal/appropriations-law-decisions/resources  
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• The protection of national security information from unauthorized disclosure (leaks).177 

The second broad set of control mechanisms is political.  Here we place Party control of the 

policy process in authoritarian superpowers.  Decisions of the Soviet Central Committee were, 

effectively, Soviet law with the force of the state behind them, because of the political system in 

place where the Party controlled personnel assignments across the entire ecosystem and 

beyond.178  Breakdowns of Party discipline as occurred in the late 1980s could have catastrophic 

consequences for command and control of the national security ecosystem, as we saw in August 

1991.179  More broadly, these political controls are critical to ensure that decisions are not 

constantly revisited after a political leader renders a decision (the “unfinished business” 

rhetorical commonplace discussed in section 2.4.4 below), and largely revolve around the 

political leadership’s ability to promote or remove members of the national security ecosystem as 

a sanction for violation of the controls.  Political controls are not unique to autocracies; they also 

provide a reason for free agents to adhere to their commitments in democratic ecosystems. 

The third broad set of control mechanisms is cultural.  Here we see the impact of norms 

like military deference to civilian control, deference to the idea of the national interest, adherence 

to statements of an Administration’s policy, or pursuit of an agreed agenda, broadly defined.  

These cultural control mechanisms are the hardest to identify and sanction violation, but have 

bearing along with the legal and political controls.  Their violation, when discovered, is most 

 
177 Of course, this rule is honored as much as anything in the breach.  See Coram, Boyd: The Fighter Pilot Who 
Changed the Art of War. And Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT, 224–25. 
178 See Tompson, The Soviet Union Under Brezhnev, 28–34. For a Chinese example of a similar system that built on 
the Soviet model, see McGregor, The Party: The Secret World of China’s Communist Rulers. 
179 Taylor, “The Soviet Military and the Disintegration of the USSR”; Dunlop, “The August 1991 Coup and Its 
Impact on Soviet Politics.” 
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likely to affect the “shadow of the future” with respect to further negotiations on broad agendas, 

because an actor who violates these norms is likely to be trustworthy.180 

Control mechanisms maintain a coherent system.  Principal-agent problems will persist in 

any delegated political system, but the power of control systems—legal, political, or cultural—

should mitigate these problems over time.181  Individual incidents of principal-agent tensions 

should ease with institutionalized controls and norms that persist over time and across 

leaderships in superpowers. 

2.4.2.  Agenda Setting 

Once a question emerges for policy consideration, it is framed within an agenda and has 

implications for how all the ecosystem’s actors view and treat the question.  This is particularly 

important for more senior leaders within an ecosystem with less time to focus on the SET qua 

SET.  Agenda setting is the way in which an ecosystem considers SET, both in terms of how it is 

brought forward in formal or informal processes and in terms of how it is incorporated into a 

broader agenda.  For example, the pyatorka process in the Soviet national security ecosystem 

was a specially designed interagency system on arms control issues; placing a SET in the 

pyatorka process would have ensured that it was considered in an arms control process.182  In the 

same way, the elements of the National Security Council overseeing the interagency process on a 

US SET, the element of the Office of the Secretary of Defense weighing in or staffing the 

 
180 On the shadow of the future and its impact on cooperation over time, see Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation. 
181 Miller, “The Political Evolution of Principal-Agent Models.” 
182 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
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Secretary on it, or the participation within an informal process have a material impact on how the 

US would have considered a SET.183 

Agenda setting serves as a causal mechanism because it rules in and out various options.  

An agenda that places a SET in the context of a portfolio of capabilities to catch up with a rival 

superpower is more likely to advantage the adoption of the SET; an agenda that places it in an 

arms control context is more likely to advantage its limitation. 

2.4.3.  Strategic Assessments 

Any policy question, including whether to pursue a SET, requires context.  Strategic assessments 

analyze the actions of the other superpower as well as the technical nature of the SET itself, and 

put them into context for action considerations.  Tribes and free agents all conduct their own 

forms of strategic assessment, based either on intelligence information or on information they 

have gleaned from their own accesses or sources.  Rival technical assessments about the maturity 

of a technology can drive efforts to catch up or the redirection of resources away from a 

program.184  Roles and missions analyses can lead to champions for a SET within a military or a 

realization that the military is split over the value of a capability.  These assessments are 

sometimes done with an eye to a solution, and sometimes are more “impartial,” but clearly have 

causal value because actors harness them within the policy ecosystem.185  

The following types of strategic assessment are available in the national security 

ecosystem and are relevant to discussions of SETs: 

 
183 Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, 275. See also discussions 
in section 4.2 of chapter 4 and section 6.3 of chapter 6. 
184 Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. Pennington, “Military 
Culture, Military Efficiency, and the Red Army, 1917-1945,” 243. 
185 For examples of bias in strategic assessment, see Adams, War of Numbers: An Intelligence Memoir. and Stubbs, 
“The Culture of the Royal Air Force, 1918-1945,” 406. 
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• Threat identification, which spotlights the technology under consideration, the potential 

employment of it by another superpower, and can capture the initial considerations of the 

rival superpower to explore using the SET.186 

• Technical assessment, which explores the technology development process that a 

superpower internally is on as well as what is garnered from intelligence information 

about a rival superpower’s technology development to determine the maturity of the 

technology and its progress through the research, development, test, and evaluation 

cycle.187 

• Effectiveness analysis, in which an entity could explore the potential operational utility of 

a SET, including operations research, modeling, simulation, and real-world testing.188 

• Roles and missions analysis, in which an actor assesses whether the technical 

characteristics of a SET fit into the broader organizational culture of a military or a 

particular military service.  It is noteworthy that this is distinct from effectiveness 

analysis, though the two clearly overlap.189  Development of doctrine is in some ways a 

form of roles and missions analysis.190 

 
186 Coats, “Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community.” Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold 
War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon.  Kuehn, “US Navy Cultural Transformations, 1945-2017: The 
Jury Is Still Out,” 361. 
187 “Technology Readiness Assessment Guide: Best Practices for Evaluating the Readiness of Technology for Use in 
Acquisition Programs and Projects.”; “Net Technical Assessment.” Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard 
Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
188 Kent et al., “Thinking About America’s Defense: An Analytical Memoir”; O’Hanlon, The Science of War: 
Defense Budgeting, Military Technology, Logistics, and Combat Outcomes.  Some tribes or sub-tribes may find this 
more useful than others; see for example Mansoor and Murray, “Introduction,” 11.8/24/20 10:20:00 AM 
189 White, “Directions for Defense: Report of the Commission on Roles and Missions of the Armed Forces”; 
O’Hanlon et al., Hearing to Receive Testimony on Revisiting the Roles and Missions of the Armed Forces.  Both 
documents refer back to the “Key West Agreement” of 1948, which had set out the roles for the US services with 
the creation of the Air Force. 
190 On doctrine development, see for example Pennington, “Military Culture, Military Efficiency, and the Red Army, 
1917-1945.” Mansoor, “US Army Culture, 1973-2017,” 303. on the post-Vietnam US Army. 
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• Systems analysis, which combines effectiveness analysis with cost to determine the 

appropriate portfolio of defense investments of force postures.  First brought to the US 

Defense Department by Robert McNamara under President John F. Kennedy, systems 

analysis as a tool has spread beyond the US, though we know more about US uses of 

systems analytic techniques than those used in the Soviet Union or today’s China.191 

• Comparative net assessment, which considers the relative impact of a technology’s 

adoption by one side on the superpower balance of power.  The Soviet General Staff was 

known for highly quantitative correlation of forces and means analyses that would point 

to the impact of a new capability or concept on the US-Soviet balance; the Department of 

Defense was known for more qualitative net assessments under Andrew Marshall.192 

• Risk assessment, which looks less at the balance of power and more at the potential 

downsides of adopting a SET.  These downsides could be financial, operational, or 

geopolitical.  Some risk assessments are highly quantitative borrowing from the financial 

sector; others are far less formal.193  

• Political assessment, which evaluates the costs and benefits for a political leader’s 

broader agenda and policy path.  There are two forms of political assessment—

 
191 Enthoven and Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense Program, 1961-1969.  Duller, 
“Internationalization of Cold War Systems Analysis: RAND, IIASA, and the Institutional Reasons for 
Methodological Change”; Levien, “RAND, IIASA, and the Conduct of Systems Analysis”; Abella, Soldiers of 
Reason: The RAND Corporation and the Rise of the American Empire. 
192 On the Soviet/Russian correlation of forces and means methodology, see Hines, “Summary of Interview with 
Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich.” Womack, “Soviet Correlation of Forces and Means: Quantifying Modern 
Operations”; Grau and Bartles, “The Russian Way of War: Force Structure, Tactics, and Modernization of the 
Russian Ground Forces”; Reach, Kilambi, and Cozad, “Russian Assessments and Applications of the Correlation of 
Forces and Means”; Thomas, “Russian Military Thought: Concepts and Elements.”  On US net assessment, see 
Mahnken, Competitive Strategies for the 21st Century: Theory, History, and Practice; Krepinevich and Watts, The 
Last Warrior: Andrew Marshall and the Shaping of Modern American Defense Strategy. 
193 According to DOD guidance and federal law, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is required to produce a 
risk assessment every year.  This requirement did not exist during most of the Cold War.  See 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/10/153  
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geopolitical and domestic.  Geopolitical assessments look at the impact of a SET on 

alliance dynamics, international political relationships, and broader superpower 

relations.194  These are most often the domain of the bilateralist tribe though all actors in 

the ecosystem can produce them.  Domestic political assessments look at the impact of a 

SET on a political leader’s domestic agenda.195  This assessment is most likely to leak out 

of a purely “objective” national security ecosystem, but may have the greatest relevance 

for a political leader; as Elizabeth Saunders notes, “even in private, presidents rarely 

articulate the role that domestic politics, and especially public opinion, play in national 

security decisions.”196 

2.4.4.  Rhetorical Commonplaces  

The language used about policy questions like SETs matters as much as that question’s context.  

Rhetorical commonplaces—building on communications theory applied to IR by Ronald Krebs 

and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson—are the repeated, impactful “turns of phrase” used to discuss a 

policy question.197  Rhetorical commonplaces are “sticky” terms that resonate in particular with 

high-volume, low-focus political leaders.  They have the potential to resonate publicly as well, 

meaning they are given particular weight in the discourse that surrounds national security 

decision-making.  But they also require some level of credibility - actors who recklessly throw 

around rhetorical commonplace with no regard for the political reality that underlies them will be 

 
194 See for example the documents and cables from the Department of State’s Bureau of European Affairs in “The 
Euromissiles Crisis and the End of the Cold War, 1977-1987 -- Document Reader Part II.” 
195 Jackson, “The Showdown That Wasn’t: US-Israeli Relations and American Domestic Politics, 1973-75.” 
196 Saunders, “Leaders, Advisers, and the Political Origins of Elite Support for War,” 2142. 
197 Krebs and Jackson, “Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political Rhetoric”; Jackson, Civilizing 
the Enemy: German Reconstruction and the Invention of the West; Jackson, “Defending the West: Occidentalism 
and the Formation of NATO”; Krebs, Fighting for Rights: Military Service and the Politics of Citizenship.  
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ignored over time.  As such, effective actors combine rhetorical commonplaces with strategic 

assessments (see above) to give them greater weight.  

I explore seven particular rhetorical commonplaces in this dissertation because they recur 

across SET cases, making them tractable for analysis: 

• Political cost.  Political leaders prefer to avoid incurring costs wherever possible, because 

the breadth of their agenda means that they have to expend their political capital in as 

strategic a manner as possible.198  Actors who can harness the rhetorical commonplace of 

“political cost” will be able to better convince political leaders to follow the path of “least 

resistance.”  However, they will probably need to marshal some evidence to back up their 

claim, such as public opinion polls or evidence from a broader agenda. 

• Cost and schedule growth.  This is a programmatic rhetorical commonplace that suggests 

development of a SET is “out of control,” and will cost increasing amounts of scarce 

resources with decreasing likelihood of success.199  This rhetorical commonplace, 

particularly when harnessing independent cost/schedule assessment, is likely to support 

arguments to limit rather than double-down on a SET. 

• Linkage.  This is the critical rhetorical commonplace for the bilateralist tribe - they tend 

to harness this to tie the success of an agenda, whether that be fielding a SET or limiting 

it, to broader efforts.  As a rhetorical commonplace, however, it is more broadly 

applicable and used by all members of the national security ecosystem.  The Nixon 

ecosystem, for example, linked signature of the Biological Weapons Convention to the 

ongoing Strategic Arms Limitation and Antiballistic Missile negotiations, which mattered 

 
198 See section 2.2.4 above. 
199 Enthoven and Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense Program, 1961-1969. 



62 
 

more to the Administration in the context of detente.200  On the other hand, American 

antisatellite proponents and opponents linked developments after 1983 to the Strategic 

Defense Initiative, which led the Administration to redouble efforts to protect the 

capability and Congressional opponents to block it.201 

• Escalation.  This is the critical rhetorical commonplace for the arms control tribe, 

believing that escalation risks are so potent that a decision must be made to limit a SET.  

Escalation typically would harness the specter of general nuclear exchange, whose 

horrors were so vivid to political leaders that they sought to avoid it.  Former General 

Staff generals told the story of then-General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, who when 

participating in a strategic nuclear exercise shook in fear at the thought of possibly 

launching an exchange.202  Escalation is, however, a contested concept because the 

probability of escalation when pursuing a SET is deeply uncertain. 

• Falling behind.  This is the critical rhetorical commonplace for anyone—entrepreneur or 

organization—who seeks to field a SET.  Leveraging strategic assessments, this 

rhetorical commonplace feeds off the exceptionalist narrative that tends to pervade 

superpowers and the political risks that appear at the prospect of lagging the other 

superpower.203  First employed in the United States during the so-called “bomber gap,” 

this commonplace is also a key feeder for arms races.204 

 
200 Goldman and Humphrey, “Documents on Arms Control and Nonproliferation, 1969-1972.”  See also section 4.4 
of chapter 4. 
201 Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War.  See also section 5.5.1 
of chapter 5. 
202 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich,” 27. The full quote appears at the 
beginning of chapter 3. 
203 Schlickenmaier, “Exceptionalist Narratives and Great Power Status: The Social Sources of Realpolitik.” 
204 On the bomber gap, see Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy. And Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold 
War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
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• Operational utility.  This is the rhetorical commonplace most often used to make the case 

for military needs.  Proponents of a SET will typically talk about the importance of the 

technology for warfighting, which resonates with the military’s standing and political 

capital within a national security ecosystem.  Opponents of a SET, on the other hand, can 

talk about better mechanisms for meeting the military’s needs as a way to limit the SET.  

Operational utility, like all the other rhetorical commonplaces, can rely on strategic 

assessments to rule in or rule out SETs. 

• Unfinished business.  A coalition that loses out in a policy negotiation may seek to keep 

the decision window open by employing the rhetorical commonplace that a decision is 

not final - even if it has begun to be implemented.  We see, for example, the US military 

keeping open options to limit ASAT negotiations in the Carter Administration even after 

Jimmy Carter signed Presidential Directives on negotiating positions.205  By lengthening 

the game beyond the initial decision, losers of policy contestation will seek to identify 

new opportunities to achieve their goals, and will look to follow-on strategic assessments 

in support of their goals. 

 

2.5.  Playing the Game 

Actors within a superpower use different coalition-building strategies to show political leaders 

the merits of pursuing a particular approach to a policy question.  They use both framing 

techniques and political capital—the mechanism of exchange within the ecosystem—to put the 

actions of the other superpower in context. 

 
205 Tudda, “1977-1980 Volume XXVI: Arms Control and Nonproliferation.” See also section 5.4 of chapter 5. 
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2.5.1.  Coalition Dynamics 

While Cold War and contemporary superpowers have never been parliamentary democracies 

with multi-party coalition dynamics, the competitive ecosystem where tribes and free agents 

operate requires policy coalitions to execute new initiatives.  The ecosystem model predicts that 

political leaders do not execute policy initiatives via fiat, nor do decisions over time involve only 

a small fraction of the ecosystem.  

Tribal agents (acting on their tribe’s behalf) and bureaucratic entrepreneurs harness 

strategic assessments and rhetorical commonplaces to convince or compel other actors, including 

whole or partial tribes or free agents, to join in the policy coalition of their choice.  The size of a 

coalition depends on the formal and informal rules and agenda setting discussed above.  William 

Riker’s concept of the “minimum winning coalition” is relevant here—based on the rules and 

agenda, agents will put in the effort to have the minimum necessary coalition members to 

win.206  In some circumstances, this may require consensus.  In others, it may be a bare 

majority.207  That comes from the formal and informal controls and agenda setting process 

discussed above. 

The model predicts that the use of assessments and rhetoric is both coercive and 

persuasive.208  Skillful agents will use credible assessments and rhetoric that resonates with a 

rival tribe or tribal component.  There are four ideal types of coalition-building strategies we see: 

 
206 Riker, The Theory of Political Coalitions.  As discussed above, there are “violations” of the minimum winning 
rule, but those typically come from changing the rules of what constitutes a minimum win.  See Bueno de Mesquita 
et al., “Policy Failure and Political Survival: The Contribution of Political Institutions”; Saunders, “Leaders, 
Advisers, and the Political Origins of Elite Support for War.” 
207 George, Presidential Decision Making in Foreign Policy: The Effective Use of Information and Advice. 
208 On coercive rhetoric, see Mattern, “The Power Politics of Identity”; Mattern, Ordering International Politics: 
Identity, Crisis, and Representational Force. 
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• Bonding is when an actor uses rhetoric and assessments that appeal to a tribe or free 

agent’s interests in such a way that other choose to join the coalition.  This can be thought 

of as broadly persuasive; while it may change a tribe or free agent’s interpretation of a 

particular issue like a SET, it does not change the tribe’s core preferences or free agent’s 

political interests. 

• Breaking is when an actor uses rhetoric and assessments that appeal to a particular sub-

tribe of a tribe or sub-unit of a free agent in order to break its consensus apart.  For 

example, this may include exploiting military-industrial fissures in the Soviet military 

tribe, or Alliance/Soviet fissures in the American bilateralist tribe.  While breaking 

involves some potential for bonding in cross-tribal coalitions, it is more powerful by 

undermining the ability of a rival to build a coalition. 

• Buying is when an actor spends her political capital to gain coalition members.  Thought 

of broadly as “horse trading” this is where side payments and issue linkages can come 

into play.209  This relies less on assessment and rhetoric, and we do not expect to see 

buying as the exclusive tactic a skillful entrepreneur will employ.  Buying may be what 

puts a coalition over the finish line, particularly when paired with bonding and/or 

breaking strategies. 

• Banking is in some respects the reverse of buying.  It is a strategy available to tribes and 

free agents when their stake in a matter is relatively low, making themselves available to 

 
209 On side payments, see for example Kreps, Saunders, and Schultz, “The Ratification Premium: Hawks, Doves, 
and Arms Control,” 480.  
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join a coalition in exchange for future benefits.  This is a key way that actors gain 

additional political capital and may be a form of logrolling.210 

The political leader then looks at the rival policy coalitions before him or her and decides which 

one to follow, based on the total accumulated political capital of the coalition.  Actors will be 

sensitive to how much political capital is in place—how much stake they put in this play, versus 

the others in scope.  With rare exceptions, political leaders will not care about the specifics of the 

policy under question; they care about its political merits as reflected by the coalition backing it 

and what that coalition represents.211 

2.5.2.  Political Capital 

As with any ecosystem, there must be a mechanism of exchange or measure of worth that allows 

participants to evaluate what coalition is worth joining and shows political leaders what approach 

to approve.212  This model uses the term “political capital;” George W. Bush famously said that 

“he had political capital and he intended to spend it.”213  However, a review of the political 

science, sociology, and economics literatures indicates that the concept is undertheorized and 

requires some refinement for use in the ecosystem model.214 

 Consider the concept of capital, which dates back in economic thinking to Smith and 

Marx.215  Capital is a stock of wealth, an input into production functions.  It is held by actors, but 

 
210 On logrolling see Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy; Snyder, Myths of 
Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition. 
211 Political leaders care about political salience—and SETs are rarely in and of themselves so salient compared to 
the rest of a political leader’s agenda. 
212 In important regards, this is similar to the concept of power in international relations; a concept that is also under 
theorized.  See Baldwin, Power and International Relations: A Conceptual Approach; Mattern, “The Concept of 
Power and the (Un)Discipline of International Relations.” 
213 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/nov/04/uselections2004.usa20  
214 For example, Elizabeth Saunders discusses the role of political capital in elite bargaining without theorizing it.  
See Saunders, “Leaders, Advisers, and the Political Origins of Elite Support for War,” 2141. 
215 Wolff, “Karl Marx”; de Bruin et al., “Philosophy of Money and Finance”; Hausman, “Philosophy of Economics.” 
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is not the same as money.  Capital has been a powerful analogy for a range of social theories 

over the last 200 years—two most relevant to this question are the ideas of social capital and 

human capital.216  Social capital is the interrelationship between human beings, having money-

like value that motivates actions in a similar fashion to paid compensation.  Robert Putnam 

introduced this concept into political science, borrowing from sociologists like James 

Coleman.217  But this definition is not a consensus within sociology or political science—Nobel 

winning economist Kenneth Arrow recommended ceasing using the term.218  Human capital is a 

useful additional parallel to political capital as theorized below, because it has a “use or lose” 

dilemma.219 

 Limited theorizing on political capital falls into two baskets.  The first borrows from 

Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, but defines it so broadly as to make it challenging to build into this 

model.220  The second draws upon American politics research, derived from public opinion, 

successful elections or votes, or “wasta” (an Arabic term for clout or who you know).221  A 

particularly fruitful branch of this second basket was developed by economist Edward Lopez, 

and I build on his theory for this model.222 

 Lopez provides two broad categories of political capital—reputational and 

representational.  I rebrand these for the ecosystem as “credible” (reputational) political capital 

 
216 Portes, “Social Capital: Its Origins and Applications in Modern Sociology”; Becker, “Human Capital.” 
217 Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy; Coleman, “Social Capital in the Creation of 
Human Capital.” 
218 Arrow, “Observations on Social Capital.” 
219 Becker, “Human Capital.” 
220 French, “Political Capital”; Casey, “Defining Political Capital: A Reconsideration of Bourdieu’s 
Interconvertibility Theory.” 
221 Cameron and Park, “Going Public When Opinion Is Contested: Evidence from Presidents’ Campaigns for 
Supreme Court Nominees, 1930-2009.” 
222 Lopez, “The Legislator as Political Entrepreneur: Investment in Political Capital.” 
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and “positional” (representational) political capital.223  Credible political capital comes from an 

actor’s ability and willingness to adhere to commitments over time, as well as the match between 

promises of her political wins or losses from her particular policy position and how those policy 

positions play out “in real life.” 

Organizations come into a policy process with a preexisting stock of positional political 

capital from three sources.  First is the role that the tribe or free agent organization has in the 

overall national economy.  For example, if bilateral trade represents a significant proportion of a 

nation’s economy, the bilateralists would likely have more political capital to bring to bear.  If 

the military and associated defense industry play a role, we should expect the military to have 

more political capital.  Second is the public’s view of the tribe or free agent (particularly the 

leader of a free agent organization).  Arms control, for example, became increasingly popular in 

the United States in the 1970s and 1980s, suggesting that this tribe would have had greater 

political capital to bring to bear.224  Third is the position that an organization (free agent or tribe) 

holds within the formal structures of the superpower governmental system and its ability to block 

or veto elements of a political leader’s agenda.  Agenda breadth generally correlates to this veto 

power, suggesting that organizations with broader agendas (like the military compared to the 

arms controllers) will have more political capital. 

 Beyond the preexisting “stack” of political capital that actors bring with themselves into a 

policy process, there are ways to win and lose political capital over time.  Three ways to gain 

political capital are implementing the “banking” strategy described above; adding veto capability 

by positioning oneself to make it impossible to implement policy without your concurrence; or 

 
223 I change Lopez’s model because his is designed for legislators, not policymakers. 
224 Knopf, Domestic Society and International Cooperation: The Impact of Protest on US Arms Control Policy. 
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demonstrated “policy wins” over time.”  There are five ways to lose political capital: 1) 

profligate “spending” with an array of commitments; 2) “policy losses;” 3) credibility failures 

through broken promises; 4) hoarding political capital (the “use or lose” dilemma); and 5) being 

outmaneuvered and, thus, losing veto leverage. 

 This further begs the question of what constitutes a policy win or loss.  A policy win is 

fundamentally political, given the political leaders’ calculus.  Examples include something that 

“polls well;” something that gives political benefit to the leadership; or something that fits into a 

political leader’s legacy.  This could include a successfully negotiated and ratified treaty, a 

popular new initiative, or a weapons system that forces an adversary to back down in a crisis. 

 I consider three types of policy losses or policy failures.  Type 1 failures are a loss within 

the ecosystem; for example, an attempt to get a new treaty but political leadership does not buy 

in to the value of it.225  Type 2 failures “win” in the policy ecosystem but fail to pay off over 

time—they are “losses” like the SALT II Treaty.226  Type 3 failures are exogenous to ecosystem 

discussions but impact the credibility and clout of ecosystem actors.  As chapter 5 and 6 show, 

the Mathias Rust scandal was a paradigmatic Type 3 policy failure for the Soviet military 

tribe.227  The broader point is that policy losses represent wasted political capital.  In the chapters 

that follow, I focus on the impact of policy failures on the balance of political capital in the 

ecosystem, and the resultant impact on SET discussions. 

 
225 The ASM-135 ASAT system could be considered a type 1 policy loss given Congress’ position; see chapter 5. 
226 It is an open question whether SALT II ever “emerged” from the ecosystem because the Senate failed to provide 
advice and consent to ratification of the treaty, thanks to the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Talbott, 
Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II. 
227 See section 5.6 of chapter 5 and section 6.7.2 of chapter 6. 
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Political capital is hard to measure, but I expect political leaders and other members of 

the national security ecosystem to pay attention to the political capital various players have and 

are able to marshal.  We should be able to see which organizations are “up and down” within the 

ecosystem over time, based on their relative reservoirs of political capital, and that should have a 

significant impact on the coalitions that form and the decisions around those coalitions to pursue 

or limit SETs. 

2.5.3.  The Enemy Has a Vote—Two-Level Interactions 

So far, the model has only focused on what is happening within one superpower’s national 

security ecosystem.  But because superpowers interact with each other over SETs, there is a 

“two-level” effect where the actions of one superpower affect the views and actions of the other.  

Both national security ecosystems operate in parallel, watching and responding to the other. 

Classical two-level game literature has focused on formal negotiations, whether 

environmental, economic, or even arms control.  However, as Andrew Moravcsik has noted, 

“threats” are as much a signal in a two-level game as commitments or negotiating positions and, 

like promises “must be ratified.”228  

The difference between a two-level approach and an externally-focused foreign policy 

explanation like the environmental alternatie is that the latter tends to give all the causal weight 

to the actions of the outside actor, or more broadly the conditions in the international 

environment.  The two-level approach acknowledges that the international has an impact on the 

domestic while the domestic has a simultaneous impact on the international. 

 
228 Moravcsik, “Introduction: Integrating International and Domestic Theories of International Bargaining,” 29.  
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A superpower’s national security ecosystem will take the actions of the other superpower 

as a critical input into policy formulation and considerations via the strategic assessment process.  

However, it is not the only input under consideration.  Actors within the ecosystem will use the 

other superpower’s activities to make the case for their preferred policy outcome with respect to 

SETs.  The other superpower’s actions are interpreted fuel for the policy process, rather than the 

determinant of the superpower’s internal considerations.  Other factors, whether political, 

bureaucratic, or personal, also come into play. 

 

2.6.  Bringing It All Together—Showing the Ecosystem Model as a Process 

Policy deliberations within the ecosystem follow a nine-step process, from—in the case of this 

dissertation—the emergence of a SET to the implementation of a decision to pursue or limit it. 

1. Tribes develop general proclivities toward SETs as a category of potential defense 

capabilities.  Other actors hold preferences (weak or strong) from past experiences.  

Actors have reservoirs of political capital affected by the broader agenda within the 

superpower system, not just over the SET.   

2. A SET emerges.  This may be through a process of technological innovation, diffusion, 

or emergence. 

3. Actors construct initial strategic assessments about the SET and form more strongly held 

preferences. 

4. Policy and/or programmatic contestation begins over the SET.  We expect that because of 

the potential impact of a SET, there will be at least some form of policy contestation or 

discussion before considering adoption. 



72 
 

5. As part of the contestation, actors conduct further strategic assessments about the SET, 

including at the tribal and sub-tribal levels.  Some of these strategic assessments 

explicitly seek to promote a policy option. 

6. To build a winning coalition, agents execute bonding, breaking, buying, and banking 

strategies.  In particular, this is where we see attempts to fracture the military tribe (in 

support of limiting a SET) or pull the military tribe together (in support of pursuing a 

SET).  Entrepreneurs aim their rhetorical commonplaces both at the political leaders and 

at other players in the policy contest. 

7. Coalitions emerge from the process of contestation and alternatives are offered to the 

political leader for consideration.  If this does not occur, the policy/programmatic process 

stalls and the effort does not move forward. 

8. The political leader either renders a judgment about the SET or sends the decision back to 

the policy process for further consideration.  The process goes back to steps 5 and 6 until 

it comes back to step 8 when a decision is made.  One pathway out of this model is that 

no decision is ever made, meaning that the SET is not fielded.  The assumption is that the 

military does not have freedom to field the SET without the approval of political 

leadership. 

9. The ecosystem executes the political leader’s decision.  Execution is imperfect and 

fraught with principal-agent challenges, but the assumption is that there are control 

mechanisms baked into the ecosystem such that actors within the system do not openly 
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flout political guidance, over time at least.229  Tribes play a particularly important role in 

executing policies on SETs, whether negotiating arms control agreements or fielding a 

capability and justifying it to allies and partners.  Indeed, we see a greater role for 

execution by tribes than by free agents, underscoring their relative power in the 

ecosystem. 

At this execution stage, opportunities exist to “revisit” step 8, leveraging the “unfinished 

business” rhetorical commonplace, at which point the process kicks back to step 4 to restart the 

process for further contestation.  Figure 4 details this in a flow model. 

 

2.7.  Looking for the Ecosystem “In the Wild” 

Now that we have specified the ecosystem, we can derive eight model hypotheses to validate that 

it exists across cases and has generalizable components: 

• MH1: Tribes and free agents will recur over time and across cases.  We will see the same 

tribes in multiple superpowers; the free agents may differ depending on internal structure.  

But rather than the classical bureaucratic politics argument, tribes and free agents will 

define the ecosystem. 

• MH2: Entrepreneurs will emerge across systems who seek change in the ecosystem, 

either to pursue or to block specific programs or policies.  There will be space for agency 

and change, rather than a purely status-quo system. 

  

 
229 As Strobe Talbott notes in his study of the Reagan Administration’s first-term arms control policies, “It is an old 
adage of bureaucratic politics that no decision is final except to those who like the way the decision came out.” 
Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 73. 
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Figure 4. Mapping the Ecosystem Policy Flow 
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• MH3: Assessments of political capital will influence the coalitions within an ecosystem 

that lead to policy outcomes.  Political capital will define the strength of a relative 

coalition.   

• MH4:  More unified coalitions (mixes of tribes and free agents) with greater political 

capital are more likely to win policy contests.  This seems so obvious as to be trivial, but 

it is important to say that the winners are in fact those who have the capital in their 

corner.  This is what makes the capital most relevant. 

• MH5: Actions by the other superpower are an input but not the input into policy 

decisions.  The ecosystem is more than just a filter for external stimuli like threats, but 

rather the space where external stimuli interact with a range of internal or domestic 

factors.  The game is truly “two-level.” 

• MH6:  The ecosystem policy process model described above recurs within and across 

cases. 

• MH7:  Actors in the ecosystem combine predefined types of strategic assessments and 

rhetorical commonplaces to get what they want.  We should expect to see arguments in 

interagency debates over SETs referring to the seven commonplaces above using the six 

types of assessments. 

• MH8:  Actors are sensitive to agenda setting and formal/informal controls.  Policy 

processes have path-dependent features, so the initial framing of a SET via agenda setting 

will have an impact on where it goes, as will the legal, political, and cultural limits 

inherent to an ecosystem.  The specific legal, political, and cultural limits will vary across 

ecosystems and sometimes over time. 
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If the case studies do not demonstrate that all eight of these hypotheses recur, then the model is 

defective and must either be changed or discarded in favor of a better model.  For example, we 

should expect the military and arms control tribes to both mobilize strategic assessments through 

rhetorical commonplaces to get what they seek. 

 

2.8.  Testing the Ecosystem Model Against the Alternatives 

As discussed in section I, the ecosystem model makes clear predictions about whether 

superpowers will pursue SETs, and about whether they will pursue SET-related arms control.  

Both have to do with the availability of resources to entrepreneurs to form coalitions.  In order to 

test the ecosystem model, I examined the universe of twelve Cold War SETs.  Of those twelve, I 

selected three for analysis—biological weapons, antisatellite weapons, and intermediate-range 

cruise and ballistic missiles.  Table 3 highlights the cases as they relate to the broader universe of 

Cold War SETs. 

 As Table 3 shows, the three cases highlight variation across both dependent variables.  

There are examples of attempted and failed, attempted but toothless, and effective SET arms 

control.  There is variation in whether the superpowers chose to pursue the SETs, offering 

variation on the principal dependent variable.  These should allow us to test both the ecosystem 

model and its principal alternatives. 

  



77 
 

Table 3. Cold War Strategic Emerging Technology Pursuit and Arms Control 
 US SET 

Pursued 
US SET 
Limited 

USSR SET 
Pursued 

USSR SET 
Limited 

Cold War 
Arms Control 

Tactical Nuclear 
Weapons 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Intermediate 
Range and 
Intercontinental 
Range Ballistic 
Missiles 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Fleet Ballistic 
Missile 
Submarines 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Antiballistic 
Missiles 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Multiple 
Independently-
Targeted Reentry 
Vehicles 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Biotech-Enabled 
Biological 
Weapons 

No Yes Yes No Yes 

Binary Chemical 
Weapons 

Yes No Yes No No 

Mobile ICBMs No Yes Yes No Yes 
Strategic 
Antisubmarine 
Warfare 

Yes No No No No 

Intermediate-
Range Cruise 
and Ballistic 
Missiles 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Antisatellite 
Weapons 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Conventional 
Strike 
Capabilities 

Yes No No No No 
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 The environmental hypothesis predicts decisions on SETs to vary over time based on the 

strategic environment, and decisions on SET arms control to vary based on available surveillance 

technology.  The bureaucratic hypothesis predicts decisions on both SETs and SET arms control 

to vary based on whether the military loses bureaucratic power in a superpower relative to 

competitors.  The regime-type hypothesis predicts changes in decisions on SETs and SET arms 

control only within a superpower with a significant change in regime—such as the rise of 

Gorbachev in 1985. 

 The ecosystem model predicts change in decisions on SETs based on changes in coalition 

dynamics, enabled or constrained by the unity or division within the military tribe.  The same is 

true for SET arms control, which is likely to occur only when arms control bureaucratic 

entrepreneurs can partner with components of a divided military tribe. 

 In chapter 3, I outline in more detail the US and Soviet SET ecosystems.  The discussion 

above focused more on “ideal types,” whereas the actual organizations in both superpowers 

matter to understand the interplay over the cases.  From there, I move to analyzing the three 

cases above—chapter 4 on the impact of the biotechnology revolution on US and Soviet 

biological weapons programs; chapter 5 on US and Soviet non-nuclear antisatellite programs; 

and chapter 6 on the “Euromissile crisis” from 1976 to 1987. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

““He’ll sit here,” Truman would remark (tapping his desk for emphasis), “and he’ll say, 
‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen.  Poor Ike—it won’t be a bit like the Army.  

He’ll find it very frustrating.”230 
- Richard Neustadt, “Power and the American Presidents” 

 
During the exercise three launches of ICBM with dummy warheads were scheduled.  

Brezhnev was actually provided a button in the exercise and was to “push the button” at 
the appropriate time.  Marshal Grechko was sitting next to him and I next to Marshal 

Grechko.  When the time came to push the button, Brezhnev was visibly shaken and pale 
and his hand trembled and he asked Grechko several times that the action would not 
have any real-world consequences. “Andrei Antonovich, are you sure this is just an 

exercise?”231 
- Colonel General Andrian Danilevich, interviewed by John Hines 

 

As discussed in chapter 2, taking an ecosystem approach to national security decision making 

requires that I catalog the players in the two ecosystems I am analyzing in this dissertation. As I 

focus on the US and Soviet Cold War ecosystems surrounding decisions to pursue or limit SETs, 

I discuss the relevant formal and informal controls and agenda setting mechanisms—the policy 

processes, then identify the American and Soviet organizations that affiliate with the SET-

relevant tribes—military, bilateralist, and arms control—as well as respective free agent 

organizations.   I conclude with a comparative assessment of the two ecosystems.    

 

3.1.  Process in The American System 

The American national security ecosystem adapted formal processes to fit each President’s 

preferences, but law and function dictated significant consistency over time.  The American Cold 

War ecosystem was never today’s “National Security Council system” as developed by Brent 

 
230 Neustadt, Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents, 10.  Emphasis in original. 
231 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich,” 27. 
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Scowcroft and his deputy Robert Gates in the George H.W. Bush Administration.232  Contentious 

decisions throughout the Cold War flowed to the President for decision. 233  This often occurred 

through formal meetings of the National Security Council, but there were no standard “Principals 

Committee,” “Deputies Committee,” or subordinate NSC staff-led interagency committees that 

have been used by Administrations since the Bush 41 years.234  Decisions below the National 

Security Council level developed through different institutional forms within the ecosystem. 

A range of formal and informal interagency fora considered national security policy.  

President Kennedy notably stood up an ad hoc working group, the Executive Committee or 

ExComm, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, while President Eisenhower had a strictly managed 

system for policy development and formulation.235  President Lyndon Johnson used a lunch 

meeting every week to consider policy decisions, including on arms control as well as 

Vietnam.236  President Richard Nixon’s National Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger, created an 

interagency panel on arms control known as the Verification Panel, that he chaired.237  The 

 
232 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed; Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of Five 
Presidents and How They Won the Cold War; Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National 
Security Council and the Architects of American Power, 260–302.  
233 Contentious decisions are those that would require resolving disputes among ecosystem actors. While actors—
especially tribes—routinely fight to keep policy decisions within their controlled organizations, in the case of SETs 
they often rose to NSC levels.  As Jim Thomson put it, “the arms control process thus becomes a venue for major 
policy debates about defense programs.”  See Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 233. 
234 Gans, White House Warriors: How the National Security Council Transformed the American Way of War; 
Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American 
Power. 
235 On Kennedy’s system, see Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis. On 
Eisenhower’s system, see Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the 
Architects of American Power, 61–79. 
236 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That 
Led to Vietnam; Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT. 
237 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Hunt, Melvin Laird and the Foundation of the Post-Vietnam 
Military, 1969-1973; Kissinger, White House Years; “Arms Control Policy and the National Security Council,” 22–
23. Maurer, “An Era of Negotiation: SALT in the Nixon Administration, 1969-1972.” 
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Carter team oversaw a Special Coordination Committee and a Policy Review Committee.238  The 

Reagan NSC staff supported both formal National Security Council meetings and a separate 

forum known as the National Security Planning Group, with Interdepartmental Groups below 

them.239   

Many of the changes in form came from friction early in Administrations seeking to 

break out from a prior Administration’s way of doing business.  Since Nixon, the trope used by 

successive Administrations was “a return to Cabinet government”—a point Gerald Ford, Carter, 

and Ronald Reagan each made—to weaken a seemingly strong White House in favor of 

departments and agencies.240  Yet by the end of each Administration, a strong NSC staff drove 

foreign policy, under Scowcroft for Ford, Brzezinski for Carter, and Frank Carlucci and Colin 

Powell for Reagan.241 

3.1.1.  Policy Guidance and Political Control in the American Ecosystem 

Regardless of meeting format, Presidents issued key policy decisions in written guidance, using 

different names for the guidance in each administration.242  The Nixon Administration issued 

 
238 “Presidential Directive/NSC-1”; Keefer, Harold Brown: Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge, 1977-1981; 
Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979.” 
239 Allen, “National Security Planning Group (NSPG) Meeting, Tuesday, July 14, 1981 1:45-2:30 Pm, Situation 
Room”; Allen, “National Security Planning Group (NSPG) Meeting 9:30-10:00, Wednesday, July 22, 1981.”  There 
was also a crisis management group run by Vice President Bush – see “National Security Decision Directive 
(NSDD) Number 3: Crisis Management.”  According to State Department historian James Graham Wilson, the 
NSPG was supposed to be smaller and focus on areas when covert action could be addressed, though in practice it 
served as a parallel NSC.  James Graham Wilson, personal communications. 
240 Pfiffner, “White House Staff Versus the Cabinet: Centripetal and Centrifugal Roles,” 670, 673–83. See also 
Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American 
Power. 
241 Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American 
Power, 210–59. Chapter 5 discusses how Scowcroft drove ASAT policy at the end of the Ford Administration.  
Brzezinski was instrumental in driving policy toward the Soviet Union, especially after the Afghan invasion and the 
start of the Iranian hostage crisis.  Carlucci and Powell saw their jobs as “cleaning up” after Iran Contra. 
242 It is important to note that not only did Presidents issue policy guidance out of a formal process, but they also 
reviewed their predecessors’ policy guidance and would either affirm, amend, or rescind those documents. 
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decisions as National Security Decision Memoranda, which the Carter Administration changed 

to Presidential Decisions, and the Reagan Administration changed to National Security Decision 

Directives.243  Formal studies to frame decisions had their own names that also varied across 

Administrations.  Nixon-Ford studies were National Security Study Memoranda; Carter studies 

were Policy Review Memoranda; and the Reagan Administration tasked National Security Study 

Directives.244 

The NSC staff typically drafted or reviewed guidance before giving it to the President for 

signature.  In some cases—for example during the Carter Administration—we find some 

Presidential Directives signed by National Security Advisor Brzezinski on the President’s 

behalf.245  Studies, however, were not always run by the NSC staff.  As one example germane to 

Chapter 5, Policy Review Memorandum 28, which reviewed the Carter Administration’s space 

policy (including antisatellite weapons and arms control), was led by Secretary of Defense 

Harold Brown.246 

Yet the National Security Act of 1947 gave the NSC staff no formal authority to direct 

departments and agencies.  Examples exist throughout the last 75 years of department and 

agency principals—especially Secretaries of Defense—refusing to accept NSC staff direction 

 
243 Kissinger, “National Security Decision Memorandum 1”; “Presidential Directive/NSC-1”; “National Security 
Decision Directive (NSDD) Number 1: National Security Council Directives.” 
244 Ibid. Fortunately, at least during the Cold War period for these cases, those acronyms did not recur. 
245 Brzezinski, “Presidential Directive/NSC-15”; Brzezinski, “Presidential Directive/NSC-28”; Brzezinski, 
“Presidential Directive/NSC-38.”  It is crucial to note, however, that all directives had at least verbal assent from the 
President.  Even in the case of Iran Contra, there is no clear evidence that National Security Advisors issued 
guidance without the President’s knowledge or concurrence. 
246 Brown, “Memorandum from Secretary of Defense Brown to President Carter,” 2015. On the other hand, the 
PRM-38 process on INF (at the time LRTNF) was run by the NSC.  See Davis, “NATO’s Requirements and Policy 
for LRTNF”; Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979.” 



83 
 

and demanding orders come straight from a busy, overloaded President.247  This was a key driver 

why Presidents routinely got frustrated with “cabinet government” and turned to a stronger 

White House.248  Presidents’ agenda breadth, however, meant that a weak or overloaded 

President who allowed staff to operate unencumbered by appropriate oversight or political 

control could still lead to profound risks, as the Iran-Contra affair underscored.249 

3.1.2.  Programmatic Guidance in the American Ecosystem 

SETs straddle the line between policies and programs, and program processes in the American 

system (with their associated budgets) flowed through a separate process that did not always 

involve the aforementioned policy process.  The defense budget, most critical to SETs, develops 

within the Department of Defense, typically starting in the Military Departments and Services.250  

McNamara, when he took over as Secretary of Defense in 1961, brought in a new system known 

as the Planning, Programming, Budgeting and Execution process.251  This system transformed 

the defense budget and allowed Secretaries, relying heavily on the office of Systems Analysis 

and its successors, to shape how the final defense budget would go to the Bureau of the Budget 

(later the Office of Management and Budget), and from there to Congress. 

 The legislative process also yielded critical program guidance.  The annual appropriations 

process, receiving the proposed defense budget from the White House, would dictate where 

 
247 Baker, Days of Fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House; Gates, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War; Gans, 
White House Warriors: How the National Security Council Transformed the American Way of War. 
248 See footnote 240. 
249 On Iran-Contra, see for example Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council 
and the Architects of American Power, 242–52; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State, 783–
924; Skowronek, Presidential Leadership in Political Time, 4; Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs; 
Abshire, Saving the Reagan Presidency: Trust Is the Coin of the Realm.  
250 Enthoven and Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense Program, 1961-1969; “Appendix II: The 
Budget Process.” 
251 Ibid. 
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Administrations could spend funds on the full range of defense technologies, including SETs.252  

Associated defense authorization bills outlined what Administrations were supposed to do with 

military programs and in some cases policy.253  If the President signed an appropriation or 

authorization, his Administration was bound by it.  Beyond the programmatic role, to the extent 

that Administrations sought to pursue arms control with the Soviets on SETs, legislation was 

even more critical because of the Senate’s role in advice and consent to ratification of all treaties, 

including arms control treaties.254  Throughout the Cold War, Administrations worried as much 

about the “Scylla” of Congress as the “Charybdis” of Soviet demands, seeking to thread the 

needle to a solution that satisfied both.255  Finally, the Senate maintained the ability to accept or 

reject nominees for Presidential appointments at the senior levels of Administrations, potentially 

enabling bureaucratic entrepreneurs or cutting them off. 

 

3.2.  Tribes in the American Strategic Emerging Technology Ecosystem 

As outlined in chapter 2, both the US and Soviet SET ecosystems featured three tribes—the 

military, the bilateralists, and the arms controllers.  American tribes crossed organizational, 

 
252 Saturno, “Defense Primer: Defense Appropriations Process.” 
253 Heithusen and McGarry, “Defense Primer: The NDAA Process.”  Another good example, as discussed by Strobe 
Talbott among others, is the MX (Peacekeeper) ICBM as influenced by Congressional authorization language 
through the Reagan Administration.  See Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in 
Nuclear Arms Control, 217, 243–46. 
254 Auerswald and Maltzman, “Policymaking through Advice and Consent: Treaty Consideration by the United 
States Senate.”  The so-called “Jackson Amendment” significantly impacted this from SALT II onward, where it 
stated that the US could not enter into an agreement that would “limit the United States to levels of intercontinental 
strategic forces inferior to the limits provided for the Soviet Union.”  See Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of 
SALT II; Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT.  
255 I first heard the Scylla and Charybdis analogy in my role supporting policy detailed to the NSC staff, when we 
sought to navigate between Congressional needs and Russian views on matters such as European missile defense—
see McFaul, From Cold War to Hot Peace: An American Ambassador in Putin’s Russia, 101, 140..  The broader 
concept resonates with the idea of two-level games.  See Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of 
Two-Level Games”; Moravcsik, “Introduction: Integrating International and Domestic Theories of International 
Bargaining”; Maurer, “An Era of Negotiation: SALT in the Nixon Administration, 1969-1972.”  
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Executive-Legislative, and public-private borders, creating coherent communities as well as 

prospects for disunity. 

3.2.1.  The American Military Tribe 

The American military tribe was the biggest and most powerful within the US SET ecosystem, 

but due to a weak central authority found itself split across interservice lines.  It included the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff and their associated services and departments, defense industrial interests 

allied with the uniformed military, components of the Office of the Secretary of Defense with 

responsibility for the development of new capabilities, and Congressional gatekeepers on defense 

matters. 

3.2.1.1.  The Joint Chiefs of Staff 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff purported to be the voice of the military tribe, and did so in formal 

interagency discussions, but given statutory weakness throughout the Cold War it rarely played a 

leadership role on SETs.  It was created in 1942 but codified as a group, along with the National 

Security Council, the independent Air Force, and the Department of Defense, in 1947.256  

Throughout the Cold War the Joint Chiefs served as a collective, because there was no doctrine 

or guidance forcing them to be “joint” or speak with a single voice.257  The Chairman, even 

though he also served as a principal military advisor to the President, more often than not spoke 

on behalf of a compromise position the Chiefs together would have reached.258  The Goldwater-

Nichols Act (1986) at the end of the Cold War changed the power and position of the Chairman 

 
256 Rearden, Council of War: A History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1942-1991; Zegart, Flawed by Design: The 
Evolution of the CIA, JCS, and NSC. 
257 Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy; Rearden, Council of War: A History of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1942-1991, 82. 
258 Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy. 
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and strengthened the Joint Staff, but the Cold War cases considered in this dissertation predate 

that legislation.259 

The Joint Chiefs as an institution was the formal voice of the military tribe in interagency 

policy deliberations.  It also had a special role to play in formal arms control negotiations, with a 

senior general officer designated by the Chairman on delegations from the first Strategic Arms 

Limitation Talks onward.260  Military service chiefs did not participate in National Security 

Council-level discussions, leaving those to the Chairman or his staff who would represent their 

views.261  These two factors occasionally gave the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs additional 

power; for example, in the case of negotiations over biological weapons, for example, the Army 

Staff found itself unaware of where the Nixon Administration was going, because the Joint Staff 

and the Office of the Secretary of Defense had failed to keep them apprised of the discussions.262  

3.2.1.2.  The Military Services and Departments 

Throughout the Cold War US military services were the core of the US military tribe, but 

individual service identities regularly yielded friction and competition.  The services oversaw 

training and education, which was one of the most important practices used to drive home the 

strength of tribal affiliations, while the military departments oversaw acquisition of defense 

 
259 Locher, Victory on the Potomac: The Goldwater-Nichols Act Unifies the Pentagon. 
260 See, for example, the discussion of Lt Gen Royal Allison in Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; “Arms 
Control Policy and the National Security Council,” 7.  Note also the Joint Strategic Targeting Staff, which notionally 
reported to the Chairman but was based in Omaha (SAC).  See Nolan, Guardians of the Arsenal: The Politics of 
Nuclear Strategy; Miller and Butler, “Masters of the Nuclear Weapons Enterprise.” 
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from a 1949 amendment to the 1947 National Security Act—see Gans, White House Warriors: How the National 
Security Council Transformed the American Way of War. 
262 Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969.” 



87 
 

programs.263  Three military services—the Army, Navy, and Air Force—played a role in Cold 

War SETs.264   

 The Army cared about some SETs but was marginalized by the Navy and Air Force, 

challenged by split requirements, an organizational culture that downgraded the role of emerging 

technology, and the rise of nuclear weapons, which favored the latter services.265  The service 

learned lessons from its two greatest conflicts—the US Civil War and World War II—that taught 

it to prioritize combat arms (infantry and cavalry, later armor in particular) over service and 

support components.266  In the Eisenhower Administration the service placed “big bets” on 

tactical nuclear weapons and intermediate-range ballistic missiles; it won out on the former 

(equipping most of its forces in Europe and Korea) and fell short to the Air Force on the latter 

(even though they built Jupiter missiles, they were controlled by Air Force units in Turkey).267  

Further, the Army bore the brunt of operations in Vietnam from the early 1960s through the mid 

1970s, which reduced the service’s ability to focus on future capability development.268  The 

service sought to maintain a role in strategic capabilities by championing ballistic missile 

 
263 Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis. 
264 The Marine Corps had little to do with discussions over strategic capabilities, beholden to the Department of the 
Navy for acquisition decisions, while US Special Operations Command, the only Combatant Command with 
acquisition authorities, was not activated until April 1987, too late for Cold War decisions. See Zimmerman et al., 
“Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military Services.” 
265 Carl Builder described the Army as “the nation’s obedient and loyal military servant,” but this hampered the 
service’s ability to compete in inter-service bargaining over weapons systems and advanced technology. Builder, 
The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis, 33.  See also Zimmerman et al., “Movement 
and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military Services,” 21–46. 
266 Weigley, The American Way of War: A History of United States Military Strategy and Policy; Mansoor, “US 
Army Culture, 1973-2017.” 
267 On tactical nuclear weapons, see Evangelista, Innovation and the Arms Race: How the United States and the 
Soviet Union Develop New Military Technologies.  On IRBMs, see Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard 
Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
268 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That 
Led to Vietnam; Mansoor, “US Army Culture, 1973-2017.” Jim Thomson notes the Carter Administration’s priority 
on conventional defense—see Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979”; Keefer, Harold 
Brown: Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge, 1977-1981. 
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defenses, the 1972 Antiballistic Missile Treaty cut off most opportunities in that direction.269  

The post-Vietnam Army focused back in on the operational level of war, honing its capabilities 

and fielding its most successful acquisition programs of the Cold War, the so-called “Big Five” 

of the Abrams main battle tank, the Bradley infantry fighting vehicle, the Patriot air defense 

missile, the Apache attack helicopter, and the UH-60 Black Hawk utility helicopter.270 

 The Navy cared deeply about strategic capabilities insofar as they impacted the ability of 

the fleet (the Navy’s operational forces, particularly those deployed) to conduct combat 

operations.271  The early Cold War saw major setbacks in the Navy’s effort to maintain the 

independence it had held until the 1947 National Security Act subordinated it within the Defense 

Department. Most notably, the “Revolt of the Admirals” left the Navy secondary to the Air Force 

in defense acquisition priorities through most of the 1950s, as strategic bombers superseded 

supercarriers in nuclear strike planning.272  The Navy moved more into the “strategic game” with 

nuclear-powered submarines, but the “Nuclear Navy” under Admiral Hyman Rickover existed as 

a separate fiefdom within a service still focused on sea control, led by carrier battle groups and 

dominated by naval aviators.273  The Maritime Strategy of Reagan’s Navy Secretary, John 

Lehman, epitomized this focus.274 

 
269 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Baucom, The Origins of SDI, 1944-1983, 97–99. 
270 Romjue, “From Active Defense to AirLand Battle: The Development of Army Doctrine 1973-1982”; Romjue, 
“The Army of Excellence: The Development of the 1980s Army”; Odom, The Collapse of the Soviet Military, 75–
76. 
271 Builder, The Masks of War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis; Kuehn, “US Navy Cultural 
Transformations, 1945-2017: The Jury Is Still Out”; Zimmerman et al., “Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the 
Competition for Influence among the US Military Services,” 47–75. 
272 On the revolt of the admirals, see Blankshain, “Essays on Interservice Rivalry and American Civil-Military 
Relations,” 34–45. 
273 On Rickover, see Kuehn, “US Navy Cultural Transformations, 1945-2017: The Jury Is Still Out.” 
274 On the Maritime Strategy, see Hattendorf, The Evolution of the U.S. Navy’s Maritime Strategy, 1977-1986. 
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 Of the services, the Air Force was the most interested in SETs.  Part of this came with 

being the youngest service, part with roles and missions still under debate and discussion, and 

part with the important role that technology played in airpower.275  Manned flight operations 

remained the priority for the Air Force during the Cold War, first through the dominance of the 

Strategic Air Command,276 which was so focused on bomber operations that its leadership 

actively opposed the first intercontinental ballistic missile program;277 later thanks to the rise of a 

new generation of “fighter generals” who dominated the service through the end of the Cold 

War.278  As such, SETs needed a connection to manned flight operations in order to resonate 

with the service. 

3.2.1.3.  Director for Defense Research and Engineering  

The research wing of the Office of the Secretary of Defense did not participate in all policy 

discussions, but had an important role to play in the development of SETs and as such 

participated in internal Defense Department discussions on these capabilities.  Led by two future 

Secretaries of Defense (Harold Brown and Bill Perry) and a key player in US strategic policy 

over 50 years (Johnny Foster), the Directorate for Defense Research and Engineering had a quiet 

but critical role to play ensuring that the US maintained its technological edge against the Soviets 

through the Cold War.279  In general Directors of Defense Research and Engineering was 

 
275 Zimmerman et al., “Movement and Maneuver: Culture and the Competition for Influence among the US Military 
Services,” 77–94; Farley, “US Air Force Culture, 1947-2017.” 
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supportive of strategic emerging technologies and preferred not to limit them.  Further, because it 

had significant connections to Silicon Valley and major defense contractors, Directors would be 

a voice for “industrial interests” in discussions of limiting new capabilities.  Directorate staff 

often flowed back and forth with Congress, industry, and the research system.280 

 A question is whether an office like the Office of Net Assessment fits better with Defense 

Research and Engineering in the “military” tribe or as a free agent a la the other components of 

the Office of the Secretary of Defense.281  Created in the early 1970s, the Office focused on the 

balance of capabilities between the US and the Soviet Union, drove competitive strategies 

approaches in the 1970s and 1980s, and was the first place to recognize the “Revolution in 

Military Affairs” within the American national security ecosystem.282  It is unclear whether the 

Office of Net Assessment played a role in the SET ecosystem as defined; if so, it probably fit 

into the military tribe during the Cold War.283 

3.2.1.4.  Congressional Defense Committees 

Congressional defense committees and their staffs had enormous power in the ecosystem as the 

arbiters of budgets and programs.  The House and Senate Appropriations Committees’ Defense 

Subcommittees were (and still are) responsible for setting the defense budget every year.284  The 

defense subcommittees of the Appropriations Committees would have the power to add or 

subtract funds for any SET program relevant to the Department of Defense.  Funding 

 
280 Brown, Perry, and Foster were all examples of this, including linkages with the national laboratories (see section 
3.2.1.6 below) as well as industry and academia. 
281 My thanks to James Graham Wilson for raising this point. 
282 See Krepinevich and Watts, The Last Warrior: Andrew Marshall and the Shaping of Modern American Defense 
Strategy; Mahnken, Competitive Strategies for the 21st Century: Theory, History, and Practice. 
283 My review of available declassified documents has revealed no role in the specific SET cases considered. 
284 Nolan, Guardians of the Arsenal: The Politics of Nuclear Strategy, 210. See also footnote 252. 
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manipulation could serve as a deterrent to capability development.285  The House and Senate 

Armed Services Committees were (and still are) responsible for authorizing legislation for the 

Armed Forces and the Department of Defense. 

 Professional and political staff for members of Congress built institutional knowledge 

and consistency over time.  Even those Congressmen and Senators who had deep interest in 

defense issues were at their hearts politicians, like the political leaders in the Executive 

component of the ecosystem; staffers had more time to focus on key issues, important on 

technology issues like SETs.286 Further, congressional staff moved into and out of Executive 

Branch positions during politically-aligned Administrations, offering them opportunities to have 

broader influence.287 

3.2.1.5.  Industrial Interests 

Private sector industrial interest had an indirect role in the military SET tribe, serving as a source 

of ideas and new technology and lobbying Congress for enhanced defense funding.288  Defense 

firms created or validated SETs, such as the ground-launched cruise missile and Pershing II 

intermediate-range ballistic missile that drove US policy on intermediate-range nuclear forces.289  

As sources of jobs, industrial interests were a critical pressure group on Congress, particularly if 

they spread jobs across multiple states and districts. 

3.2.1.6.  Research Components within the Tribe 

 
285 Chapter 5 discusses this in detail with respect to the ASM-135 program. 
286 I am grateful to colleagues who have served as Congressional staff who illustrated this to me firsthand. 
287 Two clear examples of this are David Aaron—Jimmy Carter’s deputy national security advisor, who came from 
Walter Mondale’s office—and Richard Perle, who was Henry Jackson’s national security advisor.  On Aaron, see 
footnote 340; on Perle, see sections 3.3.2 and 6.5 below. 
288 On the lobbying component, see Adams, The Politics of Defense Contracting: The Iron Triangle. 
289 See for example the role of LTV Corporation for the GLCM and Martin Marietta for the Pershing II in Thomson, 
“Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979.” 
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The military tribe used an associated research system to generate strategic assessments.290  

Beyond research capabilities internal to the Joint Staff, the services, Defense Research and 

Engineering, or industry, there were two important semi-independent research capabilities that 

played an important role in the military tribe.291 

 The first set of research organizations were federally funded research-and-development 

centers.  Most famous among these was the RAND Corporation, founded by the Air Force at the 

very beginning of the Cold War.292 RAND’s efforts to maintain analytic independence from Air 

Force interests meant that it is hard to categorize its work exclusively in support for the military 

tribe, but given that the preponderance of its funding during the Cold War came from the Air 

Force, it falls most cleanly within this tribe.293  Beyond RAND, the Institute for Defense 

Analyses and the Center for Naval Analyses produced strategic assessments available for the 

military tribe to use; both were more closely tied to the military tribe than RAND because of 

RAND’s attempts both to bring in broad-ranging outside expertise and through Air Force 

attempts to maintain some analytic independence in Santa Monica.294 

 
290 On strategic assessments, see chapter 2, section III. C. 
291 It is important to note that research organizations straddled the line between the military tribe and other tribes (in 
particular, see section II. D. below on the tribe that failed to cohere, “defense intellectuals”); research organizations 
with more independence granted to members were less likely to follow military leads exclusively. 
292 Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon; Herken, Counsels of War; Abella, Soldiers of Reason: The RAND 
Corporation and the Rise of the American Empire. 
293 Abella, Soldiers of Reason: The RAND Corporation and the Rise of the American Empire. 
294 On CNA, see for example Hattendorf, The Evolution of the U.S. Navy’s Maritime Strategy, 1977-1986, 24–29; 
Swartz, “Understanding an Adversary’s Strategic and Operational Calculus: A Late Cold War Case Study with 21st 
Century Applicability.” On IDA, see https://gallery.ida.org/TLRelease/TLRelease1-MobileR1.html On analytic 
independence at RAND, see Abella, Soldiers of Reason: The RAND Corporation and the Rise of the American 
Empire. 
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 The second set of organizations were the national laboratories, in particular the three 

national labs focused on nuclear weapons—Lawrence Livermore, Los Alamos, and Sandia.295  

Critical SETs, such as the ideas behind the Strategic Defense Initiative, came from national 

laboratory researchers like Edward Teller.296  Responsible to the Atomic Energy Commission, 

later the Department of Energy, rather than to the Defense Department, their titular independence 

meant that like federally funded research and development centers, they were not uniformly pro-

military and at times also supported the arms control tribe, including figures such as David Pines 

from Los Alamos who participated in scientific cooperation with members of the Soviet arms 

control tribe like Roald Sagdeev.297 

3.2.2.  The American Bilateralist Tribe 

The US bilateralist tribe “owned” US-Soviet relations in the Cold War.  The smallest of the three 

tribes, its leverage in the ecosystem tended to increase when political leaders linked SETs to a 

broader agenda or sought formal arms control negotiations on SETs.298 The American bilateralist 

tribe was rooted in the Department of State, whose political officers took lead on negotiations 

and managing relations with foreign countries, but it also included Congress and area studies 

experts.   

At State, the Undersecretary for Political Affairs oversaw bilateral issues, unlike the rest 

of the Department which was more functionally organized.299  Within Political Affairs, various 

 
295 On Lawrence Livermore, see https://www.llnl.gov/about/history  On Los Alamos, see 
https://www.lanl.gov/about/history-innovation/index.php  On Sandia, see 
https://www.sandia.gov/about/history/index.html  
296 Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War; Nolan, Guardians of 
the Arsenal: The Politics of Nuclear Strategy. 
297 On Pines and Sagdeev, see Sher, From Pugwash to Putin: A Critical History of US-Soviet Scientific Cooperation, 
32.  
298 Glynn, Closing Pandora’s Box: Arms Races, Arms Control, and the History of the Cold War, 248–49. 
299 Kopp and Naland, Career Diplomacy: Life and Work in the US Foreign Service. 
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bureaus would manage relations with a particular part of the world.300  The Bureau of European 

Affairs oversaw bilateral relations across the Continent, including with the Soviet Union.301   

 The principal tension within the bilateralist tribe in the SET ecosystem—as distinct from 

other American national security ecosystems—was not between multiple bureaus (such as 

between the Bureaus of European or Near Eastern Affairs).  Rather, it was within the European 

bureau between those focused on bilateral relations with Moscow (the “Russia desk”) and those 

focused on European allies.302  The Bureau had a special office for Regional Security and 

Political Military Affairs focused on managing the relationship with NATO and liaising with the 

Defense Department on NATO matters.  This office and the “Russia desk” often were the focus 

of disagreements over US-Soviet policy, arms control, SETs, and European defense policy 

within the Bureau, a split that persists to this day.303  The US Embassy in Moscow and the US 

Mission to NATO, led by either career or political ambassadors (but generally highly qualified 

individuals with expertise in the topic, both during the Cold War and afterwards), paralleled 

RPM and the Russia desk.  Because of the split within the Bureau and the political sensitivity of 

US-Soviet bilateral relations, during the Cold War policy was often “kicked upstairs” to the 

Undersecretary for Political Affairs, if not to the Secretary or Deputy directly.  This left the 

European bureau and its Assistant Secretary more likely to advocate for Allied interests.304  

 
300 https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/timeline  
301 Geyer, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume XVI, Soviet Union, August 1974-December 
1976; Taylor, Foreign Relations of the United States 1977-1980: Soviet Union; Wilson, Foreign Relations of the 
United States, 1981-1988, Volume III, Soviet Union, January 1981-January 1983. 
302 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; “The 
Euromissiles Crisis and the End of the Cold War, 1977-1987 -- Document Reader Part II.” 
303 I dealt with this split personally from 2009-2013, supporting policy when detailed to the NSC staff and OSD 
Policy. 
304 “The Euromissiles Crisis and the End of the Cold War, 1977-1987 -- Document Reader Part II.” Thomson, 
“Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979”; Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and 
the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control. 
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 Beyond State, a key component to the bilateralist tribe was the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee.  This committee did not reflect the same split as State’s European bureau, yielding 

the prospect for intra-tribal coalition-building.  Beyond oversight of Presidential appointments 

(including all ambassadors), Foreign Relations had (and still has) primacy over consideration of 

resolutions of advice and consent to ratification of treaties, including all arms control treaties.305  

All Administrations from Kennedy onward had to consider how the committee would view any 

treaty under consideration with the Soviets.306  Leaders like J. William Fulbright and Richard 

Lugar had a significant impact on foreign relations, as did members who would travel on 

congressional delegations and engage with Soviet leaders including Brezhnev and Yuri 

Andropov.307  

 The final component of the bilateralist tribe was the cohort of area studies experts who 

were able to provide expertise and strategic assessments, as well as talent from outside 

government, into the tribe and more broadly into the ecosystem.308  In particular, the closed 

nature of the Soviet system left the US government reliant on “Sovietologists” and a 

government-funded academic system on Soviet studies.309  These researchers provided important 

insights into Soviet politics, civil-military relations, and even defense issues and arms control.310  

 
305 See footnote 254. 
306 Kreps, Saunders, and Schultz, “The Ratification Premium: Hawks, Doves, and Arms Control.” 
307 See for example Doder, “Andropov Urges Ban on Weapons to Attack Satellites.” 
308 On area studies broadly, looking back at the Cold War experience, see Rafael, “The Cultures of Area Studies in 
the United States”; Bates, “Area Studies and the Discipline: A Useful Controversy?”; Katzenstein, “Area and 
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310 Herspring, The Soviet High Command 1967-1989: Personalities and Politics; Colton and Gustafson, Soldies and 
the Soviet State: Civil-Military Relations from Brezhnev to Gorbachev; Engerman, Know Your Enemy : The Rise 
and Fall of America’s Soviet Experts.  This group is distinct from the pool of think-tanks and policy research 
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And prominent Sovietologists like Richard Pipes and Stephen Sestanovich served in senior 

positions inside government in the American ecosystem.311 

3.2.3.  The American Arms Control Tribe 

The US arms control tribe was “formally” weakest in the SET ecosystem but derived political 

capital from a dense network of public-private partnerships, including non-governmental 

funding, and from idea leadership.  This federated approach, with multiple governmental homes 

during the Cold War and a rich assortment of private-sector organizations participating in policy 

development, left the arms control tribe more resilient than alternatives like the civilian defense 

intellectuals (see section 3.2.4 below).   

The arms control tribe did not exist for the first decade of the Cold War, emerging in the 

late 1950s with the rise of scientific advice and recommendations on disarmament, as well as 

with the first arms control theoretical works by Schelling, Morton Halperin, and other defense 

intellectuals.312 

3.2.3.1.  The Arms Control and Disarmament Agency  

As the formal home for the arms control tribe in the ecosystem, the Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency generally opposed SETs and advocated for their control, fearing both the 

costs associated with SET investments and the escalation risks associated with their potential 

use.  President Kennedy created the agency in 1961, building on the views of advisors from 

Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who advocated for a greater US 

 
311 Pipes first served in Team B; see Rovner, Fixing the Facts: National Security and the Politics of Intelligence.  
Both Pipes and Sestanovich later served in the Reagan National Security Council; see respectively Haslam, Russia’s 
Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 328; Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside 
Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American Power, 18.  
312 Schelling and Halperin, Strategy and Arms Control; Herken, Counsels of War.  See also Jennifer Sims on the 
origins of the concepts -- Sims, Icarus Restrained: An Intellectual History of Nuclear Arms Control, 1945-1960. 
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Government effort on arms control.313  Independent of though linked to the State Department 

(which absorbed it in 1999), it led the interagency delegations for arms control negotiations, 

including the Biological Weapons Convention, negotiations on antisatellite arms control, and 

those on intermediate-range nuclear forces.  The agency struggled to overcome bureaucratic 

obstacles in interagency negotiations absent allies in other agencies and departments.314  Further, 

Presidents Nixon and Reagan were skeptical of the agency’s allegiance to their policies, and both 

“purged” it, Nixon after the signing of the first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty in 1972 and 

Reagan at the start of his Administration in 1981.315   

3.2.3.2.  The President’s Science Advisor 

Presidential science advisors and their staffs throughout the Cold War brought arms control ideas 

into the national security ecosystem, sharing widely held scientific views about the risks 

associated with advanced defense technologies.316  Because it was within the White House 

complex, the science advisor’s office was a critical “infection vector” for new ideas to come into 

interagency national security discussions, especially over emerging technologies given the 

scientific credentials the adviser and his team could bring to bear.317  The adviser himself 

brought his own connections into the discussions, typically favoring the arms control tribe 

 
313 Goodby, “The US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency in 1961-63: A Study in Governance”; Krepon, 
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makes in Drezner, “Ideas, Bureaucratic Politics, and the Crafting of Foreign Policy.” 
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because of its own privileged status in the American scientific community.318 At the same time, 

the science adviser and his team had little depth in the US system, meaning that ideas were the 

principal source of leverage, rather than budgetary clout.  He often aligned with the Arms 

Control and Disarmament Agency on matters of arms control and nonproliferation, serving as an 

amplifying voice within the White House system. 

3.2.3.3.  Congress and the Office of Technology Assessment 

Congressional arms control advocates lacked formal structures like their military and bilateralist 

counterparts, but used the Office of Technology Assessment and caucus structures to build a 

powerful coalition in support of the arms control tribe in the SET ecosystem, particularly in the 

second half of the Cold War.   

While the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (see 3.1.2 above) had oversight of 

treaties, its writ and breadth were so much more that it could not focus on exclusively on arms 

control, even during the Cold War when it played an important role in US-Soviet relations.  Near 

the end of the Cold War, Congress pulled together its first arms control “caucus.” The Arms 

Control Oversight Group created a capability to connect to the ongoing Intermediate Range 

Nuclear Forces and Strategic Arms Reduction negotiations (it was created in 1985) as well as for 

Administrations to lobby for Senate votes on potential treaties.319  It built on the personal interest 

in SETs and arms control by senators such as Al Gore, who as a Congressman participated in the 

 
318 The principal exception to this was George Keyworth, President Reagan’s science advisor, who was an advocate 
for the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).  Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End 
of the Cold War. 
319 Roth, “The Evolution of the Senate Arms Control Observer Group.” My thanks to Frank Miller and Bob Bell for 
flagging this.  See section 6.8.1 of chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion drawing on interviews with Bell, who 
served as de facto staff director. 
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creation of a “centrist” arms control group that blocked US antisatellite testing (see Chapter 

5).320 

 The key “thought leadership” voice on arms control in Congress was one of its research 

wings, the Office of Technology Assessment.321  Created in 1972, the Office was a source for 

independent analysis of SETs and other emerging technologies, from the information revolution 

to environmental impacts.  Its researchers tended to favor arms control over other approaches, 

and particularly in the 1980s played a key role on ballistic missile defense and antisatellite 

weapons.322 

3.2.3.4.  Private Sector Organizations 

The private sector component of the US arms control tribe may have been its strongest piece, 

leveraging academia and a network of foundations to build ideas and a cadre of experts over 

time. 

 Of the academic institutions, Harvard and MIT played the greatest role during the Cold 

War.323  They were the sources of the original theoretical work on arms control (within political 

science) and continued to provide ideas and experts into the tribe over the course of the Cold 

War.324  For example, in the 1980s future Secretary of Defense Ash Carter, as a research fellow 

 
320 On Gore and others, see Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear 
Arms Control; Nolan, Guardians of the Arsenal: The Politics of Nuclear Strategy. 
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Control, 1945-1960; “Arms Control Policy and the National Security Council,” 18.  
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at the MIT Center for International Studies, produced critical work on SDI and ASATs.325  

Academics from Harvard and MIT like Thomas Schelling also connected to RAND and the 

national labs, building arms control cadres within those notionally military research 

organizations.326 

 Think tanks and lobbying groups—the line was thin between them in this tribe—also 

played an important role in the arms control tribe.  The Federation of American Scientists was 

the leader within this group, founded by veterans of the Manhattan Project in 1945.327  It was 

followed by later groups  that emerged in the 1960s like the Council for a Livable World, 

Physicians for Social Responsibility, the Union of Concerned Scientists, the Arms Control 

Association, and the Ploughshares Fund.328  There was a significant overlap between these 

groups and the “peace movement”—groups like the American Friends Service Committee, and 

European disarmament and peace groups.329 

 Finally, private sector foundations provided significant financial resources to the group—

an important reason it was able to sustain itself as a tribe across the Cold War and beyond 

without significant government or industrial standing.  In particular, the Ford, MacArthur, and 

Hewlett Foundations and the Carnegie Corporation of New York funded many of the think tanks 

and lobbying groups, academic programs at the major universities, and provided opportunities 

for members of the arms control tribe moving in and out of government.330   
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326 On Schelling, see Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon; Abella, Soldiers of Reason: The RAND Corporation and 
the Rise of the American Empire. 
327 Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War. 
328 Ibid. 
329 Knopf, Domestic Society and International Cooperation: The Impact of Protest on US Arms Control Policy. 
330 Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War. 
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3.2.4.  The Tribe That Wasn’t—Rise and Fall of the “Defense Intellectuals” 

US civilian defense intellectuals represent a useful case of a failed Cold War “proto-tribe.”  Even 

had it institutionalized, the lack of a Soviet counterpart would have potentially excluded it from 

analysis in this model, but its rise and fall also highlights important factors in the ecosystem 

model. 

By the late 1950s, civilian defense thinkers had postured themselves to serve as a 

potential rival to both the arms control and military tribes as an independent center of defense 

thinking.331  With the selection of McNamara as Secretary of Defense, they had a senior 

champion.332  But by the early 1970s, their status was largely lost and their ability to push new 

agendas had waned.  Defense intellectuals as a group had become “free agents,” even when they 

sought to stake out independent positions (a la Richard Perle in the Reagan Administration).333 

 The defense intellectuals had some of the makings of a tribe—deeply held beliefs about 

the ability to apply rational, scientific models to problems that had typically been remanded only 

to the uniformed military and members of that tribe.  As an independent pole, distinct from the 

arms controllers and the military, they seemed to represent a different way forward, even down 

to independent truth claims.  RAND could have been an institutional home for the defense 

intellectuals, along with the Office of the Secretary of Defense writ large.   

 In the end, the defense intellectuals failed to cohere as a tribe for two reasons.  First was 

McNamara himself, who along with his “Whiz Kids” such as the Office of Systems Analysis 

 
331 Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon; Enthoven and Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense 
Program, 1961-1969. 
332 Enthoven and Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense Program, 1961-1969. 
333 On Perle, see Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; 
Nolan, Guardians of the Arsenal: The Politics of Nuclear Strategy. 
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(see 3.3.4. below) pressed the military for eight years over a range of defense-related 

capabilities.334  In the end, not only did McNamara alienate Congress and the military tribe so 

much that successors could never follow in his footsteps, but he also made such common cause 

with the arms control tribe that he is better understood as a “captured free agent.”335  The second 

reason is institutional and structural—the defense intellectual “tribe” lacked the financial 

resources to maintain itself over time.  Unlike the arms control tribe, the defense intellectuals did 

not have a steady stream of private sector funds from foundations or other sources.  RAND’s 

funding largely came from the Air Force, leaving it beholden to Air Force wishes when push 

came to shove.336  And the Office of the Secretary of Defense lacked a constituency on Capitol 

Hill to secure its funding over time.  For this reason, at least with respect to the SET ecosystem, 

defense intellectuals were free agents available for capture by any of the tribes in policy coalition 

formation. 

 

3.3.  Free Agents in the American Ecosystem 

The existence of free agent organizations in the US SET ecosystem yielded dynamism through 

their ability to work with different tribes.  The American electoral cycle meant that most of these 

organizations regularly “refreshed” with new leaders and ideas. 

 

 

 
334 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Hunt, Melvin Laird and the Foundation of the Post-Vietnam 
Military, 1969-1973. 
335 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT. 
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3.3.1.  The National Security Council Staff 

The National Security Council (NSC) staff both ran the formal Executive Branch elements of the 

US ecosystem and served as partners for various tribes throughout the Cold War.337  Because the 

Executive Office of the President had (and has) limited funds, the NSC staff has been made up of 

a mix of political (non-career) appointees and staff detailed from other government agencies, 

such as the Department of State, the uniformed military, and the intelligence community.338  Its 

focus tended toward the President’s priorities, and those of his National Security Advisor, who 

played both a role as an “honest broker” among departments and agencies and as the President’s 

principal foreign policy advisor within the White House, yielding a great deal of tension.339 

Before the Carter Administration, Vice Presidents had little formal role in national 

security policy.  While starting with Walter Mondale Vice Presidents had national security 

advisors and played a role in national security deliberations, their small overall staffs left them 

throughout the Cold War reliant on the NSC staff for substantive support.340 

 

 
337 Students of American national security policy know that there are “two NSCs.”  The National Security Council is 
a meeting forum specified by the National Security Act of 1947, chaired by the President with statutory members 
like the Secretaries of State and Defense. At the same time, National Security Advisors dating back to at least 
Eisenhower created their own staffs who were often known as the NSC in interagency discussions. For ease of use, 
this discussion will refer to the NSC as the staff element supporting the President and the National Security Advisor, 
with full meetings referred to as National Security Council Meetings.  Zegart, Flawed by Design: The Evolution of 
the CIA, JCS, and NSC; Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the 
Architects of American Power. 
338 Personal observations; see also Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council 
and the Architects of American Power. 
339 Kissinger, White House Years; Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security Adviser 1977-
1981; Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed. 
340 Mondale’s formal national security advisor was Denis Clift, but his de facto national security advisor was David 
Aaron, Brzezinski’s deputy who had come from Mondale’s Senate staff.  See Brzezinski, Power and Principle: 
Memoirs of the National Security Adviser 1977-1981; Mondale and Hage, The Good Fight: A Life in Liberal 
Politics. 
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3.3.2.  State’s Bureau of Political Military Affairs and the Office of International Security 

Affairs/Policy 

State’s Bureau of Political-Military Affairs and the Office of International Security Affairs, later 

International Security Policy, within the Office of the Secretary of Defense, both demonstrated 

considerable crossover during the Cold War, allowing tribes to penetrate formal bureaucracies 

like State and DOD that would otherwise appear captured by the bilateralists and the military, 

respectively. 

The Bureau of Political-Military Affairs was created in 1969, replacing what had been a 

special component for political military affairs under the Undersecretary for Political Affairs.341  

Through the Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and George H.W. Bush Administrations, it was the 

hub for the Department’s engagement on SETs.  During President Nixon’s considerations over 

the future of the US biological weapons program, the Bureau aligned with the Joint Staff over 

other stakeholders, demonstrating its ability to partner with a range of tribal interests.342  

Through the Cold War, its internal culture included a strong link to the uniformed military, 

including a general and an admiral who each served as Director of PM in the Reagan 

Administration.343 

The policy wing of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, which typically staffed 

Secretaries of Defense for meetings at the White House, was first housed under an Assistant 

Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs.  Defense secretaries would turn to this 

office to understand the international political climate on a matter, or to put together 

 
341 See https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/timeline/1960-1969  
342 Goldman and Humphrey, “Documents on Arms Control and Nonproliferation, 1969-1972.” 
343 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Talbott, The 
Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace; “Arms Control Policy and the National Security Council.” 
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recommendations on policy, including on arms control and disarmament.  It was the only policy 

component of the Office of Secretary of Defense until the creation of an Undersecretary for 

Policy in 1978.344  By 1981, a new Assistant Secretary for International Security Policy was 

created within Policy, led by Richard Perle, who drove all Soviet, arms control, NATO, and 

strategic emerging technology policy through the end of the Cold War.345 

 Perle was an important example of a bureaucratic entrepreneur who emerged from a free 

agent organization, and who sought to separate himself from even the military tribe and strike 

out on his own.  On arms control and SETs, Perle was “more military than the military,” seeing 

the Joint Chiefs in particular as weak and too willing to accept arms control limits.346  He 

supported subordinates like Frank Miller who for the first time forced civilian review of nuclear 

war plans.347  But he was also an aberration who burned enormous amounts of political capital 

opposing arms control proposals, and who in the end lost out to the Reagan Administration’s 

decision to pursue strategic and conventional arms control.348 

3.3.3.  Office of the Secretary of Defense Assistant Secretary for Systems Analysis/Program 

Analysis and Evaluation 

Created by McNamara in 1961, the office of Systems Analysis—elevated to the Assistant 

Secretary level in 1965–brought statistical and operations research-based techniques to the 

understanding of military requirements and budgetary trade offs.349  The office, renamed 

 
344 Keefer, Harold Brown: Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge, 1977-1981. 
345 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Nolan, 
Guardians of the Arsenal: The Politics of Nuclear Strategy. 
346 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control. 
347 Miller and Butler, “Masters of the Nuclear Weapons Enterprise”; Nolan, Guardians of the Arsenal: The Politics 
of Nuclear Strategy, 248–61. 
348 Though to be fair to Perle, his preferred INF option of zero-zero did win out. 
349 Enthoven and Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense Program, 1961-1969. 
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Program Analysis and Evaluation in 1973, existed to give the Secretary of Defense independent 

advice on the military services’ budget requests so that he could recommend trade offs and 

efficiencies.  As such, the office played an important role behind the scenes in the Pentagon to 

recommend which weapons programs should move forward and which the Secretary could 

afford to cut, either unilaterally or through arms control measures.350 

3.3.4.  The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

CIA was both a source of insight into and strategic assessments of Soviet SETs and a policy free 

agent.  Through the Cold War the Director of Central Intelligence served not only as head of CIA 

but also as head of the entire US intelligence community.  As such, in interagency discussions he 

spoke for the entire community on assessments of adversary weapons programs and political-

military intentions.  While there were some divergent views within the community, typically 

CIA’s mainline analytic view would win out given the Director’s dual role.351 

 CIA collection and analysis gave critical insights into Soviet weapons programs, 

especially SETs.352  Assets including Oleg Penkovsky, Ryszard Kuklinski, Adolf Tolkachev, and 

Dmitri Polyakov provided valuable insights on Soviet military and defense-industrial plans and 

intentions that shaped thinking on SETs across the US Government.353 

 
350 For example, PA&E was the strongest support of the cruise missile program in the Pentagon in the early-to-mid 
1970s.  See Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979.” Separately, Phil Odeen said in a 2000 
oral history that his boss in the early 1970s, Gardiner Tucker, “handled all the arms control stuff” in the Pentagon – 
see “Arms Control Policy and the National Security Council,” 23. 
351 Steury, Intentions and Capabilities: Estimates on Soviet Strategic Forces, 1950-1983; Mahan, “Minutes of a 
Meeting of the National Security Council.” For an example of the Defense Intelligence Agency’s role, see Miller 
and Butler, “Masters of the Nuclear Weapons Enterprise.” 
352 On strategic analysis, see Steury, Intentions and Capabilities: Estimates on Soviet Strategic Forces, 1950-1983. 
353 On Tolkachev, see https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/kent-
csi/vol47no3/html/v47i3a02p.htm and Hoffman, The Billion Dollar Spy: A True Story of Cold War Espionage and 
Betrayal.  On Polyakov, see Dillon, Spies in the Family: An American Spymaster, His Russian Crown Jewel, and the 
Friendship That Helped End the Cold War; Weiner, Enemies: A History of the FBI.  On Penkovsky, see 
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/lt-col-oleg-penkovsky-western-spy-soviet-gru and Schechter 
and Deriabin, The Spy Who Saved the World: How a Soviet Colonel Changed the Course of the Cold War.  On 
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Beyond analysis of adversary weapons programs and political-military intentions, CIA 

also played a critical role in discerning whether the US could effectively monitor agreements to 

limit SETs, because it oversaw much of the capabilities that would be used.354  CIA (along with 

the Air Force) co-directed the National Reconnaissance Office, developed most of at least the 

first generation of US reconnaissance satellites (the CORONA program) and directed imagery 

exploitation and analysis through the National Photographic Interpretation Center.355   

 

3.4.  Process and the Soviet System 

The Soviet national security ecosystem, like its US counterpart, combined consistency over time 

with some fluidity, especially in the Gorbachev period, but was less dynamic than the US one.  

Retrospective analyses of Soviet decision making on arms control and strategic emerging 

technology have illuminated that at least to the outside (non-intelligence) community, the US 

knew very little about how Soviet deliberations took place.356  Books published by insiders since 

the 1990s and interviews from the late 1980s onward unveiled an actual interagency system 

where deliberations took place on the full slate of strategic emerging technologies under 

consideration.357  For arms control in particular, the Pyatorka (Big Five) system as described by 

 
Kuklinski, see https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/cold-war/martial-law/ and Weiser, A Secret Life: The Polish 
Officer, His Covert Mission, and the Price He Paid to Save His Country. 
354 See for example the role of Carl Duckett, CIA’s Deputy Director for Science and Technology, in Mahan, Foreign 
Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume XXXIII, SALT II, 1972-1980. 
355 Berkowitz and Suk, The National Reconnaissance Office at 50 Years: A Brief History; O’Connor, NPIC: Seeing 
the Secrets and Growing the Leaders: A Cultural History of the National Photographic Interpretation Center; 
Lindgren, Trust but Verify: Imagery Analysis in the Cold War. 
356 It is unknown what the classified community knew about the Soviet system; there are no references to the 
pyatorka system in CREST (CIA’s FOIA database), nor in academic writings on Soviet policy.  Note also Paul 
Nitze’s foreword in Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; 
Hines, “Summary of Interview with Vitalii Nikolaevich Tsygichko.” Detinov’s insights in this were first disclosed in 
“SALT II and the Growth of Mistrust - Conference #2 of the Carter-Brezhnev Project.” 
357 On biological weapons, see Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History.  On 
ASATs, see Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.”  On INF, see 
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Nikolai Detinov and Alexander Savelyev’s book mirrored in important ways the US NSC 

system.358  We know from Vitaliy Katayev as well as Detinov and Savelyev that a subordinate 

interagency mechanism existed at least in the Gorbachev period, if not earlier, to staff decisions 

up to the leaders of “the Big Five” who would consider ways forward with political leadership.359  

Unfortunately, Katayev also notes that notes were not kept of these meetings; indeed, a KGB 

participant in one meeting who was seen to have been taking notes out of a meeting was 

reprimanded.360 

Three key differences between the Soviet and American ecosystems merit highlighting.  

First, as a unitary, authoritarian government, there was no Executive-Legislative negotiations in 

the Soviet Union as there were in the US, so there was no role for a Congressional equivalent 

during the Cold War.  Second, as a single-party system, there was a critical Communist Party 

dynamic that ran in parallel with official State organs in the Soviet interagency system.361  Third, 

defense industrial interests played a critical role in the Soviet interagency system, far more so 

than in the US system not least because with a command economy, industrial targets mattered far 

more than in a free market system like that in the West.362 

3.4.1.  Written Guidance and Political Control in the Soviet Ecosystem 

The Central Committee would generate formal documents to promulgate guidance on behalf of 

the Soviet political leadership to execute policies, whether pursuit of a SET or seeking its limit.  

 
Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of the 
Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. 
358 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
359 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control 
Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
360 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. 
361 Odom, The Collapse of the Soviet Military, 16–19. 
362 Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial 
Evidence.” 
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For example, Ray Zilinskas and Milton Leitenberg highlight that a top secret decision of the 

Central Committee authorized the pursuit of the covert Soviet biological weapons program.363  

Archival research in the 1980s and 1990s has revealed some relevant Central Committee 

decisions for SETs.364  We do not see a similar formal study process in the Soviet system as we 

did in the American system from the Nixon Administration onward; most studies were 

conducted within tribes or other bureaucratic entities, then leveraged in discussions.365 

Soviet leadership relied on Party control and discipline, enforced by the KGB, to ensure 

that their guidance was enforced.  At the same time, political control clearly waned from 1976-

1982, after Brezhnev’s 1975 heart attack.366  This includes the decision to deploy SS-20s in 

1976, which some interagency participants in the Soviet system claim short-circuited “regular 

order” in a secret decision between Brezhnev and new Defense Minister Dmitri Ustinov.367   

 

3.5.  Tribes in the Soviet Strategic Emerging Technology Ecosystem 

The Soviet SET ecosystem had the same tribes as its American counterpart, but the relative size 

and clout of the Soviet tribes differed significantly.  The Soviet arms control tribe was 

consistently weaker than the US one, and the Soviet military tribe arguably stronger than its 

American counterpart.  The lack of a Soviet “private sector” also constrained intra- and inter-

tribal dynamism. 

 
363 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History. 
364 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program,” 8, 14. Podvig is citing 
material from the Katayev Archive at Hoover. 
365 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich,” 17; Hines, “Summary of Interview 
with Vitalii Nikolaevich Tsygichko”; Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic 
Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000, 171. 
366 See the discussion by Kissinger and Director of Central Intelligence Bill Colby in Mahan, Foreign Relations of 
the United States, 1969-1976, Volume XXXIII, SALT II, 1972-1980, XXXIII:457. 
367 This does not appear to have been the case.  See section 6.2 of chapter 6. 
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3.5.1.  The Soviet Military Tribe 

The Soviet military tribe was powerful, but prone to divisions just like the American tribe.  

Unlike the American tribe which split on service lines, the Soviet military “fault line” was 

between uniformed military and defense industrial interests.368 

3.5.1.1.  The Ministry of Defense and General Staff 

The Soviet General Staff was more than the voice of the military tribe—it dominated uniformed 

interests as a strong central authority.  As such, it welcomed SETs so long as they demonstrated 

operational utility.  Unlike the US system, during the Cold War there was only a limited civilian 

staff in the Ministry of Defense, nothing that paralleled the various components of the US Office 

of the Secretary of Defense considered above.369  Indeed, until 1976 the Defense Minister was a 

Red Army general—from Stalin’s death, the Defense Ministers included Marshals Georgiy 

Zhukov, Rodion Malinovsky, and Andrei Grechko.  And after Ustinov’s death in 1984, generals 

again ran the Defense Ministry until the end of the Cold War.370 

Defense Ministers played an important role in interagency discussions, but because of the 

lack of civilian staff, they relied almost entirely on the General Staff to consider options.371  The 

Soviet General Staff was very different from the US Joint Chiefs: the Chief of the General Staff 

was a commander of Soviet forces and the unquestioned uniformed leader of the Soviet 

military.372  Because the General Staff organization had a robust staff, two of the last (and 

perhaps most pivotal) Chiefs of the Soviet military—Nikolai Ogarkov and Akhromeyev—both 

 
368 Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial 
Evidence.” 
369 Odom, The Collapse of the Soviet Military, 25–27. 
370 Herspring, The Kremlin and the High Command: Presidential Impact on the Russian Military from Gorbachev to 
Putin; Herspring, The Soviet High Command 1967-1989: Personalities and Politics. 
371 Meyer, “Decision-Making in Defence: The Soviet Case.” 
372 Herspring, The Soviet High Command 1967-1989: Personalities and Politics. 
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came out of the General Staff vice warfighting commands or military services, explaining why 

the General Staff itself was able to perpetuate a distinct military culture. 

Four General Staff subcomponents demand further attention.  First and foremost, the 

Main Operations Directorate of the General Staff oversaw warfighting plans, strategic doctrine, 

and arms control considerations.  This integration allowed the General Staff to consider the 

intersection of military operational utility and whether to pursue or limit strategic emerging 

technologies.373  Second, in the 1970s, the General Staff created an arms control department (the 

Treaty and Legal Department) led by Colonel General Nikolai Chervov to support 

negotiations.374  It was not clear at first whether this was a subunit of the GOU, given the latter’s 

responsibilities in the pyatorka, but by the late 1980s it was clearly an independent component of 

the General Staff.375  Third, the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) of the General Staff was 

the principal intelligence rival to the KGB (see 3.6.2 below).376  It focused on penetrations of US 

and Western military and defense-industrial targets and fed intelligence from those penetrations 

to the uniformed military.  Steven Zaloga notes that the SS-20’s development drew from GRU 

threat studies.377  Fourth and finally, the General Staff Academy, along with the Directorate for 

Military Science, served as sources not only for professional military education and training but 

 
373 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile 
Age: One Man’s Journey; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; 
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374 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
375 Meyer, “Decision-Making in Defence: The Soviet Case.” 
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377 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000, 171.  
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also for the development of new doctrines and operational concepts.378  The General Staff 

Academy provided the “schoolhouse” (unlike the US National War College) to build a truly 

independent General Staff personnel system and cadre, more akin to the German system than the 

American one.379 

3.5.1.2.  Military Services 

Soviet military services were weaker than American services and played far less of a role in 

SETs.  While the Red Army had little interest in SETs, its impact on General Staff leadership 

was such that its views had to be taken into account.380  The army felt tremendous pressure to 

shrink under Khrushchev, but after his fall and the rise of Brezhnev the Army was able to build 

additional capabilities.381  The Soviet Navy had a minor role in SETs, focused on submarine-

launched ballistic missiles and sea-launched cruise missiles, but the navy was a minor player in 

strategic capabilities because its dominant leader, Admiral Sergey Gorshkov, was more focused 

on building a “blue-water navy.”382  The Strategic Rocket Forces, created in 1959, consolidated 

all long range missile forces, IRBMs as well as ICBMs outside the control of other components 

of the Soviet military.  Favored by Khrushchev for strategic as well as budgetary reasons, the 

SRF focused on capabilities needed for strategic strike, and tended to care less about other 

 
378 Wardak, The Voroshilov Lectures: Materials from the Soviet General Staff Academy -- Volume 1: Issues of Soviet 
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380 With one brief exception, every Soviet Chief of the General Staff came originally from the Red Army. 
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weapons systems or capabilities.383  The Air Defense Forces dated back to 1941, but as new 

SETs came online it took on additional missions over the course of the Cold War, including anti 

missile defense and antispace defense (ASATs).384  The Air Defense Forces were a critical 

enabler of SETs, but the combination of the shootdown of KAL 007 in 1983 and particularly the 

Mathias Rust flight to Moscow in 1987 discredited the force in the eyes of Gorbachev.385 

3.5.1.3.  The Military Industrial Commission 

The Military Industrial Committee of the Council of Ministers was the central hub for defense 

industrial interests in the Soviet SET ecosystem and along with the Party Central Committee 

Defense Department contested General Staff dominance within the Soviet military tribe.386  As 

Viktor Starodubov noted, the industrial interests that the Commission represented often sought 

additional capabilities above and beyond uniformed military requirements.387  It did not seek to 

limit SETs, and might even advocate for ones the military did not want.  It oversaw the planned 

defense industrial components of the Soviet economy, including over a dozen government 

ministries, GosPlan (the state economic planning ministry) and the military.388  The Military 

Industrial Commission existed as an independent bureaucratic entity rather than a subordinate 

element to the Defense Ministry or the General Staff, and meant that decisions on weapons 
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programs and defense procurement were not solely subordinate to operational requirements.389  

Ustinov was chief of the Commission for decades, dating back to the Stalin era, and built it up 

into a counterweight to the uniformed military.  It also had representation on Soviet arms control 

delegations, distinct from the General Staff.390 

3.5.1.4.  The Central Committee Defense Department 

The Central Committee Defense Department (sometimes reported as the Defense Industrial 

Department) was charged to play an NSC staff-style role in the Soviet SET ecosystem, but for 

most of the Cold War it closely partnered with the Military Industrial Commission to favor 

industrial interests.391  The bias toward industrial interests came from Ustinov, who oversaw the 

Department as a Central Committee Secretary after leading the Commission, until his 

ascendancy as Defense Minister in 1976.  Katayev’s memoirs and papers (archived at the Hoover 

Institution) are particularly illuminating on the range of capabilities the Defense Department 

considered to counter US advanced technologies.392  Only when Lev Zaykov took over as 
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identified either man as representing the military-industrial complex.  See Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of 
SALT; Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Savelyev 
and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union.. 
391 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of 
the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey.  It is particularly interesting that a number of senior General Staff officers, 
when interviewed by John Hines and his colleagues, actually downplayed the role of the Defense Department.  See 
Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich.” 
392 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  
Soviet Response to the SDI Program”; Podvig, “The Window of Vulnerability That Wasn’t: Soviet Military Buildup 
in the 1970s--A Research Note”; Long and Green, “The MAD Who Wasn’t There: Soviet Reactions to the Late 
Cold War Nuclear Balance.” 
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Central Committee Secretary for defense matters under Gorbachev did we see a significant shift 

in the Defense Department’s role to more of a “free agent” position.393 

3.5.1.5.  Research Support to the Tribe 

The Soviet military tribe used strategic assessments from a research system parallel to the US 

one.  Scientific-research institutes and central scientific research institutes were critical concept 

and capability development hubs for the Defense Ministry, military services, and others.394  

Vladimir Dvorkin, one of the top Soviet and Russian thinkers on strategic nuclear issues, served 

in the Fourth Central Scientific Research Intsitute, which was the research hub for the Strategic 

Rocket Forces.395  Soviet nuclear weapons labs also played an important parallel role, though as 

Evangelista and others note, the labs were also home to nascent arms control thinking.396 

3.5.2.  The Soviet Bilateralist Tribe 

Soviet bilateralists, like their US counterparts, “ran” foreign policy, but Soviet dominance of the 

Warsaw Pact left them with fewer concerns about assurance than the American bilateralist tribe.  

Until Eduard Shevardnadze replaced Andrei Gromyko as Foreign Minister in 1985, the Foreign 

Ministry generally aligned with the General Staff in support of operationally relevant SETs, what 

Andrei Grachev described as a “military-diplomatic complex.”397  Soviet bilateralists, like their 

American counterparts, came out of the diplomatic corps.  The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

played an important role in arms control negotiations but was cut out of some deliberations on 

 
393 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic 
Politics, Uncertainty, and Cooperation between Adversaries,” 191. 
394 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Vitalii Nikolaevich Tsygichko”; Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-
Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - 
Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence.” 
395 Dvorkin, “Space Weapons Programs.” 
396 Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War. 
397 See Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 17–24. 
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strategic emerging technologies.398  As Foreign Minister from 1957 to 1985, Gromyko played a 

crucial personal role in negotiations and considerations of what arms control regimes could be 

agreed between Moscow and Washington, and as a full member of the Politburo and the Defense 

Council was fully briefed on SET policy and developments.399  Soviet Ambassador to 

Washington Dobrynin had privileged access to US decision makers (particularly in the Nixon 

Administration with the “channel” to National Security Advisor Kissinger) and served as a 

barometer of the political climate in the US.400  Below Gromyko, a small number of senior 

officials played important roles in arms control negotiations, especially Georgi Korniyenko, who 

ran the Americas desk in the Ministry in the 1960s then served Gromyko as deputy foreign 

minister for the last ten years of Gromyko’s tenure.401  With Shevardnadze replacing Gromyko in 

1985, the Ministry took on a greater role in some negotiations, though Shevardnadze as often as 

not bucked his institution’s more conservative views.402 

 The Central Committee International Department, led from 1957 to 1986 by Boris 

Ponomarev, oversaw relations between the Soviet Union and foreign communist parties.  It was 

the successor to the Lenin-era Comintern.403  Because of rivalry between Ponomarev and 

Gromyko, the International Department was cut out of arms control discussions until the 

Gorbachev era, when Ponomarev was succeeded by Dobrynin whose leverage and insights made 

 
398 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History. 
399 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
400 Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents. 
401 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union.  Korniyenko co-
authored a memoir with former General Staff chief Sergey Akhromeyev; the book has not been translated into 
English. 
402 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Sokov, “Crises and Breakthroughs: Notes Toward 
the History of Soviet Decision-Making on START Talks.” 
403 Barron, Operation SOLO: The FBI’s Man in the Kremlin. Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy 
and the End of the Cold War, 10–13. 



117 
 

him a player on topics like Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces, particularly when he brought 

Korniyenko with him from the Foreign Ministry and promoted Anatoliy Chernyaev, perhaps 

Gorbachev’s closest foreign policy adviser.404  Because of the International Department’s 

connections to the international Communist movement, it arguably played the role of the alliance 

lobby in the US bilateralist ecosystem; but being cut out of discussions on arms control meant 

that they had no role in SET discussions through the mid-1980s. 

3.5.3.  The Soviet Arms Control Tribe 

Soviet arms controllers were weaker and more divided than the American tribe for nearly the 

entire Cold War, enjoying a moment of power during Gorbachev’s “new thinking.” 

Soviet arms controllers—as distinct from arms control negotiators, who largely came from the 

military and bilateralist tribes through the early 1980s—had even less organizational standing in 

the Soviet system than their American counterparts, until the rise of Gorbachev. 

 Scholars, such as Matt Evangelista and Emanuel Adler, have called attention to the 

importance of the Soviet research ecosystem as a vector for sharing Western arms control ideas 

into the Soviet system.405  However, the scholars they consider, such as Sagdeev, represented a 

small portion of the research and intellectual ecosystem that supported the Soviet national 

security interagency system. 

 The Russian Academy of Sciences played an important role throughout this period in 

providing advice to the Central Committee and the Politburo.  For example, Mstislav Keldysh, 

 
404 Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile 
Age: One Man’s Journey.  On Chernyaev, see for example Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times; Odom, The 
Collapse of the Soviet Military, 94–98. 
405 Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War; Adler, “The Emergence of 
Cooperation: National Epistemic Communities and the International Evolution of the Idea of Nuclear Arms 
Control.” 
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head of the Academy of Sciences from1961 to 1975, represented Brezhnev in interagency 

discussions on arms control because of his close relationship to the General Secretary, according 

to Soviet observers.406  At the same time, the Academy did not exclusively support limits on 

SETs; Yuri Ovchinnikov, the father of the Soviet covert biological weapons program, was a Vice 

President from 1971 to 1988.407  Subordinate think tanks that were particularly relevant to arms 

control and strategic emerging technology were the Institute of USA and Canada, led by Georgi 

Arbatov from 1967 through the end of the Cold War408; and the Institute of World Economy and 

International Relations, led in the early 1980s by key Gorbachev advisor Yakovlev.409  Both 

played consulting roles to the KGB, the Foreign Ministry, and others.410 

 

3.6.  Free Agents in the Soviet System 

There were fewer free agent organizations in the Soviet ecosystem than in the US system, but 

those that remained had important leverage and power. 

3.6.1.  The Central Committee and the Politburo 

As the seat of political power in the USSR, the Politburo and its subordinate Central Committee 

and Secretariat had formal and informal power that cut across tribal lines.  None of these 

 
406 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of 
the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. 
407 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History. 
408 It is unclear whether ISKRAN was more closely tied to the bilateralist or the arms control tribe.  Further, 
Dobrynin tended to undermine Arbatov’s role – see for example “SALT II and the Growth of Mistrust - Conference 
#2 of the Carter-Brezhnev Project,” 8.  For Arbatov’s perspective, see Arbatov, The System: An Insider’s Life in 
Soviet Politics. 
409 On Yakovlev and IMEMO, see Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times.  Also on IMEMO, see Hines, 
“Summary of Interview with Sergei Blagovolin.”  On ISKRAN’s players, see for example Arbatov and Lednev, 
“Soviet Views on Strategic Stability/Superiority”; Kokoshin, “Contemporary Issues: Some Soviet Comments”; 
Arbatov, The System: An Insider’s Life in Soviet Politics.  
410 On specific connections to the KGB, see Garthoff, Soviet Leaders and Intelligence: Assessing the American 
Adversary during the Cold War, 2015. 
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organizations played a state role, but rather existed as a parallel Communist Party bureaucratic 

structure that throughout the Cold War had far more power than any State counterpart.  For 

example, the Secretariat of the Central Committee served, even though a Party organ, as the 

effective White House and NSC staff of the Soviet system.411  Secretaries of the Central 

Committee were senior, powerful officials with direct access to the General Secretary (the de 

facto leader of the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War).412  Departments existed under these 

Secretaries to oversee Party priorities for a variety of topics.   

 The Defense Department and International Department were discussed above, but 

members of the Politburo were independent political actors who had to be consulted on major 

decisions.  Some critical defense decisions were remanded to a subset of the Politburo—the 

Defense Council—consisting of the General Secretary, KGB director, Minister of Defense, 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, and sometimes other participants like the Chairman of the Military 

Industrial Commission.413  But Politburo members offered lobbying opportunities over various 

policy and program decisions, because they had independent access to the General Secretary. 

3.6.2.  The Committee for State Security (KGB) 

The Committee on State Security (KGB) was a swing vote in coalitions and a bigger policy 

player than the CIA.  It played three critical roles in the strategic emerging technology space, and 

 
411 Daniels, “The Central Committee as a Bureaucratic Elite”; Mitrokhin, “The CPSU Central Committee Apparatus, 
1970-85: Personnel and Role in the Soviet Political System.” 
412 Notable examples of these were Dmitriy Ustinov before he became Defense Minister, Lev Zaykov, Boris 
Ponomarev, Aleksandr Yakovlev, and Oleg Baklanov.  See Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control 
Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Taubman, 
Gorbachev: His Life and Times. 
413 On the Defense Council (mentioned above), see Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-
Making in the Soviet Union; Karlsson, “The Defense Council of the USSR”; Odom, The Collapse of the Soviet 
Military, 20–21. 
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was not uniformly a component of the “military-industrial complex.”414  First, KGB analysts 

provided direct support to interagency arms control considerations.  Nikolai Leonov, whom Ray 

Garthoff cites as being the KGB’s chief analyst by the 1970s, is noted by Detinov and Savelyev 

as the principal KGB representative to the interagency working group that supported Gorbachev-

era arms control negotiations.415  Even before that, the KGB had members on arms control 

delegations dating back to the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks.416  Second, KGB human and 

technical collection would have provided key insights to political and military leaders about US 

strategic emerging technologies, though this collection would have filtered through strong 

organizational and bureaucratic biases.417  Christopher Andrew and Vasili Mitrokhin note that 

KGB signals intelligence collection had significant access to US defense industrial firms, which 

could have informed a variety of technical development efforts and tipped off US developments 

on prospective SETs.418 Andrew and Oleg Gordievskiy had earlier noted the priority placed on 

science and technology collection.419  Third, KGB counterintelligence and security secured 

sensitive Soviet SET programs.  The KGB was responsible, according to Zilinskas and 

Leitenberg, for the security of the covert biological weapons program throughout its existence.420 

 

 
414 Knight, “The KGB and Civil-Military Relations.” 
415 Garthoff, Soviet Leaders and Intelligence: Assessing the American Adversary during the Cold War, 2015; 
Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of the 
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discussions in Moscow. 
416 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End 
the Cold War; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
417 Haslam, Near and Distant Neighbors: A New History of Soviet Intelligence. 
418 Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the KGB, 
343–54. 
419 Andrew and Gordievsky, KGB: The Inside Story, 621–22. 
420 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History. 
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3.7.  Evaluating the American and Soviet Strategic Emerging Technology Ecosystems 

What sets the American SET ecosystem apart from its Soviet counterpart is the level of 

dynamism in each system.  Because of both the American tradition of separation of powers and 

the two-party political system, there was far greater and different political penetration of the 

American ecosystem, allowing for some weaker bureaucracies as well as for new political 

players to enter the game every four to eight years.  The Soviet ecosystem, at least before the rise 

of Gorbachev in 1985, was much more static, with far less fluidity across tribes and with far 

fewer free agents. 

 As a single-Party state, the Soviet Union was highly politicized, through Party 

channels.421  It was no accident that the Central Committee of the Party, not the Presidium of the 

Council of Ministers (its state counterpart) was the dominant policy forum throughout the Cold 

War.  And the Communist Party had factions, from ultra-leftists like Ponomarev and Mikhail 

Suslov to more moderates like Andropov and Gorbachev.422  But because the Party’s access was 

so pervasive—because all mid- to senior-level officials across government were members—it 

did not represent an independent tribe, nor a political influence that could flow in and out of the 

system.  Because the Party was everywhere, it lacked influence relative to the other players in the 

ecosystem, further feeding the relatively static nature of the system. 

 As a result, we should expect more stasis in Soviet policy and programmatic 

decisionmaking on SETs through the rise of Gorbachev in 1985 than we would expect in the 

American system.  This is not a reflection of “regime type,” but rather the specific result of a 

lack of fluidity in the system making coalitions harder to build.  That said, per the discussion in 

 
421 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. 
422 Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times. 
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chapter 2, we should expect fractures in the military tribe in particular to allow for new coalitions 

to form. 

 

3.8. Next Steps 

I now move to detailed case study analysis, first exploring the different responses to the 

biotechnology revolution for defense in the US and the Soviet Union. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

We don’t feel as strongly about [biological weapons] as about [chemical weapons]. We 
would like to see a minimal RDT&E (research, development, test, and evaluation) 

program pointed to defense, guarding against offensive actions by the enemy.  
– Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Earle Wheeler, November 18, 1969423 

 
MacEachin acknowledged that Pasechnik’s disclosures had prompted him to see years of 

evidence in a new light.  The zealots, he candidly acknowledged in a recent interview, 
turned out to have had a point.  “They were right.  There was this program [the covert 

Soviet biological weapons program].” And it turn out, he added, that the Soviets “were 
investing in it.” 

- Judy Miller et al, “Germs”424 
 

Gorbachev recalled that at one point during the day, Bush called him aside for a very 
private chat. “It was just the two of us and my interpreter,” Gorbachev said. Bush told 

Gorbachev that the CIA was reporting that the Soviet Union had not destroyed all its 
biological weapons and production facilities. “I said,” Gorbachev recalled, “my 

intelligence people report that you have not destroyed all your biological weapons. I 
believe you, I said, but why don’t you believe me?” Bush: “Those are the reports I get.” 

- David Hoffman, “The Dead Hand”425 
 
 

4.1.  Introduction 

The paired history of the US and Soviet biological weapons programs since the late 1960s 

demonstrate the power of bureaucratic entrepreneurs leveraging strategic assessments and 

rhetorical commonplaces to build ecosystem coalitions with tribes and free agents to change 

policy.  These coalitions were robust—despite shocks to both systems, changes put in place in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s persisted through the end of the Cold War. 

 
423 Earle Wheeler, from “Minutes of a National Security Council Meeting, 18 November 1969.” 
424 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 96–97. 
425 Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous Legacy, 350. This 
exchange does not appear in Bush and Scowcroft’s joint memoir, A World Transformed, in its discussion of the 
Camp David summit.  Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed.  According to Svetlana Savranskaya and Thomas 
Blanton, it also does not appear in transcripts of the meetings from the summit.  See Savranskaya and Blanton, The 
Last Superpower Summits: Reagan, Gorbachev and Bush. Conversations That Ended the Cold War, 582, 683. 
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In both the US and the Soviet cases, we see the potential for tensions within the military 

tribe to manifest themselves.  In the case of the US, the Army owned the biological weapons 

program, whereas the Navy and Air Force had little interest in the efforts; even within the Army, 

it was within the Chemical Corps, a secondary component relative to armor, infantry, or artillery 

components.  And even within the Chemical Corps, it was secondary to chemical weapons, a 

capability seen to have more military utility and operational use.426  In the Soviet case, industrial 

and operational interests may have been in tension.427  We see formal—although toothless—

arms control, reinforced by the arms control tribe’s efforts, and the risks associated with 

intelligence-based disclosures.  In neither case did Washington or Moscow directly drive the 

other’s program—the actions of one superpower worked their way through the other’s 

ecosystem.  

The biotechnology revolution and genetic engineering opened new questions, 

opportunities, and risks for both Washington and Moscow from a weapons perspective.428  By 

the late 1960s, the field of biology was undergoing a full scale revolution.429  The discovery of 

the double helix structure of DNA by Watson and Crick led by the mid 1960s to advances that 

would lead to the entire field of genetic engineering and biotechnology.  At this point, the 

fundamental advances that would allow for synthetic biology were being published in the field 

 
426 Ben Ouagrham-Gormley notes that in the 1950s, the program was moved between the Army and OSD and with a 
variety of different organizational subordinations.  See Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The 
Challenge of Expertise and Organization for Weapons Development, 84, 86–87.. 
427 On preexisting military-industrial tensions over wasteful weapons acquisitions, see Hines, Mishulovich, and 
Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence.” 
428 Renneberg, Biotechnology for Beginners; Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and 
America’s Secret War, 66–72. 
429 The definitive early history of this is Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation: Makers of the Revolution in Biology.  
See also Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare and International Security, 18–19, 30–32. 2 



125 
 

and available to Soviet and US biological weapons designers and thinkers.430  Both superpowers 

had to decide whether to continue, accelerate, or terminate existing legacy programs that had 

relied on more antiquated scientific methods to develop destructive capabilities. 

4.1.1.  Historical Context 

Biological weapons conjured primeval fears in the minds of the public before, during, and even 

after the Cold War.  The fear of infection, of plague, dates back millennia, as does the prospect 

of disease as a weapon of war.431  While biological weapons date back to the use of smallpox-

contaminated blankets and contaminated water, modern biological warfare dates back to World 

War I, in the wake of what some scholars have called a “Golden Age” of bacteriology.432  The 

Soviet Union, according to Leitenberg and Zilinskas, created a program just after that, because 

Soviet leaders saw disease ravage the Red Army during the Russian Civil War.433  Soviet 

exploration of biodefense dates back at least to the 1920s, and by 1928, according to Zilinskas 

and Leitenberg, an offensive program had commenced via a decree from the Soviet 

Revolutionary Military Council.434  Soviet intelligence assessed by 1930 that Germany and other 

 
430 Renneberg, Biotechnology for Beginners; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A 
History, 61, 74. 
431 Wheelis, Rozsa, and Dando, “Historical Context and Overview,” 3; Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 123–24; 
Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare and International Security, 11–12.  
432 On the use of contaminated water and blankets as well as the “golden age” idea, see Wheelis, Rozsa, and Dando, 
“Historical Context and Overview,” 3; Guillemin, Biological Weapons: From the Invention of State-Sponsored 
Programs to Contemporary Bioterrorism; Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare and International 
Security, 12.   
433 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 16–19.  It is noteworthy that 
assessment prior to their magisterial work on the Soviet program saw it starting much later.  See Hart, “The Soviet 
Biological Weapons Program”; Guillemin, Biological Weapons: From the Invention of State-Sponsored Programs 
to Contemporary Bioterrorism.  This underscores the secrecy that always surrounded the Soviet BW program. 
434 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 21; Rimmington, “Invisible 
Weapons of Mass Destruction: The Soviet Union’s BW Programme and Its Implications for Contemporary Arms 
Control,” 3–4.   
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Western nations were developing biological weapons, an early example of the impact of 

intelligence on SET development.435 

The US biological weapons program started later.  US biological weapons were not under 

consideration until World War II, when President Roosevelt saw reports of Japanese 

employment in Manchuria.436  When paired with intelligence reports — later found to be faulty 

— that Nazi Germany was also pursuing a biological weapons program, Roosevelt directed that 

the Army begin weapons development under the auspices of the Chemical Corps.437 

US and Soviet programs progressed throughout the first half of the Cold War.  They were 

propaganda targets—the KGB spread propaganda and “active measures” accusing the US of 

employing biological weapons during the Korean War and in Indochina.438  Broad-scale arms 

control and disarmament movements picked up steam with the signature of the Limited Test Ban 

Treaty, the Outer Space Treaty, and the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty over the course of the 

1960s, putting pressure on all weapons of mass destruction programs.439 

 

  

 
435 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 25–26.  
436 van Courtland Moon, “The US Biological Weapons Program.” 
437 van Courtland Moon; Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The Challenge of Expertise and 
Organization for Weapons Development, 65., though she also notes at p. 81 that Roosevelt devoted little attention to 
the program. 
438 Guillemin, Biological Weapons: From the Invention of State-Sponsored Programs to Contemporary 
Bioterrorism; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 407–22.  It would be a 
worthwhile follow-on analysis to consider the impact of propaganda with respect to these weapons systems 
compared to the weapons themselves, though the impact of propaganda is notoriously hard to quantify.  See Rid, 
Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and Political Warfare, 261, 430. 
439 See section 5.1.3 of chapter 5 for a brief discussion of the Outer Space Treaty. 
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Figure 5. Biological Weapons Case Timeline  
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4.2.  The Nixon Declaration 

The Nixon SET ecosystem took the bold step to shutter a decades-long program thanks to the 

leadership of a key bureaucratic entrepreneur who leveraged rhetorical commonplaces and 

strategic assessments to build a new coalition.440  Documentary evidence indicates that 

bureaucratic entrepreneur was not scientist Matthew Meselson, a member of the arms control 

tribe, but Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird, a free agent whose personal interest in the topic, 

despite the breadth of his agenda helped drive the Nixon Administration toward his preferred 

resolution.441  As John Maurer noted in his doctoral dissertation, Laird’s role in Nixon 

Administration policy debates is often downplayed by historians relying on memoirs from other 

principals like Nixon himself, National Security Advisor Kissinger, and even SALT I negotiator 

Gerard Smith.442  Documents in the Foreign Relations of the United States series make clear that 

Laird was a driving force, if not the driving force, behind the Nixon biological weapons ban, 

 
440 This chapter does not go into a detailed discussion of the pre-1969 US biological weapons program.  For useful 
discussions of that, see Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The Challenge of Expertise and 
Organization for Weapons Development; van Courtland Moon, “The US Biological Weapons Program”; “U.S. 
Army Activity in the U.S. Biological Warfare Programs, Volume I.” 
441 On Meselson as an arms controller, see Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and 
America’s Secret War; Guillemin, Biological Weapons: From the Invention of State-Sponsored Programs to 
Contemporary Bioterrorism.  Note that Meselson appears prominently in Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation: 
Makers of the Revolution in Biology.  It is also noteworthy that in versions of this history that predate the 
declassification of the FRUS volume, Meselson is given pride of place in driving the US decision.  This is not 
reflected by the primary source documentation—Meselson does not appear in the primary source documentation 
until cited by SFRC Chairman Fulbright in a 1971 memorandum to Kissinger--Kissinger, “Memorandum from the 
President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs to the Secretary of State and Secretary of Defense.” David 
Goldman, who was responsible at the State Department Historian’s office for the volume on the Nixon declaration, 
makes a similar point in his Journal of Military History article—see Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The 
Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 542-543 
footnote 43. See also Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare. 54 on 
Laird, and 77-79 on Meselson 
442 Maurer, “An Era of Negotiation: SALT in the Nixon Administration, 1969-1972.” 
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reinforcing the impression that journalists Tom Mangold and Jeff Goldberg reached after 

interviewing Laird for their book Plague Wars.443 

The opening for a change in biological weapons policy started with accidents.  First, in 

March of 1969, a trial of the nerve gas VX at the US Army’s Dugway Proving Ground, where 

some escaped containment, and thousands of sheep died.444  Then later in the spring, 

Congressional investigators revealed that the Army had been disposing of old, leaky chemical 

weapons by sinking them inside ships in the ocean, a program called “Cut Holes and Sink ‘Em 

(CHASE for short).”445  Third, in July, 24 military personnel were exposed to sarin gas in 

Okinawa.446  While no one was seriously injured, the Department of Defense had not informed 

the Japanese government that chemical weapons were stored there, leading to a political 

firestorm.  Finally, the US military had been employing chemical weapons in Vietnam - both riot 

control agents like tear gas and defoliants to clear vegetated areas near fire bases, leading to 

outcry from the international community.447 

  

 
443 Goldman and Humphrey, “Documents on Arms Control and Nonproliferation, 1969-1972.” Mangold and 
Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 54–56. 
444 van Courtland Moon, “The US Biological Weapons Program”; Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision 
to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 1; Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US 
Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 113–14; Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The 
Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 540.  
445 van Courtland Moon, “The US Biological Weapons Program”; Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision 
to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 2. 
446 Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 
3–4.  Tucker and Mahan note that the Okinawa incident occurred after the NSSM-59 study already had begun. 
447 On the outcry, see Tucker and Mahan, 2. 
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Figure 6. US Program/Policy Focused Look—1969  
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 These incidents all involved chemical weapons, not biological weapons.  Why did this 

matter?  The Army’s Chemical Corps was responsible for both, and it is clear from retrospective 

assessments that the Chemical Corps cared more about chemical than biological weapons.448  

Public and congressional pressure after these incidents started to push the Army and the defense 

establishment more broadly to consider chemical disarmament—something the uniformed US 

military did not want to consider because of chemical weapons’ perceived operational utility in a 

battlefield against the Soviets.  When faced with this dilemma, biological weapons became a 

“sacrificial lamb” to be given up in order to protect the chemical program.  Laird in particular 

saw little if any value in biological weapons, and was prepared to sacrifice them, particularly in 

order to save the chemical arsenal.449  He told Mangold and Goldberg that he had been 

concerned by increasing biological weapons expenditures in the Kennedy and Johnson 

Administrations, when he had chaired the House Defense Appropriations Subcommittee—a key 

component of the military tribe.450   

 Dugway, CHASE, Okinawa, and Vietnam all represented policy failures that undermined 

the political capital of the military tribe in ensuing ecosystem discussions.  Dugway, CHASE, 

and Okinawa were Type 3 failures—exogenous to the deliberations themselves but rippling 

effects inward.  The Vietnam example was more of a Type 2 failure, a policy choice with 

political backlash.  These policy failures crippled the military tribe not only by depleting its 

 
448 Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The Challenge of Expertise and Organization for Weapons 
Development. 
449 “Minutes of the Secretary of Defense’s Staff Meeting, 4 August 1969.” makes this clear at the outset of the 
process; as well as Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare. 
450 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 54. 
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political capital but also by undermining the credibility of military management over chemical as 

well as biological weapons, increasing the risks of maintaining a biological arsenal. 

After the Dugway and CHASE incidents, Laird sent Kissinger a memorandum on 30 

April 1969 requesting an interagency study of both chemical and biological programs under the 

auspices of the National Security Council.451  Of note, Laird specifically flagged Congressional 

pressure as a rationale for the review.452  It also appears, at least from Laird’s later statements to 

Mangold and Goldberg, that he had appealed directly to Nixon in April, appealing to political 

calculations.453  Kissinger concurred with Laird’s request, and President Nixon approved the 

National Security Study Memorandum (NSSM) request on 28 May.454  It is unclear whether this 

was the first time Laird asked for a review—according to Mangold and Goldberg, he had first 

discussed it with Kissinger over lunch in late March, but Kissinger at that time was not 

enthusiastic.455 

NSSM 59 directed an assessment of chemical and biological programs, the operational 

concepts for their use, and the implications for arms control.456  This tasking spurred the 

generation of strategic assessments through an interdepartmental political-military group, 

including the State Department, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

the Central Intelligence Agency, the White House Office of Science and Technology, and the 

 
451 Laird, “Memorandum from Secretary of Defense Laird to the President’s Assistant for National Security 
Affairs.” 
452 Laird.; see also Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-
1970,” 115. 
453 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 56. 
454 Kissinger, “National Security Study Memorandum 59.” See chapter 3 on NSSMs and other policy documents in 
the Nixon Administration. 
455 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 55. 
456 Kissinger, “National Security Study Memorandum 59.” 
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Arms Control and Disarmament Agency.457  This agenda setting maneuver generally excluded 

bilateralists, focusing discussions on the military and arms control tribes and free agents who 

were “up for grabs.”458  CIA, another potential free agent, could have played a policy role in the 

process, but was more likely focused on our understanding—or lack thereof—of foreign 

chemical and biological programs.459  The NSC staff, at least at the outset, was to play the 

“honest broker” role as a free agent. 

4.2.1.  The Arms Control Play 

The tribes began generating strategic assessments to argue their perspectives.  From the 

arms control tribe, the Office of Science and Technology worked with the President’s Science 

Advisory Committee to generate a paper on both chemical and biological weapons.460   

This report—as part of a breaking strategy aimed at the military tribe—focused on the 

lack of operational utility of biological weapons.461  The weapons were considered to be slower 

acting, thus less relevant for battlefield use than against cities.  Further, they had only limited 

 
457 It is plausible to conclude that this group was similar to the interdepartmental group that Morton Halperin ran in 
the late Johnson Administration to tee up SALT I negotiations.  By this time, Halperin had moved from OSD ISA to 
Kissinger’s NSC staff.  On the Halperin group, see Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Clapp, Halperin, and 
Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy.  Halperin, “Memorandum From Morton Halperin of the National 
Security Council Staff to the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs.” 8/24/20 10:20:00 AMpoints to 
Halperin’s role in the process, as does Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin 
Warfare, 1969-1970,” 116. Per David Goldman, Halperin played a role in the interagency review—see Goldman, 
“The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological 
Warfare Policies in 1969,” 548. 
458 State/PM, a free agent organization, chaired the IPMG.  See Spiers, “Memorandum From the Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of State for Political-Military Affairs to the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs.”  The 
British role was essential because London, concurrent to the Okinawa incident discussed above, had proposed what 
later became the Biological Weapons Convention.  In an important step forward, London delinked biological from 
chemical weapons. 
459 “Intelligence Report Prepared by Directorate of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency.”  
460 At the time, OST was the White House science advisor’s office, while PSAC was the committee of outside (non-
governmental) scientists who advised OST.  See Wang, In Sputnik’s Shadow: The President’s Science Advisory 
Committee and Cold War America. 
461 DuBridge, “Memorandum for the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs.” see also Tucker and 
Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 4–5. 
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effectiveness for strategic deterrence because of the lag between employment, infection, and the 

onset of symptoms.462  By contrast, the study did not reject the value of chemical weapons, and 

instead underscored the importance of chemical survivability and advocated for a new generation 

of binary chemical weapons which would be safer to transport and easier to use.  Michael Guhin, 

the NSC director running the NSSM 59 review, made clear that this particular strategic 

assessment strengthened the position of the arms control-based coalition within the ecosystem.463  

A strategic assessment from the Systems Analysis staff mirrored some of the science offices’ 

arguments, questioning both the combat value and the deterrence value of biological weapons.464  

This showed the “swing” role that free agent organizations could have and the way that tribes 

could infiltrate other organizations.   

4.2.2.  The Military Makes Its Way 

A military options strategic assessment drafted by the Joint Staff and the Bureau of Political-

Military Affairs argued that biological weapons were reliable, controllable, and that US 

capabilities should be expanded, not cut.465  In this case it appears the Joint Chiefs were speaking 

for the Army, which wanted to protect the institutional interests of the Chemical Corps as its 

parent service.466  The Bureau of Political-Military Affairs, on the other hand, had gone in the 

 
462 DuBridge, “Memorandum for the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs.” 
463 Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 119., 
quoting an interview with NSC staffer Michael Guhin. 
464 Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 
5; Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 120., 
quoting an interview with former head of Systems Analysis Ivan Selin. 
465 Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 
5. 
466 Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969.” 
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opposite direction from Systems Analysis, falling in line with military tribal views.467  Work by 

former State Department historian David Goldman in US Army archives has highlighted some of 

the intra-tribal and intra-coalition discussions that would prove essential to tee up the meeting.468 

Goldman’s assessment shows that the military tribe was fractured over biological 

weapons, with the key stakeholder—the Army—routinely cut out of interagency discussions and 

decisions.469  Classical bureaucratic politics theorists like Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter would 

have expected the Joint Chiefs to back the Army as a form of “log-rolling.”470  But Goldman’s 

archival research indicates, for example, that when the Joint Staff generated inputs into 

overarching strategic assessments for the Secretary of Defense, it did without Army 

involvement.471   

The Okinawa incident occurred during the drafting process—in July—and according to 

Goldman, the Army Staff “seemed confused.”472  This inspired little confidence in the military 

tribe’s stewardship of biological weapons as well as the more operationally-relevant chemical 

weapons, as discussed above. 

 
467 Tom Mangold and Jeff Goldberg quote Secretary Laird as saying that in discussions with the Joint Chiefs in their 
conference room—the “Tank”—they were supportive of a BW ban, so long as CW capabilities were protected and 
biodefense efforts continued given the Soviet threat.  Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality 
of Biological Warfare, 54–55.  This was not reflected in the JCS papers generated for the FRUS volume or David 
Goldman’s study of Army policy, and may represent Laird’s political instincts to sell himself as someone aligned 
with the military, particularly in contrast to his predecessor Robert McNamara.  Laird also described himself as 
“surprised” by the Chiefs’ views.  At the same time, as discussed in footnote 485, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
Wheeler also appears to have sold himself as more hawkish than he was in the pivotal NSC meeting.  Spiers, 
“Memorandum on US Policy on Chemical and Biological Warfare.” flags that at least to an outside observer (Ron 
Spiers, a DAS in State/PM), there were significant disagreements between Laird and the Chiefs. 
468 Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969.” 
469 Goldman, 543. 
470 Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter, Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy; Snyder, Myths of Empire: Domestic 
Politics and International Ambition. 
471 Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 543–44 and footnote 45. 
472 Goldman, 546.  See footnote 446 on the Okinawa incident. 
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4.2.3.  Laird Steps In 

When Deputy Secretary of Defense David Packard and Secretary Laird learned of the 

differing views within the Department of Defense, not to mention conflicting views more 

broadly, they pulled the two papers (from the Joint Staff and from Systems Analysis) back from 

the study group.  Laird directed a new strategic assessment be drafted by International Security 

Affairs, bringing in all stakeholders.473  The policy office worked to bring in both the Joint Staff 

views and the perspective of Systems Analysis, borrowing heavily from the science offices’ 

report.474  The ecosystem model would predict that when Laird directed International Security 

Affairs to rewrite the defense paper, he gave them guidance on what to recommend vis-a-vis 

biological versus chemical weapons, given that he claimed to have long-standing views on the 

former’s marginal utility and that he was posturing himself as a bureaucratic entrepreneur.475  

But the Army was cut out of most of the Laird-directed options revision, and was not apprised of 

his decision to pull back the original Joint Staff strategic assessment.476 

By October 1969, the new strategic assessment had come to the interagency study group, 

but without formal review from the Joint Chiefs or inputs from the Army.477  Further, when 

 
473 Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 
5; Laird, “Memorandum from Secretary of Defense Laird to the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International 
Security Affairs.” 
474 Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 122. 
475 According to Tucker and Mahan, when the revised military options paper first came to Laird for review and 
approval, it adhered to the JCS view—and it appears that Laird sent it back.  Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s 
Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 6. 
476 See section II. C below, as well as Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to 
Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 544–45. 
477 “Report Prepared by the Interdepartmental Political-Military Group.”  Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s 
Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons Program,” 6. discusses the review meeting. Goldman, 
“The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological 
Warfare Policies in 1969,” 554. 
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Kissinger chaired the study group meeting, he and Guhin had dropped the defense paper on 

which the Army had commented from the read-ahead package.478 

The Joint Chiefs did not agree with Laird’s views and said so in the preparations for a 

National Security Council meeting, chaired by the president, in which the NSC staff would take 

the results of the study to date and frame them for policy decision.479  The political climate got 

more tense when a memorandum Laird sent to President Nixon recommending termination of the 

offensive biological weapons program leaked to the New York Times.480 

This pivotal National Security Council meeting was scheduled for November 18, with 

President Nixon in the chair.  Declassified documents indicate that Secretary Laird worked with 

Kissinger in advance of the meeting to ensure that his personal perspective would drive the 

meeting.481  In one of the calls, Kissinger assured Laird “there will be no affirmative decision for 

any BW program.”482  Kissinger had clearly taken a position with the Laird-led coalition with the 

arms control tribe.  It does not appear that then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General 

 
478 Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 555 footnote 90. 
479 “Minutes of National Security Council Review Group Meeting, 30 October 1969.” is the tee up meeting.  Spiers, 
“Memorandum on US Policy on Chemical and Biological Warfare.” flags the disagreement between Laird and the 
JCS.   
480 Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 123; 
Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 557–59.  
481 “Minutes of a National Security Council Meeting, 18 November 1969.”   Kissinger, “Notes of Telephone 
Conversation Between the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs and Secretary of Defense Laird, 17 
November 1969”; Kissinger, “Notes of Telephone Conversation Between the President’s Assistant for National 
Security Affairs and Secretary of Defense Laird, 18 November 1969.” are the tee ups. 
482 Kissinger, “Notes of Telephone Conversation Between the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs and 
Secretary of Defense Laird, 17 November 1969.” 
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Earle Wheeler, similarly collaborated with Kissinger before the National Security Council 

meeting.483   

4.2.4.  Decision and Aftermath 

The 18 November National Security Council meeting led to a clear end for the US biological 

weapons program, based on fractures and the decreased strength of the military tribe’s position, 

particularly when faced with as able a bureaucratic entrepreneur as Laird.  Wheeler came in with 

a relatively maximalist position, but within a few minutes of the meeting’s start said, “We don’t 

feel as strongly about BW as about CW. We would like to see a minimal RDT&E (research, 

development, test, and evaluation) program pointed to defense, guarding against offensive 

actions by the enemy.”484  This sealed the discussion, as far as the rest of the meeting went.485   

With the rest of the ecosystem lined up, with only one military service caring about 

biological weapons, and that service itself caring more about chemical weapons, the road was 

clear to Nixon’s decision announced a week later that the US would forswear all offensive 

biological weapons, followed closely by National Security Decision Memorandum 35 with 

formal policy guidance.486 

4.2.5.  Assessment 

It may be that it was easier for the military to back down from its position on biological weapons 

because the biotechnology revolution had not moved forward quickly enough to demonstrate the 

 
483 Wheeler was in his last year as Chairman and was heavily engaged with the Vietnam War at the time, dealing 
directly with Nixon and Kissinger on the process of Vietnamization.  This speaks to the fact that tribal leaders 
sometimes have such broad agendas that they cannot push a full agenda at all times. 
484 “Minutes of a National Security Council Meeting, 18 November 1969.” at page 4 of the original. 
485 But, as Goldman makes clear, this is not how Wheeler was portrayed in contemporaneous press accounts that 
made it appear as if he fought harder to maintain the program. Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army 
Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 561. 
486  Kissinger, “National Security Decision Memorandum 35.”; see also Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: 
The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 533.  
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potential value of genetically modified weapons.487  But the operational utility point was critical 

in the eyes of national security decision makers—not just the military.  As Guhin, the NSC 

director who staffed the NSSM 59 process, put it retrospectively, “lack of institutional support 

for biological warfare from within the armed services—with the sole exception of the Army, 

which defended the interests of the Chemical Corps—eased Nixon’s decision to abandon what 

was generally considered to be a marginal capability.”488   

Beyond that, the topic did not matter enough for the military tribe, given the breadth of its 

agenda.  Halperin—both an analyst of bureaucratic politics and in this case a secondary 

participant on the NSC staff—told Jonathan Tucker that “the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs met 

with the President every week on a wide range of important military issues, so he couldn’t ’fall 

on his sword’ every time.”489  It is noteworthy that in the official Joint Chiefs of Staff histories 

for this period, biological weapons—and this decision—receive no mention, unlike nuclear or 

conventional weapons which received a great of focus.490  Even tiny Malta received more 

discussion in official histories than biological weapons.491   

This case also provides us with a natural experiment to test the counterfactual of what if 

the military had seen greater operational utility in biological weapons with how it handled 

 
487 To counter that argument, though, see Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s 
Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 1969,” 534; “U.S. Army Activity in 
the U.S. Biological Warfare Programs, Volume I,” 45–51. 
488 Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 127–28.  
See also Tucker and Mahan, “President Nixon’s Decision to Renounce the US Offensive Biological Weapons 
Program,” 9.: “The lack of institutional support for an offensive BW capability from within the uniformed 
military—with the sole exception of the Army, which defended the interests of the Chemical Corps—eased the 
decision to give up what was widely viewed as a marginal capability.” 
489 Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 127. 7 It is 
noteworthy that this was specifically about the 18 November 1969 meeting. 
490 Rearden, Council of War: A History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1942-1991; Hunt, Melvin Laird and the 
Foundation of the Post-Vietnam Military, 1969-1973. 
491 Rearden, Council of War: A History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1942-1991, 121, 192. 
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chemical weapons.492  The public outcry and incidents all focused on chemical, not biological 

weapons, and there were some in the arms control community prepared to press for a US 

decision to significantly limit if not outright abolish US chemical weapons.493  Military 

arguments about operational utility “protected” these capabilities and set up biological weapons 

as a sacrifice to preserve the more important technology.  As such, were the military as a whole 

to have seen biological weapons differently, or perhaps if Laird had decided to consolidate 

military and civilian positions within the Defense Department behind maintaining the biological 

weapons program, we can imagine that the 1969 Nixon decision would not have happened. 

 

4.3.  The Re-Emergent Soviet Program 

The Soviet biological weapons program highlights the impact of rhetorical commonplaces, 

strategic assessments, and partnerships with tribes, all of which moved in the opposite direction 

from the US program.  It underlines the importance of two key bureaucratic entrepreneurs, 

scientist Ovchinnikov and Colonel General Yefim Smirnov, who had overseen the military 

biological weapons program since the mid-1950s, who combined forces to create a case for the 

capability. 

As noted above, the Soviet biological weapons program dated back to before World War 

II, predating the American program by over a decade.  Soviet biological weapons work 

continued through the first half of the Cold War, but as Zilinskas and Leitenberg note, by the late 

1960s, it was “in the doldrums;” Igor Domaradsky, a former senior scientist in the program, said 

 
492 On counterfactuals, see Tetlock and Belkin, Counterfactual Thought Experiments in World Politics: Logical, 
Methodological, and Psychological Perspectives.  On natural experiments, see Crasnow, “Natural Experiments and 
Pluralism in Political Science.” 
493 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 524. 
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that “many military generals considered the program useless, and as a consequence the Defense 

Ministry (MOD) thought about following the US example and shutting down its offensive 

program.”494 

The pivot from this perspective to the industrial-scale Soviet program of the 1970s and 

1980s would appear to confound the theoretical approach discussed in this dissertation.  If 

military generals did not support the program, where was the constituency to endorse its use and 

press it forward? 

4.3.1.  Entrepreneurship and the Soviet Program 

Ovchinnikov receives pride of place in Zilinskas and Leitenberg’s telling of the decision to 

pursue the full-scale program.495  He was extremely well connected and leveraged his network to 

press his agenda, with valuable connections to the KGB and the Military Industrial 

Commission—granting him access both into industrial leadership of the military tribe and a key 

free agent organization.  He served as a very senior (for his age) member of the Academy of 

Sciences, and had personal connections to then-General Secretary Brezhnev.496  The first critical 

 
494 The direct quote is in Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 51. In Domaradsky’s own words, he states that “since we already 
possessed nuclear weapons, someone high up questioned the usefulness of any further development of biological 
weapons.” Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 134. 
495 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 52; Domaradsky and Orent, 
Biowarrior, 142–43; Rimmington, “Invisible Weapons of Mass Destruction: The Soviet Union’s BW Programme 
and Its Implications for Contemporary Arms Control,” 8.  
496 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 54, 58.  Anthony Rimmington 
notes that Ovchinnikov was one of only two scientific advisors to the Kremlin--Rimmington, “Invisible Weapons of 
Mass Destruction: The Soviet Union’s BW Programme and Its Implications for Contemporary Arms Control,” 8..  
We do not know about Ovchinnikov’s links to Mstislav Keldysh, Brezhnev’s personal representative to the pyatorka 
interagency group described in chapter 3 (and probably the other scientific advisor to the Kremlin) but given his role 
in the Academy of Sciences which Keldysh led, we can assume that the two knew each other if not partnered.  
Keldysh would have been a very valuable access vector directly to Brezhnev.  On Keldysh, see Savelyev and 
Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: 
One Man’s Journey. Domaradsky notes engaging with Keldysh in the time right after the creation of the covert 
program on immunology—right after sending a letter to Defense Minister Grechko.  See Domaradsky and Orent, 
Biowarrior, 161–62. 
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Soviet defector from the biological weapons program, Vladimir Pasechnik, said that 

Ovchinnikov wrote a memorandum to the Soviet Central Committee in late 1970 or early 1971—

after the US decision to shut down its program and accompanying public declaration—

discussing the need to apply modern biotechnology to develop biological weapons, using as 

precedent a 1938 memorandum to Stalin on the need for Soviet nuclear weapons.497  This is the 

first Soviet strategic assessment we see making the case for this SET.  It built on a connected 

challenge—the pervasive impact of Lysenkoism, a pseudo-science that had retarded the 

development of Soviet biology and genetics.498 

In his campaign Ovchinnikov explicitly linked the weapons requirement to the SET—the 

biotechnology revolution.499  He further demonstrated the combination of vision and political-

managerial expertise that made for a successful bureaucratic entrepreneur—as Domaradsky 

noted, “He was a good organizer, and more an astute politician than a scientist” who “had access 

to the highest places.”500  Indeed, sources quoted by Zilinskas and Leitenberg state that 

Ovchinnikov actually did not care about biological weapons research and development; the 

rhetoric on weapons needs was a bureaucratic maneuver to gain political power and push his 

research agenda within the Soviet scientific establishment.501   

 
497 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 59. 
498 Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 93–94.– “This growing concern with biodefense coincided with an attempt 
to resuscitate the all but defunct study of genetics on the country after the depredations of Lysenkoism…”. See also 
Rimmington, “Invisible Weapons of Mass Destruction: The Soviet Union’s BW Programme and Its Implications for 
Contemporary Arms Control,” 6; Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The Challenge of Expertise and 
Organization for Weapons Development, 109. 
499 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 61. 
500 Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 151–52. 
501 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 59. Domaradsky and Orent, 
Biowarrior, 142.– “[Ovchinnikov and colleagues] lacked serious interest in Problem Ferment.” 
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As powerful as Ovchinnikov was, he needed a partner to push his bureaucratic agenda, 

and he found it in Colonel General Smirnov.  Domaradsky described him as “our apologist for 

biological warfare” and “the ideologue par excellence of Soviet bioweapons research from the 

1950s to the 1980s.”  Zilinskas and Leitenberg believe he and Ovchinnikov first met in early 

1971—perhaps coterminous with the memorandum Ovchinnikov prepared for the Central 

Committee.502 

Even so, Smirnov was only a Directorate Chief within the General Staff, and not the head 

of the dominant Main Operations Directorate.  He was not a General Staff chief, a Defense 

Minister, or someone able himself to drive the significant investments the USSR was about to 

make in its biological warfare program, both civilian and military.  How, then, did Smirnov and 

Ovchinnikov make the case to Brezhnev and the rest of the senior Soviet leadership on the need 

for a major, covert program?  The ecosystem model predicts that without a consolidated military-

tribal view of the operational utility for this program, it is unlikely the Soviets would have 

maintained it, much less built it tenfold the way they did in the 1970s and 1980s.  The military 

tribe would have wanted to spend on higher priority, more useful capabilities, whether those 

were chemical weapons, strategic and non-strategic nuclear weapons, or conventional weapons.  

Indeed, the Defense Minister at the time, Grechko, was trying to rebalance the Soviet force away 

from former Khrushchev’s focus on strategic nuclear weapons as a cost-saving mechanism, and 

Brezhnev was focused on negotiating the Strategic Arms Limitation and Antiballistic Missile 

Treaties with the Nixon Administration.503 

 
502 Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 134, 131; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons 
Program: A History, 60. 
503 On Grechko, see Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold 
War Testimonial Evidence”; Herspring, The Soviet High Command 1967-1989: Personalities and Politics.  On 
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Ovchinnikov and Smirnov together built a powerful coalition that reversed the military’s 

prior perspective on biological weapons investments.  In 1971 they got their authoritative policy 

guidance through a decree of the Central Committee—one, according to Soviet sources, that was 

compartmented beyond top secret.504  They mated strategic assessments and rhetorical 

commonplaces to get this decree and use it to drive biological weapons policy in a new direction, 

reinforced by further guidance in 1973.505  In implementing the program the designers wisely 

incorporated multiple components of the Soviet military tribe—rooting it in the General Staff as 

the dominant actor, not only with the Fifteenth Directorate but also a special biological group of 

the Main Operations Directorate, a role for the GRU, and a critical role for the Military Industrial 

Commission.506  This differs from the US program, which resided in only one military service.  

Further, by bringing both the General Staff and the Military Industrial Commission into the 

program, Ovchinnikov and Smirnov overcame the principal fracture point within the tribe—

between the uniformed military led by the General Staff and the industrial complex.  As 

Zilinskas and Leitenberg note, “Ovchinnikov probably concluded that the only way to quickly 

gain support from decision-makers for a program that aimed to match Western developments 

was to play the military card.”507   

 

 

 
Brezhnev’s focus, see Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; 
Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT. 
504 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 64. 
505 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 64. 
506 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 65. Alibek corroborates the existence of the special group within the GOU at Alibek, 
Biohazard, 5.  On the particularly important role of the VPK, see Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological 
Weapons Program: A History, 605; Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 118–19, 141–42. Domaradsky and Orent, 
214. says that there was an entire department of the VPK that managed bioweapons work. 
507 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 61. 
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4.3.2.  The Role of the American Threat 

The “falling behind” rhetorical commonplace, when paired with an operational utility 

commonplace to bring the military on board, was very powerful.  It needed a strategic 

assessment to empower the rhetorical commonplaces and build the coalition with potentially 

skeptical military voices.  To convince skeptical generals to endorse a new biological weapons 

program, Soviet bureaucratic entrepreneurs needed to make the case that they were falling 

behind—and a threat assessment, potentially enabled by alleged US actions, made this 

credible.508  That Soviet threat assessment, according to Zilinskas and Leitenberg, was that 

Nixon’s announcement in 1969 was a lie.509 

Every Soviet defector who came out of the biological weapons program told Western 

interlocutors he was convinced that the US had a covert program of its own.  It was one of the 

most commonly-held assessments within the Soviet program.510  Indeed, Pasechnik, the first 

defector out of the program, insisted on going to the United Kingdom instead of the United 

States because of his beliefs about US covert biological weapons.511   

The use of the American threat—the “falling behind” rhetorical commonplace—helped 

seal why it would be worth pursuing these capabilities.  If the Americans were prepared to 

maintain a covert program, there must be operational utility in the weapons.  Therefore, Moscow 

must do the same.  The question is whether this rhetoric was a cynical gambit for political power 

in the early 1970s, or whether Smirnov, Ovchinnikov, and others actually believed it.512   

 
508 For allegations of this sort, see Garthoff, “Polyakov’s Run”; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological 
Weapons Program: A History, 397–406. 
509 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 62. 
510 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 405; Alibek, Biohazard; Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior.  
511 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 397. 
512 Rimmington argues that the initial impetus was somewhat more nuanced— “concern within the Soviet military 
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It is clear that by the mid-1970s and into the 1980s, this narrative was locked in Soviet 

thinking.  Consider the argument in a 1977 Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists article by two retired 

Soviet military officers, stating that the US had been continuing research into genetic 

weapons.513  Or the 1987 Soviet discussion in the official military newspaper Krasnaya Zvezda 

stating that the Nixon decision and ratification of the Biological Weapons Convention were 

“pure deception” and a “a complete lie.”514  Further, by the late 1970s, Soviet disinformation was 

consistently pushing messages that the US had a covert program.515 

Although it is plausible as an alternative hypothesis that Brezhnev supported 

Ovchinnikov and Smirnov to face down or placate hardliners upset about his arms control 

politics, he could have chosen a variety of other paths more beneficial to the uniformed military 

and defense industry.516  In an era of strategic nuclear limitations due to arms control talks, 

Brezhnev could have supported significant investments in conventional forces.  This would have 

better bolstered his position with the uniformed services and a defense industry already ready to 

service those requirements.  Adding a new and different program, with little apparent military 

utility, makes less sense without considering the potential impact of the operational utility 

argument and the fear of falling behind.   

 

 

 
leadership that rapid advances in molecular biology and molecular genetics in the West might have given the US 
and its allies a substantive lead with regard to the creation of a new generation of biological weapons.”  See 
Rimmington, “Invisible Weapons of Mass Destruction: The Soviet Union’s BW Programme and Its Implications for 
Contemporary Arms Control,” 7. 
513 Quoted in Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 62. 
514 Quoted in Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 550.; earlier statements in Krasnaya Zvezda on this topic appeared in 1982, 
1983, and 1984 – quoted in  Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 413. 
515 Rid, Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and Political Warfare, 299–300, 307. 
516 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 63. 
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4.4.  To the Biological Weapons Convention 

By 1971, the US and Soviet ecosystems were diametrically opposed—yet Moscow took 

advantage of flaws in proposed arms control arrangements to pursue its goals, unbeknownst to 

Washington.  The US decision to pursue this path gained Nixon international political credit for 

his unilateral abrogation, whereas the Soviet decision appears more puzzling. 

We do not know the specific date in 1971 when Brezhnev signed and issued the top 

secret Central Committee decree.517  But in March of 1971, the Soviet Union tabled a draft 

biological weapons convention at the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, in response to a 

British draft presented in 1969.518  The original Soviet response to the 1969 British draft was to 

submit a convention dealing with both biological and chemical weapons—presumably as a 

“poison pill” to undermine the British argument, given that the Soviets saw as much military 

merit in chemical weapons as the US.519  Zilinskas and Leitenberg argue that the US unilateral 

renunciation, which came after the 1969 Soviet argument, produced “a complete reversal of the 

Soviet position,” leading to the March 1971 proposal.520 

For Washington, this was a critical moment.  It aligned with Laird’s view, as well as that 

of the uniformed military, that chemical weapons were far more important than biological ones.  

Creating the space for a biological weapons agreement delinked from chemical weapons, in the 

context of detente and other arms control negotiations, was valuable for the “bilateralists” in the 

 
517 See footnote 504. 
518 “Draft Convention Submitted to the Conference of the Committee on Disarmament by the Soviet Representative, 
30 March 1971.” 
519 On the British move, see Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 533. 
520 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 533–34. 
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Nixon national security system.521  As such, while the Soviet proposed approach was much 

weaker than the British proposal of 1969, including a lack of any verification measures, the US 

began to accede to Soviet preferences in order to preserve the chemical weapons “carve out” in 

negotiations.522  Indeed, chief US negotiator James Leonard shared with Mangold and Goldberg 

that when he and his team received the Soviet treaty draft, they were “unable to contain their 

undiplomatic smiles.”523 

This US accession to the Soviet non-verification mechanism was critical because it would 

preserve the secrecy of the Soviet program.  Any complaints had to be brought to the UN 

Security Council, where the Soviet veto would further protect the program and deter accusations 

against Moscow. 

The Biological Weapons Convention was, as a result, a relatively cost-free agreement 

that supported the more important arms control negotiations underway at the same time—the 

Strategic Arms Limitation and Antiballistic Missile Treaties.524  The US and the USSR signed it 

a month before signing the first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, and it thus mattered to both 

sides, particularly the bilateralists and arms controllers, who cared more about strategic arms 

control within both systems.525   

 
521 Guhin, “Memorandum From Michael Guhin of the National Security Council Staff to the President’s Assistant 
for Naitonal Security Affairs”; Kissinger, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security 
Affairs to President Nixon.” 
522 According to Jonathan Tucker, a senior British expert on the BWC claimed that the US pressured the UK to 
withdraw its proposal for preauthorized UN investigations.  Tucker, “A Farewell to Germs: The US Renunciation of 
Biological and Toxin Warfare, 1969-1970,” 143.  If true this was probably designed to protect the carveout by 
keeping the Soviets in play. 
523 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 58. 
524 On the profound flaws within the BWC, see Beard, “The Shortcomings of Indeterminacy in Arms Control 
Regimes: The Case of the Biological Weapons Convention.”  The IL community has asked questions as to why 
those flaws were allowed into the treaty—the explanation here helps to resolve that question. See also the discussion 
in section 7.3.4 of chapter 7. 
525 At the same time, it was not a high priority in Washington.  Guhin, “Memorandum From Michael Guhin of the 
National Security Council Staff to the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs.” shows Nixon did not plan 
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However, had verification been on the table on either side, it could have scuttled the 

treaty by threatening the newly vigorous Soviet biological weapons program.  As Arkady 

Shevchenko, a protege of then-Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko who defected to the US in 

1978 put it, “the military’s reaction [to the Biological Weapons Convention] was to say go ahead 

and sign the convention; without international controls, who would know anyway?”526  One 

wonders if President Nixon understood this, since he referred to going “over to sign that jackass 

treaty on biological warfare” and noted that the Soviet Union was “signing this silly biological 

warfare thing which doesn’t mean anything.”527  Laird appears to have agreed with this view—in 

a retrospective interview with Mangold and Goldberg, he said that he knew from CIA and 

Defense Intelligence Agency reports that the Soviets were cheating on their Biological Weapons 

Convention commitments, and that he “raised hell,” pressing the diplomats to raise Soviet non-

compliance.  According to Laird, they refused in order to preserve the more important treaties—

the Strategic Arms Limitation treaties.528   

 

4.5.  The Sverdlovsk Crisis 

The Sverdlovsk anthrax incident could have threatened the covert Soviet biological weapons 

program, had it not been for the path dependent nature of the strategic assessments and rhetorical 

 
to attend the signing; “Conversation Between President Nixon and the President’s Chief of Staff.” is the tape 
transcript on Nixon saying he’ll do it. 
526 Shevchenko, Breaking with Moscow, 173–74. According to Greg Koblentz, Shevchenko shared these insights 
upon his defection in 1978, if not when he was recruited by the FBI and CIA in 1975.  This may constitute the 
“sensitive intelligence” referred to below.  See Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare and International 
Security, 157; Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 64–65. 
527 Goldman and Humphrey, “Editorial Note.” 
528 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 62–63. 
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commonplaces that built the American consensus toward biological weapons a decade earlier.529  

Soviet deception supported this uneasy equilibrium, avoiding the challenges—the Dugway 

incident, the CHASE incident, and the Okinawa incident—that plagued the US chemical 

weapons program and threatened the US biological weapons program in 1969.  While 

Sverdlovsk was a Type 2 policy failure, the parallel Type 1 failure in Washington to bring a 

compelling argument out of the US ecosystem protected the Soviet program. 

 The accidental release of anthrax from the Sverdlovsk biological weapons plant occurred 

in April 1979.  Retrospective assessments from the Soviet side suggest that word was slow in 

filtering up to the Politburo, which is unsurprising given the pathologies of Soviet 

decisionmaking.530  By late 1979, Soviet émigré press in West Germany started to discuss the 

prospects of an incident in central Russia.  While CIA assessments on Sverdlovsk dated to 

October 1979, the US Government process to explore what to do about Sverdlovsk did not begin 

until a memorandum from acting Arms Control and Disarmament Agency director Ralph Earle 

to National Security Advisor Brzezinski in March 1980.531  Earle requested a policy review not 

 
529 There are numerous historical assessments of the Sverdlovsk incident.  This section draws in particular from 
Guillemin, Anthrax: The Investigation of a Deadly Outbreak; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological 
Weapons Program: A History, 423–49; Alibek, Biohazard, 71–81; Meselson et al., “The Sverdlovsk Anthrax 
Outbreak of 1979.” 
530 The Chernobyl incident is the most paradigmatic example of this.  See the discussion in Taubman, Gorbachev: 
His Life and Times.  In the case of Sverdlovsk, Katayev archive documents from the Central Committee defense 
department suggest that within the Kremlin the “natural” explanation was still being pushed.  See Shakhov, 
“Reference Note On the Causes of the Anthrax Outbreak in Sverdlovsk, 19 December 1989.” Katayev further 
claimed, according to Zilinskas and Leitenberg, that Chief of the General Staff Akhromeyev was not told the truth 
about Sverdlovsk until 1987-88.  See Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 
436.  They further state that in 1986-87, the Politburo was given a “partially accurate” explanation.  See Leitenberg 
and Zilinskas, 445. 
531 “CIA Intelligence Report, Biological Warfare- USSR: Additional Rumors of an Accident at the Biological 
Warfare Institute in Sverdlovsk, 10/15/79”; “Defense Intelligence Notice - USSR: Possible Accident, 10/29/79”; 
“DIA Weekly Intelligence Summary, Excerpt: Soviet Biological Accident Rumored, 11/9/79.” By January 1980, 
additional intelligence seemed to be bolstering the case; see “CIA Intelligence Report, USSR: Biological Warfare 
(BW) Accident in Sverdlovsk, 1/16/80”; “CIA Intelligence Report, BIOLOGICAL WARFARE - USSR: Biological 
Warfare (BW) Accident in Sverdlovsk, 1/28/80.”  Mangold and Goldberg claim that British intelligence were aware 
of rumors about Sverdlovsk as early as in its immediate aftermath, but that arms controllers in the Foreign Office 
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out of fear of the Soviet biological weapons threat, but because the Biological Weapons 

Convention Review Conference was coming up and he was focused on treaty management.532  

Zilinskas and Leitenberg note a more profound linkage issue for the US, similar to that over 

Convention ratification—the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty had been sent to the 

Senate for advice and consent to ratification and was already in deep trouble over the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan at the end of 1979, turning into a major Type 2/Type 3 policy failure for 

the Carter SET ecosystem.533 

 An intelligence community assessment days after Earle’s request stated that Sverdlovsk 

was probably home to a “biological agent program.”534  This assessment teed up an Special 

Coordination Committee meeting chaired by the NSC staff—the formal home for SET policy 

discussions at the time—to begin deliberations over how to respond.535  The meeting highlighted 

an ambiguity in the Biological Weapons Convention’s text over how much agent a state was 

allowed to maintain for defensive testing.  The committee recommended approaching Moscow 

privately, invoking ongoing arms control discussions that had stalled in the wake of the Afghan 

invasion four months earlier.536 

 Discussions between Washington and Moscow in March were inconclusive.  Soviet 

interlocutors including Foreign Ministry arms control lead Korniyenko and Soviet Ambassador 

 
watered down their conclusions.  Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological 
Warfare, 71–72.  On the policy process, see Earle, “Memorandum From the Director of the Arms Control and 
Disarmament Agency to the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs.” 
532 Ibid. 
533 On the link between SALT II and Sverdlovsk, see Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons 
Program: A History, 424–25. 
534 “Intelligence Community Assessment of Disease Outbreak in Sverdlovsk.”  State/INR dissented from the 
conclusion stating there was insufficient evidence. 
535 “Summary of Conclusions of a Special Coordination Committee Meeting, 14 March 1980.” 
536 Ibid. 
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to the US Dobrynin questioned why the US was raising this matter nearly a year after the 

purported outbreak, which they blamed on an agricultural accident.537  By late April, Moscow 

had rejected the idea of BWC consultations over the Sverdlovsk incident, and both houses of 

Congress called for investigations.538 

 The White House chaired an interagency meeting in July on what to do.539  CIA’s 

representative in the room made the point that the Soviets had a case to be suspicious about US 

questions, given the overall policy context post-Afghan invasion.540  The meeting also concluded 

the difficulty in establishing a BWC violation, given both the ambiguity raised at the March 

Special Coordination Committee meeting and because of the sensitivity of some of the 

intelligence leveraged to understand the Sverdlovsk incident.  Following the July meeting, both 

Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher and Earle met with Ambassador Dobrynin.541  

Dobrynin pushed back in both meetings, stating that the US case was “hearsay.”  Less than a 

week later, the New York Times published additional details on Sverdlovsk, based on a French 

press article.542  In a same-day assessment, NSC staffer Marshall Brement wrote to Brzezinski 

 
537 “Telegram From the Department of State to the Embassy in the Soviet Union, 15 March 1980.” was guidance to 
Moscow; “Telegram From the Embassy in the Soviet Union to the Department of State, 17 March 1980.” was the 
Korniyenko response; Vance, “Memorandum of Conversation with Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin.”  “Telegram 
From the Embassy in the Soviet Union to the Department of State, 20 March 1980.” was a nonpaper from the 
MFA’s America Department with the rationale for the incident. 
538 “Telegram From the Embassy in the Soviet Union to the Department of State, 24 April 1980.” was the 
consultation rejection; Tudda, “Editorial Note,” 2015. flags Congressional interest. 
539 This paragraph draws from “Summary of Conclusions of a Mini-Special Coordination Committee Meeting, 9 
July 1980.” 
540 CIA was already concerned about publicity surrounding Sverdlovsk—in minutes from a 28 May 1980 CIA staff 
meeting, a senior CIA official said that “growing public attention to this subject [Sverdlovsk] is likely to do us no 
good.” See “Staff Meeting Minutes of 28 May 1980.” 
541 “Telegram From the Department of State to the Embassy in the Soviet Union, 12 July 1980.” covers both 
meetings as read out to Embassy Moscow. 
542 Burt, “New Reports on Soviet Anthrax Convince U.S. of Germ-War Tie”; Gwertzman, “Soviet Lays Outbreak of 
Illness to Bat Meat, Not Germ-War Plant”; Whitney, “Moscow Rejects Germ-Warfare Report as ‘Slander’”; “Soviet 
Criticized on Germ Incident”; “Toll Is Put at 1,000 in Soviet Accident.” 
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that, if the Soviets continued to stonewall, the Carter Administration would have to consider 

“whether we can continue to adhere to a treaty that is being violated flagrantly by the USSR.”543  

Brement’s assessment stated that both BWC withdrawal and continued adherence, given Soviet 

actions, would be problematic.  Two weeks later, a final interagency meeting was held.  The 

policy community—the Carter SET ecosystem—concluded that “we do not have as much 

assurance as we would need that there was a BW violation; the most we can say with assurance 

is that the Soviets have failed to be forthcoming on a serious matter.”544  This was the type 1 

policy failure.  Limited engagements followed, including between Secretary of State Edmund 

Muskie and Ambassador Dobrynin on 5 October, but the matter largely dropped off the agenda 

due to American electoral pressures.545 

 In short, the Soviet coverup worked—at least as long as it needed to.  Ambiguity over 

what constituted a BWC violation, lack of insight into the Soviet program as redesigned by 

Ovchinnikov and Smirnov in the early 1970s, and the pervasive US strategic assessment that 

biological weapons were not militarily useful all moderated the Carter Administration’s response 

to Sverdlovsk.  At the same time, the Soviets were pleased to cover up the incident and move 

on—Biopreparat defector Ken Alibek notes, for example, that the biological weapons program 

designed more powerful anthrax in the wake of the incident.546  Some experts in the US 

unwittingly assisted the Soviet coverup—particularly Meselson, who met with Soviet scholars in 

the mid-1980s and testified before Congress that the Soviet explanation for Sverdlovsk was as 

 
543 Brement, “Memorandum from Marshall Brement of the National Security Council Staff to the President’s 
Assistant for National Security Affairs.” 
544 Weekley, “Memorandum for the Record.” 
545 Muskie, “Message From Secretary of State Muskie to President Carter, 5 October 1980.” 
546 Alibek, Biohazard, 105. 
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plausible as the US critique, saying as late as 1989 that “the burden of the evidence available is 

that the anthrax outbreak was… not the result of an explosion at a biological weapons factory, as 

previously asserted by the United States.”547  He further said “Today, to the best of my 

knowledge, no nation possesses a stockpile of biological or toxin weapons.”548  It was not until 

the aftermath of the Pasechnik defection—addressed in section 4.8 below—that Meselson and 

others began to see Sverdlovsk for what it was—an indicator of a qualitatively different Soviet 

BW program.  Their victory in the Nixon declaration and the BWC had led them, and others 

within the arms control tribe, to believe their views so strongly that disconfirming evidence did 

not fit their perceived—and preferred—beliefs.  This was perhaps an even greater Type 1 policy 

failure than that the ecosystem experienced in 1980—or worse, because of the associated 

publicity, a Type 2 failure for the arms controllers. 

 It is also notable to observe, in exploring US SET ecosystem responses to Sverdlovsk, the 

absence of the military tribe’s participation.  Nearly all discussion was between bilateralists and 

arms controllers, even in meetings when military representatives were present.549  Thanks to the 

Nixon decision described in section 4.2 above, the US military tribe largely walked away from 

the biological weapons issue.  It is thus unsurprising that ecosystem discussions focused on 

treaty maintenance, especially with the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty looming. 

 

 

 
547 The quote is at Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 94.  Einsel, 
“SOVIET EXPLANATIONS OF 1979 ANTHRAX OUTBREAK.” is a NIC readout of the Meselson statement and 
its problems.  See also Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 430; Miller, 
Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 77, 79. 
548 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 94. 
549 At a minimum, reading the Statements of Conclusions from SCC and mini-SCC meetings revealed that the 
discussion focused on bilateral relations and treaty management, not the military factor.  See footnotes 539 and 544 
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4.6.  The Reagan Years and the “Great Counterfactual” 

The Reagan Administration came closer to overturning the dominant biological weapons 

consensus within the US SET ecosystem, but even its prevailing skepticism of Moscow’s 

Biological Weapons Convention adherence never crossed the “Rubicon” into American 

withdrawal or the restarting of a US weapons program.  This came despite the fact that the first 

Reagan term was the most skeptical toward arms control since probably the beginning of the 

Cold War.550  Intelligence gaps probably played an important role in this, impeding a 

comprehensive analysis of the scale of the Soviet biological weapons effort.551 

US accusations of Convention violations in the early Reagan years revolved around 

purported Soviet use of and provision of banned mycotoxins to Cambodia, Vietnam, and 

Afghanistan as defoliants.552  Then-Secretary of State Alexander Haig publicly claimed in 1981 

that the Soviets had used mycotoxins in Southeast Asia and Afghanistan.553  The Reagan 

Administration also clearly saw problems over Sverdlovsk—Secretary Haig raised it twice with 

Foreign Minister Gromyko in September 1981, after then-Assistant Secretary of State Lawrence 

Eagleburger raised it with Soviet counterparts in June.554  The Soviet response, apart from pro 

 
550 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Winik, On the 
Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War. 
551 Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare and International Security, 169. 
552 Guillemin, Biological Weapons: From the Invention of State-Sponsored Programs to Contemporary 
Bioterrorism; Hart, “The Soviet Biological Weapons Program”; Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological 
Weapons and America’s Secret War. 
553 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 78. 
554See “Soviet Response to US Demarche on Arms Control Compliance”; Haig, “Memorandum of Conversation, 23 
September 1981”; Haig, “Memorandum of Conversation, 28 September 1981.” At the same time, there are no 
references to discussions of Sverdlovsk in bilateral channels from October 1986 to January 1989 – see Wilson, 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981-1988, Volume VI, Soviet Union, October 1986-January 1989. 
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forma denials, was—according to Thomas Rid—to launch a major disinformation campaign 

accusing the US of having engineered the AIDS virus.555 

The Biological Weapons Convention was under increasing threat in Washington.  An 

October 1981 Senior Inderdepartmental Group considered Convention withdrawal, were 

Moscow not to resolve issues over mycotoxins and Sverdlovsk; a January 1982 National 

Security Decision Document on chemical and biological weapons arms control (probably the 

product of the aforementioned interagency process) said that the US, if unable to strengthen the 

verification mechanisms of the Convention to shine a light on the Soviet program, would 

consider withdrawal.556  Mangold and Goldberg claim that the Reagan Administration issued 

demarches to the Soviets over Biological Weapons Convention compliance in 1984, 1985, 1986, 

and 1988.557  By 1986, DIA was publicly stating that the Soviets were maintaining an offensive 

program in violation of the Convention, and even raised the prospect of biotechnology and 

genetic engineering within the program.558 

Yet the US remained within the Treaty framework.  Neither the mycotoxins nor 

Sverdlovsk was sufficient.  It is unclear what could have enabled US withdrawal.  Perhaps a 

demonstration of Soviet plans for biological weapons employment might have sufficed, such as a 

cruise missile warhead program.559  However, even in that case it is not clear that the Soviet 

 
555 Rid, Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and Political Warfare, 298–310. 
556 “SIG Meeting on CBW Arms Control.” in September 81 teed up; “SIG Meeting on CBW Arms Control, 5 
October 1981.” is meeting notes on the 5 Oct 81 SIG; “Senior Interdepartmental Group No. 9: Revised Summary of 
Issues and Recommendations.”; then see “National Security Decision Directive 18: United States Chemical and 
Biological Weapons Arms Control Policy.” 
557 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 86. 
558 “Soviet Biological Warfare Threat.” The classified NIE on the Soviet chemical and biological program, from 
August of that year, says that the Soviets “have maintained and expanded their BW effort,” but largely focuses on 
the Soviet chemical program. [p 3]. Much of the discussion on the BW program (eg at pp. 23-26) remains classified. 
See “National Intelligence Estimate: Soviet Chemical and Biological Warfare Program.” 
559 See section 4.7 below. 
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program would have pushed US military into a covert (or overt) US program in response.560  

Military views hardened against biological weapons after 1969.  Strongly held biases of senior 

leaders and officials would have also pushed against it.  Judy Miller and her colleagues note that 

US biowarfare analysts throughout the 1980s believed that the Soviets had a covert program, but 

that senior leaders did not believe it.561  They quote Doug MacEachin, former head of the Arms 

Control Intelligence Staff, who found the notion of germ weapons “implausible” and saw those 

who believed in the cover program as “overzealous, drawing firm conclusions from scant 

evidence.”562  Former (and future) National Security Advisor Scowcroft echoed this orthodoxy, 

saying “I have a bias.  To me, biological weapons are not practical or militarily useful.  As terror 

weapons, they’re fine.  But in the context of warfare, they’re too imprecise, the reactions too 

delayed.  They’re not likely to be employed.”563 

Even if the Reagan Administration had withdrawn from the Biological Weapons 

Convention, it is unlikely that the US would have jumped into a countervailing offensive 

program.  Had the Convention fallen apart in the early 1980s, the US would probably have 

pursued a more robust biological defense and research and development program, and waited to 

see if scientific progress offered a biological weapon that satisfied the generals’ requirements 

and demands.  As Guillemin and others note, the line between biodefense research and an 

offensive program was thin enough that this could have been sufficient to satisfy near-term needs 

and still provided a “breakout” capability.564 

 
560 On US assessments of the Soviet program at shutdown, see Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare and 
International Security, 168–69. 
561 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 75–76. 
562 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, 82. 
563 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, 91. 
564 Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, 308–12; Guillemin, Biological Weapons: From the Invention of State-Sponsored 
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4.7.  Military Value in the Soviet Program—the Weaponization Challenge 

The Soviet biological weapons program was on track to provide counter-population deliverable 

weapons to the military tribe, but ran out of time.  This speaks to a risk in pursuing SETs as a set 

of capabilities—technical risks can stall the delivery of useful weapons.   

There was no slowdown in the program after Sverdlovsk.  Research and development 

efforts continued, based on the broadly-held assumption that the US was continuing to abrogate 

the Biological Weapons Convention with its own covert program.  This was used to justify the 

secrecy within the Soviet program and Moscow’s arms control violations.565 

An important measure in whether the Soviet military was incorporating a SET into its 

tribe was whether we saw weapons deliveries or the development of doctrine.566  We lack insight 

into this in the Soviet case because our views on the program are biased toward Biopreparat, the 

“civilian” component.  Biopreparat was focused on agent development, rather than military 

employment, the domain of the Soviet General Staff (including Smirnov’s 15th Directorate).567  

Zilinskas and Leitenberg state that there was no Soviet tactical doctrine for biological weapons 

employment, but it does appear that there were operational and strategic employment concepts.  

Operational targets would include rear area supply and logistics targets like airfields, depots, 

harbors, and assembly areas.568  Strategic targets would be largely “countervalue” within the 

homelands of enemies.569  Yet Zilinskas and Leitenberg also make clear that there are more gaps 

 
565 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 598–99. Zilinskas and Leitenberg 
note that many Soviet weapons scientists in fact did not know about the BWC, much less about the Soviet policy of 
violation 
566 See sections 5.2 (chapter 5) and 6.2 (chapter 6) for how this occurred with other Soviet SETs. 
567 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 66.  
568 See Koblentz, “Pathogens as Weapons:  The International Security Implications of Biological Weapons,” 99., 
quoting Alibek 
569 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 309–22. 
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in than answers to this question, stating that “the intentions of the Politburo with regard to the 

possible utilization of strategic biological weapons are not known.”570  They surveyed Soviet 

biological weapons scientists, who had opinions ranging from targeting NATO and the US to 

targeting China to an assumption that there was never a use doctrine for the weapons.571   

Some speculation has occurred over how the Soviets would have delivered biological 

weapons.  Alibek, the former deputy head of Biopreparat before his defection to the US, alleged 

in his book Biohazard that the Soviet Union developed SS-18 ICBM warheads for biological 

weapons employment as part of a strategic nuclear exchange with the US.572  Zilinskas and 

Leitenberg make a compelling case contra Alibek based on biology, physics, and engineering, 

that there was no SS-18 biowarhead program, even a developmental program starting at the end 

of the Cold War.  Katayev, who oversaw ICBM development within the Central Committee 

Defense Department for the last decade of the Cold War, was also skeptical.573  Pasechnik, 

however, gives insight into what was almost certainly the Soviet use capability—cruise 

missiles.574 

 
570 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 304.  My review of the literature on the program has revealed nothing that contradicts 
this perspective. 
571 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 306–8. 
572 The most potent example of this is in Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological 
Warfare, 83–85, 95–97.; see also Alibek, Biohazard, 4–7; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons 
Program: A History, 309–10; Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The Challenge of Expertise and 
Organization for Weapons Development, 97.  
573 Katayev as quoted by Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 312–13.  
There are no mentions of a biological weapon RV capability in the Katayev Archive at Stanford. 
574 Pasechnik as quoted in Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 318.; see also Alibek, Biohazard, 140–41.  Leitenberg and 
Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 615. also notes that US and UK inspectors in 1991 
unexpectedly found equipment for experiments related to cruise missile BW dispersal. 
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The Soviet Union, according to Steven Zaloga, did not field long-range land-attack cruise 

missiles until the 1980s.575  The air-launched Kh-55 (NATO AS-15), believed to only have a 

nuclear variant, entered the force in the early 1980s aboard Tu-95MS and Tu-160 bombers, 

whereas the sea-launched RK-55 (NATO SS-N-21), also believed to only have a nuclear variant, 

entered the submarine force in the mid-1980s.  Pasechnik said in an interview with Zilinskas and 

Leitenberg that his institute was developing a cruise missile deployment system in 1989–when 

he defected to the West—and continued development was scheduled for 1990-91.576  It is notable 

that cruise missiles avoid the technical and engineering challenges that a ballistic missile 

biological weapons capability would provide, and could provide greater coverage of area targets 

with spray tanks.577  Further, these cruise missiles could service operational as well as strategic 

targets, consistent with the use doctrine discussed above. 

The Soviets ran out of time to field a usable strategic biological weapons capability.578  

Land-attack cruise missiles were the ideal delivery system for strategic targets, and only entered 

the force in the 1980s.579  Weaponization work for biological weapons payloads aboard these 

cruise missiles was underway in the late 1980s, per Pasechnik, but the Soviets simply ran out of 

 
575 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000, 190–
95.; see also the discussion of cruise missiles in section 6.1.2 of chapter 6 to highlight America’s edge against the 
Soviets in advanced land-attack cruise missiles.  
576 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 318.  
577 On the value of spray tanks aboard land-attack cruise missiles for biological weapons, see Koblentz, Living 
Weapons: Biological Warfare and International Security, 16, 24. 
578 Ben Ouagrham-Gormley, Barriers to Bioweapons: The Challenge of Expertise and Organization for Weapons 
Development, 89. quotes American bioweapons designers saying that it took twenty years to go from R&D to an 
operational capability.  In chapter 5 of her book she focuses on the impact of secrecy and compartmentation adding 
time to the Soviet BW program; see for example p. 91-92 and 118-121.  She also notes at p. 109 that the Soviet 
program had only 10 years of “real work” thanks to Lysenkoism.  For more on Lysenkoism see footnote 498. 
579 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000, 192–
93; Zaloga, “The Forgotten Missiles: The Soviet Air Force and Nuclear GLCMs.”  Ben Ouagrham-Gormley argues, 
based on Leitenberg and Zilinskas, that the work on a dedicated BW LACM did not go beyond the research phase.   
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time before the collapse of the USSR and the disclosures around the program and Biopreparat.580  

Further, the requirements set by the military were hard to meet by the civilian weapons 

development program—Domaradsky suggests that the 15th Directorate, under Smirnov, may 

have even set impossible requirements to make the civilians look incompetent.581  Had the 

USSR—or the program—managed to hang on only a few years longer, the Soviets could have 

had strategic biological retaliatory weapons—similar to what Russian President Vladimir Putin 

unveiled in 2018 as advanced strategic weapons like a transoceanic underwater nuclear weapon 

and a nuclear-powered cruise missile.582 

 

4.8.  Endgame—Defections and the “Cessation” of the Soviet Program 

The Soviet biological weapons program came to a close with the collapse of the Soviet Union 

itself, spurred on by disclosures to the West from defectors.  The first domino to fall was 

Pasechnik.  He defected in October 1989, beginning a mild panic within the Soviet program.  Of 

note, Alibek claimed that Biopreparat officials decided “[Pasechnik] didn’t really know very 

much,” in their initial damage assessment.583  This speaks to the bureaucratic pathologies 

mentioned above, which emphasized protection of existing programs at the expense of “speaking 

truth” and represented a Type 1 policy failure.  Further, Pasechnik flummoxed British 

intelligence, who had to cobble together a team of biological warfare experts to debrief him.584  

 
580 Pasechnik quoted in Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 318. 
581 Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 154. 
582 Hruby, “Russia’s New Nuclear Weapons Delivery Systems: An Open-Source Technical Review.” 
583 Alibek, Biohazard, 137–43; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 584.  
It is important to note that Alibek does not appear to concur with this judgment. 
584 Adams, The New Spies: Exploring the Frontiers of Espionage, 276; Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The 
Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 91–94; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons 
Program: A History, 585. 
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US and UK intelligence were skeptical of Pasechnik at first, but then went back and checked old 

intelligence databases, finding signs of an active program that had been ignored or overlooked.585 

According to Zilinskas and Leitenberg, CIA officials went to President Bush’s NSC staff 

and said that the US had to confront the Soviets over Pasechnik’s information, lest the Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty and other major arms control treaties be undermined.586  The first formal 

demarche came in May 1990, followed by an engagement between President Bush and 

Gorbachev the next month.587  Gorbachev’s response to Bush, according to David Hoffman, was 

that he was receiving equal reports from his team about a covert US program.588  The Deputies 

Committee met on the Soviet program in September and October 1990, according to the Bush 

Library,589 and the issue kept coming up through 1991, without forward progress from 

Gorbachev.590  There are no known Principals Committee or National Security Council meetings 

on the program—published accounts suggest that most of the discussions were handled in an ad 

 
585 Adams, The New Spies: Exploring the Frontiers of Espionage, 276. underscores the impact of the disclosure—
almost certainly from an interview of Pasechnik himself.  See also Koblentz, Living Weapons: Biological Warfare 
and International Security, 158.  
586 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 589–90; Mangold and Goldberg, 
Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 101–3.  The documents from the George H. W. Bush 
administration on this matter have not be declassified and probably will not be for a number of years.  Of note, This 
is both an example of CIA playing a “policy role” in the SET ecosystem, and a further example of how the US SET 
ecosystem with respect to BW skewed toward arms control.   
587 For the meeting transcript between MFA and the US/UK AMBs, see Bessmertnykh, “Memo of Conversation.”  
On the Gorbachev-Bush engagement, see Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race 
and Its Dangerous Legacy.; see also footnote 425 above.  As Savranskaya notes, this discussion appears neither in 
the official transcripts of the meetings nor in Bush and Scowcroft’s joint memoir, A World Transformed. 
588 Ibid. 
589 https://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/nsc_and_dc_meetings_1989-1992-declassified.pdf It also does not appear 
that the Bush Administration issued any National Security Reviews or National Security Directives based on the 
Soviet BW program.  See https://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/nsd_list.pdf and 
https://bush41library.tamu.edu/files/nsr_list.pdf  
590 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 617. 
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hoc interagency group called the “ungroup.”591  Soviet documents indicate that the US passed a 

memorandum to Moscow in March 1991, and that Bush sent a letter to Gorbachev in June.592 

The Bush Administration did not push as hard as it could have on the covert Soviet 

program for the same reason that the Biological Weapons Convention gained momentum in 

1971-72–separate, more important arms control negotiations.593  The US, its NATO allies, the 

USSR, and the Warsaw Pact all signed the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe treaty in 

November 1990, after Pasechnik’s defection and the first demarches to Moscow.594  Bush and 

Gorbachev signed the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty in July 1991, just weeks before the coup 

against Gorbachev in Moscow.  These arms control agreements were central to the efforts both 

the US and the Soviet Union were trying to make to bring the Cold War to a peaceful conclusion.  

Widespread news about a massive Soviet covert program, in contravention of the Biological 

Weapons Convention, could have scuttled Senate advice and consent to ratification of both 

treaties, particularly the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty.595  As a member of the US 

interagency group coordinating arms control policy put it to Zilinskas and Leitenberg, “the last 

thing we wanted to do was allow this ‘turd in a punch bowl’ to sink the ship.”596  Only a handful 

 
591 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, 590; Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret 
War, 96.  On the “ungroup” and its role in Bush Administration arms control policy deliberations, see Newmann, 
Managing National Security Policy: The President and the Process, 139. 156-158. 
592 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 609. 
593 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History.  
594 On CFE, see Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological 
Weapons Program: A History, 611–12. 
595 In some respects, disclosure of the program could have had a greater shock on Capitol Hill in particular than even 
the invasion of Afghanistan did on the SALT II Treaty, because the Afghan invasion was not directly linked to arms 
control compliance.  On SALT II and Afghanistan, see Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II; Ambrose, 
The Control Agenda: A History of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. 
596 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 590. 
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of Congressional leaders were briefed on the intelligence in May 1990, for fear that the program 

would leak and that advice and consent to strategic arms control ratification would fail.597 

Even so, the “formal” end of the Soviet program came in fits and starts.  Gorbachev as 

General Secretary or President of the USSR never publicly acknowledged the program.598  It was 

his successor Boris Yeltsin, who had his own reasons to besmirch Gorbachev’s reputation, who 

disclosed the program in 1992.599  Yeltsin’s statements mark what most consider the end of the 

covert program, though the limits to Russian openness to international verification raise 

questions to today about the status of the program.600  At a minimum, it is unlikely that an 

industrial-scale program like that developed in the 1970s and 1980s still exists after the rash of 

defections at the end of the Cold War. 

Gorbachev never acknowledged the covert Soviet program.  This occurred despite his 

push for glasnost, reduced defense spending, and the need to open up the Soviet system to new 

ways forward.  Zilinskas and Leitenberg suggest that he may not have been fully informed of the 

program’s scope, citing sources like Katayev and Shevardnadze.601  This is not plausible, given 

 
597 Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 104; Leitenberg and 
Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 590.  The principal concern was over Republican 
Senator Jesse Helms, an enemy of arms control.  Helms was SFRC ranking member, and as such was briefed on the 
material.  We have no information to indicate how he received it or how it influenced his thinking on START I and 
other arms control agreements. 
598 Even retrospectively he hedged.  See Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A 
History, 612–13., quoting a Gorbachev interview with David Hoffman. 
599 On Yeltsin’s move, see Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War, 
134; Alibek, Biohazard, 245–46. 
600 “Adherence to and Compliance with Arms Control, Nonproliferation, and Disarmament Agreements and 
Commitments.” 
601 Documents from the Katayev archive seem to lend credence to this argument.    See for example Shakhov, 
“Reference Note On the Causes of the Anthrax Outbreak in Sverdlovsk, 19 December 1989”; Yazov, “On the Draft 
Resolution of the CPSU CC "On Directives to the USSR Delegation at  the Soviet-American Consultations on Issus 
of Banning Bacteriological and Toxin Weapons”; Karpov, “To Comrade V.F. Lazarev”; Katayev and Belyakov, 
“Memorandum from the Defense Department.” It is also true, however, as Leitenberg and Zilinskas themselves note, 
that Katayev did not hold the BW file at the Defense Department; this was the writ of his colleagues Shakhov and 
Ivanov.  Katayev maintained arms control responsibilities.  See Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological 
Weapons Program: A History, 313. 
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Gorbachev’s micromanaging style on many other policy issues—including on SETs like 

intermediate-range nuclear forces.602  It is unlikely that the Soviet military tribe could have 

shielded the biological weapons program from Gorbachev’s scrutiny had Gorbachev cared and 

wanted to know what was going on.  Indeed, in Alibek’s memoir, as soon as Pasechnik defected, 

Biopreparat leaders discussed having to take this to Gorbachev at least for information if not for 

decision.603  More likely, Gorbachev treated the program with “benign neglect,” perhaps leaving 

it as a token to a military tribe he was pressuring over conventional and nuclear forces, or 

perhaps leaving it because he was in fact skeptical of US intentions on biowarfare.  

Unfortunately, some scholars have noted that Gorbachev himself is not an accurate gauge, and 

our lack of a Katayev-style insight into the late biological weapons program limits our ability to 

point the finger at his understanding.604 

 

4.9.  Evaluating the Ecosystem Model for Biological Weapons 

The biological weapons case successfully follows the predictions of the ecosystem model.  In 

chapter 2, I offered eight hypotheses about its operation: 

 
602 See Chapter 6 for a discussion of this. 
603 Alibek, Biohazard, 143. 
604 It is unclear, for example, whether Lev Zaykov’s memorandum to Gorbachev in May 1990–the first official 
document available to Western researchers that admits to the Soviet BW program after signature of the BWC-was an 
actual first insight into the effort or part of a broader cover up.  See Zaykov, “To the President of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics, Comrade M.S. Gorbachev.”  This “cover up” issue could be bolstered by Shevardnadze, 
“Comrade Shevardnadze’s Response to J. Baker’s Memo on the Subject of the Soviet Biological Warfare Program 
for the Soviet-American Meeting of Ministers in Irkutsk on August 1, 1990.”  See also footnote 598.  At the same 
time, it is further noteworthy that Domaradsky states that in the mid-1980s, the BW program—including his own 
work—reported directly to Zaykov at the Defense Department.  See Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior, 237.  
Mangold and Goldberg are more in the line that both Gorbachev and Foreign Minister were fully briefed into the 
BW program.  See Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological Warfare, 108–13. 
Alibek states that Gorbachev was fully read in but Shevardnadze may have had more limited insights.  See Alibek, 
Biohazard, 149–50. 



166 
 

• MH1: Tribes and free agents will recur over time and across cases.  We see this in the US 

and Soviet discussions.  The military, the bilateralists, and the arms controllers appear.  

The arms controllers are weakest in the Soviet system, but play an important role in the 

American one.  Free agent organizations also occur in the US and Soviet cases.  The 

relative weight of tribes within the ecosystem shifted over time, because the Nixon 

declaration changed the “table stakes” for the military tribe and opened space for the 

bilateralists and arms controllers to dominate. 

• MH2: Entrepreneurs will emerge across systems who seek change in the ecosystem.  This 

is clear particularly in the 1969 decision to shut down the US program and the 1970-1973 

decision to rebuild the Soviet one.  Secretary of Defense Laird, academician 

Ovchinnikov, and Colonel General Smirnov are the most important entrepreneurs in the 

case. 

• MH3: Assessments of political capital will influence the coalitions within an ecosystem 

that lead to policy outcomes.  This is clearer in the US case than the Soviet one, where 

Laird’s independent political base in Congress made him well positioned to push through 

policy change against the apparent wishes of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  In the Soviet case, 

Ovchinnikov’s personal political capital allowed him to make progress in building his 

coalition.  Beyond that, Table 4 shows the policy failures that occurred across the case, 

including the pivotal 1969 failures that undermined the military’s position in Nixon 

abolition discussions. 
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Table 4. Biological Weapons Policy Failures  
Year  Name Type Side 
1969 Dugway VX release Type 3 US military 
1969 CHASE Type 3 US military 
1969 Okinawa CW scandal Type 3 US military 
1969 Vietnam CW scandal Type 2 US military 
1979 Sverdlovsk anthrax 

release 
Type 2 Soviet military 

1980 Withdrawal of SALT 
II from Senate advice 
and consent 

Type 2/Type 3 US arms control 

1980 Failure to target 
Sverdlovsk 

Type 1 US bilateralist/arms 
control 

1988 Meselson support to 
Soviet Sverdlovsk 
narrative 

Type 1/Type 2 US arms control 

1989 Pasechnik defection Type 1 Soviet military 
 

• MH4:  More unified coalitions (mixes of tribes and free agents) with greater political 

capital are more likely to win policy contests.  This is clearest in the US case, though it 

also appears in the Soviet one.  In the case of the 1969 decision, the unity of the arms 

controllers along with free agents like Laird and Kissinger was stronger than the weaker 

ties across the military tribe, with services split over the value of biological weapons 

relative to chemical weapons.  In the Soviet case, creative construction of the Soviet 

program, with roles for key players in the military tribe—the General Staff and the 

Military Industrial Commission—postured it to ride out challenges over time including 

Sverdlovsk. 

• MH5: Actions by the other superpower are an input but not the input into policy 

decisions.  This is particularly clear when looking at Sverdlovsk and reporting from 

defectors like Pasechnik.  Primary and secondary sources make clear that these “inputs” 

into the ecosystems filtered through the views of the coalitions, tribes, and free agents.  In 
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particular, the strongly held view within the US ecosystem that biological weapons 

lacked operational utility filtered interpretations of Soviet leaks through the end of the 

Cold War. 

• MH6:  The ecosystem policy process model recurs within and across cases.  The process 

in the US system recurred across the Cold War from the Nixon to George H.W. Bush 

Administrations, despite some leadership shifts.  Zilinskas and Leitenberg are able to 

show that throughout the BW program’s history, the Soviet ecosystem engaged on it—

including the parallel arms control process described separately, with no reference to 

biological weapons, by Detinov and Savelyev.605 

• MH7:  Actors in the ecosystem combine predefined types of strategic assessments and 

rhetorical commonplaces to get what they want.  This is clear in reviewing how programs 

were disrupted or built.  In the 1969 US case, operational utility fell by the wayside for 

biological weapons thanks to the strategic assessments developed both by the President’s 

Science Advisory Committee and Systems Analysis, despite the Army’s and Joint Staff’s 

best efforts.  This was a case of parallel competing rhetorical commonplaces that 

cancelled each other out, in large measure because the military’s argument required 

scientific evidence which favored the other side.   

  

 
605 Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological Weapons Program: A History, 564–72; Savelyev and Detinov, 
The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
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Table 5. Biological Weapons Rhetorical Commonplaces 
Name Used By Meaning 
Operational utility Military tribes on both 

sides 
Biological weapons can be controlled and 
used 

Operational non-
utility 

US free agents and 
arms controllers 

Scientific evidence indicates that biological 
weapons are not effective 

Escalation US free agents and 
arms controllers 

The infectious nature of biological weapons 
creates significant risks for loss of control 

Falling behind Soviet military tribe 
and allies like 
Ovchinnikov 

The clearly still-existing covert US program 
shows that there is value in biological 
weapons and we cannot afford to lose out 

“CBW” delinkage US arms controllers 
and Soviet negotiators 

Separating chemical from biological 
weapons to preserve the former while 
banning the latter 

 

• MH8:  Actors are sensitive to agenda setting and formal/informal controls.  We see this in 

the Soviet system when entrepreneurs like Ovchinnikov play their roles with respect to 

the Central Committee, pushing for clear written guidance to enable the Soviet program.  

We also see this later in the Soviet program with players like Zaykov seeking to 

manipulate the program during the Gorbachev era.  In the US case, ratification of the 

Biological Weapons Convention, when paired with the political guidance from the Nixon 

White House, pushed the military away from biological weapons quickly, with lasting 

effects. 

The biological weapons case does moderately well with the three predictive hypotheses outlined 

in Chapter 2: 

EcoH1: When the military is unified in support of a SET, its capital will likely allow it to 
win in discussions, even if a coalition with other tribes faces it.  When a military is 
divided, limits will be more likely because entrepreneurs have opportunities to build 
countervailing coalitions. 
EcoH2:  Bureaucratic entrepreneurs who seek arms control will need to partner with 
components of a divided military to win, because of the military’s political capital.  
Bilateralists will be less helpful than the military in making an arms control case to 
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political leadership, especially if bilateralists are also divided over the merits of arms 
control. 
EcoH3:  Political leaders who decide to defy a unified military that supports a SET will 
face consequences due to the military’s political capital, unless the military has done 
other things in its broader agenda to expend or waste its capital. 

 

The biological weapons case bears fruit for the first hypothesis because divisions within the 

military in the US case enabled Laird to forge his new perspective with a countervailing 

coalition.  Reductions in Navy and Air Force focus on biological weapons left it in the hands of 

the Army, which placed it in a second-tier organization who prioritized chemical weapons over 

their biological counterparts.  On the other hand, the divisions within the Soviet tribe could have 

enabled a different bureaucratic entrepreneur than Ovchinnikov to shut down the Soviet program 

in the same way that Laird did with the American one; but Ovchinnikov and his partner Smirnov 

wisely built a coalition across the military tribe to strengthen and charge the program moving 

forward. 

 The second hypothesis is less validated in biological weapons case.  Zilinskas and 

Leitenberg made clear that Ovchinnikov could not have succeeded without a military partner, but 

the hypothesis above is about limits on a program, not about rebuilding and accelerating it.  On 

the other hand, Laird did not need uniformed military partners to make his case for shutting 

down the US program.  The ecosystem model would have predicted that he would not have 

sufficient independent political capital to overcome military objections, even if the military were 

divided.  It is plausible—but I have no information to validate—that Laird felt he had tacit 

support from the services uninterested in biological weapons.  Further, the fact that he told 
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Mangold and Goldberg that he had military support for his policy perspective, whether he did or 

not, validates that he believed ex post that he had to justify it this way.606 

 The third hypothesis does not hold in these cases because in neither case did political 

leadership override the views of a unified military tribe.  Only perhaps in the case of Yeltsin 

shutting down the biological weapons program could this have been the case, and indeed at this 

point the military had squandered its political capital through the 1991 coup against Gorbachev 

and then the broader collapse of the Soviet system that it was not well postured to block 

Yeltsin’s moves. 

4.9.1.  The Ecosystem Model versus Alternative Explanations—Biological Weapons 

The ecosystem model does better than the alternatives outlined in Chapter 2 by demonstrating 

divergence from their predictions.   

• The environmental hypothesis predicted that the external threat environment would drive 

both Washington and Moscow either toward or away from biological weapons.  The state 

of the military balance by the late 1960s, with the rise of nuclear parity, would not have 

placed the Soviets in such an inferior strategic situation to the Americans to drive them 

toward a SET.607   

• The classical bureaucratic argument predicted that the Soviets should have pursued a SET 

given the strength of the military-industrial complex, but so should have the Americans.  

At a minimum, classical bureaucratic theory would have predicted that Secretary of 

 
606 See footnote 467. 
607 Indeed, the Correlates of War’s National Military Capabilities dataset has the Soviet Union surpassing the United 
States in composite national power in 1970–at the very time when Moscow moved into its covert program.  But as 
discussed in chapter 1, SDP—which is more effective—shows that the Soviets never surpassed the US.  However, 
the same period of time, the early 1970s, was when the gap was smallest.  See the discussion in section 7.4 below 
and Figure 13. 
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Defense Laird would speak for uniformed military interests, not operate as a bureaucratic 

entrepreneur and free agent driving away from a military capability.   

• The regime type hypothesis fares best, predicting Soviet paranoia leading Moscow to 

field a SET with the US free to not do so.  However, this does not align with the insights 

Zilinskas and Leitenberg and Domaradsky share that indicate the Soviet General Staff 

was prepared to move away from the biological weapons program in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. 

 
4.9.2.  Final Conclusions 
 
The ecosystem model clearly demonstrates how policy was made over biological weapons 

during the second half of the Cold War.  Both the United States and the Soviet Union faced the 

SET of biotechnology and its weapons application, and both chose markedly different directions 

to follow.  They followed the ecosystem policy process, where entrepreneurs built coalitions 

with tribes and free agents.  They showed the opportunities—for arms control and for weapons 

development—that a divided military tribe creates, and the importance of understanding those 

tribal dynamics in creating a coalition. 

 By itself the biological weapons case does not cover every prediction in the ecosystem 

model, and it would be insufficient to rule it a better perspective to understand SET 

decisionmaking over the environmental, classical bureaucratic, or regime-type alternatives.  For 

this reason, I move on to my next case, exploring how the US and Soviet Union considered non-

nuclear antisatellite weapons during the Cold War, in an attempt to test both the hypotheses 

validated or falsified in this chapter as well as those for which this case proved insufficient. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Beneath the aircraft the ASAT missile’s tracking head came on, searching the sky for the 
infrared he at signature of the Soviet satellite.  A light blinked on Buns’s instrument 

panel.  “My weapon is tracking!  Repeat, my weapon is tracking.  Auto launch sequence 
equipment is activated.  Altitude ninety-four thousand feet seven hundred—breakaway, 

breakaway!” She felt her aircraft lurch as the heavy missile dropped free… …the 
Miniature Homing Vehicle, an infrared heat sensor embedded in its flat face, had long 

since acquired its target.  The Soviet satellite’s on-board nuclear reactor radiated waste 
heat out into space, and the resulting infrared signature rivaled the sun.  As its microchip 

brain computed the intercept course, the MHV made a tiny course alteration and the 
distance between warhead and satellite dropped at a precipitous rate.  The satellite was 

northbound at eighteen thousand miles per hour, the MHV southbound at over ten 
thousand, yet another high-tech kamikaze.  Then—“Jesus!” said the senior officer on the 

LearJet as he blinked his eyes and turned away from the TV screen.  Several hundred 
pounds of steel and ceramic had just turned to vapor. “That’s a kill, say again that’s a 

kill!” 
- Tom Clancy, “Red Storm Rising” 608 

 
“I do not agree with the statement [that] it is very, very easy to target an aircraft carrier 

with RORSAT or ELINT.  I think I covered that before, how we can avoid that.” 
- VADM Gordon Nagler, testifying before the House Subcommittee on Defense 

Appropriations609 
 

5.1.  Introduction 

The US and Soviet non-nuclear antisatellite programs show both the power and the limits of 

military tribes, and how interservice rivalry in the US tribe enabled an arms control-led 

countervailing policy coalition within the SET ecosystem.  Our insights inside the ecosystems, 

especially in the Soviet case, are more limited than in the biological weapons case—yet the 

ecosystem model still bears fruit.  In the American case, the ecosystem model is particularly 

important because Congressional entrepreneurs would prove decisive in the US program. 

 
608 From Clancy, Red Storm Rising, 418–19. See also Decker, “Quayle Remarks Appear to Bewilder Audience : Sets 
Aside Prepared Speech to Digress on Not Trusting Soviets.”—my thanks to Paul Musgrave for calling this quote to 
my attention. 
609 VADM Gordon Nagler, from Nagler et al., Role of Military in Space.; see also Hunter, A United States 
Antisatellite Policy for a Multipolar World, 21. 
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Figure 7. Antisatellite Case Timeline 
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Abortive attempts at arms control flail and fail, with an Outer Space Treaty that shaped and 

drove the emerging ASAT competition from the mid-1960s onward.  Because the Treaty focused 

on weapons of mass destruction in orbit—also the focus of the first, nuclear-tipped US ASATs—

it drove the SET in this area, the combination of capabilities that enabled non-nuclear ASAT 

operations.  The military tribes may have respected the arms control limit in the Outer Space 

Treaty, but this did not stop them from pursuing space weapons—it only moved them toward 

capabilities that would prove more operationally useful. 

 Notably, national security space programs have been some of both the US and the Soviet 

systems’ most closely held secrets, often on par with those involving nuclear weapons, meaning 

that some insights on capabilities developed even forty years or more ago remain classified.  

Declassified documents in the Foreign Relations of the United States series from the Ford and 

Carter Administrations, for example, maintain significant redactions.  Consistent with US 

Government declassification policies, this chapter relies on what has been released to the public. 

5.1.1.  Capability Context—the Rise of Space Reconnaissance 

From its infancy, the “Space Age” was an age of operational utility, and a focus of both the US 

and Soviet military tribes.  Satellite reconnaissance—collecting both images and signals became 

a focal point in US space policy from the mid-1950s onward.610  The critical need for space-

based reconnaissance was clear to US leaders, especially thanks to the Soviet launch of Sputnik 

in October 1957 and the shoot down of Francis Gary Powers aboard a U-2 reconnaissance plane 

in May 1960.611  By August 1960, CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology had 

 
610 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 30. 
611 Stares, 38–46.  
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successfully orbited the first CORONA imagery collection satellite.612  A month earlier, the 

Navy and Air Force orbited the first signals intelligence satellite, Grab, for collecting Soviet air 

defense signals.613  By the late 1960s, imagery and signals intelligence satellites were 

consistently tracking Soviet forces and capabilities to the extent that the Nixon Administration 

was prepared to rely on them—known in treaty language as national technical means—to verify 

compliance with the Strategic Arms Limitation and Antiballistic Missile Treaties.614 

Soviet satellite reconnaissance lagged American developments, despite Soviet success in 

orbiting the first satellite and the first manned space flight.  The USSR only orbited its first 

imagery satellite, Zenit-2, two years after CORONA, and were unable to keep up with US 

technological developments, particularly as the National Reconnaissance Office developed 

Hexagon to replace CORONA and newer signals intelligence satellites went into orbit.615  But 

the Soviets saw the importance of space based capabilities and put significant resources into their 

military as well as civilian space programs. 

The US military began building space-based command, control, and communications 

satellites soon after the orbit of the first reconnaissance satellites.  The Navy led the way, given 

the fleet’s need for global access, but by the late 1960s US communications satellites in orbit 

provided critical support for the full range of military operations.616  Soviet communications 

 
612 “CORONA: America’s First Satellite Program”; Day, Logsdon, and Latell, Eye in the Sky: The Story of the 
Corona Spy Satellites. 
613 Berkowitz and Suk, The National Reconnaissance Office at 50 Years: A Brief History. 
614 Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Lindgren, Trust but Verify: Imagery Analysis in the Cold War; 
Berkowitz and Suk, The National Reconnaissance Office at 50 Years: A Brief History, 19–20.  Raymond Garthoff 
notes that there was a missed opportunity to incorporate an ASAT ban in the SALT I accords, though he does not 
mention this coming up in the negotiations—in which he took part.  See Garthoff, Detente and Confrontation: 
American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan, 214–15. 
N Berkowitz and Suk, The National Reconnaissance Office at 50 Years: A Brief History, 17, 23, 28. 
616 Hess et al., “From the Sea to the Stars:  A Chronicle of the US Navy’s Space and Space-Related Activities, 1944-
2009.” 
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satellites lagged US capabilities as well, given the lack of global deployments for the Soviet 

military. 

5.1.2.  US Nuclear Antisatellite Weapons 

The importance of space reconnaissance—and the threat of nuclear weapons in orbit—drove 

Washington to be the first superpower to field a nuclear antisatellite capability.  We have no 

information to indicate that Moscow fielded a parallel nuclear antisatellite program—possibly 

due to overarching technical challenges in the early Soviet space program.  The Defense 

Department and the military tribe considered three major programs in the late 1950s and early 

1960s.617  The first, an orbital antisatellite and inspection capability codenamed SAINT (or 

Satellite Inspector), ran into major technical and cost problems.618  The Air Force canceled the 

program in December 1962; Paul Stares speculates that Secretary of Defense McNamara 

accepted this decision without hesitation because of a desire to avoid upsetting the peaceful view 

of US military activities in space.619 

The second major antisatellite program saw the US Army convert the Nike Zeus 

antiballistic missile system for an antisatellite mission under the MUDFLAP program, also 

known as Project 505.620  Nike Zeus was armed with a one-megaton nuclear warhead, and the 

antisatellite mission was effectively an easier version of the antiballistic missile capability.   The 

Army received permission to go forward with its antisatellite variant by May 1962, to be fielded 

at Kwajalein Atoll, also the main site for the Army’s antiballistic missile test program. 

 
617 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984. 
618 Stares, 112–17; Peebles, “High Frontier: The United States Air Force and the Military Space Program,” 60. 
619 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 116; Peebles, “High Frontier: The United States Air 
Force and the Military Space Program,” 61. 
620 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 117–20; Ziegler, “Safe Heavens: Military Strategy 
and Space Sanctuary Thought,” 11; Chun, “Viewpoint: Expanding the High Frontier: Space Weapons in History,” 
8–10. 
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The third program came out of the US Air Force, and as with MUDFLAP involved a 

repurposed weapon system.621  In this case it was the Thor intermediate-range ballistic missile, 

converted to a nuclear antisatellite weapon under a December 1962 decision from McNamara—

at the same time as the SAINT program was cancelled.622  President Kennedy gave final 

approval for Thor—known as Project 437–on May 8, 1963, and by early August his National 

Security Advisor, McGeorge Bundy, had signed out National Security Action Memorandum 258, 

raising it to one of the highest priority national programs in the US Government.623  Project 437 

would also be based in the Pacific, at Johnston Island, home to US nuclear tests and Air Force 

missile launch infrastructure. 

The US perceived a Soviet orbital bomb threat that drove it to these rapid ASAT 

development programs.  In a July 1963 memorandum to President Kennedy, McNamara, when 

requesting the signature of National Security Action Memorandum 258, stated the orbital nuclear 

weapons threat as the priority antisatellite requirement.624  While the State Department was, as 

discussed below, pursuing a diplomatic track to constrain the threat, McNamara and others 

wanted to hedge with a secret antisatellite capability.625  In September 1964, President Johnson 

publicly acknowledged their existence while running for election against Senator Barry 

Goldwater.626 

 
621 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 120–28; Chun, “Viewpoint: Expanding the High 
Frontier: Space Weapons in History.” 
622 For more details on the Thor program, see Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the 
Ultimate Weapon. 
623 Bundy, “National Security Action Memorandum No. 258”; Chun, “Viewpoint: Expanding the High Frontier: 
Space Weapons in History,” 6. 
624 Peebles, “High Frontier: The United States Air Force and the Military Space Program,” 61–62. 
625 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 99–100. 
626 Rusk, “Circular Telegram from the Department of State to Certain Posts”; Stares, The Militarization of Space: 
US Policy, 1945-1984, 95–96; Chun, “Viewpoint: Expanding the High Frontier: Space Weapons in History,” 21–23. 
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By the late 1960s, the Soviet orbital bomb threat was appearing less and less realistic, and 

the last US atmospheric nuclear tests before the signing and ratification of the Limited Test Ban 

Treaty had revealed the propagation of electromagnetic pulse effects from high-altitude nuclear 

tests that could interfere with US satellites.627  The first removed the operational requirement for 

these nuclear antisatellite systems, while the second showed the significant negative 

consequences to the US space constellation were a nuclear antisatellite weapon to ever be used.  

Project MUDFLAP lost its “ready” requirement by 1964 and the project was terminated in 1967.  

Project 437 went into reserve status in 1970 and was finally terminated in 1975.628 

5.1.3.  Political and Legal Context—Early Space Arms Control Considerations 

The US took nuclear antisatellites off the table because arms control—albeit limited—appeared 

to sufficiently address the orbital nuclear threat without threatening US reconnaissance interests.  

From the late 1950s through the 1960s, US policy on space arms control, and for that matter 

antisatellite weapons, was focused on the need to protect the satellite reconnaissance program.629  

Both Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy wanted to ensure that the Soviets were unable to 

challenge the US’s right to overfly the USSR from space, and feared that the Soviets might push 

a declaration banning the use of outer space for reconnaissance.  As such, on May 26, 1962 

Kennedy issued NSAM 156, which directed the ecosystem to come together and review the 

international politics of US space reconnaissance.630  The first report from the group came back 

in July, with a range of recommendations on how to ensure the continuation of the US satellite 

 
627 Chun, “Viewpoint: Expanding the High Frontier: Space Weapons in History,” 21. 
628 Peebles, “High Frontier: The United States Air Force and the Military Space Program,” 64–65. 
629 Kennedy, “National Security Action Memorandum No. 156”; Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 
1945-1984; Peebles, “High Frontier: The United States Air Force and the Military Space Program,” 59. 
630 Kennedy, “National Security Action Memorandum No. 156.” 



180 
 

program.631  This first strategic assessment noted, among other matters, that there was no settled 

law governing activities in outer space; that satellite reconnaissance could be seen as violating 

norms around the peaceful use of space; and that US antisatellite capabilities needed to be 

subordinated to reconnaissance protection.  The initial assessment was unable to come to 

agreement on whether or not to pursue arms control, specifically banning weapons of mass 

destruction in space.632  The Office of the Secretary of Defense and CIA had concerns about 

verification, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff wanted to maintain the option for orbital nuclear 

weapons.633  This received significant pushback in the ecosystem, as Deputy Secretary of 

Defense Roswell Gilpatric publicly stated in September 1962 that the US “had no program to 

place any weapons of mass destruction in orbit.”634  Soon thereafter, President Kennedy overrode 

the Joint Chiefs and endorsed a proposal to seek a United Nations General Assembly resolution 

banning weapons of mass destruction in space.635  But less than a month later, the Cuban Missile 

Crisis began, both underscoring the importance of satellite reconnaissance and setting aside the 

prospects for US-Soviet agreement for the time being. 

By 1963, Soviet propaganda about the “militarization of space” had increased, either 

because of Soviet fears of US weapons in space or because of increased Soviet observation of 

US space-based reconnaissance.636  State moved forward with an effort to secure either a joint 

agreement or a United Nations General Assembly resolution.  To the White House, the value in a 

 
631 Nitze et al., “Report by the Committee on Satellite Reconnaissance Policy.” 
632 Foster, “Memorandum From the Director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (Foster) to President 
Kennedy”; Wiesner, “Memorandum From the President’s Special Assistant for Science and Technology (Wiesner) 
to President Kennedy.” 
633 Ibid 
634 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984. 
635 Stares. 
636 Garthoff, “Banning the Bomb in Outer Space.” 
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resolution was that it had no look of an arms control agreement–as Garthoff noted, the President 

preferred a resolution with supporting statements from the US and the Soviets.637  At this point, 

the Joint Chiefs had stated that they had no military objections to the arrangement under 

consideration.638  The General Assembly adopted Resolution 1884 on October 17, 1963.  Four 

years later, the US and Soviets easily agreed to the Outer Space Treaty, not least because of the 

language already extant in Resolution 1884.639 

The Outer Space Treaty both secured the future of satellite reconnaissance and restrained 

the threat of orbital nuclear weapons—valuable to the US because of the reports that the Soviets 

were considering such a deployment option, which had driven the secret antisatellite programs 

described above.  Five years later, the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty and the Antiballistic 

Missile Treaty further developed the arms control framework in space.640  The Strategic Arms 

Limitation Treaty institutionalized the right of states parties to use national technical means for 

verification and banned interference with them in their verification efforts.641  The Antiballistic 

Missile Treaty banned space-based missile defenses and other large-scale ballistic missile 

defense efforts. 

 

  

 
637 Garthoff; Meeker, “Memorandum From the Deputy Legal Adviser of the Department of State (Meeker) to 
Secretary of State Rusk.” 
638 Garthoff, “Banning the Bomb in Outer Space.” 
639 Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 101; Garthoff, “Banning the Bomb in Outer Space,” 
25. 
640 On SALT I and ABM, see Graham and Hansen, Spy Satellites and Other Intelligence Technologies That 
Changed History; Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Maurer, “An Era of Negotiation: SALT in the Nixon 
Administration, 1969-1972.” 
641 On NTM protection, see Graham and Hansen, Spy Satellites and Other Intelligence Technologies That Changed 
History; Lindgren, Trust but Verify: Imagery Analysis in the Cold War. 
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5.2.  Rise of the Soviet Antisatellite Program 

The first Soviet antisatellite program was a direct response to emergent US space reconnaissance 

capabilities.642  In March 1961–less than a year after CORONA and Grab had begun 

operations—the Kremlin directed the development of an anti-satellite complex, according to an 

authoritative Russian source.643  National Security Action Memorandum 156 noted that as of 

July 1962, “there is reason to believe that the Soviets are developing an anti-satellite weapons 

system and they may have some capability for anti-satellite operations by 1963.”644  The 

capability, known as the Satellite Destroyer (IS in Russian), lagged that estimate, with orbital 

tests beginning in 1967, launched from a modified SS-9 ICBM.645  A co-orbital antisatellite was 

very different from the direct-ascent US capabilities, as it would “chase” an adversary space 

capability such as a satellite and then explode near it, destroying the spacecraft.  Further and 

crucially, the Soviet capability did not carry a nuclear warhead, meaning it would not cause the 

second- and third-order effects that the US nuclear antisatellites possessed and making it both 

consistent with the Outer Space Treaty and “more usable” against reconnaissance satellites, not 

just against orbital nuclear weapons.  As a result, the Soviets took the first step of 

operationalizing the SET in this case. 

 
642 We lack insider access into the program at this point, but can trace the military’s core role in this phase of the 
program.  Further, our insights indicate that the Soviet military tribe was unified in support of the program, avoiding 
military-industrial tensions 
643 Zak, “The Hidden History of the Soviet Satellite-Killer”; Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite 
Fleet,” 1. 
644 Kennedy, “National Security Action Memorandum No. 156.”  See also footnote 657 on the IC’s views over the 
1960s. 
645 Johnson, Soviet Military Strategy in Space, 127.  These insights, derived from declassified reporting, differ from 
the insights provided in Paul Stares’ 1984 monograph.  He argues that the Soviets began testing a satellite 
interceptor in 1968.  See Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 135. 
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Unlike the US, where the first antisatellites were modifications of existing programs 

placed into experimental duty via existing military force structure, the Soviet military created a 

new force structure and doctrine for antisatellite operations, but also moved to demonstrate the 

relevance across the Soviet military tribe.  In 1963-64–years before the first Satellite Destroyer 

test—the antispace defense force became a part of the National Air Defense Forces.646  

Antispace defense as a doctrinal concept had also been added to air defense in the Russian 

military dictionary.647   

In the mid-1970s, lectures at the Soviet General Staff Academy, which became available 

to the West in the mid-1980s, outlined the state of Soviet military doctrine and further 

highlighted how antispace defense was incorporated into authoritative Soviet military 

doctrine.648  Known as the “Voroshilov lectures,” they focused on theater military operations, but 

contained numerous references to antispace defense operations.  These included explicit 

references to the need to field antispace defenses to destroy space systems, along with ballistic 

missile and air defenses.649  Further, starting in 1977 the General Staff began a full refresh of 

Soviet theater conventional and nuclear doctrine, a fact that the Western academic community 

only learned of at the very end of the Cold War.650  As outlined by a senior General Staff officer, 

 
646 Mowthorpe, “The Soviet/Russian Antisatellite (ASAT) Programme during the Cold War and Beyond,” 17; 
Johnson, Soviet Military Strategy in Space, 139–40.  Johnson may have been the first unclassified writer to see this 
evolution. 
647 Ibid.  Indeed, Stares cites Sokolovskiy’s Military Strategy, the clearest insights the West had into Khrushchev-era 
Soviet military doctrine, which uses the term PKO. See Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 
135.  Note the discussion as well in Blank, “Soviet Doctrine’s Requirements for Space Forces and Space 
Commands”; Blank, “The Heavenly Mission of Soviet Space Forces.” 
648 Wardak, The Voroshilov Lectures: Materials from the Soviet General Staff Academy -- Volume 1: Issues of Soviet 
Military Strategy; Wardak, The Voroshilov Lectures: Materials from the Soviet General Staff Academy -- Volume II: 
Issues of Soviet Military Strategy. 
649 Ibid. 
650 Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial 
Evidence”; Battilega, “Soviet Views of Nuclear Warfare: The Post-Cold War Interviews.”  
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this “Strategy of Deep Operations” led off with antispace defense operations, meaning that the 

capability remained rooted in Soviet military doctrine, despite some Western speculation that it 

had ebbed in importance after the rise of detente and the signatures of the Strategic Arms 

Limitation and Antiballistic Missile Treaties.651  Stephen Blank further noted at the time that in 

1986–when the General Staff officer said that the Strategy of Deep Operations was completed—

antispace defense re-emerged in Soviet military doctrine.652  As such, particularly given the non-

nuclear capability the Satellite Destroyer represented, it qualified as an operationally useful 

system for both the General Staff and the Air Defense Forces within the Soviet military.  The 

defense industrial component of the tribe also benefited—space industry worked on the 

antisatellite system itself, the strategic missile industry provided launchers, and other industrial 

capacities provided command and control and surveillance capabilities. 

Full-scale Satellite Destroyer testing continued from 1967 to 1973, at which point it 

entered on experimental duty.653  A senior Russian military source reports that an upgraded 

variant, codenamed IS-M, was accepted for military service in 1978.654  Moscow resumed ASAT 

testing in 1980 under the codename IS-MU, which remained in military service until 1993.655 

 

5.3.  Initial Thinking on US Non-Nuclear Antisatellites 

The Soviet antisatellite and space reconnaissance programs pushed US free agents and the 

military tribe to explore response options, but détente and higher strategic priorities appear to 

 
651 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich.” 
652 Blank, “Soviet Doctrine’s Requirements for Space Forces and Space Commands.” 
653 Zak, “The Hidden History of the Soviet Satellite-Killer.”  Johnson believes that the system IOCed in 1971.  See 
Johnson, Soviet Military Strategy in Space, 144. 
654 Johnson notes that a second round of testing began in 1976 – see Johnson, Soviet Military Strategy in Space, 
148–49. 
655 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
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have delayed deliberations until the end of the Ford Administration.  It is unclear from 

declassified sources whether the US was aware of the doctrinal evolution on antispace defense in 

the 1960s and 1970s, but US technical collection was clearly watching the antisatellite testing 

program.656  In 1970, Deputy Secretary of Defense Packard asked the Army and the Air Force to 

consider possibilities for a US non-nuclear capability against Soviet satellites, possibly in 

response to a request from National Security Advisor Kissinger.657  One response from the Air 

Force, according to Curtis Peebles, was “Project SPIKE,” the first concept for an air-launched 

antisatellite that would feed into the later ASM-135/AMHV program discussed in sections 5.5 

and 5.7 below.658  In 1973, by which time the intelligence record on the Soviet antisatellite 

program was more robust, then-Acting Secretary of Defense Bill Clements had sent to the State 

Department and others an interagency study of US responses to the Soviet program, including 

direction of a plan for a US antisatellite program.659 State pushed back on the proposal, in part 

because of concerns of domestic blowback and also because of the recent signatures of the 

 
656 The 1965 NIE on the Soviet space program predicted no ASAT program—certainly no co-orbital ASAT—in the 
next five to ten years.  “National Intelligence Estimate 11-1-65: The Soviet Space Program.”  By 1969, the CIA was 
starting to see signs of a Soviet ASAT program but the line as of 1969 was “the Soviets may [emphasis mine] be 
developing a co-orbital anti-satellite program.”  (“National Intelligence Estimate 11-3-69: Soviet Strategic 
Defenses,” 20–21.). By 1971, the IC was focused on the Soviet ASAT threat—see Memorandum to Holders of the 
1971 NIE, which updated even the 1971 NIE.  “National Intelligence Estimate 11-3-71: Soviet Strategic Defenses”; 
“Memorandum to Holders of the National Intelligence Estimate: Soviet Strategic Defenses.”  None of the NIEs 
discussed PKO or the doctrinal developments. 
657 Packard, “Anti-Satellite System.” This probably built on a 1968 study by Aerospace Defense Command; see 
“Required Operational Capability (ROC) Subject: Anti-Satellite Weapons System.”  The purported Kissinger 
request is in Ziegler, “Safe Heavens: Military Strategy and Space Sanctuary Thought,” 13.  quoting Curtis Peebles’ 
Battle for Space–it does not appear in the Nixon volumes of the Foreign Relations of the United States series.  
Peebles further notes that the Kissinger-requested report explicitly argued against a US ASAT program.  Dale 
Armstrong quotes Paul Stares that Kissinger tasked a working group to look into it (Armstrong, “American National 
Security and the Death of Space Sanctuary,” 72; Stares, The Militarization of Space: US Policy, 1945-1984, 136, 
163.).  
658 Peebles, “High Frontier: The United States Air Force and the Military Space Program,” 65. 
659 Rush, “Memorandum From the Deputy Secretary of State (Rush) to the Acting Secretary of Defense (Clements).”  
On the intelligence record, see the discussion of 1971 in footnote 657. 
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Strategic Arms Limitation and Antiballistic Missile Treaties.660  It appears that the discussion 

petered out at that point for the next three years. 

In 1976, by which point the Soviet Satellite Destroyer program had been operationally 

available for three years, National Security Advisor Scowcroft begun to focus on antisatellite 

capabilities and threats.  In a memorandum to President Ford in March 1976, Scowcroft reflected 

on a conversation between the two of them and then-Director of Central Intelligence Bush noting 

the lack of a US antisatellite capability and only minimal research and development on such a 

program.661  Scowcroft revealed that the NSC staff had sponsored a strategic assessment by 

outside scientists on satellite survivability and feasible options for a US capability.662  

Declassified documents do not reveal why Scowcroft—by this point a recently retired three star 

Air Force general—chose to use an outside study under NSC staff auspices rather than turn to the 

military tribe for antisatellite strategic assessments.  It is reasonable to assume, given the 

conservatism of the military services who were at that time absorbing the shift to an all-volunteer 

force and dealing with major morale issues in the wake of the defeat in Vietnam, that the tribe 

was not offering good options to the White House.663  As a good bureaucratic entrepreneur, 

Scowcroft leveraged alternative sources.664 

 
660 Ibid 
661 Scowcroft, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft) to President 
Ford,” 2009. 
662 Scowcroft, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft) to President 
Ford,” 2009.  Per Mowthorpe that this was dealing with the now-absent PSAC/OST, which Nixon eliminated after 
his first term.  See Mowthorpe, The Militarization and Weaponization of Space; Wang, In Sputnik’s Shadow: The 
President’s Science Advisory Committee and Cold War America. 
663 On the all volunteer force and its impact on the post-Vietnam military, see Rostker, “I Want You!  The Evolution 
of the All-Volunteer Force”; Rearden, Council of War: A History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1942-1991. 
664 It is also noteworthy that Scowcroft did not use the formal National Security Study Memorandum process that his 
predecessor, Henry Kissinger, had leveraged with then-Secretary of Defense Laird to undo the US biological 
weapons program.  There were no NSSMs on space or ASAT capabilities, per the Ford Library. See 
https://www.fordlibrarymuseum.gov/library/guides/findingaid/nssmnsdm.asp The Ford Library also indicates that 
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A month after his first memorandum to Ford, Scowcroft followed up with further updates 

to Ford on both the threat and the need for responses.665  The NSC-chartered scientific review 

panel had concluded that the Soviets had a limited operational capability that could “completely 

deny US satellite photo reconnaissance missions for periods up to years if the Soviets were 

willing to risk the serious repercussions such an attack in space would entail.”666  At this point in 

the strategic assessment process, however, the outside consultants believed that the development 

of a US antisatellite would not contribute to the survivability of US space assets or deter Soviet 

operations. 

By July, the panel had updated its view on ASATs.  Ford had signed National Security 

Decision Memorandum 333, which focused on the enhanced survivability of US military and 

reconnaissance satellites in low-earth orbit.667  In doing so, he had requested further comments 

on the prospects for a US antisatellite weapon, and Scowcroft shared that the NSC-sponsored 

panel believed, “as a matter of national policy, the US should not allow the Soviets an exclusive 

sanctuary in space,” and that the US “should acquire the option of selectively neutralizing 

militarily important Soviet space capabilities.”668  Importantly, while this appeared an update to 

the April assessment, the panel said that this had to do with “military value” and not the Soviet 

antisatellite program—a clear employment of the operational utility rhetorical commonplace.669 

 
there were no National Security Council meetings under Ford on the ASAT program.  See 
https://www.fordlibrarymuseum.gov/library/guides/findingaid/nscmeetings.asp  
665 Scowcroft, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft) to President 
Ford,” 2009. 
666 Ibid 
667 Scowcroft, “National Security Decision Memorandum 333.”  Chapter Four discussed NSDMs in the context of 
the biological warfare program; chapter 3 discussed NSDMs in general. 
668 Scowcroft; Scowcroft, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft) 
to President Ford,” 2009. 
669 Scowcroft, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft) to President 
Ford,” 2009. 
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By November—the day after Ford had lost the 1976 presidential election to Jimmy 

Carter—the NSC staff briefed Scowcroft on the panel’s final recommendations on a US 

antisatellite capability.670  The panel focused on the Soviet use of satellites for direct support of 

military forces, especially the use of radar ocean reconnaissance satellites and electronic ocean 

reconnaissance satellites to track US surface fleets for long-range anti-ship strikes.671  Of critical 

note, the NSC staff shared that they had shared the study’s result findings with both the 

Department of Defense and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and received favorable 

responses—from both ends of the SET ecosystem spectrum.  In particular, both the Director for 

Defense Research and Engineering and the Air Force, supportive of pursuing an antisatellite 

capability, said that “an NSDM [a National Security Decision Memorandum, in this case on 

pursuing a US antisatellite program] would be very helpful in that it would... ...clear away 

bureaucratic roadblocks.”672  Then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld apparently responded 

to the report by suggesting “that it was not appropriate to initiate an immediate program to 

develop and deploy an ASAT interceptor using the then state of the art techniques rather than use 

developing technology.”673  Scowcroft briefed Ford in December, recommending signature of an 

decision document to push forward a US operational capability while keeping the door open for 

complementary arms control.674  On the President’s behalf, Scowcroft signed National Security 

Decision Memorandum 345 on January 18, 1977, two days before Jimmy Carter’s 
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inauguration.675  The memorandum directed the Secretary of Defense to take immediate steps 

toward acquiring non-nuclear antisatellite capabilities, both electronic and physical.676  It also 

directed the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency to develop arms control initiatives to 

complement antisatellite weapons development. 

 

5.4.  Carter and the Antisatellite Arms Control Gambit 

The Carter ecosystem appeared to favor a coalition of arms controllers and bilateralists over 

military support for the antisatellite program, but were unable—or unwilling—to shut down the 

program given the combination of rhetorical commonplaces and strategic assessments.  When 

Carter came into office, the ecosystem was preparing to implement Ford’s National Security 

Decision Memorandum 345.677  At the recommendation of National Security Advisor 

Brzezinski, Director of Central Intelligence Stansfield Turner, and Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency Director Paul Warnke, Carter issued Policy Review Memorandum 23, 

which called for determining “the appropriate degree of system survivability, defensive, and 

offensive capabilities in space, and arms limitation initiatives,” and paused implementation of 

both of the relevant Ford Administration National Security Decision Memoranda pending the 
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conclusion of this new strategic assessment process.678  New Secretary of Defense Harold Brown 

was designated to lead the study. 

In advance of issuing Policy Review Memorandum 23, however, Carter had already laid 

down a marker with the Soviets.  In his third letter as President to General Secretary Brezhnev, 

sent on 4 March, Carter raised in the context of a comprehensive arms control and disarmament 

agenda an “agreement not to arm satellites nor to develop the ability to destroy of damage 

satellites.”679  This view was reinforced two days after Carter initiated the antisatellite study 

process, when new Secretary of State Cyrus Vance met with Gromyko in the Kremlin for the 

first time.680  In that meeting, Vance said that he wanted to raise placing limits on both sides’ 

antisatellite capabilities—seeming to both reinforce Carter’s letter to Brezhnev and preempt the 

results of the study process. 

The military tribe then expressed its concerns.  In a late July memorandum to Secretary 

Brown, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General George Brown stated that the Chiefs believed “an 

urgent requirement exists for the United States to attain an ASAT capability.  This capability is 

needed to deny the USSR significant military advantages in the event of conflict and to provide a 

credible deterrent against USSR interference with US space systems during crises. [emphasis 

added]”681  The Joint Chiefs’ memorandum then detailed the military requirements for an 

antisatellite program, mirroring the Ford NSC panel work that led to National Security Decision 

Memorandum 345–but added the deterrence requirement that the Ford panel had rejected. 
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In August, Secretary Brown chaired a meeting of the PRM-23 Policy Review Committee, 

the formal interagency body that focused on ASATs and arms control.682  In the meeting, 

Brzezinski noted that the President had already committed to talks with Moscow, while others 

pushed back on the arms control agenda.  Secretary Brown and those supporting the study group 

then took the discussion and framed it into a strategic assessment, an “Issues Paper” that 

explored in detail the antisatellite requirement, concerns about antisatellites and limits on them, 

and arms control approaches.683  The paper noted the work to date on a “miniature homing 

vehicle,” which would prove to be the next Administration’s antisatellite capability of choice.684  

In parallel with the “Issues Paper,” Brown sent a decision paper to Carter, noting widely 

differing views on the approach within the interagency.685  Brown reported that the State 

Department and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency supported a comprehensive ban on 

antisatellite systems, shutting down the US developmental capability and seeking the elimination 

of the Soviet Satellite Destroyer weapon.  The Office of the Secretary of Defense—which of 

course reported to Brown personally—preferred a ban on peacetime interference, assuming the 

Soviet Union would maintain its existing system and recommending the continued development 

of a US antisatellite capability.  The Joint Chiefs preferred avoiding any arms control agreement 

and pursuing a US program.686  The Office of Science and Technology Policy—which had been 

reconstituted after its shutdown in the Nixon-Ford years—submitted a separate recommendation 

to Brown recommending a preferential focus on electronic interference vice an antisatellite 
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system.687  Brzezinski forwarded Brown’s memorandum to Carter, recommending he override 

the military’s view and support a comprehensive antisatellite ban.688  Carter concurred with 

Brzezinski’s recommendation, but added guidance that the US would continue research and 

development on antisatellite weapons pending an agreement.689 

The military tribe had, for the time, lost—a seeming Type 1 policy failure.  Carter 

selected a policy goal far beyond what they preferred, and limited the US ASAT program Ford 

had directed in National Security Decision Memorandum 345 to research and development only.  

But this was the starting point, and it was linked to other, higher priority negotiations.  In 

Carter’s outreach to Brezhnev in November 1977, he made clear that concerns about Soviet 

antisatellite capabilities could affect the US’ ability to conclude the second round of Strategic 

Arms Limitation negotiations—a top Brezhnev priority.690  Furthermore, as declassified NSC, 

State, and Defense Department records make clear, Carter’s guidance was just the starting point 

and the military would have further opportunities to revise the state of US interagency play, 

using the “unfinished business” rhetorical commonplace and new strategic assessments. 

By early 1978, the military tribe had done just that.  Part of Carter’s guidance on 

antisatellite research and development banned space-based or operational testing.691  This was 
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seen by the arms control tribe and others as a prudent measure to incentivize Moscow to 

negotiate.  In February 1978, interagency deliberations led Brzezinski to revise his prior 

recommendation to Carter, saying in a memorandum to him that “I now have concerns that our 

own prohibition in our directive on US space based testing may in fact be counterproductive.”692  

His concerns stemmed from a political assessment that a testing ban would disincentivize 

Congress from funding antisatellite research and development as needed, and a threat assessment 

that it would not put pressure on Moscow to cease its own test program.  By early March, Carter 

approved removing the ban on testing, supporting Secretary Brown over Vance.693  The final US 

space policy, signed by Carter in May 1978, embodied this dual-track approach, seeking a 

verifiable (important to the military tribe) ban on antisatellite capabilities while directing the 

Secretary of Defense to “vigorously” pursue a weapon, without “carrying to production those 

elements which are included in any treaty with the Soviets.”694  Indeed, in 1978 the Secretary of 

the Air Force publicly labeled the antisatellite program as a “major weapons program,” awarding 

a contract for test vehicles the next year.695 

The next step in the American ecosystem preparing to deal with Moscow on antisatellite 

arms control was whether to seek a “no test” agreement during negotiations.  The military tribe 

and free agents within the Defense Department opposed such a ban, given the existence of the 
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Soviet system that was already operationally available.696  An interagency group also debated 

whether to offer a “no first use” pledge as part of negotiations, favored by arms controllers and 

opposed by the military tribe.697  These deadlocks led Carter to approve Brzezinski’s 

recommendation in negotiating guidance to scale back the talks with the Soviets in Helsinki to be 

“exploratory” in nature.698  Further, his approved negotiating guidance removed any reference to 

no first use, and directed US negotiators to make clear that the US would seek an antisatellite 

capability as soon as possible unless Moscow were to make changes in their position to 

incentivize an agreement.699 

Once they had begun, arms control negotiations were slow.  The Soviets were reluctant to 

admit to the existence of an operational program—unsurprising because they probably did not 

want to deal with pressure to divest it, given the above discussion that it had been written into 

doctrine multiple times at this point.  Further, the Soviets focused on seeking to limit capabilities 

like the Space Shuttle, which US officials privately admitted could have antisatellite uses but 

which Carter was unwilling to limit in any way.700 

By the time of the second round of negotiations in January 1979, Carter appeared to be 

moving closer and closer to the military tribe’s perspective.  He approved negotiating guidance 
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for a one-year testing suspension at all altitudes (overriding the military but not meeting the arms 

controllers’ preference either) but limited the suspension only to antisatellite interceptors (the 

military’s preference along with the NSC staff and the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration) instead of systems broadly defined (the arms control perspective).701 

By March 1979, Secretary Vance was optimistic that by the upcoming summit where the 

US and Soviets were to sign the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, both sides might be 

able to come to an initial antisatellite agreement, or at least an agreement in principle.702  The 

third round of talks opened at the end of April 1979.  But the Soviets would not move.  Soviet 

negotiators told their American counterparts that they had not expected a third session until the 

summer and had expected a shift in US positions, but had not seen one.703  By mid-May the 

delegations had begun work on a draft joint text.  The Soviets remained stuck on specific 

language on “hostile acts,” having to do with a range of potential capabilities outside the scope 

of a US vision for an antisatellite agreement.704  But when that was resolved, the Soviets then 

added additional requirements, insisting that the US halt existing programs as an equivalent to 

their test program—specifically referring to the Space Shuttle.705  US negotiators thought that the 

sides were very close—but in a mid-June meeting between Vance and Gromyko, it became clear 

that the Soviets would not shift.706  Gromyko told Vance “there was a substantial difference 

between the positions of the sides,” and made clear that this would not lead to agreement at the 

 
701 Brzezinski, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski) to President 
Carter,” 2015. 
702 Vance, “Memorandum From Secretary of State Vance to President Carter.” 
703 “Telegram from the Embassy in Austria to the Department of State.” 
704 “Telegram from the Embassy in Austria to Telegram the Department of State”; “Telegram From the Department 
of State to the Embassy in the Soviet Union.” 
705 Aaron, “Memorandum From the President’s Deputy Assistant for National Security Affairs (Aaron) to the 
President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski).” 
706 Vance, “Memorandum of Conversation.” 



196 
 

summit scheduled to talk place at that time.  Carter pushed in his bilateral meetings with 

Brezhnev at the summit, but Gromyko shut down any prospect of a deal.707 

The June 1979 summit in Vienna—where in fact Carter and Brezhnev did sign the second 

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty—was the last chance for the Carter Administration to seek 

antisatellite arms control.  The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December torpedoed any 

chance for an agreement, especially as the US withdrew the treaty from Senate advice and 

consent to ratification—as discussed in chapter 4, a Type 3 policy failure that had long-lasting 

effects.708  Air Force Chief of Staff General Lew Allen was quoted in the Washington Post in 

January 1980 that the US would have to move forward with antisatellite capabilities in the wake 

of the Soviet invasion and the collapse of SALT II.709 

In the end, the military tribe won out.  But was it because of US pressure not to cave to 

the military, or because the Soviets would not cave to their military?  Our insights into the Soviet 

ecosystem are too limited, and the negotiating record is unclear.  While Carter clearly gave the 

military more as the negotiations continued, the Joint Chiefs clearly would have preferred no 

negotiations in the first place.  What declassified documents do not reveal is whether Carter, 

Brzezinski, or even Secretary Brown would have considered overriding military concerns in 

order to get an agreement had the Soviets been more open to one.  In this instance, perhaps the 

militaries ended up helping each other. 
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5.5.  1981-1983—Reagan, Continued Antisatellite Development, and the Strategic Defense 

Initiative Moment 

The Reagan SET ecosystem rebalanced toward the military tribe, and changed the entire debate 

on space warfare—including antisatellite weapons—through the Strategic Defense Initiative.  At 

its start, the Administration marginalized the arms control tribe within the Executive Branch 

components of the ecosystem.  Reagan’s heads of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, 

first Rostow and then Adelman, actively opposed arms control as an Administration priority at 

least in Reagan’s first term.710  Reagan’s Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger, was a close 

ally of the military tribe who doubled down on the military modernization program he had 

inherited from Harold Brown.  This included antisatellite development, what was now being 

called the Advanced Miniature Homing Vehicle (AMHV), repurposing existing missile systems 

with new front-end guidance to provide a non-nuclear, air-launched ASAT.711  This was the 

same program that had been kickstarted at the very end of the Ford Administration under 

National Security Decision Memorandum 345 and continued under Carter; it would be 

alternatively referred to as the AMHV or as the ASM-135, the designator for the missile system.. 

Cost growth and technical challenges meant that the program slipped from its initial test 

targets for a space-based test, potentially endangering it by directing the cost and schedule 

growth rhetorical commonplace at it.  In 1976, the NSC panel supporting Scowcroft had called 

for an initial operating capability by FY1980.712  By 1981–FY1982–there was no testing in sight, 
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and Reagan’s new Defense Guidance said that the ASM-135 would not enter service until 

FY1987.713  Antisatellite capabilities were secondary to strategic and general purpose force 

modernization—the Trident submarine-launched ballistic missile program, the MX 

intercontinental ballistic missile program, the B-1 and B-2 bombers, and conventional 

modernization including the M-1 tank, M-2 infantry fighting vehicle, Apache helicopter, Aegis 

destroyers and cruisers, Nimitz-class aircraft carriers, and F-15 and F-16 fighters.714  But the 

Reagan Administration continued to seek and receive funding for development.  From FY1982 

to FY1985–the first four Reagan defense budgets—Congress fully funded the antisatellite 

program at the level the Administration requested.715 

The ASM-135 was an Air Force program and it is an important question whether the 

program would have been more successful with a broader constituency.716  This is not just a 

speculative question, because a Navy-sponsored monograph noted that in 1982, the Navy 

considered its own antisatellite weapons.717  The service was considering an F-14 launched 

variant that would allow for carrier-based operations—similar to the ASM-135—an Aegis 

missile variant aboard cruisers and destroyers, and even an ballistic missile submarine-launched 

antisatellite from Poseidon submarines.  According to the monograph, “shortly thereafter, 

however, it was determined that launching of U.S. ASAT weapons was to be exclusively an Air 

Force mission (not Navy), and all work on the proposed sea-based launching of ASAT weapons 
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was terminated at that time.”718  As will be discussed below, this Navy position part of a fatal 

flaw in the AMHV program that would lead to its termination years later.719 

The Reagan Administration released its national space policy, National Security Decision 

Directive 42, on July 4, 1982, marking an important milestone of ecosystem support for the 

antisatellite program.720  Drafted by Presidential Science Adviser George “Jay” Keyworth, the 

document (which included both a Top Secret and an unclassified version) stated that the US 

would continue to “study” antisatellite arms control options while operationally fielding an 

capability to both deter Soviet space attack and to “deny any adversary the use of space-based 

systems that provide support to hostile military forces.”721  Antisatellites were beginning to give 

way, however, to a new issue that would overtake it in the discussion of space weapons. 

5.5.1.  The Strategic Defense Initiative Game Changer 

Reagan’s personal interest in ballistic missile defense activated all components of the 

antisatellite and space warfare ecosystem and significantly increased the political profile of space 

weapons, making antisatellites like the ASM-135 more politically sensitive.722  Even before his 

election, Reagan had expressed interest in a world where missile defenses could render Soviet 

ICBMs not a threat.  Non-governmental organizations such as the High Frontier organization and 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs including Senator Malcolm Wallop of Wyoming and Teller of 
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Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory lobbied the White House and the Pentagon to push for 

ballistic missile defense as a priority.723 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, leading the military tribe, played a critical and little-known role 

on the road to Reagan’s March 23, 1983 speech to the nation that announced what would later be 

known as the Strategic Defense Initiative.724  Chief of Naval Operations Admiral James Watkins, 

whose career had been in conventional rather than strategic navy operations, had significant 

reservations about nuclear deterrence as the basis for strategic relations with the Soviets.725  

Further, debates over how to deploy the MX ICBM had led to paralysis with Congress and 

within the Defense Department.726  Watkins, supported by his fellow Chiefs, began to find 

missile defense attractive as an alternative to deterrence, especially as the American Catholic 

Church in the US began to question the moral legitimacy of nuclear deterrence (this presented 

both personal and political challenges for the military).727  Watkins, working with then-Deputy 

National Security Advisor Robert “Bud” McFarlane, began to investigate ballistic missile 

defense, directing his staff to develop options for consideration with other members of the Joint 

Chiefs.728  By February 1983, he had presented options to the Chiefs, who—to his surprise—

unanimously adopted them and recommended presenting them to the President.729  General John 

Vessey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, later shared that he shared Watkins’ moral concerns and 

 
723 Baucom, The Origins of SDI, 1944-1983. 
724 Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War, 193–203. 
725 Fitzgerald, 196. 
726 On the MX debate, see Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms 
Control.  
727 On the Catholic Church’s stance, see for example Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga 
of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War; Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: 
Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War, 201. Fitzgerald notes that Watkins was a devout Catholic whose 
son became a Catholic priest. 
728 Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War, 196, 201–2. 
729 Fitzgerald, 196. 



201 
 

had spent time trying to preserve the Army’s ballistic missile defense program in past 

positions.730   

Vessey, Watkins, and the other Chiefs met Reagan on February 11, and presented him 

with their views.  While Secretary Weinberger disagreed with the Chiefs—a proponent of 

nuclear deterrence—he said that he believed Reagan should hear them out.731  Because of 

Watkins’ prior coordination with McFarlane, the latter was able to continue the conversation 

even after Weinberger and the Chiefs departed, using agenda setting and formal and informal 

controls to effectively lobby.  Watkins’ brief resonated deeply with Reagan, and he ran with it, 

even beyond what the Chiefs would have recommended.  McFarlane and White House science 

advisor Keyworth put together language for Reagan’s speech only five days in advance.732  The 

Chiefs saw a draft two days later; Weinberger saw it just the day before its delivery and both his 

staff and Secretary of State George Shultz strongly objected (saying that “the Chiefs should have 

their heads wrung”)—even McFarlane and Keyworth tried to tone down the rhetoric, but Reagan 

wanted to take the policy initiative, and did so on the evening of March 23.733 

This mattered for the antisatellite ecosystem for two reasons—first, it “activated” interest 

in the topic that had languished in public discourse for years, and second, because Reagan’s 

ballistic missile defense interest, supported at least in part by the Joint Chiefs, provided cover for 

antisatellite development because of the profound overlaps between missile defense and 

counterspace technologies.  As Ash Carter put it in a 1985 article, nearly all ballistic missile 
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defense capabilities could serve as effective antisatellite weapons, even though many antisatellite 

capabilities could not conduct effective ballistic missile defense.734  And yet the Chiefs were 

stunned by Reagan’s speech and feared the consequences for strategic programs.735  Most 

important, the announcement would activate both Soviet and Congressional responses, both of 

which had consequences for the ASM-135 moving forward. 

 

5.6.  1983-1988—Soviet Responses to the Strategic Defense Initiative—And Antisatellite 

Weapons by Extension 

The Strategic Defense Initiative provoked significant Soviet responses, not least a full suite of 

second-generation antisatellite programs.  We have insights into these programs thanks to 

documents from the Central Committee Defense Department brought out of Russia by Katayev 

and now housed at Stanford’s Hoover Institution.736  Unfortunately, no defectors have come 

forward with details like Pasechnik and Alibek did in the Soviet biological weapons program 

with respect to internal deliberations over antisatellite programs or policies.737 

The Politburo responded very strongly to Reagan’s 23 March speech that introduced the 

Initiative.  General Secretary Andropov, the terminally ill former KGB chief who had finally 

succeeded the senile Brezhnev the year before, had already signaled fears that the US was 

posturing itself for a nuclear first strike against the USSR.738  By May, the US was deploying 
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Pershing II intermediate range ballistic missiles and ground-launched cruise missiles in Europe 

and the Soviets had walked out of nuclear arms reduction talks.739  Pressure was building, and 

would bubble over by the end of the year with the Soviet shoot down of Korean Air Lines (KAL) 

007 and NATO’s ABLE ARCHER 1983 exercise.  Andropov and the Soviet leadership, 

including Defense Minister Ustinov and Chief of the General Staff Ogarkov, felt the need to 

push back.740 

At the same time, it is unclear how much of a surprise SDI was to the Soviets.  To be 

sure, Reagan’s speech surprised the American national security ecosystem writ large, so the 

timing probably surprised Moscow.  At the same time, the technologies had been under 

development for years.   Leading Soviet and Russian researcher Dvorkin stated in a 2010 paper 

that “secret and public information on nearly all the developments in this field [missile defenses] 

became available to Moscow well before [Reagan’s March 1983 speech (emphasis mine).]”741  

The “secret” information probably included both collection from Soviet technical sensors aimed 

at US test ranges and KGB signals intelligence on major US defense firms, which according to 

Mitrokhin provided a wealth of science and technology intelligence to the Kremlin in the 1970s 

and 1980s.742 

The first response to Reagan’s speech was a meeting Andropov had with a visiting 

Congressional delegation from the US.  Andropov told a group of Democratic Senators, led by 

Claiborne Pell (at the time, the ranking member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee), that 

 
739 See section 6.6 of chapter 6. 
740 Andropov, “Speech by Andropov at the Political Consultative Committee Meeting in Prague, January 4-5, 1983”; 
Ustinov, “Statement by Marshal Ustinov at the Committee of Ministers of Defense Meeting in Sofia, December 5-7, 
1983”; Mishulovich, “Interview with Boris Aleksandrovich Strogonov”; Garthoff, Soviet Leaders and Intelligence: 
Assessing the American Adversary during the Cold War, 2015, 61–70. 
741 Dvorkin, “Space Weapons Programs,” 32. 
742 Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the KGB. 
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in response to Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative proposal, the Soviets would unilaterally 

cease antisatellite testing in space.743  This moratorium, paired with a proposal for a new space 

arms control treaty that would ban antisatellite weapons, spun at least a portion of the American 

political debate toward Moscow’s perspective, building on a grassroots initiative by a group of 

American scientists and House Democrats—members together of the arms control tribe—who 

feared the prospects of antisatellite deployments and a new space arms race.744  This two-

pronged approach would prove challenging for the American antisatellite program as it offered 

Moscow the ability to “freeze” the situation in place—the same gambit tried on intermediate-

range nuclear forces, with a proposal to freeze SS-20s in place in Europe while banning the 

deployment of US Cruise and Pershing II missiles.745  But even then, broader political factors 

weighed on this agenda—Garthoff noted, for example, that a Russian Academy of Sciences 

delegation that came to the US in 1984 had to turn down an invitation from Shultz to meet and 

discuss possible antisatellite arms control, despite Soviet interest in the matter.746 

5.6.1.  The Soviet Military Tribe’s Response 

Beyond the arms control line of effort—which was almost certainly accompanied by an 

aggressive KGB active measures (covert influence) campaign—the Soviet military tribe went 

 
743 Doder, “Andropov Urges Ban on Weapons to Attack Satellites”; “Dangerous Stalemate: Superpower Relations in 
Autumn 1983 : A Report of a Delegation of Eight Senators to the Soviet Union, to the United States Senate.” 
Johnson notes that this was Andropov’s last public meeting before his death – see Johnson, Soviet Military Strategy 
in Space, 185. 
744 See section 5.7 for their combined role and their position within the arms control tribe.  See also Johnson, Soviet 
Military Strategy in Space, 186. 
745 See Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations”; Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the 
Men and Women Who Won the Cold War; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State; Talbott, 
Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control., and Chapter 6. 
746 Garthoff, The Great Transition: American-Soviet Relations and the End of the Cold War, 150. 
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into high gear considering a range of SDI responses with ASAT implications.747  The Military 

Industrial Commission proposed a portfolio of new capabilities that, as European researcher Bart 

Hendrickx noted, was “supposed to complement each other and compensate for some of the 

shortcomings of” the existing co-orbital Satellite Destroyer.748  According to Katayev’s 

documents from the Central Committee Defense Department, the first capability responses 

accelerated existing programs that were in scientific research stages at the time—a space-based 

antisatellite later codenamed Skif and an air-launched antisatellite, a Soviet version of the 

AMHV, called Kontakt.749  Skif dated back at least to 1976 if not earlier, possibly a response to 

the Ford Administration’s initial thinking on non-nuclear antisatellites, or as a complement to the 

Satellite Destroyer system that had been operationally accepted by the military for use.  Laser 

development continued to stall the Skif program well past Reagan’s March 1983 Strategic 

Defense Initiative announcement, but Pavel Podvig’s interpretation of Katayev documents 

indicates that it was not accelerated due to this announcement, but possibly justified as a 

result.750  Kontakt, on the other hand, had little direct link to missile defense, at least at first, but 

clearly was linked to AMHV.  The Central Committee approved the Kontakt program just two 

 
747 On active measures, see for example Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive 
and the Secret History of the KGB; Andrew and Mitrokhin, The World Was Going Our Way: The KGB and the 
Battle for the Third World - Newly Revealed Secrets from the Mitrokhin Archive; Rid, Active Measures: The Secret 
History of Disinformation and Political Warfare.  Mitrokhin and Andrew’s two volumes and Rid’s volume have no 
specific references to SDI-related or ASAT-related active measures, but given the overall role of influence 
operations in Soviet intelligence it is clear that they would have played a role. 
748 Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 7–8. 
749 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.”  Vladimir Dvorkin also 
talks about some of these capabilities, though he does not cite Katayev.  As a senior researcher at the 4th Central 
Scientific Research Institute (TsNII) he would have had parallel access to much of the information Katayev had.  
See Dvorkin, “Space Weapons Programs,” 32. 
750 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program”; Dvorkin, “Space 
Weapons Programs,” 33. 
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weeks after a 1984 AMHV test, and Katayev documents indicate it was directly linked to that 

program rather than the Strategic Defense Initiative.751 

The military also considered responses in studies, research, and doctrine development.  

Podvig argued that the military was skeptical about the prospects for ballistic missile defense, 

but got overwhelmed by a defense industry eager to use any excuse to accelerate programs.752  

This may have been true with specific respect to Reagan’s 1983 speech, but I am more skeptical 

of this assessment when it comes to General Staff requirements and desires for antisatellite 

capabilities.  We know from General Staff interviews that the Strategy for Deep Operations was 

already under development—indeed nearing conclusion—at this point, meaning that the military 

had key requirements for antispace defense strikes.753  The Satellite Destroyer system was under 

modernization, but represented the exclusive Soviet capability at the time.754  It is more likely 

than not that the General Staff and the Soviet Air Defense Forces—who may or may not have 

still owned the antispace defense mission at this time—wanted to field a broader suite of 

capabilities.   

A separate assessment indicated an alternate command and control arrangement which 

would have even more increased the operational requirement.  A US Navy study, quoting a 

unclassified excerpt from a Center for Naval Analyses classified monograph, suggests that in the 

early 1980s, “a revolutionary change took place in Soviet military doctrine which impacted the 

U.S. view toward the wartime survivability of satellites... ...In keeping with this new policy, the 

 
751 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program”; Hendrickx, “Naryad-V 
and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 6.   
752 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
753 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Hines, “Record of Interview with 
Gen-Lt Gelii Viktorovich Batenin.” 
754 Zak, “The Hidden History of the Soviet Satellite-Killer.” 



207 
 

Soviets transferred their primary responsibility for anti-satellite planning and operations from 

their (strategic) anti-space defense force (PKO) to the respective Soviet theater (TVD) 

Commanders. In 1986, the Soviet definition of their tactical TVDs was officially redefined to 

include the "near earth-aerospace-region" (okoluzemnoe vozdushno-kowmchuskoe prostronstro), 

implying satellites with orbits up to 1,000 nautical mile altitude.”755  Were this to be the case, the 

weapons requirements for Soviet antisatellite operations would have grown, not shrunk in 

contrast to the prior organizational and doctrinal requirement.  Stephen Blank’s open-source 

research at the time buttressed this argument.756  It was clear that the General Staff had a key 

weapons requirement that defense industry was ready to serve.757 

As the Strategic Defense Initiative matured and Soviet responses coalesced, by 1985 a 

suite of options were available to the Central Committee and Politburo for consideration, detailed 

in Table 6 below.  

  

 
755 Hess et al., “From the Sea to the Stars:  A Chronicle of the US Navy’s Space and Space-Related Activities, 1944-
2009.” 
756 Blank, “Soviet Doctrine’s Requirements for Space Forces and Space Commands.” 
757 Hendrickx notes that there were concrete war scenarios provided to the design bureaus for capability 
development.  See Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 8–9. 
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Table 6. Soviet Antisatellite Responses to the Strategic Defense Initiative 
Program Capability Tranche Timeline Fate 
IS-MU Upgrade to 

existing ASAT 
1987 suite 1991 Deployed 

and accepted; 
unclear if 
ever tested 

Skif Space-based 
ASAT with laser 

1985 suite Post-1987 Never tested 
due to 
reliance on 
Skif 

Kontakt Air-launched 
ASAT 

1987 suite Post-1989 Untested due 
to funding 
cuts 

Kaskad Space-based 
kinetic energy 
interceptor 

1985 suite Post-1987 Never tested 
due to 
reliance on 
Skif 

Kamin Space mines 1985 suite Post-1992 Overtaken by 
events 

Naryad-V Next-generation 
co-orbital ASAT 

1985 suite Post-1989 Suborbital 
flight test in 
1990 

Weapons based 
on new physical 
principles 

Lasers and 
electronic warfare 

1985 suite Unknown Unknown 

Skif-DM Demonstrator for 
Skif system 

1987 suite 1987 flight test 
failed 

Cancelled 

 
On 15 July 1985, the Committee approved two major research and development programs, one 

for a more symmetrical response to the Strategic Defense Initiative to bolster Soviet ballistic 

missile defenses, the other exploring both space-based missile defenses and ground- and space-

based antisatellite weapons.758  The latter, codenamed SK-1000, brought together a range of 

existing and nascent technology development programs, including Skif (but not Kontakt).759  

Other capabilities included “Kaskad,” a capability related to Skif (but carrying kinetic 

 
758 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program”; Hendrickx, “Naryad-V 
and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 3. 
759 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
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interceptors rather than lasers) that had also been under development since the 1970s; “Kamin,” 

which would have included space mines; “Naryad-V,” a next generation ground-launched co-

orbital antisatellite using SS-19 ICBMs as launchers; and weapons “based on other physical 

principles” (usually a reference to directed energy or laser weapons).760 

A second suite of research and development programs were approved by the Politburo in 

August 1987.  This suite, known as “Kontseptsiya-R,” was more directly focused on US missile 

defense programs, consolidating antisatellite development programs that could counter US 

missile defense satellites into an umbrella program.761  Among these were Kontakt as well as the 

IS-MU upgrade to the existing IS-M co-orbital antisatellite.  These were meant to be easy-to-

field capabilities that would rapidly provide counters to the Strategic Defense Initiative, were the 

Reagan Administration or its successors to start fielding capabilities.  Further, Bart Hendrickx 

argues that this was an asymmetric counter Gorbachev sought to reduce defense spending, 

inspired in part by members of the Soviet arms control tribe like Yevgeniy Velikhov.762 

Despite these aggressive programs, the Soviets did not manage to field a single new 

antisatellite capability before the end of the Cold War.  The reasons—as with the Soviet 

biological weapons program discussed in chapter 4—were time and technical challenges: 

• Skif endured delays because the Soviets could not field a space-based laser.  A 

demonstrator spacecraft (Skif-DM) was expected to be put on orbit in 1987, but by then 

the Reykjavik summit between Reagan and new General Secretary Gorbachev had put 

 
760 Podvig; Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 5. 
761 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
762 Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 4; Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the 
Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous Legacy, 217–20. 
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some delays into space-based tests.763  The demonstrator spacecraft launched on 15 May 

1987, but the Skif-DM spacecraft failed to reach orbit, and there were no future tests.764 

• Kaskad was never flight tested, as it would have relied on the same architecture as 

Skif.765 

• Kamin was not scheduled for flight tests until 1992, by which point the collapse of the 

Soviet Union had ruled it out as a capability.766 

• Kontakt, which would have been carried by MiG-31 interceptor aircraft, was scheduled 

for first flight tests in 1989.  Doubts already existed about its viability relative to Naryad-

V and IS-MU, and based on Katayev documents and Dvorkin’s research, funding cuts 

meant that it was never tested.767 

• Naryad-V was flight tested once, in a suborbital fight in November 1990.  No further 

tests were performed before the collapse of the Soviet Union.768 

• The IS-MU upgrade to the co-orbital ASAT was formally deployed and accepted for 

service in April 1991, though it is unclear whether it was ever flight tested given the 

Soviet test moratorium.  According to Pavel Podvig, it was decommissioned in August 

1993.769 

 
763 On Reykjavik see Adelman, The Great Universal Embrace:  Arms Summitry - A Skeptic’s Account; Winik, On 
the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold 
War; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State. 
764 Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 5. 
765 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
766 Podvig. 
767 Podvig; Dvorkin, “Space Weapons Programs,” 32. 
768 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program”; Hendrickx, “Naryad-V 
and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet.”  
769 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
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Beyond technical challenges were a potential bureaucratic impediment as well.  Because at least 

until 1981, if not through the 1980s, antispace defense fell within the Air Defense Forces, its 

status would be yoked to that of the specific force.  And those forces suffered a grievous Type 3 

policy failure in late May 1987–just before the approval of the Kontsepsiya-R program—when 

West German teenager Mathias Rust successfully evaded the full suite of Soviet air defense 

capabilities and landed a propeller plane on Red Square.770  Accounts indicate that Gorbachev 

was livid at the force’s failure to the embarrassment of the Soviet Union; he fired Defense 

Minister Sergey Sokolov and Air Defense Forces chief Alexander Koldunov a day later.771  The 

tumult from the Rust crisis allowed Gorbachev to steamroll the military on a variety of arms 

control-related issues, and would have given him leverage to shut down antisatellite programs 

especially when attached to the Air Defense Forces.  According to the former deputy commander 

of the Soviet space launch facility at Baikonur, when presented with a mock-up of Naryad during 

a mid-May 1987 visit, Gorbachev “basically forbade to perform an ASAT test in space,” staying 

consistent with Andropov’s moratorium.772  And yet, just two months later, his Central 

Committee approved Kontsepsiya-R. 

In the end, while Gorbachev followed Andropov’s lead in pursuing a clear arms control 

track to limit US space weapons, the Strategic Defense Initiative, and nuclear forces, those 

negotiations did not appear to constrain the development of a range of antisatellite capabilities.  

Funding was available in at least partial quantities through the 1980s, as evidenced by at least 

 
770 On Mathias Rust and the ripple effects within the military, see Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times; 
Chernyaev, “The Diary of Anatoly S. Chernyaev, 1987.” 
771 Ibid. 
772 Quoted in Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet,” 14. 
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limited suborbital flight tests for Naryad-V and IS-MU’s development to operational fielding.773  

The technologies were difficult enough—and perhaps the flight test moratorium did have an 

impact in resolving those problems—but delays emerged in the full range of research and 

development programs, even those that saw suborbital testing, and then the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the Soviet military proved the death knell for these capabilities. 

 

5.7.  1982-1985—Antisatellite Debates Renewed in Washington, and in Congress  

While the Reagan Administration had continued to pursue antisatellite weapons via the AMHV 

program, a small group in the arms control tribe, from Congress and the think tank community, 

had started to raise concerns about the nature of the program, and would prove to finally build a 

countervailing coalition.  At the beginning of the Administration, Senator Larry Pressler (R-SD) 

had taken on ASATs as his lonely cause.  He introduced a resolution in May 1981 calling for 

antisatellite arms control, but it never emerged from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

(where he was chair of the arms control subcommittee).774  Two months after the release of 

Reagan’s National Space Policy in July 1982, he followed with Foreign Relations Committee 

hearings on antisatellites and the need for arms control.775  Administration witnesses, including 

Arms Control and Disarmament Agency Director Eugene Rostov and Undersecretary of Defense 

for Research and Engineering Richard DeLauer, argued with Pressler over the value of the ASM-

135 program and the problems with arms control proposals, while outside experts, including 

 
773 On the flight tests, see Hendrickx, 14. 
774 Pressler et al., Arms Control and the Militarization of Space: Hearing before the Subcommittee on Arms Control, 
Oceans, International Operations, and Environment of the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate, 
Ninety-seventh Congress, second session, on S. Res. 129 ... September 20, 1982., 1. 
775 Pressler et al., Arms Control and the Militarization of Space: Hearing before the Subcommittee on Arms Control, 
Oceans, International Operations, and Environment of the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate, 
Ninety-seventh Congress, second session, on S. Res. 129 ... September 20, 1982. 
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Richard Garwin of IBM, John Steinbruner of the Brookings Institution, and Ambassador Robert 

Buchheim (who had led the Carter Administration antisatellite negotiations in Helsinki and 

Vienna) were more supportive of arms control for antisatellite capabilities, sharing Pressler’s 

concerns of the prospects for an arms race in space with significant escalation risks.776   

  

 
776 Ibid 
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Figure 8. US Program/Policy Focused Look—1982-85 
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Pressler had a small handful of allies on Capitol Hill as well as in the think tank and academic 

community, drawing from the nongovernmental ranks of the arms control tribe.  Rep. Joseph 

Moakley (D-MA) introduced a resolution in early February 1983 calling for an ASAT freeze.777  

Later that month, Garwin and Cornell physicist Carl Sagan, who was already a famous public 

intellectual on science issues (and was at the same time working on his famous study on “nuclear 

winter”) released a petition calling for the cessation of an arms race in space.778  SDI’s release 

changed the entire dynamic of the “game,” but it also gave further impetus to Pressler and his 

allies to seek help.  Moakley, George Brown (D-CA, not to be confused with the former 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs), John Seiberling (D-OH), and partners from the Federation of 

American Scientists (particularly their space expert, John Pike), started meeting weekly in 

Moakley’s office to build a coalition of lobby groups, technical experts, and Congressmen to 

block the antisatellite program.779  Members of this group emerged as a key cohort of arms 

control tribal bureaucratic enterpreneurs.  Pressler’s resolution on an antisatellite moratorium 

was voted out of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in July 1983, and a month later, his 

Senate colleagues met with Andropov (see above) who offered the Soviet test moratorium.780  

Indeed Moakley, a month before Andropov’s proposal, sent President Reagan a letter calling for 

 
777 Moakley in Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International 
Security and Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth 
Congress, November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984. 
778 Zablocki et al., 342–43.  On nuclear winter, see Rid, Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and 
Political Warfare, 288–95. 
779 “Anti-Satellite Missile Gets New Restrictions.” 
780 On Pressler’s resolution, see Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on 
International Security and Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-
eighth Congress, November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984.  On the Andropov meeting, see Doder, 
“Andropov Urges Ban on Weapons to Attack Satellites”; “Dangerous Stalemate: Superpower Relations in Autumn 
1983 : A Report of a Delegation of Eight Senators to the Soviet Union, to the United States Senate.” 



216 
 

a mutual moratorium, signed by 106 congressmen.781  At the same time, the Senate Armed 

Services Committee wanted to push the program forward.  The deadlock in the Senate was 

resolved by an amendment from Sen. Paul Tsongas (D-MA), agreed 91-0 in the Senate which 

said that there could be no US antisatellite tests in space unless the President certified that he was 

trying to negotiate a ban.782  The Tsongas Amendment became law as part of the National 

Defense Authorization Act. 

Looking for more support, Congressional antisatellite opponents—particularly the 

entrepreneurs like Brown—turned to Congress’ “think tank” on emerging technology issues, the 

Office of Technology Assessment, and sought to leverage the Soviet moratorium and arms 

control offer to push for American responses.783  The Office pulled together a group of 

stakeholders in January 1984 including Pressler, Brown, Buchheim, Steinbruner, Garwin, 

Donald Hafner (who had written a piece in International Security in 1980 about the risks of arms 

races in space over antisatellites), Pike (who had published a major study on antisatellites in 

November 1983 and had worked directly the year before with Moakley, Brown, and Seiberling) 

and Ash Carter.784  The group included no Reagan Administration officials, but at least three 

former Carter Administration officials participated. 

 
781 Hill, “Memorandum for William Clark from the State Department.”  The covering memo for the draft State 
Department response notes a parallel letter coming in from Hans Bethe and a group of scientists, underscoring the 
cooperation within the arms control tribe.  It is also unclear whether the Soviets were aware of this proposal and 
used it to tee Andropov up with Pell and the other Senators in Moscow. 
782 Sweet, “Anti-Satellite Treaties.” 
783 “Arms Control in Space:  Workshop Proceedings,” 1. 
784 Hafner, “Averting a Brobdingnagian Skeet Shoot: Arms Control Measures for Anti-Satellite Weapons”; Zablocki 
et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International Security and Scientific 
Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, November 10, 
1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984., Appendix 15. 
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In advance of the workshop, with the Strategic Defense Initiative and the Tsongas 

Amendment as backdrop, antisatellite opponents like Rep. Brown went to work.  Brown, who 

was not a member of the House Foreign Affairs Committee but was respected by its members as 

a leading thinker on science and emerging technology, engineered a series of Committee 

hearings starting in November 1983.785  The first hearing included testimony from Moakley, 

Seiberling, Garwin, and Steinbruner, building on Pressler’s hearings from the year before.786  

The second antisatellite hearing came in early April 1984, where Rep. Brown testified along with 

Rep. Norm Dicks (D-WA). 

The first workshop did not reach a consensus on all issues (particularly as some hawks 

including Keith Payne participated) but a strategic assessment it generated “debunked” some 

claims the Reagan Administration had made.787  Chief among these was the idea that a US 

antisatellite capability would deter Soviet antisatellite attacks—a return in fact to the NSC 

review panel under Ford and Scowcroft that made the same claim.  In an important step, Pressler 

requested that the Office of Technology Assessment publish the workshop findings, pushing the 

strategic assessment into a growing conversation between academics, think tankers, and 

Congress on these matters.788   

The politics of space warfare were getting more sensitive.  A month before the 

antisatellite workshop was published, Ash Carter published his study on directed energy defenses 

 
785 On Brown’s respect, see Dreifus, “A Conversation with George E. Brown Jr.; The Congressman Who Loved 
Science”; Healy, “Rep. Brown Quits House Intelligence Panel, Claims Abuses of Secrecy.” 
786 Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International Security and 
Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, 
November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984.  
787 “Arms Control in Space:  Workshop Proceedings.”  Payne was famous for co-authoring an article with Colin 
Gray that victory in nuclear war was possible—he was also a leading advocate for missile defenses.  See Gray and 
Payne, “Victory Is Possible.” 
788 “Arms Control in Space:  Workshop Proceedings.” 
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in space for the Office of Technology Assessment, which led to a great deal of public 

controversy with the Pentagon, the military tribe, and Republicans on the Hill.789  Based on both, 

the Office launched two other studies, a follow-on to Carter’s study on ballistic missile defenses 

and a companion study on antisatellites building on the Pressler workshop, with a target to 

publish by early 1985.  Both sides in the ecosystem contest—the arms controllers opposing the 

ASM-135 program and calling for arms control, and the military-led coalition opposing arms 

control and seeking to save the program—knew that these assessments could have a significant 

impact on the ongoing debate.  The House Foreign Affairs Committee held two more antisatellite 

hearings in May and July 1984.790 CIA was briefing the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and 

others on the Soviet antisatellite program, underscoring the enhanced political sensitivity of the 

issue.791 

The House Armed Services Committee, in parallel to the Foreign Affairs Committee’s 

work with Brown, was far more supportive of the Administration’s antisatellite program—

unsurprising given its role in the military tribe.792  Members and staff of the Armed Services 

Committee argued that a US antisatellite program would make Moscow more likely to negotiate 

on arms control.793  But Brown and his colleagues had the votes in the House to block military 

tribal proposals and get their arms control proposals for an antisatellite moratorium, which would 

ban US tests so long as the Soviet moratorium stayed in place, through a vote.  The Senate was 

 
789 Carter, “Directed Energy Missile Defense in Space: Background Paper”; Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: 
Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War, 154. 
790 Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International Security and 
Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, 
November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984. 
791 “Memorandum for the Record: Briefing on Soviet ASAT Capabilities for Senate Foreign Relations Committee.” 
792 Recall chapter 2’s discussion that defense authorizes and appropriators are the Congressional part of the military 
tribe. 
793 “Anti-Satellite Missile Gets New Restrictions.” 
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more evenly split, with proponents in the Senate Armed Services Committee seeking to “gut” the 

previous year’s Tsongas Amendment but facing resistance from pro-arms control Senators like 

Sam Nunn (D-GA), Pressler, and others.794  By the summer, as Congressional Quarterly put it, 

the Republican-led Senate and the Democratic-led House were “deadlocked over ASATs.”795  

Finally, both sides had to negotiate compromise language for defense authorization and 

appropriation for FY1985.  In those negotiations, the resolution was to delay testing until 1 

March 1985, with no more than three tests that year.796     

5.7.1.  The Reagan Administration’s 1984 Response 

The Executive Branch components of the ecosystem—particularly the military tribe and the 

bilateralists, with their allied free agents—responded to the Congressional debate and the arms 

control coalition on the Hill to try and protect the AMHV program.  The first AMHV test had 

occurred in January 1984, aimed at a point in space—the Air Force considered it a success.797   

The Tsongas Amendment had required that the Administration send Congress a report on 

antisatellite arms control that spelled out why it was not pursuing talks with Moscow.  The 

President followed the January test by sending the report to Congress on 31 March.798  The 

Administration pushed back on demands for antisatellite arms control in the report, arguing that 

arms control would lock in an asymmetric scenario where Moscow would have antisatellite 

capabilities and the US would not.  While the Andropov moratorium and the Soviet arms control 

parlay had put pressure on Washington, the Reagan Administration was able to take advantage of 

 
794 Ibid 
795 Ibid 
796 Ibid 
797 Grier, “The Flying Tomato Can,” 66. 
798 “Report to the Congress on US Policy on ASAT Arms Control.” 
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the Soviet walkout from Geneva Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces talks after Pershing II and 

Cruise deployments at the end of 1983 to make the argument that the Soviets were uninterested 

in arms control negotiations.799  The first Administration official to testify on antisatellite arms 

control since the Pressler hearings, new Arms Control and Disarmament Agency director 

Adelman, after the report’s release participated in the second House Foreign Affairs Committee 

hearing.800  Adelman sought to defend the AMHV program and the Administration’s position on 

space arms control, particularly given the Strategic Defense Initiative, but committee members 

on the whole were more aligned to the Brown position.801   

Little known to Congress, some Executive Branch components of the American SET 

ecosystem were also giving serious consideration to antisatellite arms control proposals.  In 

advance of the arms control report’s release to Congress in March, Ambassador Henry Cooper of 

the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency notified members of the ASAT Interdepartmental 

Group that McFarlane—now National Security Advisor—had approved a work plan, guidance, 

and talking points for engaging with Congress and allies.802  In April, Secretary of State Shultz in 

a memorandum to Reagan noted that the interagency group was exploring antisatellite arms 

control measures that were more limited than Moscow’s more sweeping proposals, but did 

represent a potential way forward.803  A more detailed policy paper passed to NSC Senior 

Director Jack Matlock by the Bureau of European Affairs at State in June noted that “Allied 

 
799 See chapter 6 for a discussion of the 1983 walkout over INF. 
800Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International Security and 
Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, 
November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984., 64–93.  
801 Ibid 
802 Cooper, “Memorandum for ASAT IG Members.”  For notes on a prior meeting—the group had been meeting 
since at least 1982–see Bremer, “Interdepartmental Group Memorandum No. 16.” 
803 Shultz, “US-Soviet Dialogue: Follow-Up Steps.” 
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management” was becoming more difficult—an appeal to the assurance rhetorical 

commonplace—and offered a more concrete near-term proposal.804  But Secretary of Defense 

Weinberger was strongly opposed, probably both as a support to the uniformed military and for 

his own personal reasons, given his skepticism of arms control writ large.805 

The Reagan Administration received a formal offer in late June 1984 from the Soviets to 

negotiate on ASATs in Vienna, forcing the ecosystem to resolve the issue.806  The National 

Security Council met to discuss it with the President in the chair on 18 September.807  In that 

meeting, which also teed up Reagan’s speech to the United Nations General Assembly that 

month, Shultz was a tepid supporter of negotiations, while Weinberger was adamantly 

opposed.808  Marine General P.X. Kelley, acting for that meeting as Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs, concurred with Weinberger, framing the talks as a Soviet effort to constrain the Strategic 

Defense Initiative.809  Even Shultz concurred with the concerns, and in the end the group as a 

whole seemed to agree, from a set of declassified meeting notes, that there was no room to move 

at that point.810  The Air Force conducted a second flight test in November 1984; the test was 

considered a “partial success,” according to the Government Accounting Office.811 

 

 
804 “An Approach to ASAT Arms Control.” 
805 “Memorandum for the Record: DCI AND DDCI MEETING WITH SECRETARY WEINBERGER AND 
DEPUTY SECRETARY TAFT 13 JULY 1984.”  
806 “National Security Council Meeting: Next Steps in the Vienna Process.”  Garthoff, The Great Transition: 
American-Soviet Relations and the End of the Cold War, 158, 177–78. 
807 “National Security Council Meeting: Next Steps in the Vienna Process.”  Teed up by “Tuesday’s NSPG 
Meeting.”  
808 “National Security Council Meeting: Next Steps in the Vienna Process.” 
809 As noted in chapter 3, in advance of Goldwater-Nichols in 1986, when the Chairman (at the time Admiral Bill 
Crowe) was absent, another member of the JCS would fill in for him at NSC meetings, since there was no Vice 
Chairman. 
810 “National Security Council Meeting: Next Steps in the Vienna Process.” 
811 “Status of the U.S. Antisatellite Program: Report to the Honorable George E. Brown, Jr., House of 
Representatives,” 3. 
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5.7.2.  1985 as the Critical Year 

1985 became a year of decision for the ecosystem’s struggle over antisatellites and arms control, 

because the program neared the stage where it required testing in space—an act that could have 

served as crossing an arms control redline.  The American Academy for the Advancement of 

Science dedicated two issues of its flagship journal Daedalus to space weapons in the spring and 

summer, building on and amplifying many of the arguments made in Congress and at the Office 

of Technology Assessment from 1982 to 1984.812  In June, Rep. Brown requested a Government 

Accounting Office assessment on the ASM-135 program, which stated that cost had grown by at 

least $200 million in the most recent budget with prospects for further growth, and key program 

milestones had slipped.813  This was considered an authoritative, independent source for strategic 

assessments on program problems, and gave the arms control tribe the “weapon” of the cost and 

schedule growth rhetorical commonplace.  Further, there had been no further tests since 

November 1984. 

In parallel to this, the Nuclear and Space Talks had opened in March, forcing antisatellite 

arms control onto the agenda.814  Progress was slow, and the highest point on the agenda was 

intermediate-range forces in Europe.  Antisatellite weapons were secondary in the talks, and 

space talks mostly revolved around ballistic missile defense.  However, this gave the 

military/free-agent coalition enough ammunition to argue that it had, as Congress had directed in 

the FY85 budget, engaged in talks.   

 
812 Gottfried and Lebow, “Anti-Satellite Weapons: Weighing the Risks.” 
813 “Status of the U.S. Antisatellite Program: Report to the Honorable George E. Brown, Jr., House of 
Representatives.”  It is noteworthy that GAO had already called into question the cost, schedule, and operational 
utility of the ASM-135 program, back in January 1983.  See “U.S. Antisatellite Program Needs a Fresh Look.” 
814 Reagan, “National Security Decision Directive Number 165.” 
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The military needed to test the ASM-135/AMHV in space to keep the program on track.  

The Air Force had identified a weather satellite, Solwind, that had passed its operational life and 

was available as a target.815  The plan for the space test was for September 4, 1985.  F-15 pilot 

Doug Pearson was ready to go—but amid final ground checks, the test was cancelled.816  Brown, 

Moakley, Seiberling, and Rep. Matthew McHugh (D-NY), the Federation of American 

Scientists, and the Union of Concerned Scientists sued the Pentagon, seeking an injunction on 

the test.817  Their justification for the suit was that Reagan had given notice that the stipulations 

set in the FY1985 budget (that the Administration was seeking arms control with the Soviets, as 

agreed in conference in the fall of 1984) had been met; but that a 15-day window had to elapse 

between notice and the test, and that 15-day window had not elapsed.  The congressmen asserted 

that Reagan’s statement was “inadequate and... makes a travesty of the law.”  Moakley asked 

Reagan to delay the test until after his first summit with new General Secretary Gorbachev, 

scheduled for November in Geneva.818  On the same day, the Soviets threatened to resume 

antisatellite testing if the US conducted the AMHV test, in an attempt to pressure Washington to 

back down.819  The Pentagon agreed to delay the test until 13 September; Brown and his 

colleagues filed a second injunction seeking a second delay, but this was thrown out of court.820 

The test itself took place on September 13.  Pearson boarded his F-15 at Edwards Air 

Force Base and took off.821  He tanked near Vandenberg Air Force Base, then tipped his F-15 up 

into a steep vertical climb.  At 36,000 feet, at 12:42 pm, he launched the ASM-135 carrying the 

 
815 Glenshaw, “The First Space Ace.” 
816 Glenshaw. 
817 Brenner, “Suit Filed to Block ASAT Test.” 
818 Ibid 
819 “Arms Controllers Win a Year-Long Ban on Anti-Satellite (ASAT) Missile Tests.” 
820 Ibid 
821 Glenshaw, “The First Space Ace.” 
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AMHV.  The launch was a success, destroying the Solwind satellite.  The Air Force was thrilled.  

Antisatellite opponents redoubled their efforts to block. 

The test pushed the arms control coalition into even more intensive action.  Within days 

of the AMHV test, the Office of Technology Assessment had completed its antisatellite study, 

which argued that arms control options were more plausible than the Reagan Administration had 

claimed.822  The coalition used this assessment and rising concerns to pass an antisatellite test 

ban in the House’s defense appropriations bill draft of 30 October.823  The Senate did not 

consider appropriations until after the Geneva summit between Gorbachev and Reagan, the 

optics of which made arms control more politically attractive and visible capabilities like the 

ASM-135 less so.824  In the end, the FY1986 defense appropriation gave up the antisatellite test 

program, putting a moratorium in place.  Negotiators sacrificed the antisatellite program to 

ensure modernized chemical weapons.825 

 

5.8.  1986-1988—Death of a US Antisatellite Program 

The US antisatellite program—at least that which is publicly visible, given redactions—ran out 

of time, thanks to an effective breaking strategy using interservice tensions in the military tribe to 

allow the countervailing coalition to take advantage of continued technical challenges.  The 13 

September 1985 AMHV test proved to be a Pyrrhic victory—a Type 2 policy failure.  Reports 

after the test of the tens of thousands of pieces of space debris made destructive, kinetic ASAT 

 
822 Callaham, “Anti-Satellite Weapons, Countermeasures, and Arms Control.” 
823 Nedergaard, “The F-15 ASAT - The Invitation to Struggle Accepted,” 12. 
824 On Geneva, see Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men 
and Women Who Won the Cold War; Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace; Shultz, 
Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State; Garthoff, The Great Transition: American-Soviet Relations 
and the End of the Cold War. 
825 Glenshaw, “The First Space Ace.” 
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weapons less and less attractive.826  That June, the Government Accounting Office had 

conducted a second study of the ASM-135 program, already exploring options for mothballing or 

terminating the program.827  In September, an internal US Air Force “point paper” on antisatellite 

funding and the test moratorium claimed that failing to fund the AMHV would “concede to the 

Soviets an unrestricted space sanctuary and wartime control of space” which would be 

destabilizing—but it did not appear to have a compelling impact.828  In October 1986, just a 

week after the Reykjavik Summit had foundered over missile defenses, Reagan signed National 

Security Study Directive 4-86, which directed the Department of Defense to make 

recommendations on whether and how to continue the US ASAT program, including the option 

of shifting to a new program with newer and more capable technologies.829  While the Pentagon 

worked on its response, the Iran-Contra scandal had gone into overdrive, with Oliver North 

under arrest and Carlucci replacing the resigned John Poindexter as National Security Advisor in 

December 1986.830  A month earlier, the Democrats had taken the Senate and made gains in the 

House.  Reagan was effectively a lame duck, and had just gone on television to confess that the 

US had traded arms for hostages.  Congress was in position to potentially impeach, and its 

leverage over the White House had never been greater in the Reagan administration. 

The military tribe’s response to Congressional pressure, in light of Iran-Contra, yielded 

National Security Decision Directive 258 in February 1987, which stated that the AMHV 

 
826 Grego, “A History of Anti-Satellite Programs,” 5. 
827 “U.S. Antisatellite Program: Responses to Questions on Program Funding.  Briefing Report to the Honorable 
Lawrence Coughlin, House of Representatives.” 
828 “Point Paper on ASAT Funding and Test Moratorium.” 
829 Reagan, “National Security Study Directive No. 4-86.”  Unlike NSDDs which promulgated decision guidance, 
NSSDs (National Security Study Directives), like the NSSMs of the Nixon-Ford Administration or the PRMs of the 
Carter Administration, directed study efforts. 
830 On Iran Contra, see Abshire, Saving the Reagan Presidency: Trust Is the Coin of the Realm; Draper, A Very Thin 
Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs. 
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represented “the only viable near-term option for the ASAT mission.”831  Congress was in no 

mood to back down on the testing moratorium with the Soviet moratorium appeared to remain in 

place.  And just after Reagan signed the decision directive, Gorbachev announced the delinkage 

between INF and SDI, clearing the way for the INF Treaty and moving arms control to an even 

higher level of priority.832  Finally, Carlucci, who replaced Weinberger as Secretary of Defense 

in November 1987 as Iran Contra continued to fester, announced in February 1988 that the US 

was cancelling the AMHV/ASM-135 program, thanks to the impact of the ban in Congress.833 

 

5.9.  Military Fractures and Antisatellite Limits 

A member of the ASAT arms control tribe told me that this was one of only two examples of 

successful “arms control” in the Reagan Administration—the other being INF.834  And at first 

blush, it appears that this is an example of the arms controllers “defeating” the military and its 

perspective.  However, the way that the arms control tribe, particularly in Congress and outside, 

“won” the fight in Congress was in tacit partnership with the uniformed military—as the 

ecosystem model predicts. 

Starting in 1983, senior Navy and Air Force officers in Congressional appropriations 

testimony began to undermine the fundamental operational rationale for the AHMV program.  

As far back as the Ford Administration, two rationales were under consideration—deterrence of 

Soviet space attack, and disrupting Soviet use of space for their own conventional military 

 
831 Reagan, “National Security Decision Directive Number 258.”  Note that there are components that remain 
redacted.  There is a connection between the Air Force and the Strategic Defense Initiative Organization in what is 
redacted, suggesting a link to ballistic missile defense. 
832 See Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations.” and Chapter 6. 
833 Hunter, A United States Antisatellite Policy for a Multipolar World, 24. 
834 John Pike, personal communications, 23 September 2019 
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operations.835  The Ford/Scowcroft-sponsored NSC panel in 1976 rejected the deterrence 

argument, as did the Office of Technology Assessment-sponsored arms control in space panel in 

January 1984.836  It was the operational argument—targeting Soviet radar ocean reconnaissance 

satellites and electronic intelligence ocean reconnaissance satellites that threatened US carrier 

battle groups in the North Atlantic—that was the fundamental argument for the AMHV.837 

Serving Navy admirals made the point in Congressional testimony, however, that this 

operational rationale was unnecessary.  This point provided critical ammunition to the arms 

control coalition.  In House appropriations testimony the day Reagan announced the Strategic 

Defense Initiative (March 23, 1983) Vice Admiral Gordon Nagler, chief of Navy command and 

control (N-097) was speaking alongside Robert Cooper, director of the Defense Advanced 

Research Projects Agency, on space and antisatellite requirements.838  Cooper had made the 

point that the US needed an ASAT to defend against Soviet radar ocean reconnaissance satellites 

and electronic intelligence ocean reconnaissance satellites.  Nagler spoke up at the beginning of 

his testimony to say, “I do not agree with the statement [that] it is very, very easy to target an 

aircraft carrier with RORSAT [a radar ocean reconnaissance satellite] or ELINT [electronic 

intelligence].  I think I covered that before, how we can avoid that.”839  In effect, Nagler was 

 
835 A third rationale offered at least in one Air Force “point paper” was that the AMHV would provide “an 
important, non-nuclear option, in the escalation control ladder.” “Point Paper on ASAT Funding and Test 
Moratorium.”  I have not seen this language elsewhere. 
836 Scowcroft, “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft) to President 
Ford,” 2009; “Memorandum From the Deputy Chief of the Office of Assistant Director (Smith) to the President’s 
Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft)”; “Arms Control in Space:  Workshop Proceedings.” 
837 On the role of RORSATs and EORSATs in Soviet naval doctrine, see Johnson, Soviet Military Strategy in Space, 
61–64.  
838  Nagler et al., Role of Military in Space.  There is no information to indicate that either Nagler or Cooper were 
aware of what the President would say that evening.  Nagler is also referenced in Hunter, A United States 
Antisatellite Policy for a Multipolar World; Nedergaard, “The F-15 ASAT - The Invitation to Struggle Accepted.” 
839 Nagler et al., Role of Military in Space, 464. 
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stating that the Navy did not need an antisatellite to defend the fleet.  Is this why in 1982 the 

Navy withdrew from the AMHV program, as discussed above?840  Nagler in the same testimony 

stated that he was comfortable with the Air Force leading the program.841  Perhaps that was 

because the Navy did not see it as necessary. 

Had Nagler been the only admiral to speak on the lack of a satellite threat, it might have 

sounded as if he was speaking out of turn.  Indeed, ACDA in response to Congressional 

questions for the record in April 1984 sought to claim that Nagler was misquoted.842  But a more 

senior admiral appeared to validate Nagler’s perspective in separate testimony a month earlier.  

In a response to a Congressional question for the record from Senate appropriators from his 6 

March 1984 testimony, Watkins (the Chief of Naval Operations who had played a role in the 

genesis of the Strategic Defense Initiative) reinforced Nagler’s point about the fleet’s ability to 

use dispersal, denial and deception, electronic emissions control, and other techniques to mask 

against the Soviet space-based reconnaissance threat to Navy operations.843  Two months after 

that, retired Navy Admiral Noel Gayler, who had served as Director of the National Security 

Agency and as commander of Pacific Command, echoed the same arguments and stated in a 

submitted statement to Congress that there was no need for an antisatellite weapon, because the 

Navy could manage the Soviet space reconnaissance threat.844  Gayler again could have been 

 
840 See footnote 718. 
841 Nagler et al., Role of Military in Space, 466. 
842 Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International Security and 
Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, 
November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984., 433. 
843 Watkins et al., Department of Defense appropriations for fiscal year 1985: hearings before a subcommittee of the 
Committee on Appropriations, United States Senate, Ninety-eighth Congress, second session, 522–23. 
844 Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on International Security and 
Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, 
November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984., 324–26. 



229 
 

marginalized; he was retired, a known advocate for nuclear disarmament, and was working with 

the arms control tribe-led coalition including Brown, Moakley, and other Democrats in the 

House.845  But when combined with Nagler’s and Watkins’ testimony, the point became hard for 

others to refute, even if the Navy may have institutionally grown more concerned as the 1980s 

went on. 

The Air Force also played an important, possibly unconscious role in undermining the 

ASAT program.  Former Chief of Staff Allen, who had spoken on the need for antisatellite after 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, separately in congressional testimony about the second 

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty suggested that the Soviet ASAT program was “not much of a 

threat.”846  Antisatellite opponents regularly returned to that point.847  His successor as Chief, 

General Charles Gabriel, was asked about antisatellites in appropriations testimony a week 

before Watkins before the same committee.848  When asked, Gabriel came out in support of arms 

control, feeling that it would be better than the status quo today.849  While he did not oppose the 

AMHV program, this further reinforced the arguments of the arms controllers that the military 

was actually on their side. 

It is highly unlikely, given the distribution of political power on Capitol Hill in the mid-

1980s, that the arms controllers could have unilaterally defeated the Reagan Administration over 

 
845 See for example his role in UCS’s development of an ASAT treaty cited in Zablocki et al., 163., as well as 
reference to his cooperation with Kurt Gottfried in a prepared statement at Zablocki et al., 143–44.  
846 Cite to Allen quoted in Zablocki et al., Arms Control in Outer Space: Hearings before the Subcommittee on 
International Security and Scientific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-
eighth Congress, November 10, 1983, April 10, May 2, and July 26, 1984., 139. 
847 As evidenced by its citation in footnote 791 above. 
848 Gabriel quoted in Watkins et al., Department of Defense appropriations for fiscal year 1985: hearings before a 
subcommittee of the Committee on Appropriations, United States Senate, Ninety-eighth Congress, second session, 
314–15. 
849 Watkins et al., 315. “It could be.  I would not want to give you any odds on what might come out of it, but 
anything could happen if you have the right attitude on the other side.” 
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the ASM-135 program alone.  With Republicans controlling the Senate and pro-antisatellite 

forces even in the Democratic Party playing a role in the House Armed Services Committee, 

arms control rhetorical commonplaces were almost certainly insufficient.  Those commonplaces, 

however, when combined with a compelling argument quoting both active-duty and retired flag 

and general officers that the antisatellite program did not fix the problems it was created to 

solve—that it lacked “operational utility”—made it easier for the opponents to build the 

coalitions in House-Senate conferences over both defense authorization and defense 

appropriation.  These antisatellite opponents and their think tank counterparts had to mobilize 

military support to get what they wanted, as well as to ensure that the Administration did not 

more vociferously push back against the test bans.  In addition, timing helped—the fact that the 

first AMHV space test did not occur until Gorbachev was General Secretary, with the Geneva 

summit less than two months away, made it easier to swallow a one-year ban to create some 

negotiating space.  Furthermore, as Geneva was followed by Reykjavik and the conclusion of 

Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces negotiations, the arms control agenda began to take center 

stage in Washington as well as Moscow, meaning that threats to talks like orbital antisatellite 

tests were harder and harder to justify. 

Looking back on the history of the ASM-135 program, it is noteworthy how civilians 

seemed to expend more political capital on the program than the uniformed military.  The origins 

of the program came from retired Lieutenant General Scowcroft from his perch at the White 

House, in conversations with Ford and Bush.  The Joint Chiefs wanted the program in the 

contexts of arms control in the Carter Administration, but when compared to conventional or 

strategic modernization the priority was clearly secondary.  The Reagan Administration wanted 
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antisatellite weapons, clearly, but once the President gave his March 23, 1983 speech, they and 

their limits mattered to him and his senior most advisors principally as a mechanism to ensure 

research and development for the Strategic Defense Initiative would continue.  Indeed, the 

Reagan Administration’s unwillingness to enter into antisatellite arms control talks post 1983 

had more to do with protecting the President’s missile defense dream than with the operational 

value of antisatellites as a military capability. 

5.9.1.  The “ASAT Feint?” 

There is one alternative explanation for why the ASM-135/AMHV program faced “opposition” 

within the military tribe, that the ASM-135 was a distraction from a more operationally useful 

capability, but given current US Government declassification policies, I cannot verify it in this 

dissertation.  In January 1977, when President Ford signed out National Security Decision 

Memorandum 345 to kick off the ASM-135 program, he launched two programs.  The first 

program was what would become the ASM-135.  The second program, according to the 

memorandum, would “electronically nullify critical Soviet military satellites at all altitudes,” and 

would be acquired on an urgent basis.850  Further, National Security Decision Memorandum 345 

also stated that while the fact of a US low-altitude interceptor—the ASM-135–should be treated 

as unclassified and normal security procedures applied to program details, the fact of an 

electronic capability should be classified with “special compartmented security procedures… 

…used to protect the confidentiality of the existence and detailed characteristics of the 

program.”851  This language suggests that were this capability developed, it would have been 

cloaked in extensive secrecy. 

 
850 Scowcroft, “National Security Decision Memorandum 345,” 2. 
851 Ibid. 
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 There are almost no references to electronic attack in any of the Carter Policy Review 

Memorandum 23-related declassified discussions or documents.852  Yet there are continued 

redactions in both Carter and Reagan declassified documents on antisatellite policies and 

programs.  There are also no references to electronic attack options in publicly-available 

Congressional testimony, assessments by the Office of Technology Assessment, or discussions 

within the think-tank community and the elements of the ecosystem outside the Defense 

Department through the 1980s. 

 It is thus a plausible alternative that, when senior Navy admirals told Congress they did 

not need the ASM-135 program, they were not referring to things like fleet tactics or emissions 

control as an ability to counter the Soviet space reconnaissance threat, but rather antisatellite 

electronic attack as directed by Ford in National Security Decision Memorandum 345.853  Any 

electronic attack capability would likely have been fragile, prone to loss if revealed, but would 

have offered significant operational utility in a warfighting environment without the negative 

political or debris implications that a direct-ascent or co-orbital antisatellite would have 

provided.  The ecosystem model would predict that the military tribe would in fact prefer such a 

solution were it to be available.  By using compartmentation, access to and understanding of this 

alternative would have been extremely limited—only the Secretary of State, the Director of the 

Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and the Director of 

Central Intelligence along with the Secretary of Defense, were on the distribution for Ford’s 

decision memorandum.  Lacking insight into the redacted materials in the Carter and Reagan 

documents, we do not know how closely held this alternative would have been, but the 

 
852 See footnote 688 for one exception. 
853 See footnotes 840 and 844. 
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operational utility argument would almost certainly have driven military tribal thinking, while 

the close-hold nature of the capability would have blocked outside members of the arms control 

tribe in particular from advocating against it. 

 While the Air Force would have wanted to have the ASM-135 as part of its overall 

antisatellite portfolio, the Administration would have fought hard publicly for it but been 

prepared privately to sacrifice it in the interests of misdirecting Soviet investments and for 

protecting this fragile capability.854  As the Nixon Administration decided to preserve chemical 

weapons over biological weapons, we can imagine that the Carter and Reagan Administrations 

treated the ASM-135 as a “sacrificial lamb” to stave off any threats to this other capability, if it 

was fielded and did exist. 

 

5.10.  Evaluating the Ecosystem Model for Antisatellite Programs 

The antisatellite case, like the biological weapons case in chapter 4, successfully follows the 

predictions of the ecosystem model.  In chapter 2, I offered eight hypotheses about its operation: 

• MH1: Tribes and free agents will recur over time and across cases.  These appear in both 

the US and Soviet discussions, though it is clear that our insights into deliberations on the 

US program are much clearer than those within the Soviet one.  The arms controllers are 

weakest in the Soviet system, but may have played a role in moves like the Andropov 

moratorium as well as with the scientific efforts to block the Strategic Defense 

Initiative—even as those may have empowered antisatellite developments.  They play an 

 
854 See Mahnken, Competitive Strategies for the 21st Century: Theory, History, and Practice., for an example of this 
“cost imposition” effort.  Arguably the same thing happened with deception operations related to the Soviet 
chemical weapons program—see Wise, Cassidy’s Run: The Secret Spy War over Nerve Gas. 
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important role in the American one, but the arms control tribe in the American case also 

expands to include Congress.  Free agent organizations also occur in the US and Soviet 

cases.  Unlike in the biological weapons case, the American antisatellite case saw the 

military tribe seeking to make its case throughout the period under discussion. 

• MH2: Entrepreneurs will emerge across systems who seek change in the ecosystem.  This 

is clearest in the American case with the rise of Congressional entrepreneurs and free 

agents, as Table 7 below highlights.  We do not know enough about the Soviet internal 

deliberations to know who the entrepreneurs were in that system, but it is likely that they 

would have come through both the General Staff and the Soviet Air Defense Forces.  At a 

minimum, entrepreneurs like Colonel-General Adrian Danilevich of the Main Operations 

Directorate would have enabled entrepreneurs by incorporating antispace defense attacks 

into the Strategy of Deep Operations—interviews at the end of the Cold War did not 

appear to ask Danilevich or others about antisatellite weapons, so we are left unable to 

evaluate whether they were actually entrepreneurs on this specific issue.  It is also likely 

that there were entrepreneurs within the Military Industrial Commission and elsewhere 

who pushed the new antisatellite programs as a response to the Strategic Defense 

Initiative.   
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Table 7. US Antisatellite Bureaucratic Entrepreneurs  
Name Formal Role Affiliation Timeline in case 
George Brown Congressman (D-CA), 

House Foreign Affairs 
Committee 

Arms Control 1982-1988 

Ash Carter Researcher, Office of 
Technology 
Assessment and MIT, 
future Defense 
Secretary in Obama 
Administration 

Arms Control 1982-1986 

Noel Gayler Retired four-star 
admiral 

Arms Control 1983-1987 

Gordon Nagler Three-star admiral Military 1982-1985 
John Pike Researcher, Federation 

of American Scientists 
Arms Control 1981-1988 

Larry Pressler Senator (R-SD), 
Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee 

Arms Control 1981-1988 

Brent Scowcroft National Security 
Advisor, 1975-1977 

Free Agent 1976-1977 

James Watkins Chief of Naval 
Operations 

Military 1982-1985 

 

• MH3: Assessments of political capital will influence the coalitions within an ecosystem 

that lead to policy outcomes.  As in the biological weapons case, the role of political 

capital is clearer to detect in the US than in the Soviet case.  The political salience of the 

nuclear freeze movement allowed the Congressional arms control entrepreneurs to 

increase their political capital and use that to target the Reagan Administration.  This 

enabled them to override military interests by forcing an American antisatellite test 

moratorium from 1985 onward.  Further, the military tribe’s political capital probably 

allowed them to ride out the early Carter Administration efforts to push for restrictions on 

the antisatellite program and more arms control negotiations.  In the Soviet system, it is 

likely that the military tribe’s political capital made it possible for them to push for new 
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weapons programs even as Gorbachev was pushing for cuts to both strategic and 

conventional forces in the mid-to-late 1980s.  While Table 8 details a range of policy 

failures, mapping them directly onto the path of internal ecosystem negotiations is 

challenging. 

Table 8. Antisatellite Policy Failures  
Year  Name Type Side 
1977 Carter decision to 

pursue ASAT ban 
Type 1 US military 

1978 Reversals of prior 
arms control 
negotiation positions 

Type 1 US arms control 

1979 Failure of arms 
control negotiations 
with Moscow 

Type 2 US arms 
control/bilateralists 

1980 Withdrawal of SALT 
II from Senate advice 
and consent 

Type 2/Type 3 US arms control 

1983 KAL 007 Shootdown Type 3 Soviet military 
1985 Destructive ASAT test Type 2 US military 
1987 Mathias Rust Type 3 Soviet military 
1988 ASM-135 termination Type 1 US military 

 

• MH4:  More unified coalitions (mixes of tribes and free agents) with greater political 

capital are more likely to win policy contests.  This is again clearest in the US case, 

particularly in the Reagan Administration.  The fractures in the military tribe detailed in 

Section 5.9 enabled the arms control-led coalition to override them and push for the US 

moratorium. 

• MH5: Actions by the other superpower are an input but not the input into policy 

decisions.  The Soviet antisatellite program clearly emerges from the rise of US space-

based reconnaissance, but Moscow’s decision to pursue a non-nuclear vice nuclear 

capability was not an immediate or symmetrical response to the American program, 
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particularly given the nuclear antisatellite programs disclosed by President Johnson in 

1964.  In the US case, the Soviet antisatellite program mattered, but arguably the rise of 

Soviet space reconnaissance mattered more.  It is clear from the declassified intelligence 

record that the US Government knew well about the Soviet antisatellite program by the 

early 1970s, but it took until 1976 to implement a program.  Finally, the Strategic 

Defense Initiative and the Andropov moratorium both affected the trajectory of both the 

US and the Soviet programs, but it is clear that there was a great deal of internal 

contestation over the way forward rather than a clear and linear response. 

• MH6:  The ecosystem policy process model recurs within and across cases.  As in the 

biological weapons case, we see the ecosystem process used in both the Soviet and the 

US cases.  Indeed, we see steps like revisiting prior decisions clearly in the Carter 

component of the case.  As such, we can evaluate that this model hypothesis is consistent 

with the biological weapons case and stands. 

• MH7:  Actors in the ecosystem combine predefined types of strategic assessments and 

rhetorical commonplaces to get what they want.  Operational utility was key for the US 

case, rather than an argument about escalation control or deterrence, as Table 9 below 

shows.  And when the Navy undermined the Air Force’s claim for operational utility in 

targeting Soviet ocean reconnaissance satellites, it had a dramatic effect on the ASM-135 

program.  At the same time, Soviet responses to the Strategic Defense Initiative were 

enabled by threat assessments, combined with clear rhetorical commonplaces about 

falling behind. 

  



238 
 

Table 9. Antisatellite Rhetorical Commonplaces 
Name Used By Meaning 
Operational utility Military tribes  ASATs needed for warfighting effects 
Escalation US arms controllers Debris and destruction from ASAT 

operations could be catastrophic 
Cost and schedule 
growth 

US arms controllers 
and free agents 

The ASM-135 program is out of control 

ASAT-BMD linkage All US parties ASATs and BMD are inextricably linked, 
requiring either protection or termination 

Falling behind Military tribes For US: Existence of Soviet ASAT program 
presents a critical threat requiring symmetric 
response 
For Soviets: SDI presents a critical threat 
requiring ASAT responses 

Fleet defense Elements of US 
military 

The US Navy does (or does not) need 
ASATs to defend itself 

 

• MH8:  Actors are sensitive to agenda setting and formal/informal controls.  NSC decision 

documents from the Ford, Carter, and Reagan Administrations, as well as decrees of the 

Central Committee and formally defined military doctrine from the Soviet ecosystem, all 

show that agenda setting and formal controls impacted decision processes.  Further, the 

legal constraint of the Outer Space Treaty did have some impact on both the US and 

Soviet programs, driving them toward non-nuclear vice nuclear solutions. 

The antisatellite case better answers the three predictive hypotheses outlined in Chapter 2 than 

the biological weapons case: 

EcoH1: When the military is unified in support of a SET, its capital will likely allow it to 
win in discussions, even if a coalition with other tribes faces it.  When a military is 
divided, limits will be more likely because entrepreneurs have opportunities to build 
countervailing coalitions. 
EcoH2:  Bureaucratic entrepreneurs who seek arms control will need to partner with 
components of a divided military to win, because of the military’s political capital.  
Bilateralists will be less helpful than the military in making an arms control case to 
political leadership, especially if bilateralists are also divided over the merits of arms 
control. 
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EcoH3:  Political leaders who decide to defy a unified military that supports a SET will 
face consequences due to the military’s political capital, unless the military has done 
other things in its broader agenda to expend or waste its capital. 

 

The antisatellite case demonstrates that the first hypothesis is correct, because divisions within 

the military in the US case enabled the arms controllers in Congress to overcome the military 

tribe members on the Hill.  The Navy’s move likely set up Pressler, Brown, and their colleagues 

to argue against members of the defense appropriations and defense authorization committees to 

terminate the ASM-135 program, or at least put it on hold.  On the other hand, we did not see 

significant divisions within the Soviet military tribe, suggesting that the program stayed on track 

even with the Andropov moratorium because of a unified military perspective. 

 The second hypothesis is more validated in the antisatellite case than the biological 

weapons one, particularly for the US.  The congressional entrepreneurs who opposed the ASM-

135 program in the Reagan years not only used a retired admiral—Gayler—as an active part of 

their coalition, but they also cited both Nagler and Watkins in making their case against the 

developmental US capability.  Navy neglect of support, more than explicit rejection enabled the 

countervailing effort.  In the Soviet case, we saw few limits on the antisatellite program, so were 

unable to test whether or not divisions within the military would have enabled them. 

 The third hypothesis proves correct to a limited extent in the Soviet case with both the 

Andropov moratorium and, more importantly, Gorbachev’s block of antisatellite tests in the late 

1980s.  The Andropov moratorium was less of a fatal blow because arguably the program did not 

need space-based tests at the time, thanks to the test record that had already occurred.  At the 

same time, the KAL 007 shootdown occurred just a month after the announcement of the 

moratorium.  While the Politburo had no interest in admitting fault it to the Americans or the 
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world public, it was a failure of the Soviet Air Defense Forces, making it harder to challenge 

political guidance that the space defense forces would have probably preferred to have avoided.  

Gorbachev’s blockage was more relevant because it cut off testing that the military tribe actively 

wanted.  Chernobyl had happened less than a year prior, undermining the military’s position.855  

And within days of the purported launch order cessation, Mathias Rust landed in Red Square, 

fatally undermining the political capital of the military and in particular the air defense forces in 

the wake of KAL 007.  To the extent that this represented squandering of political capital 

through Type 3 policy failures—first KAL 007, then the failure to intercept Rust, completely 

unrelated to the ASAT program—it would have undercut the military tribe which had already 

suffered with Gorbachev thanks to Chernobyl.   

5.10.1.  The Ecosystem Model versus Alternative Explanations—Antisatellites 

The ecosystem model is superior to the alternatives outlined in Chapter 2 by demonstrating 

divergence from their predictions.   

• The environmental hypothesis predicted that the external threat environment would drive 

both Washington and Moscow either toward or away from non-nuclear antisatellite 

capabilities.  The state of the military balance by the late 1960s, with the rise of nuclear 

parity, would not have placed the Soviets in such an inferior strategic situation to the 

Americans to drive them toward a SET with the US not moving toward it.856  Yet that is 

what occurred, with the US not entertaining an antisatellite program until well later, and 

even then having no consensus over it.   

 
855 See the discussion in section 6.7. 
856 See the discussion at footnote 608. The timing is right when the US IC was making clear that the Soviets had an 
operational ASAT, but before Washington was willing to respond. 
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• The classical bureaucratic argument predicted that the Soviets should have pursued a SET 

given the strength of the military-industrial complex, but so should have the Americans.  

And initially, both did.  However, the American pursuit of the program came not from the 

Pentagon, but from the White House and a science advisory committee independent of 

the military tribe.  Further, classical bureaucratic theory would have presumed that the 

military would have successfully fielded the capability in the US—as in the Soviet 

Union—but would not have predicted the interservice fracture and the ability of 

Congressional bureaucratic entrepreneurs to overcome the views of “defense barons” on 

the Hill, at least over the ASM-135.   

• The regime type hypothesis performs more poorly in this case than in the BW one, 

because it would have predicted that the Soviets would pursue ASAT weapons and the 

US would not.  For a period—from the late 1960s to 1976–this was true.  But from 

National Security Decision Memorandum 345 to the end of the Reagan Administration 

the US Executive Branch continuously pursued ASAT weapons, only to be stymied by 

the arms control coalition mobilized in Congress.  While the regime type hypothesis 

would have predicted that arms controllers would have a better chance in the US than in 

the Soviet Union, it misses the details of why the US ecosystem made their decisions.  

And the alternative compartmented capability would have fit the American operational 

utility argument very well. 

 
5.10.2.  Final Conclusions 
 
Antisatellite weapons had the potential to be a useful military weapon for both the US and Soviet 

militaries, but the combination of technical challenges and advocacy for arms control ended up 
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terminating the American program and restricting the Soviet counterpart.  The US military was 

positioned to take on the antisatellite mission.  For example, the Navy had significantly increased 

investments in fleet air defense by the late 1970s and could have extended that to fleet space 

defense.  As the “fighter mafia” was moving to take control of the US Air Force, a strategic 

capability like the AMHV aboard Tactical Air Command F-15s would have appealed to an Air 

Force whose organizational and strategic culture revolved around air dominance, the command 

of the heavens (which potentially included space).857  Both sides may have decided that the 

electronic attack option provided superior operational utility, but absent declassified documents 

on this question we cannot evaluate it.  The Soviet military incorporated antispace defense 

attacks into doctrine, force structure, and plans.  The lack of a more robust portfolio of 

capabilities beyond the IS-M co-orbital antisatellite was more technical than political.858  In the 

American case, however, it appears neither service deeply invested in antisatellite capabilities.  

The Navy actively stepped away from the program, while the Air Force gave it limited support 

and undermined it with some senior-level statements.  If one side saw operational utility out of 

the system and the other side did not—as the Soviets did with antisatellites and the US did not—

it should also be unsurprising that attempts at bilateral arms control fell flat. 

The antisatellite case improves on and builds on the findings of the biological weapons 

case to understand how national security ecosystems debate SETs, particularly in the US.  

However, we have yet to see variation in Soviet positions on SETs, as the Soviets gave up 

neither their biological weapons nor their antisatellite capabilities.  As a result, I need to 

 
857 Builder, The Icarus Syndrome: The Role of Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the US Air Force; 
Worden, Rise of the Fighter Generals: The Problem of Air Force Leadership, 1945-1982. 
858 Hendrickx, “Naryad-V and the Soviet Anti-Satellite Fleet.” 
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incorporate a case where the Soviets actively pursue SET arms control to highlight variation in 

my dependent variable.  I therefore move on to my final case, exploring how the US and Soviet 

Union considered intermediate-range nuclear forces in the 1970s and 1980s.  Significant insights 

from insider accounts and declassified documents into both US and Soviet decisionmaking show 

us that, in this case, the Soviets, under certain conditions, were prepared to limit or sacrifice 

SETs. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

If the Reagan Administration had a “D-Day,” it was November 23, 1983: the day the 
first American Pershing II missiles would be deployed in West Germany, where protests 

and opposition to deployments were at a fever pitch.  The logic was simple: we had to 
deploy our missiles to pressure the Soviets to remove their own missiles already targeted 

on Europe.  But to the propagandists in Moscow and the peace activists of the West, D-
Day was an opening to denounce the United States politically as the cause of world 

tension and to undermine the U.S. militarily by causing disunity in our alliance.  There 
was a real chance that demonstrations could break the will of allied governments and 

prevent deployment—or at least pressure NATO so severely as to undermine our resolve 
to stand up to the Soviets in the future. 

- George Shultz, “Turmoil and Triumph”859 

When confronting a problem like this, the U.S. arms control bureaucracy's reaction is to 
produce an options paper: various negotiating options are postulated and then analyzed 
in terms of a variety of factors, military, political, etc. The task of military analysis is 
normally assigned to the Pentagon, which examines the various options' effects on 
current defense programs and future defense program options. The arms control process 
thus becomes a venue for major policy debates about defense programs. 
 

- Jim Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater 
Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979”860 

 
It is an old adage of bureaucratic politics that no decision is final except to those who 
like the way the decision came out. 
 

- Strobe Talbott, on Richard Perle and INF, in 
“Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration 
and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control”861 

 
 
6.1.  Introduction 

The US and Soviet decisions to both field and then destroy arsenals of intermediate-range 

nuclear weapons from the 1970s through the 1980s highlights how divided military tribes and 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs can both field and limit SETs.862  Both the US and Soviet ecosystems 

 
859 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State, 373. 
860 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 233. 
861 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 74. 
862 For ease of use I will use INF both to describe the 1987 treaty, the talks from 1981 to 1987, as well as a collective 
for the combination of modern IRBMs and GLCMs.  I will only use the Carter long-range theater nuclear forces 
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first chose to develop and deploy modern intermediate-range ballistic missiles (the Soviet SS-20 

and the American Pershing II) and ground-launched cruise missiles (the US BGM-109 Gryphon 

and the developmental Soviet SSC-X-4), then to eliminate them in the first in a series of arms 

control treaties that would codify the end of the Cold War.863 

  Intermediate-range nuclear forces were the most politically salient collection of SETs of 

at least the second half of the Cold War.  Unlike biological weapons and antisatellite weapons, 

intermediate-range nuclear forces were deployed not exclusively on superpower territory.  All 

US capabilities had to be forward fielded in NATO European countries, though the Soviets 

enjoyed sufficient geography to keep SS-20s inside the USSR.  This case expands our 

understanding of SETs by focusing on the implications of SETs on alliance relationships.864  

Military tribes remain central, but bilateralist tribes play a larger role on both sides in this case 

than before.865  The arms control tribes were largely marginalized from government—at least 

through the mid-1980s—pressing for their goals instead through a nongovernmental peace 

movement that transformed a discussion over SETs into the so-called “Euromissiles crisis.”866 

Intermediate-range nuclear forces have featured prominently in some of the “new wave” 

of arms control theorizing within IR, and a wealth of memoirs and secondary sources provide 

 
(LRTNF) reference when specifically used by sources.  I will also use NATO designators for Soviet systems 
throughout the chapter.   
863 On the developmental Soviet GLCM, which I do not treat in detail in this chapter, see Zaloga, “The Forgotten 
Missiles: The Soviet Air Force and Nuclear GLCMs.” 
864 Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History; Mastny, Byrne, and Klotzbach, A Cardboard Castle? An Inside History 
of the Warsaw Pact, 1955-1991; Byrne, “The Warsaw Pact and the Euromissile Crisis, 1977-1983.” all make clear 
that in fact the Soviets had extended deterrence and alliance politics challenges with the Warsaw Pact similar to 
those fast by the US, especially in the second half of the Cold War. 
865 An excellent example of a Soviet bilateralist featured in some components of this case is Valentin Falin, an MFA 
expert on Germany who served as Soviet ambassador to Bonn.  See references in Garthoff, Detente and 
Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan. and in section 6.7.2 below. 
866 Holloway, “The Dynamics of the Euromissile Crisis, 1977-1983.” 
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insights into the arc of the crisis.867  Regrettably, the State Department Historian’s Office reports 

that the INF volumes of the  Foreign Relations of the United States series covering the period 

from 1977 to 1983 is, as of this writing [June 2020] mired in declassification review in the 

Department of Defense and not expected to be published before 2021 at earliest.868  Primary 

source documents on the American side are available through both the National Security Archive 

and the Wilson Center’s Cold War International History Project.869  And thanks to work from the 

Wilson Center, Garthoff, and others, Soviet sources and archives are also available.870  Finally, 

late Cold War interviews conducted for DOD’s Office of Net Assesment and the Katayev 

Archive at Stanford contain valuable insights.871 

As with both biological weapons and antisatellites, intermediate-range nuclear forces 

represented qualitative and evolutionary progress in a preexisting capability, but the changes and 

the uncertainty about their success still qualifies them as SETs.872  Three technologies together 

made intermediate-range nuclear capabilities new and different from their antecedents: 

 
867 Most prominent in the “new wave” is Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic Politics, Uncertainty, and 
Cooperation between Adversaries.”  Vaynman’s work, while compelling, suffers from a selection bias insofar as her 
interview subjects in both Washington and Moscow fell almost exclusively within what I would describe as the arms 
control tribe.  In terms of memoirs and secondary sources, some of the most important used herein include Talbott, 
Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Talbott, The Master of 
the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace; Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the 
Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War; Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside 
Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms 
Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey. 
868 James Graham Wilson, personal communication. 
869 McDonnell, “Document Reader: The Euromissiles Crisis and the End of the Cold War, 1977-1987.” 
870 Perhaps one of the most important works to mine Soviet primary sources is Charles, “The Game Changer: 
Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations.” 
871 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 
1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence.” 
872 Both the US and the Soviet Union had IRBMs before either could field an intercontinental ballistic missile—the 
missiles of the Cuban Missile Crisis were SS-4 IRBMs.  Both sides had developed primitive cruise missiles building 
on the experience of the Nazi V-1 “buzz bomb.” Werrell, The Evolution of the Cruise Missile. 
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• Mobility.  Previous cruise missiles were either sea-based or launched from fixed sites; 

previous Thor and SS-4/SS-5 intermediate-range ballistic missiles were fixed as well.  

Both the Americans and Soviets had mobile shorter-range missiles, such as the Pershing I 

and Lance missile for the US and the SS-1 SCUD for the Soviets, but none could launch 

at range that would give them strategic rather than battlefield relevance.  Mobility, as first 

developed with the US ground-launched cruise missile and the Soviet SS-20 in the mid-

1970s, significantly enhanced the survivability of intermediate-range nuclear weapons, 

and made them harder to hold at risk.873 

• Range.  Previous cruise missiles had ranges in hundreds of kilometers, not thousands.  

Enhanced range to over 2000 kilometers meant that the weapons could be strategic, by 

being able to threaten at least one side’s homeland as well as the effective functioning of 

their armed forces.874 

• Precision.  Precision for ground-launched cruise missiles, SS-20s, and Pershing IIs 

allowed smaller warheads to still achieve military effects, meaning that the weapons 

could travel further and still perform their assigned tasks.  All three intermediate-range 

nuclear weapons had nuclear warheads, but earlier, inaccurate weapons had to 

compensate with higher yield or could not threaten mobile conventional forces or 

hardened point targets.875  Higher yield weapons were typically larger, which would 

 
873 Long and Green, “Stalking the Secure Second Strike: Intelligence, Counterforce, and Nuclear Strategy.” 
874 See chapter 1 for my definition of this with respect to SETs. 
875 Inaccuracy was a principal reason why early US and Soviet nuclear targeting doctrine was “countervalue” rather 
than counterforce.  This is also why silo hardening mattered a great deal in terms of second-strike nuclear 
survivability. See Lieber and Press, “The New Era of Counterforce: Technological Change and the Future of 
Deterrence.” 
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threaten the mobility and range of weapons by either making them so large as to need a 

fixed launcher or by decreasing their range.   

Figure 9. Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Case Timeline   
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6.1.1.  Capability Context—Mobile Long-Range Ballistic Missiles 

Entrepreneurs in the Soviet military tribe drove fielding of the first SET—mobile long-range 

ballistic missiles—followed by defense industrial entrepreneurs in the US ecosystem.  As early 

as the mid-1960s, the Nadiradze Design Bureau—later known as the Moscow Institute of 

Thermal Technology—was exploring designs for a solid-fueled mobile ICBM.876  Nadiradze was 

not the dominant missile design bureau in the Soviet military tribe—liquid-fueled design bureaus 

dominated through the 1950s and into the 1960s.877 

Moscow focused on mobile long-range ballistic missiles rather than cruise missiles 

because of the centrality of ICBMs in its strategic forces.  Unlike the Soviet Union, the United 

States was making significant investments into its submarine-based and air-based legs of its 

strategic nuclear triad from the early 1960s onward.  While the Soviets invested in submarines 

and bombers, their capabilities significantly lagged those of the US as US engineering and 

defense industrial infrastructure allowed submarines to move forward more rapidly.878  Further, 

the Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces were an independent entity within the Soviet military from 

the early 1960s onward.  As such, the Strategic Rocket Forces were the center of Soviet strategic 

warfare, and land-based capabilities were thus more attractive to Soviet leaders. 

The United States would not field a mobile long-range missile throughout the Cold War.  

The controversial MX ICBM was considered in rail-mobile and road-mobile variants, as was a 

 
876 See Cant, “The Development of the SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the 
Brezhnev Era”; Garthoff, “The Soviet SS-20 Decision”; Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of 
Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000. 
877 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Cant, “The Development of the SS-20: A Case 
Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev Era”; Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The 
Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000.  
878 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000; 
Podvig, Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces. 
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prototype ICBM labeled “Midgetman.”879  Domestic politics played a significant role in blocking 

the development of mobile ICBMs—Midwestern and Western states did not want to sacrifice the 

amount of land to the Federal Government required to allow mobile ICBMs to roam free from 

the threat of Soviet space-based reconnaissance satellites.880 

6.1.2.  Capability Context—Modern Cruise Missiles 

Unlike in the case of mobile long-range ballistic missiles, the US led the development of mobile 

cruise missiles through the 1970s into the 1980s.  Developments in size and precision—

miniaturized turbofan jet engines to propel these missiles and terrain contour mapping to guide 

the missile to the target—gave the US the basket of technologies to build a new generation of 

missiles to threaten land targets.881   

Secretary of Defense Laird and Deputy Secretary of Defense Clements generated the first 

requirement for modern cruise missiles in 1972-1973.882  Principal requirements included air-

launched cruise missiles to enhance Air Force bomber survivability, and sea-launched cruise 

missiles to enhance the fleet’s ability to strike both maritime and ground targets.  Advances in 

Soviet air defenses were a principal driver of the air-launched cruise missile requirement, as new 

air defenses made the B-52 fleet unable to make it to drop bombs on their targets.883  The Air 

Force had sought new bombers—first the XB-70 and then the B-1—to continue Strategic Air 

Command’s vision.884  But both bomber programs ran into significant delays, while civilians in 

 
879 On MX basing and Midgetman, see Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in 
Nuclear Arms Control. 
880 Ibid. 
881 Ibid. 
882 Werrell, The Evolution of the Cruise Missile, 156, 190; Huisken, “The History of Modern Cruise Missile 
Programs,” 83; Art and Ockenden, “The Domestic Politics of Cruise Missile Development, 1970-1980.” 
883 MacDonald, Ruina, and Balaschak, “Soviet Strategic Air Defense.” 
884 Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
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the Office of the Secretary of Defense, particularly in Program Analysis and Evaluation, saw 

cruise missiles offering more capability against air defenses.885  Sea-launched cruise missiles—

the Tomahawk and Harpoon in particular—appeared to both mirror Soviet antiship capabilities 

and provide new, longer-range capabilities for the Navy to participate in nuclear strikes, also 

more survivable than manned fighter-bombers from carriers.886   

Soviet development of modern land attack cruise missiles significantly lagged American 

ones, and the Soviets did not field modern cruise missiles until nearly the end of the Cold War, 

with the SS-N-21 as the first modern Soviet sea-launched cruise missile and the AS-15 as the 

first modern Soviet air-launched cruise missile.887  Miniaturization and electronic components 

were always a weakness in Soviet defense industry and cruise missile designers lacked the 

resources and the prestige of their ballistic missile counterparts.888 

6.1.3.  Political and Legal Context—SALT I, Vladivostok, and SALT II 

By the mid 1970s, these new SETs were proving more relevant in arms control negotiations—as 

bargaining chips—than in defense capabilities.  On the US side, this occurred because some of 

the most powerful players in the ecosystem—particularly National Security Advisor/Secretary of 

State Kissinger—framed cruise missiles in this way, focused on had on Soviet thinking.889  By 

the time President Ford and General Secretary Brezhnev met at Vladivostok in November 

1974—just months after Ford had replaced Nixon as President—cruise missiles had become one 

 
885 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979”; Art and Ockenden, “The Domestic Politics of 
Cruise Missile Development, 1970-1980.”  
886 Werrell, The Evolution of the Cruise Missile; Art and Ockenden, “The Domestic Politics of Cruise Missile 
Development, 1970-1980.” 
887 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000.  See 
section 4.7 of chapter 4 for the ties between strategic cruise missile development and the Soviet biological weapons 
program. 
888 Zaloga, 75, 190–91. 
889 Garthoff, Detente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan. 
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of the most controversial issues in bilateral strategic talks, along with the Soviet Tu-22 Backfire 

medium bomber.890 

Vladivostok set the terms for the second Strategic Arms Limitation negotiations that 

continued through the rest of the Ford Administration and into the Carter Administration, also 

featuring the rise of Ustinov as Minister of Defense in 1976.  Three factors in the negotiations 

influenced American and Soviet thinking on the intermediate-range nuclear portfolio891: 

• The Soviet Union agreed to forswear new types of ICBMs.  This included the SS-X-16—

a predecessor to the SS-20, as discussed in section 6.2 below.892  With the SS-X-16 

failing to move into serial production for large-scale deployments, Moscow (and the 

Strategic Rocket Forces) had incentives to use the weapon for an intermediate-range role. 

• Soviet statements on cruise missiles demonstrated to Washington and to NATO allies that 

such capabilities—whether air-launched, sea-launched, or ground-launched—had 

important leverage over Moscow.893 

• The second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty explicitly rejected any discussion of theater 

nuclear forces—the US did not want its NATO-assigned forces, British, or French 

nuclear forces (collectively called forward based systems), leaving the Soviets unwilling 

 
890 Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II. 
891 Cant, “The Development of the SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev 
Era”; Ambrose, The Control Agenda: A History of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. 
892 It appears that the Soviets did deploy a covert SS-X-16 force at Plesetsk despite SALT II commitments: see Cant, 
“The Development of the SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev Era”; 
Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000. 
893 Ambrose, The Control Agenda: A History of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks; Talbott, Endgame: The Inside 
Story of SALT II. 
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to limit its SS-4s, SS-5s, or Backfires, since it claimed they did not have intercontinental 

range.894 

Beyond that, the Strategic Arms Limitation talks also significantly influenced the political 

climate into which intermediate-range nuclear forces emerged, activating superpower ecosystems 

and their transnational links—particularly for arms controllers.  Europeans who first welcomed 

détente as memorialized in the first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty became increasingly 

concerned that with the second round of talks, the US was decoupling itself from its European 

NATO commitments and moving to a space where superpowers would make decisions over the 

Europeans’ heads.895  Hawks, even some of those who supported the first treaty, saw the second 

as a piece of a Carter Administration’s unilateral American strategic disarmament in the face of 

Soviet strategic superiority, leading to groups like the Committee on the Present Danger and the 

rise of bureaucratic entrepreneurs like Richard Perle.896 

 

6.2.  The First Soviet Move—Deploying the SS-20 

The Soviet SET ecosystem chose to develop and field the SS-20 as a natural—in their eyes—

evolution of obsolete capabilities to enhance their operational utility.897  What is clear about 

 
894 Ambrose, The Control Agenda: A History of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, 69–70; Talbott, Endgame: The 
Inside Story of SALT II. 
895 President Carter’s decision on the enhanced radiation weapon (also known as the neutron bomb) as discussed in 
section III C below, exacerbated these concerns. 
896 Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 
Won the Cold War; Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II; Auten, Carter’s Conversion: The Hardening of 
American Defense Policy. 
897 Many treatments of the so-called Euromissile crisis neglect discussion of the Soviet calculus on this, seeing 
instead the beginning of the crisis as German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt’s speech to the International Institute for 
Strategic Studies in 1977.  Holloway, “The Dynamics of the Euromissile Crisis, 1977-1983”; Spohr, “NATO’s 
Nuclear Politics and the Schmidt-Carter Rift.” Raymond Garthoff, Jonathan Haslam, and particularly John Cant 
have provided detailed insights from both primary and secondary sources into how Soviet thinking and decisions 
unfolded. Haslam, “Moscow’s Misjudgment in Deploying SS-20 Missiles”; Garthoff, “The Soviet SS-20 Decision”; 
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retrospective reviews of Soviet decisionmaking on the SS-20 is that the United States knew little 

about Soviet thinking on why and how it would upgrade its existing medium-range and 

intermediate-range ballistic missiles to the new SS-20 standard at the time.898  This misreading 

would prove important in how the West would respond to this weapons system upgrade. 

Significant defense industrial imperatives within the Soviet military tribe pushed for 

fielding the SS-20.  While the Soviet Union limited its fielding of mobile ICBMs under the 

Vladivostok agreement for the Strategic Arms Limitation talks,  the SS-X-16’s development 

process—along with that of the SS-20—provided mature technology development on solid fuel 

propulsion to allow for the rapid development and deployment of the first intermediate-range 

nuclear SET.899  The SS-20, being the first two stages of the three-stage SS-X-16, was an easy 

way to leverage the sunk industrial costs for the SS-X-16 and keep the production lines open.900  

Beyond that, the aging SS-4s and SS-5s had reached the end of their service lives, and would 

need to be replaced.  While the Military Industrial Commission could have selected a liquid-

fueled intermediate-range ballistic missile to replace the liquid-fueled legacy capabilities, the 

liquid-propellant missile design bureaus had sufficient ICBM and submarine-launched ballistic 

 
Garthoff, Detente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan; Cant, “The Development of 
the SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev Era.” 
898 It is crucial to note the tumult within the US analytic community at this time.  At the very moment the Soviets 
were considering fielding the SS-20, the US Intelligence Community and the Ford Administraion were enmeshed in 
the “Team B” controversy over Soviet strategic intentions and capabilities, given the seeming disconnect between 
SALT and détente on the one hand and Soviet strategic modernization on the other.  See Steury, Intentions and 
Capabilities: Estimates on Soviet Strategic Forces, 1950-1983; Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II. 
899 As James Cant’s magisterial study makes clear, the SS-20 evolved in a more parallel track to the SS-X-16 than 
previous analysts had thought.  Cant also argues that SS-20 development began earlier than previously thought.  See 
Cant, “The Development of the SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev 
Era.” 
900 Cant. 
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missile requirements already in place.901  It thus made more industrial sense to field a solid-

propellant intermediate-range ballistic missile to take advantage of the SS-X-16. 

Three operational requirements bolstered the case for fielding the specific capability that 

the SS-20 represented: threats to fixed ballistic missiles; disruption of NATO reinforcement; and 

the emergent China threat.  The combination of increased accuracy in the American ICBM force, 

the development of the Trident submarine-launched ballistic missile with hard-target kill, and the 

beginnings of what would be later known as either the “Second Offset” or the “reconnaissance 

strike complex” were emerging—almost certainly in Soviet intelligence collection—to present 

threats to Soviet static forces.902  The US was making significant research and development 

investments throughout the 1970s in abilities to target and destroy fixed sites.903  Mobile 

forces—like the mobile SS-20—would have enhanced survivability and thus would present 

targeting challenges to the US.  On the second, as the US drew down its forces in Vietnam and 

started to consider modernization of the Army and Air Force to deal with the Soviet threat in 

Central Europe, it became clear to Soviet planners in the General Staff Main Operations 

Directorate that reinforcement—what would become known as Operation Reforger—would be 

essential to NATO capabilities to counter a Soviet assault, or for that matter to conduct a 

preemptive attack on the Soviet military.904  The General Staff needed weapons that could 

 
901 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000. 
902 Long and Green, “The MAD Who Wasn’t There: Soviet Reactions to the Late Cold War Nuclear Balance”; Long 
and Green, “Stalking the Secure Second Strike: Intelligence, Counterforce, and Nuclear Strategy.” Adamsky, The 
Culture of Military Innovation: The Impact of Cultural Factors on the Revolution in Military Affairs in Russia, the 
US, and Israel. Marten Zisk, Engaging the Enemy: Organization Theory and Soviet Military Innovation, 1955-1991. 
903 Long and Green, “Stalking the Secure Second Strike: Intelligence, Counterforce, and Nuclear Strategy.” 
904 On the related Army and Air Force modernization efforts, see for example Romjue, “The Army of Excellence: 
The Development of the 1980s Army”; Romjue, “From Active Defense to AirLand Battle: The Development of 
Army Doctrine 1973-1982”; Farley, “US Air Force Culture, 1947-2017”; Mansoor, “US Army Culture, 1973-2017”; 
Builder, The Icarus Syndrome: The Role of Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the US Air Force; 
Worden, Rise of the Fighter Generals: The Problem of Air Force Leadership, 1945-1982. 
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effectively threaten NATO air and sea ports of debarkation.905  The SS-20 had the range to do 

this from Soviet territory, and in tandem with its fielding the General Staff developed a new 

“Strategy of Deep Operations” centered on its use.906  The final threat emerged from the break 

between Moscow and Beijing over the 1960s, exacerbated in Soviet military eyes by the 

normalization of US-China relations under Nixon, Ford, and Carter.  By the mid-1970s, the 

Soviets had to worry about a tacit US-Chinese military alliance on their eastern flank that could 

threaten their interests.907  The SS-20, more so than the ICBMs dedicated to striking the US 

Homeland, could “service” Chinese targets effectively. 

The SS-20 was a strongly preferred capability across the Soviet military tribe.  It is 

unsurprising that this tribe was able to convince the Soviet political leadership to field the 

capability given the union of operational and industrial interests.  Beyond that, it appears that the 

Soviets did not foresee the escalation risks and concerns that came with Western responses to the 

SS-20’s deployment.908  While some—including Gorbachev—retrospectively criticized the way 

in which the ecosystem approved the SS-20, accusing Defense Minister Ustinov of pushing past 

a weakened, sickly Brezhnev, Soviet sources indicate that the leadership of the Defense 

Council—including, importantly, Foreign Minister Gromyko on behalf of the bilateralists—

 
905 Garthoff, Detente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan, 962–63; Cant, “The 
Development of the SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev Era”; Winik, On 
the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold 
War, 166.   
906 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich.” 
907 Garthoff, Detente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan, 774–75; Wilson, The 
Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 60. 
908 This helps explain the revisionist accounts that appear in many historical accounts—many of which cite 
Gorbachev who claimed that the Politburo was not consulted on deployments, and diplomats in the MFA who 
claimed to be in the dark over it.  For example, see Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History; Griffith, “‘Green Cheese’ 
and ‘the Moon:’ Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and the Euromissiles,” 44. 
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endorsed fielding the SS-20.909  The arms controllers, such as they were in this period, had little 

concern with the missile because there was no arms control regime around intermediate-range 

weapons.  Indeed, many Soviet arms controllers had sought to bring US and NATO capabilities, 

many of which were of intermediate range, into arms control regimes.  The SS-20, to them, “felt 

fair.”910 

 

6.3.  Washington’s Response to the Soviet Challenge 

The US ecosystem took Soviet deployments, reformed them in a new political context, and used 

that reframing to drive the fielding of its own, politically driven SET response.  The political 

nature of the US response, as well as military tribal divisions over the necessity of such a 

response, would open the door for future SET limits.  As the Soviets deployed the SS-20, the 

Ford Administration was changing over to the Carter Administration.  While the Ford 

Administration had put things in motion that would enable counters to the SS-20—the initial 

efforts that would lead to both the Pershing II and the ground-launched cruise missile—it had left 

much of the European effort in abeyance.911   

 
909 Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 17–19.  Freeman, “The 
Making of an Accidental Crisis: The United States and the NATO Dual-Track Decision of 1979,” 333; Dobrynin, In 
Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents, 432. Alexander Bessmertnykh noted 
retrospectively that he “was not aware of all the details of defense planning in the Soviet Union… …only later, 
when I became… one of the five members of the Defense Council of the country, did I know more about it.” 
Bessmertnykh in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold War, 31.  On the Defense Council, see Karlsson, “The 
Defense Council of the USSR”; Odom, The Collapse of the Soviet Military. 
910 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
911 See for example Yaffe, “Origins of the Tactical Nuclear Weapons Modernization Program: 1969-1979”; Auten, 
Carter’s Conversion: The Hardening of American Defense Policy; Burr, “A Question of Confidence: Theater 
Nuclear Forces, US Policy toward Germany, and the Origins of the Euromissile Crisis, 1975-1976”; Thomson, 
“Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 238. 
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Carter’s interest in enhancing European defense was closely tied to profound strategic 

force reductions.  As Brian Auten has argued, Carter sought to recoup scarce defense funds by 

drawing down expensive strategic modernization programs, particularly the B-1 bomber and the 

MX ICBM.912  His initial strategic arms control proposals—as with his initial antisatellite arms 

control proposals as discussed in Chapter 5—were deep, too deep for the military tribe.913 Their 

rejection by the Soviets would be the first Type 2 policy failure of the Carter SET ecosystem. 

Conventional defense was an increasing worry, as Soviet capabilities appeared to outstrip 

a US force that was struggling with the implementation of the All Volunteer Force amidst 

significant morale problems after Vietnam.914  NATO, under US leadership, began the 

development of a Long Term Development Plan to reform not only US forces available for 

NATO contingencies but also NATO European contributions to the fight in Central Europe.915  

As this plan drew to a close, having set requirements for tactical air and land forces and shorter 

range nuclear forces, requirements for long-range tactical nuclear forces started to rise to the 

fore.916 

European allies had a complicated relationship with conventional defense.917  They 

accepted the requirement, but knew that a long, bloody slog on European territory would destroy 

 
912 Vic Utgoff shared that Carter’s principal rationale for zeroing out the B-1 bomber was not cost savings, but a 
belief based on intelligence assessments that the B-1 was not survivable against emerging Soviet air defenses.  Air-
launched cruise missiles aboard B-52s were, in Utgoff’s retelling, a stopgap until the fielding of a crucial “black” 
program—the Stealth bomber.  Interview with Victor Utgoff, 25 March 2020. 
913 Auten, Carter’s Conversion: The Hardening of American Defense Policy; Griffith, “‘Green Cheese’ and ‘the 
Moon:’ Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and the Euromissiles,” 35–37; Newmann, Managing National Security 
Policy: The President and the Process, 81–89.  
914 Rostker, “I Want You!  The Evolution of the All-Volunteer Force”; Keefer, Harold Brown: Offsetting the Soviet 
Military Challenge, 1977-1981, IX:417–54; Gaffney, “Euromissiles as the Ultimate Evolution of Theater Nuclear 
Forces in Europe,” 189.   
915 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 239–41. 
916 Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty, 17. 
917 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 241. 
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their infrastructure and kill their civilian populations, not those of the US itself.  For this reason, 

and because of the significant costs associated with European conventional defense, many 

European leaders preferred to rely on nuclear weapons for theater deterrence rather than 

significant conventional forces.918 

6.3.1.  Initial Strategic Assessments in the Carter Administration 

Components of the Carter ecosystem in 1977 started to generate strategic assessments that would 

shape the debate in Washington and Europe through the next two years.  As Jim Thomson notes 

in his history of the intermediate-range nuclear debate in the Carter ecosystem, European 

governments by the late spring of 1977 were asking for briefings on cruise missile programs.919  

The Office of the Secretary of Defense and State’s Bureau of Political-Military Affairs argued 

over how to approach the paper, the NSC had to intervene, and State forced a strategic 

assessment through the ecosystem process that downgraded the operational utility of cruise 

missiles.920 

 This was the second in a series of Type 2 policy failures that would occur across the 

history of this case. 921  Opponents of new military capabilities forced advocates in the Pentagon 

to agree to a paper that downgraded the apparent value of cruise missiles.922  But, as Thomson 

makes clear, “the European reaction was nearly instantaneous and uniformly negative,” and 

further engagements “proved to be a diplomatic disaster.”923  Thomson further argues that this 

was a precipitating cause of Helmut Schmidt’s speech discussed below.924  He further argued 

 
918 Ibid 
919 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 243. 
920 Thomson, 244. 
921 See section 2.5.2 of chapter 2 and section 6.9, table 9 below. 
922 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 244. 
923 Thomson, 245. 
924 Ibid 
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that “some Americans were worried, too, especially about the US failure to have its analytic 

house in order.”925   

6.3.2.  The Schmidt Speech  

German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt raised the political stakes across Europe and in Washington 

with a speech on European defense at the International Institute for Strategic Studies on October 

28, 1977 that launched—and framed—the political INF controversy over the next decade.  

Schmidt was a transnational bureaucratic entrepreneur, a German leader with significant 

experience within NATO and personal relations with many NATO leaders.926  He had been close 

to former President Ford, and had a distrustful and acrimonious relationship with President 

Carter.927  Schmidt too was balancing competing dynamics within his own left-wing Social 

Democratic Party, representing a more centrist wing versus rivals like Egon Bahr who attacked 

him over European defense.928  Schmidt used his October 1977 speech to call for ensuring that 

the Alliance had the full suite of capabilities necessary for deterrence and defense against the 

Soviet threat.  Pointing to the SS-20 in particular, he noted the gaps within Allied defense 

capabilities, and raised concerns of “decoupling”—a critical rhetorical commonplace in this case. 

  

 
925 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 246. 
926 Cary, “Review Essay: Helmut Schmidt, Euromissiles, and the Peace Movement”; Spohr, “Helmut Schmidt and 
the Shaping of Western Security in the Late 1970s: The Guadeloupe Summit of 1979.”  
927 Spohr, “NATO’s Nuclear Politics and the Schmidt-Carter Rift,” 141. 
928 Cary, “Review Essay: Helmut Schmidt, Euromissiles, and the Peace Movement”; Spohr, “NATO’s Nuclear 
Politics and the Schmidt-Carter Rift,” 148–49; Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, 
Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 41. 
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Figure 10. US Program/Policy Focused Look—1977-79  
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Decoupling was the concept that superpowers—the US and the Soviets—were making 

decisions above allies’ heads, leaving them vulnerable to predation.  As such, it was the inverse 

of assurance, the idea that allies required enhanced commitments to their defense.929  Schmidt 

was a committed Atlanticist, the first in a group of Europeans who would prove to be the key 

complements to American bilateralists in the intermediate-nuclear forces SET ecosystem. 

6.3.3.  The Neutron Bomb “Fiasco” 

The enhanced radiation warhead, popularly known as the “neutron bomb,” pushed decoupling 

concerns to the forefront and, as one participant in intermediate-nuclear forces debates in the 

ecosystem put it, represented “the greatest arms control failure of the Cold War.”930  It was 

meant to be a programmatic upgrade to the warheads on NATO-deployed tactical nuclear 

weapons, providing greater lethality against Soviet armor.  A public campaign against the 

weapon, however, started using it as the sign of “all that was wrong with nuclear weapons.”931  

Amplified by a robust Soviet influence campaign, the arms control tribe in both the US and 

Europe lobbied Carter to terminate the enhanced radiation warhead program due to escalation 

risks.932  Despite the wishes of the military tribe and other advisors, he did just that. 

 
929 See chapter 2, section 2.3.1.2. for a discussion of assurance as a critical rhetorical commonplace for bilateralists. 
930 Interview with Ron Lehman, 1 April 2020.  Lehman also said that the greatest arms control success was fielding 
the Pershing II and GLCMs, because it forced the Soviets to the table and led to the INF Treaty.  During the Carter 
Administration, Lehman was a professional staff member on the Senate Armed Services Committee; he concluded 
the George H.W. Bush Administration as Director of ACDA. 
931 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 253. 
932 Wettig, “Origins of the Second Cold War: The Last Soviet Offensive in the Cold War - Emergence and 
Development of the Campaign Against NATO Euromissiles, 1979-1983”; Rid, Active Measures: The Secret History 
of Disinformation and Political Warfare, 255–85; Cary, “Review Essay: Helmut Schmidt, Euromissiles, and the 
Peace Movement”; Byrne, “The Warsaw Pact and the Euromissile Crisis, 1977-1983,” 108; Spohr Readman, 
“Germany and the Politics of the Neutron Bomb, 1975-1979.” Cary notes that Egon Bahr, a leader in Schmidt’s own 
Social Democratic Party, led protests against ERW in the summer of 1977; see p 160.  
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The ripple effects of the enhanced radiation warhead termination had a significant impact 

on the “Euromissile crisis” that followed.  The Soviets saw that pressure on the US could lead an 

Administration to back off capabilities to support NATO.933  European anti-nuclear activists 

affiliated with radical wings of the arms control tribe saw the same result, though for different 

reasons than Moscow’s.934  Those focused on US strategic capabilities saw that reliance on the 

strategic triad was a more trustworthy, less politically fractious route to meeting NATO 

requirements than forward-based capabilities.935  And those focused on the unity of the Atlantic 

Alliance saw that this kind of pressure could have profound effects across NATO, even—in their 

view—inviting Soviet predation aimed at NATO political weaknesses.936 

Beyond that, within the American ecosystem, the decision would prove to be a Pyrrhic 

victory for the arms control tribe—another Type 2 policy failure that would deplete their political 

capital and leave them marginalized in discussions to follow.  Arms control and disarmament 

activists saw Carter’s decision to terminate the program as a coup, but the public and elite 

blowback from the decision would significantly hinder them and their effectiveness.  Bilateralists 

and free agents would take advantage of this in the ensuing ecosystem debate. 

6.3.4.  Parallel NATO Discussions—Creating the High Level Group 

Entrepreneurs in the military tribe and defense-affiliated free agents used a new NATO process, 

the High Level Group, as an effective agenda setting mechanism to force the US ecosystem 

 
933 Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty, 28. 
934 Keefer, Harold Brown: Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge, 1977-1981, IX:461; Spohr Readman, “Germany 
and the Politics of the Neutron Bomb, 1975-1979.”  It was not as if Moscow was about to forswear its own nuclear 
capabilities.   
935 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979.”  Indeed, Richard Perle would come to stand for 
these same views—see Section 6.5.1 below. 
936 Thomson, 254; Spohr, “Helmut Schmidt and the Shaping of Western Security in the Late 1970s: The Guadeloupe 
Summit of 1979,” 172. 
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toward their preferred deployment solutions. 937  NATO created the High Level Group out of the 

Long-Term Development Plan to deal with intermediate-range nuclear capabilities; it reported to 

NATO defense ministers in their Nuclear Planning Group format.938  Unlike meetings of the 

North Atlantic Council, which were chaired by the NATO Secretary General, the High Level 

Group was chaired by the US delegation, and because it reported to defense ministers the Office 

of the Secretary of Defense rather than State led the US delegation, giving entrepreneurs 

leverage within the US ecosystem by “bouncing” NATO-agreed concepts into the US discussion. 

The first focused High Level Group meeting was hosted by the United States at the Los 

Alamos National Laboratory in February, 1978.939  Schmidt’s speech had taken place months 

before, but this was two months before Carter’s public decision to terminate the enhanced 

radiation warhead.  Out of the meeting at Los Alamos, thanks to advocates for new capabilities 

in Europe within the Defense Department, NATO had agreed on language calling for an 

“evolutionary upward adjustment” in forward deployed intermediate-range nuclear forces.940  

Opponents of those capabilities in Washington—particularly in both the arms control tribe and 

on the NSC staff—were incensed by this.941  They saw Carter’s hand being forced by a fait 

accompli engineered by a group opposed to the President’s disarmament and arms control 

 
937 Based on my personal experience, such efforts continued until at least the end of 2012; I participated in support 
to NPG and HLG meetings when supporting policy as a detailee to the NSC and OSD Policy.  See also Thomson, 
“Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 249.  
938 The NPG was created as an artifact of France’s withdrawal from the NATO command structure in 1966. Defense 
Ministers needed a format to discuss nuclear sharing, and France’s withdrawal meant that Paris could not participate 
in such meetings.  The NPG was created as a result.  See Gaffney, “Euromissiles as the Ultimate Evolution of 
Theater Nuclear Forces in Europe,” 181; Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 248; 
Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty, 11–12.  
939 Thomson notes (p 249) that this was the second, but first substantive, HLG meeting. 
940 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 250. 
941 Thomson, 250–51. 
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agenda.942  But, as mentioned above, the “table stakes” changed with the enhanced radiation 

warhead decision in April and blowback from that—not only in American domestic politics, but 

in particular with Europeans who felt that Carter’s efforts before his decision had strung them 

along.943 

6.3.5.  Pulling Threads Together for Policy Review Memorandum 38 

The Schmidt speech, the reactions to Carter’s enhanced radiation warhead cancellation, and the 

February 1978 High Level Group pushed the US ecosystem into a decision process, leading to a 

new SET coalition despite military tribal reservations.  In June 1978, National Security Advisor 

Brzezinski signed Policy Review Memorandum 38, which directed a detailed study of long-

range theater nuclear forces as well as complementary arms control proposals.944  The NSC lead 

for the study was Thomson, on detail from the Pentagon’s Program Analysis and Evaluation 

office.945  Unlike the antisatellite arms control study from Chapter 5 led by Secretary of Defense 

Harold Brown, Carter designated the NSC staff, under the auspices of the Special Coordination 

Committee (chaired by Brzezinski) to lead the process.946  It would explore a range of potential 

defense capabilities and framed them in both political and military terms—crucial for how 

American policy on intermediate-range nuclear forces would evolve over the coming decade. 

The military tribe, represented in formal discussions by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was 

underwhelmed by the requirement.947  It believed that central strategic triad capabilities—in 

 
942 Auten, Carter’s Conversion: The Hardening of American Defense Policy. 
943 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 250–51. 
944 https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/assets/documents/memorandums/prm38.pdf  
945 Thomson personal communication, Utgoff interview. 
946 See section 5.4 of Chapter 5 for the PRM-23 discussion.  Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 
1975-1979,” 254–56.  discusses the perceived need for centralization.  
947 As Lynn Davis put it, “the military rationale for the new LRTNF was not so easy to define.” Davis, “NATO’s 
Requirements and Policy for LRTNF,” 181.  
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particular Poseidon submarine-launched ballistic missile warheads assigned to NATO 

requirements—were sufficient to meet the military threat posed by the SS-20.948  They saw the 

SS-20 fundamentally as an upgrade of existing intermediate range ballistic missiles, and were 

relatively uninterested in taking on new missions or dealing with challenging Europeans.949  

Ground-launched cruise missiles and Pershings, which others saw as the best possible solution, 

had an uncomfortable place within the military tribe.  Cruise missiles would be assigned to the 

Air Force, contrary to their organizational culture of manned fighter and bomber operations.950  

Air-launched cruise missiles aboard bombers could be useful—though the Air Force also fought 

the decision to invest in cruise missile armed B-52s instead of the B-1 manned, penetrating 

bomber.951  But ground-launched cruise missiles were, like ICBMs based in the continental US, 

outside the Air Force’s preferred roles and missions.  The Army was more comfortable with the 

Pershing, having operated Pershing I medium-range ballistic missile for decades.  But the Army 

had never operated an intermediate-range ballistic missile—it developed the Jupiter missile but 

was forced to hand it to the Air Force for operations, a capability retired in the 1960s.952  Long-

 
948 According to Davis, the US and the UK would “assign” a set of warheads from strategic submarines to meet the 
requirements of the Supreme Allied Commander, Europe (SACEUR).  These warheads would respond to 
SACEUR’s tasking in the case of general war in Europe.  See Davis, 171. 
949 Indeed, one could argue that in this respect the military tribe accurately read the Soviet decisionmaking discussed 
in Section II above. 
950 In many respects the reticence toward GLCMs would mirror later Air Force opposition to UAV operations, 
though at least UAVs had some “flight” characteristics.  See Lee, “The Culture of US Air Force Innovation: A 
Historical Case Study of the Predator Program”; Lee, “The Role of Culture in Military Innovation Studies: Lessons 
Learned Form the US Air Force’s Adoption of the Predator Drone, 1993-1997.” 
951 As Art and Ockenden memorably put it, “without exception, the military services did not want cruise missiles if 
they threatened their respective dominant missions or ate into their scarce funds, both of which were in general the 
case.” In the case of the Air Force, they argue that the ALCM was “rammed down [their] throat,” and had to take the 
GLCM when the Army refused to do so, seeing it as a “national mission” with little value for its own missions.  See 
Art and Ockenden, “The Domestic Politics of Cruise Missile Development, 1970-1980,” 360; Werrell, “The 
Weapon The Military Did Not Want: The Modern Strategic Cruise Missile.” 
952 Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
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range nuclear-tipped ballistic missiles did not fit cleanly into the Army’s priorities, particularly 

as it was pursuing full-scale modernization and the development of AirLand Battle.953 

Bilateralists in the ecosystem, on the other hand, insisted that land-based nuclear forces 

were necessary to avoid decoupling.  They also saw land-based nuclear forces as appropriate for 

the nuclear sharing arrangements NATO featured.954  Because of the fundamentally political 

nature of the challenge Schmidt had presented, bilateralists were able to overpower the military 

tribe in ecosystem discussions.  Empowered by NSC-staff free agents like Thomson, they 

narrowed down the range of options away from sea-based (not only Poseidon assigned 

submarine-launched ballistic missiles but also sea-launched cruise missiles from US ships) and 

from air-based (including forward-based US bombers) to ground-based options.955  This 

significantly narrowed the range of capabilities to GLCMs and Pershing-category ballistic 

missiles. 

By early 1979, the process was drawing to a close and landing on a mix of ground-

launched cruise missiles and Pershing IIs.  The bilateralists were winning, abetted by members of 

the military tribe who favored new military capabilities and free agents focused on the damage 

done to Carter’s standing by the enhanced radiation warhead decision.956  The arms control tribe 

 
953 Ron Lehman suggested in an interview that the Army took a contrary approach once fielding happened; that said, 
there is nothing in the available record to indicate the Army’s focus on Pershing II was sufficient to override its 
bigger modernization priorities.  On the Army’s priorities, see footnote 905. 
954 In the aftermath of the Kennedy- and Johnson-era attempt to build a NATO Multilateral Force for nuclear 
weapons (to forestall a West German nuclear program), which failed (and helped convince France to exit NATO’s 
military structures), the US forward deployed a limited number of nuclear weapons in Europe that Allied forces—
particularly fighter aircraft, but also some ground forces—would take over from US control using a “dual key” 
arrangement and employ in a general war scenario.  The concept behind nuclear sharing was to assure allies and 
avoid decoupling.  There was no clear military requirement for the nuclear sharing arrangements—something which 
has bedeviled NATO nuclear sharing arrangements to this day.  See Pifer, “NATO, Nuclear Weapons, and Arms 
Control.” 
955 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 263. 
956 Thomson, 263. 
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was less focused on European-based capabilities, but understood that backing a deployment 

decision could help with elite, public, and most of all Congressional support for the second 

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty nearing signature.957  The Treaty also assuaged some skeptical 

military tribe members—while arms controllers would seek to limit military spending via 

treaties, enhanced military capabilities would typically “sell” treaties, and arms controllers could 

not afford to have the military oppose it.958  This provided some space for the military to be 

assured that the capabilities in Europe would not come at the expense of other, more valuable 

capabilities. 

6.3.6.  1979—Guadeloupe and the Road to Dual Track 

If we assume that the US coalition behind European-based ground-launched cruise missiles and 

Pershing IIs was political and bilateral in nature, the political aspects of the deployment required 

a significant consultative process to achieve the Administration’s goal.  Schmidt’s domestic 

political calculus came into play here, complicating American efforts.  To him, it was vitally 

politically important that West Germany not be the only basing nation.959  Schmidt was prepared 

for Bonn to take the Pershings, since the Army’s Pershing Is were already based in Germany, but 

 
957 Thomson, 259. 
958 This is not just true about SALT II, but arguably true about all arms control treaties requiring Senate advice and 
consent to ratification.  For example, when the Obama Administration submitted the New START Treaty for Senate 
advice and consent in 2010, it also included a report (the so-called “1251 Report”) about significant additional 
spending on nuclear infrastructure and delivery systems.  See for example McFaul, From Cold War to Hot Peace: 
An American Ambassador in Putin’s Russia, 140. 
959 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 283; Spohr, “Helmut Schmidt and the Shaping 
of Western Security in the Late 1970s: The Guadeloupe Summit of 1979.” 
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it was essential that cruise missiles be based in other European countries so that Germany would 

not be the only potential Soviet target—political or military.   

Carter needed to bring the Alliance together, and French President Giscard d’Estaing 

provided an opportunity at a summit hosted in Guadeloupe, a French territory in the 

Caribbean.960  While France was not a NATO nuclear sharing member, it maintained an interest 

in NATO nuclear posture and associated arms control agreements out of the risk that France’s 

independent nuclear deterrent (the force de frappe) could come under pressure.961  Indeed, Soviet 

pressure to include UK and French nuclear weapons in arms control dating back to the beginning 

of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks showed that Paris’ concerns had merits. 

Guadeloupe confirmed the essential elements of what would be known as the “dual 

track” approach.  The American, British, French, and German leaders agreed to pursue Pershing 

IIs and ground-launched cruise missiles in Europe.  Schmidt agreed to take the Pershing IIs.  

Britain stepped up as the first European NATO member to take cruise missiles.  But this was not 

enough for Schmidt.  He needed a continental NATO European member as well.962   

Germany’s need for “basing diversity” launched a major campaign of American shuttle 

diplomacy to identify additional partners.  Deputy National Security Advisor David Aaron led 

this process—underlining the White House centrality of the initiative dating back to the start of 

the study process.963  Aaron’s mission was to both identify potential basing nations for GLCMs 

and bolster Alliance solidarity around the solution developed by the US ecosystem. 

 
960 Spohr, “Helmut Schmidt and the Shaping of Western Security in the Late 1970s: The Guadeloupe Summit of 
1979.” is one of the best treatments of Guadeloupe in detail 
961 Bozo, “France, the Euromissiles, and the End of the Cold War,” 197–98; Spohr, “Helmut Schmidt and the 
Shaping of Western Security in the Late 1970s: The Guadeloupe Summit of 1979,” 169–70; Heuser and Stoddart, 
“Difficult Europeans: NATO and Tactical/Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in the Cold War,” 467.  
962 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979,” 283. 
963 Thomson, 268–70. 
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Politically, it became clear in Europe that weapons for weapons was insufficient.  Enough 

European governments required a parallel effort on arms control that a “Special Consultative 

Group” was set up in parallel to the High Level Group.964  While the High Level Group was 

chaired by the Office of the Secretary of Defense and led by representatives of defense ministries 

from across NATO, the Special Consultative Group was led by the State Department’s Bureau of 

Political-Military Affairs and brought the arms control bureaucracies from across Europe into 

discussion. 

Finally, Italy agreed to host cruise missiles.  This was politically sensitive for Rome, 

particularly as it had been excluded from the Guadeloupe Summit.965  But the Italian 

government, seeking to demonstrate its bonafides to Washington in the face of Communist 

potential participation in government, saw ground-launched cruise missile hosting as an 

opportunity.  Belgium and the Netherlands would provisionally agree as well—though as time 

would tell, both delayed participation for domestic political reasons.966 

This coalition of basing nations proved sufficient for both Schmidt and Carter to push 

forward with a formal Alliance decision.  Carter saw additional political value in a decision 

because in June of 1979, he and General Secretary Brezhnev signed the second Strategic Arms 

Limitation Treaty in Vienna.967  With the treaty submitted for what would prove to be a 

contentious and controversial Senate process of advice and consent to ratification, deploying new 

nuclear capabilities to oppose Soviet ones uncovered by strategic arms control could help on the 

 
964 Thomson, 273–74. 
965 Nuti, “The Nuclear Debate in Italian Politics in the Late 1970s and the Early 1980s,” 234. 
966 Scott-Smith, “The Netherlands between East and West: Dutch Politics, Dual Track, and Cruise Missiles,” 258–
64. 
967 Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II; Ambrose, The Control Agenda: A History of the Strategic Arms 
Limitation Talks. 
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Hill.968  On December 12, a meeting of both NATO foreign and defense ministers in Brussels 

issued the Alliance’s decision—to move forward with both Pershing IIs and ground launched 

cruise missiles based in Europe, as well as an arms control process to seek to limit and/or remove 

both those capabilities and the SS-20s, rendering them unnecessary.969 

Just two weeks after the NATO dual-track decision, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

rendered any near-term diplomatic discussion moot.  Moscow’s move not only scuttled the 

second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty and put US-Soviet relations in a “deep freeze,” but also 

shut down the initial prospects for arms control negotiations between the US and the Soviets 

over intermediate-range nuclear forces.970  The US would continue to move forward with 

Pershing II and cruise missile development to field both as quickly as possible.  The arms control 

would wait.  There were preliminary, exploratory talks in late 1980, but the American political 

calendar also made clear that they would have no real impact.971 

6.3.7.  Conclusions on the Carter Process 

The Carter SET ecosystem’s response to the SS-20 made clear that politics, even more than 

operational utility, would dominate American calculations on intermediate-range nuclear forces.  

This is the first example across all three cases in this dissertation of a winning coalition led 

largely by bilateralists, paired with some partners in the military tribe as well as free agents in the 

NSC.  Yet the bilateralists’ focus on assurance and coupling would prove to put friction in future 

ecosystem deliberations.  European political and public opinion would prove critical, and 

 
968 Ibid. 
969 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_27040.htm  
970 Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II. 
971 On the initial, exploratory talks, see Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating 
the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, 48; Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the 
Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 41–42. 
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frustration over what would appear in Washington as dithering or vacillation would empower 

those who wanted to undermine the Pershing II and ground-launched cruise missile deployment 

in the next Administration.972 

The US military was not particularly interested in either Pershing IIs or ground-launched 

cruise missiles.  The Air Force was unimpressed with the value of cruise missiles, and while the 

Army always appreciated any opportunity to get into the “strategic” game, long-range nuclear 

missiles were inconsistent with the service’s overarching focus on rearmament and doctrinal 

modernization to face the Soviet threat.973  Thanks perhaps to both the Administration’s blunder 

over the enhanced radiation warhead and its hope to get the second Strategic Arms Limitation 

Treaty ratified, it appears that the military accepted both Pershing IIs and cruise missiles because 

they were relatively zero cost—other service programs were not cut to pay for them, so they 

were able to keep what “really mattered.”  At the same time, this relatively low priority would 

enable the military to move to arms control solutions in the future with relative ease. 

 

6.4.  Moscow’s Response to Dual Track 

The Soviet ecosystem saw the 1979 US decision to field Pershing IIs and ground launched cruise 

missiles and less a threat than an opportunity to attack its central rationale—alliance cohesion.  

Initial Soviet responses to the process leading to the dual-track decision appear to have been 

relatively muted, though at least some in the military had concerns from 1979 onward.974  The 

Soviets almost certainly knew about both the cruise missile and the Pershing II, given their 

 
972 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 46–50. 
973 Mansoor, “US Army Culture, 1973-2017”; Farley, “US Air Force Culture, 1947-2017”; Art and Ockenden, “The 
Domestic Politics of Cruise Missile Development, 1970-1980.”  
974 Heuser, “The Soviet Response to the Euromissiles Crisis,” 142. 
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industrial roots and Soviet intelligence access into US defense industry.975  Further, it was 

unclear at least at the beginning that the US would land on new weapons deployments.  While 

the Soviets would have welcomed arms control negotiations as a means to slow or forestall 

deployment, Afghanistan made this nearly impossible. 

The initial Soviet rhetorical gambit was similar to that over antisatellites—“freeze.”976  

This idea would have deferred additional SS-20 deployments in exchange for no deployment of 

Pershing IIs or ground-launched cruise missiles.  James Graham Wilson reports that Gromyko 

“wanted to lock in the gains of the SS-20 deployment and seize the high ground on arms 

control,” offering the freeze as a sign of “goodwill.”977  Moscow saw this as a fair position 

because in its view, the SS-20 was an upgrade to preexisting systems and a means to deal with 

forward-based systems such as the UK and French nuclear deterrents.978  This initial frame 

would persist for years, with Washington and Allies arguing that the SS-20 required a response 

while Moscow said that it was a restoration of the status quo.979 

Because the US weapons had to be deployed on European territory, European politics 

became particularly relevant, providing new opportunities for Moscow.  As Mitrokhin explained 

in his archive of KGB documents smuggled out of Russia after the end of the Cold War, the 

Soviets and their Warsaw Pact satellites (particularly the East Germans) had significant 

intelligence penetrations of the range of continental European NATO members, including but not 

 
975 Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the KGB; 
Grimes and Vertefeuille, Circle of Treason: A CIA Account of Traitor Aldrich Ames and the Men He Betrayed. 
976 See section 5.6 of chapter 5. 
977 Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the 
Cold War, 55. 
978 Wettig, “Origins of the Second Cold War: The Last Soviet Offensive in the Cold War - Emergence and 
Development of the Campaign Against NATO Euromissiles, 1979-1983”; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: 
Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union.  
979 Garthoff, “The Soviet SS-20 Decision.” 
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limited to France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands.980  With access through 

both intelligence operations and Communist parties in these countries—and the latter had 

connections to the “peace movement” that was burgeoning with Soviet support—the Kremlin 

may have felt itself well informed about NATO deliberations and postured to block a NATO 

deployment when it came time to do so.981 

Moscow may have felt that it could block deployment via its active measures arsenal 

because of its perceived success over the enhanced radiation warhead.982  As discussed above, 

Carter’s termination of the enhanced radiation warhead was seen as a victory for the Kremlin and 

a defeat for US influence and leverage with NATO allies.  Whether he chose to terminate the 

program because of Soviet covert influence measures is both impossible to tell and irrelevant—

the KGB would have believed that it had been the decisive actor.983  The lesson learned for the 

Politburo and the Central Committee was that covert and overt influence could disrupt Western 

resolve, and on weapons programs that were fundamentally political in nature, this could be the 

decisive point of any campaign.984 

 
980 Andrew and Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the KGB; 
Wolf, Man Without a Face: The Autobiography of Communism’s Greatest Spymaster.  
981 Wettig, “Origins of the Second Cold War: The Last Soviet Offensive in the Cold War - Emergence and 
Development of the Campaign Against NATO Euromissiles, 1979-1983,” 90; van Landingham, “Considering the 
Hidden Hand: Covert Warsaw Pact Facilitation of Social Movements in Western Europe”; Byrne, “The Warsaw 
Pact and the Euromissile Crisis, 1977-1983,” 109–10.   
982 “Active measures” is a Soviet term for KGB-led covert influence, paired with overt influence efforts, designed to 
support Soviet foreign policy objectives and undermine the West.  As a term of art active measures remains used 
even today – see “Assessing Russian Activities and Intentions in Recent US Elections”; van Landingham, 
“Considering the Hidden Hand: Covert Warsaw Pact Facilitation of Social Movements in Western Europe”; Rid, 
Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and Political Warfare. 
983 Wettig, “Origins of the Second Cold War: The Last Soviet Offensive in the Cold War - Emergence and 
Development of the Campaign Against NATO Euromissiles, 1979-1983,” 86; Rid, Active Measures: The Secret 
History of Disinformation and Political Warfare. 
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European communist and leftist movements was seen as “complicating” the negotiating effort; allowing even cruise 
missiles to be deployed in Europe “would have been interpreted as a betrayal of Europe’s communist and workers’ 
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6.5.  Reagan and the March to the 1983 Culmination 

The Reagan SET ecosystem overcame internal fractures to sustain intermediate-range nuclear 

force deployments at the end of 1983, seen by all sides as the decisive moment.985  This was a 

political competition; the Pershing II and the ground launched cruise missile were not showcases 

of Reagan military modernization, but they were consistent with the broader conventional and 

nuclear upgrade program.986  Changes in European politics also increased the salience of the 

matter.  British Prime Minister Callaghan, who had reached agreement with Carter and Schmidt 

at Guadeloupe, fell in a general election in May of 1979 to Margaret Thatcher—ardently pro-

nuclear and pro-NATO, and opposed by leftist groups in the United Kingdom who leveraged the 

peace movement.987  Giscard d’Estaing fell in a presidential election four months after Reagan’s 

inauguration, to the Socialist Francois Mitterand—who found himself focused on assuring 

Washington and Brussels of his Atlanticist bonafides.988  Reagan himself was unpopular with the 

European left, who saw him as a warmonger and a threat to security and stability, a deviation 

from the perceived left and centrist American governments that had predominated in the post-

World War II era.  Massive peace movements started to rally across Europe in the spring of 

1981.989 

 
985 As Jay Winik put it, “it rapidly became clear that the stakes for INF deployment were vast.  No issue would have 
greater consequences for peace and for war during the early 1980s.” Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-
the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War, 155. 
986 Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the 
Cold War, 18. 
987 Moore, Margaret Thatcher: The Authorized Biography. 
988 Bozo, “France, the Euromissiles, and the End of the Cold War,” 198–99. 
989 Rochon, Mobilizing for Peace: The Antinuclear Movements in Western Europe, 4–5, 13; Winik, On the Brink: 
The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War, 157–
58.  



276 
 

Reagan’s SET ecosystem, as it came into being, favored the bilateralists and free agents 

at first, oddly marginalizing components of the military tribe that were judged to be too friendly 

with the outgoing Carter Administration.990  If anything, the free agents were the dominant 

players in an ecosystem highly politicized by the partisan takeover of both the White House and 

the Senate.  As mentioned earlier, the arms control tribe was marginalized at the beginning of the 

Administration and had to find its home in Congress and the outside.991  This it did, with INF 

emerging as one of its signature issues. 

The Administration had to put together a plan to deal with mixed European views and its 

own split personality over the dual track decision.  Policy processes hampered by a weak NSC 

staff led to what was known in the cognoscenti as the “War of the Two Richards,” led by two of 

the dominant bureaucratic entrepreneurs of the period—Director of Political-Military Affairs, 

later Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs Richard Burt, and Assistant Secretary of 

Defense for International Security Policy Richard Perle.992   

Perle and Burt, both free agents, formed the two leading coalitions in the Reagan 

intermediate-range nuclear forces ecosystem.  Burt’s focused on maintaining allied unity through 

consistent engagement, even if this would require a compromise negotiated solution leaving 

some SS-20s in the Soviet arsenal.993  Perle’s focused on removing the SS-20 threat—even if, as 

 
990 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 66–68. is a 
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991 See the discussion in chapter 5, section 5.5.  See also Graham, Disarmament Sketches: Three Decades of Arms 
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277 
 

discussed below, the US had to sacrifice Pershing II and ground launched cruise missiles in the 

process. 

Along with the feuding coalitions, the Administration built an arms control negotiating 

team led by its own bureaucratic entrepreneur who would go toe to toe with both Perle and 

Burt—Paul Nitze.  A formidable infighter going back to his authorship of National Security 

Council 68 in the Truman Administration, Nitze was a major player within defense and national 

security circles.994  Famous for his opposition to the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty 

and role in the Committee on the Present Danger—to which he lent credibility, having been the 

Secretary of Defense’s representative to the first Strategic Arms Limitation Talks—he sent a 

signal that this would not be a return to the Ford and Carter negotiations with the Soviets.995  As 

such, Nitze was no member of the arms control tribe.  If anything, he was a quintessential free 

agent bureaucratic entrepreneur who had built coalitions over the course of his career with all the 

tribes in the SET ecosystem.   

Nitze’s team more naturally aligned with Burt’s bilateralists than Perle’s defense free 

agents, particularly over the rhetorical commonplace of “negotiability.”  A classic of bilateralists 

as well as moderate arms controllers, central to debates over strategic arms control, the idea was 

to advance policy proposals—for the US—with the greatest chance of success with the Soviets 

while being able to make it through the Senate.996  From the Soviet side, negotiability meant the 
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proposals with the greatest chance of success with the Americans, while surviving within the 

ecosystem.997 

6.5.1.  Origins of the Double Zero Concept 

“Double zero”—the idea that the US would only remove Pershing IIs and ground-launched 

cruise missiles in exchange for a complete withdrawal of SS-20s, but that it would be prepared to 

sacrifice US systems for Soviet ones—would prove to be the central rhetorical commonplace of 

intermediate-range nuclear forces, enabling both deployments and disarmament.  The idea of a 

double zero originated within European leftist peace and disarmament movements associated 

with the arms control tribe.998  The Office of International Security Policy learned of this idea, 

and Perle decided to use it for his own purposes.999 

At the time, Perle and the Administration were accused of undermining arms control and 

seeking deployment at all costs.1000  Retrospective assessments, including interviews with Perle 

himself, revealed a different motive.1001  Perle opposed Pershing IIs and ground launched cruise 

missiles, and felt the US would be better off without them.1002  In that, he spoke for a significant 

component of the military tribe, as well as those free agents who were growing increasingly 
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frustrated with European political demands.1003  Perle and his confederates, who opposed the 

bilateralist-led coalition pressing for the intermediate-range nuclear deployments, saw the double 

zero as the elegant solution that outflanked the arms controllers who opposed fielding 

intermediate-range nuclear forces as well as the bilateralists who wanted deployments, even—as 

would emerge later—if it meant the Soviets got to keep some SS-20s in Europe. 

Perle crafted double zero – understanding it as a rhetorical commonplace – into a 

strategic assessment, what he called “A Defense Proposal.”1004  The name of the strategic 

assessment was meant to show that his proposal—and his coalition—embraced the entire 

military tribe, a position belied by Perle’s relations with the Joint Chiefs and the services.1005  

According to Jay Winik, who conducted extensive interviews with Perle for his book On the 

Brink, Perle based his assessment on previous strategic assessments that he had tasked to 

understand how low both the US and the Soviets could go.1006  Perle concluded, based on these 

preliminary assessments, that fifty SS-20s could destroy the 150 fixed critical targets the US 

relied upon in Europe, meaning that any solution had to go below fifty missiles on each side to 

be “militarily significant.”1007  Perle internalized this assessment in his own strategic assessment, 

and its power resonated with Reagan and Weinberger in particular, even as the Burt coalition 

derided its non-negotiability.1008 
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Double zero appealed to Reagan as a rhetorical commonplace on political terms more so 

than negotiability.1009  It was clear, easy to explain, and required less of the politically risky 

compromises inherent in negotiations.  Reagan overrode those within the bilateralist coalition 

who felt double zero would be impossible to negotiate, agreeing with Weinberger that it put the 

US in the superior position regardless.1010  Reagan rolled it out as the American position as 

formal negotiations began.1011  Perle’s coalition enjoyed a significant policy success, while Burt 

and other advocates of negotiability had suffered a Type 1 policy failure. 

6.5.2.  Geneva Negotiations and the Walk in the Woods 

Nitze saw his role in Geneva as securing agreement with the Soviets—and deployment—

defying guidance from the rest of the ecosystem in pursuit of his efforts.  If Nitze was charged 

with securing an intermediate-range nuclear forces agreement, he would focus on doing so.  This 

would bring him into friction with Washington, and in particular with Perle and those who held 

dogmatically to the double zero negotiating redline—which was obviously unacceptable to the 

Soviets in Geneva from the outset.1012  His desire for negotiability and friction with Reagan’s 

guidance came to a head almost a year into negotiations. 

Nitze decided to take a chance on violating his guidance and seeing if he could strike a 

deal that would secure Pershing IIs and ground-launched cruise missiles, limit SS-20s, and 

unlock the political deadlock that appeared to be spreading in Europe.1013  Nitze’s concerns 
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1010 Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the 
Cold War, 25. 
1011 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 73, 79–80. 
1012 Talbott, 53–55, 63.  Ron Lehman shared with me in an interview that Nitze was Talbott’s principal source for 
his books on INF, though others also leaked to him [Talbott] throughout the interagency process. 
1013 Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty, 73–78; Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms 
Control, 116–30. 
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derived largely from the political tumult emerging in multiple European NATO countries, 

especially hosts—Belgium and the Netherlands had already by this point signaled they might not 

adhere to their prior commitment to host cruise missiles.  In this way Nitze aligned with the Burt 

coalition, which had already lost to Perle in Washington. 

Nitze launched a set of private negotiations with his Soviet counterpart, Yuli Kvitinsky, 

to stake out a mutually agreeable solution to be presented to both capitals for approval.  Nitze 

knowingly exceeded his instructions, keeping the fact and contents of his negotiations from even 

the members of his own delegation, much less from Washington.1014  Having believed that he 

had a framework in place with Kvitinsky, he brought it personally back to Washington and the 

SET ecosystem for approval.   

Nitze’s maneuver, similar to the Pentagon-engineered use of the High Level Group in 

1978 to generate a requirement for intermediate-range nuclear forces, met with a firestorm of 

process- and substance-related objections in Washington and proved to be a significant and 

compounding Type 1 policy failure on the heels of Burt’s loss in Washington.1015  Given his 

stature as an elder statesman, Nitze felt he could go directly to the senior most members of the 

Reagan Administration, bypassing the key members of the ecosystem like Perle, Burt, or, for that 

matter, the uniformed military.1016  He felt that he could build his own, new and countervailing 

coalition against double zero to shift the American position to one that could yield success.  Perle 

 
1014 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 117–18; 
Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty, 74–77. 
1015 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 130–44. See 
also the HLG discussion in section III D above. 
1016 As Strobe Talbott put it (almost certainly from Nitze himself), “Nitze cared far less about Richard Burt’s 
reaction than about Ronald Reagan’s.” Talbott, 131.  See also Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-
Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War, 192–201. on how Perle’s team 
learned of Nitze’s move. 
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and his colleagues objected on the substance.  The White House treated Nitze’s maneuver as a 

“process foul.”1017  Perle and his colleagues pushed back against Nitze by generating a new 

strategic assessment, a “detailed analysis of the military implications of giving up the Pershing’s 

and allowing the Soviets to keep SS-20s.”1018  While it is unclear whether this specific 

assessment was ever completed, an interagency working group paper on the Nitze proposal led 

Reagan, according to Jay Winik, to wonder why the US would give away Pershings at all—

probably due to the inclusion of Pentagon military analysis.1019  At a September 13, 1982 

National Security Council meeting, Nitze tried to make the case that Pershings were not 

militarily necessary—seeking to use the operational utility rhetorical commonplace—but 

Weinberger used Perle’s analysis, buttressed by Joint Staff assessments, to undermine Nitze’s 

argument.1020  Weinberger’s pushback was seen as more credible.  Nitze was forced to retract his 

concept, even more humiliating when it became clear that Kvitinsky was not positioned to bring 

the Politburo’s assent to the position absent prior consent in Washington.1021 

6.5.3.  To the Walkout 

In the wake of Nitze’s failure, the US ecosystem focused on sustaining deployment in the face of 

Soviet and external arms control-led pressure.1022  The Politburo, seeing that Pershing II and 

cruise missile deployments were now imminent, redoubled political efforts—overt and covert—

to block them.  These included diplomatic engagement, public threats and blandishments, and 

 
1017 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 131, 137. 
1018 Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 
Won the Cold War, 199. discloses the idea of this assessment 
1019 Winik, 202. 
1020 Winik, 202–3. 
1021 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 146–47. 
1022 As Strobe Talbott put it, “it was apparent that the bottom had dropped out of the market in compromises.” 
Talbott, 157. 
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covert support to peace movements in Western Europe.1023  While Pershing II had suffered 

technical challenges, those were now overcome and the first batteries would be on track for a 

1983 deployment.  Moscow knew this.  Washington’s focus, in the same as Moscow’s, was on 

sustaining NATO consensus and deployment willingness within host nations.1024  Support for 

this came when the Christian Democrats, led by Helmut Kohl, toppled the Schmidt government 

in West Germany in 1982 and then sustained a reelection vote in 1983.1025  While Schmidt was 

an ardent Atlanticist, his Social Democratic party had much stronger links to the peace 

movement than Kohl’s Christian Democrats.1026 

Further, the bilateral political climate had shifted notably across 1983.  As noted in 

Chapter 5, Reagan’s launch of the Strategic Defense Initiative changed the table stakes in 

strategic relations.1027  Along with the Nitze-led negotiations, Reagan had also launched Strategic 

Arms Reduction Talks, the follow-on to the now-defunct Strategic Arms Limitation Talks.  

Between these and the proposed antisatellite talks in Geneva, there was now a cluster of 

different, linked arms control negotiations with political salience on Capitol Hill as well as with 

the American public, which was considering Reagan for reelection.  The shootdown of KAL 007 

and NATO’s ABLE ARCHER exercise only added to the concerns and increased tension.1028 

 
1023 van Landingham, “Considering the Hidden Hand: Covert Warsaw Pact Facilitation of Social Movements in 
Western Europe,” 18–21; Wettig, “Origins of the Second Cold War: The Last Soviet Offensive in the Cold War - 
Emergence and Development of the Campaign Against NATO Euromissiles, 1979-1983.” 
1024 As Jay Winik notes, German specialists at State in 1983 said the US “would never” be able to get Pershings into 
Germany.  Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women 
Who Won the Cold War, 209. 
1025 Herf, “Success Was Not an Orphan: The Battle of the Euromissiles in 1983 and the Events of 1989 to 1991,” 
298. 
1026 Herf, 295–96, 302.  See also sections 6.3.2 and 6.3.4. 
1027 See section 5.7.1 of chapter 5. 
1028 Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall; Wilson, The Triumph of 
Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War. 
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The Reagan ecosystem effectively limited the arms control negotiations, after hobbling 

Nitze’s “walk in the woods” proposal, so as to be just enough to enable European allies to 

maintain support for deployment.1029  In late November 1983, the US Army began to receive 

Pershing IIs in Germany.  Ground-launched cruise missiles had already arrived at Greenham 

Common in England.  With the arrival of the Pershings in Germany, Kvitinsky and his 

delegation came to one last meeting with Nitze and the Americans.  There, they formally 

informed that the Soviets were withdrawing from Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 

negotiations.1030   

6.5.4.  Implications of the March to November 

While Administration officials including Secretary of State Shultz and Ron Lehman, then a 

principal deputy to Perle, would say that the November deployments were one of the most 

important arms control moves of the Reagan Administration, it did not appear to be so at first 

glance.1031  It was at a minimum a blow against the arms control tribe, who had seen Pershing 

and cruise missile deployments as escalatory.  Yet it was not a “win” for the military tribe as 

much as it was for the bilateralists who were focused on NATO cohesion and Alliance resolve.  

This “weakness” in the coalition—that it was rooted in political concepts not military 

requirements—would enable arms control in the future. 

At the same time, it was politically important for the deployments to occur, particularly 

with the historical memory of the enhanced radiation warhead decision.  The Soviet SET 

 
1029 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control, 178–79. “For 
him [Secretary of Defense Weinberger], as for the Administration as a whole, getting the new missiles into NATO 
was the be-all-and-end-all of US policy.” 
1030 Talbott, 185–206. 
1031 See footnotes 860 and 931. 
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ecosystem had to learn a different lesson from the intermediate-range nuclear deployments—that 

it could not just rely on political messaging to block the fielding of new American capabilities.  It 

would need to consider negotiations instead—eventually. 

 

6.6.  Evolving Soviet Responses to Deployments, 1983-1985 

Having been defeated in the political contest over NATO intermediate-range nuclear 

deployments, the Soviets faced a new operational and strategic reality that undermined the 

military tribe’s rationale for their own prior SET deployments.  These changes would prove 

pivotal in the years to come, enabling later Soviet moves toward the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 

Forces Treaty.1032  Through at least 1986, rethinking on the SS-20 was driven by the Soviet 

military tribe, anchored in the General Staff and its Main Operations Directorate.  Thanks to 

Soviet documents acquired by Katayev and by the Wilson Center’s Cold War International 

History Project as well as memoirs by Soviet participants, we have significant insights into the 

Soviet deliberative process that reveal how, even before Gorbachev consolidated power in 1986, 

the General Staff was already considering whether the SS-20s were worthwhile as a military 

capability.1033 

Moscow was paralyzed from making dramatic moves on the international stage because 

of sclerosis in the Politburo.  Andropov was deathly ill by late 1983—his meeting with 

Democratic Senators earlier that year, described in chapter 5, was one of his last public 

 
1032 As I did in chapter 4 with respect to the Biological Weapons Convention, I will capitalize the formal treaty when 
specifically referenced, and otherwise keep the SET in lower case type. 
1033 Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the 
Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations”; Savelyev and Detinov, The 
Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; McDonnell, “Document Reader: The Euromissiles 
Crisis and the End of the Cold War, 1977-1987”; Griffith, “‘Green Cheese’ and ‘the Moon:’ Jimmy Carter, Ronald 
Reagan, and the Euromissiles.” 
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appearances.1034  Dead in early 1984, he would be replaced by Brezhnev’s old lieutenant 

Konstantin Chernenko, who himself would be dead within a year.  Dominant Defense Minister 

Ustinov also passed away in 1984.  Questions abounded in Moscow as to whether Reagan would 

be reelected in late 1984, or if a new Democratic Administration might move in Moscow’s 

direction.1035  Political instability in both ecosystems meant that bold moves, like proposals to 

restart and resolve intermediate-range nuclear talks, were held hostage until the end of 1984.  

Near the end of the year after his reelection, Reagan announced that the US would return to 

strategic talks with the Soviets in three parallel tracks—Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces, 

Strategic Arms Reduction, and Defense and Space Talks.1036  The talks would begin in March 

1985, so Moscow would need a response to the standing US position of “double zero.” 

6.6.1.  Revisiting Operational Utility 
 
The post-1983 reevaluation of the SS-20’s operational utility shows how actors reevaluate 

rhetorical commonplaces as strategic assessments shift.  Before 1983, the Soviet comparative net 

assessment featured a Soviet advantage with SS-20s that could threaten NATO political cohesion 

as well as the logistics hubs that would facilitate US reinforcements in a European conventional 

conflict.1037  With ground-launched cruise missiles and Pershing IIs, the US had introduced a 

swath of new targeting challenges and increased, rather than decreased, the risk to Soviet 

strategic and operational targets. 

 
1034 See section 5.6 of chapter 5. 
1035 Garthoff, The Great Transition: American-Soviet Relations and the End of the Cold War, 191; Garthoff, Soviet 
Leaders and Intelligence: Assessing the American Adversary during the Cold War, 2015, 71–73. 
1036 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State, 499–500.  James Graham Wilson notes that 
Chernenko sent Reagan a letter just after his 1984 reelection to call for new talks.  Wilson, The Triumph of 
Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 87. 
1037 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich.” 
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In the 1980s, targeting of mobile land-based forces was profoundly challenging.1038  Part 

of the appeal behind the SS-20 was that it would be hard for US and NATO forces to hold at risk 

because of its mobility.  This appeal spurred development of its three-stage successor, the SS-25 

mobile ICBM, which would in the post-Soviet era emerge as the backbone of the Strategic 

Rocket Forces.1039  Adding two new classes of highly mobile NATO threats to the Soviet list 

would have added significant stress to Soviet targeteers, capabilities that the SS-20 could not 

have solved.  Removing Pershing IIs and cruise missiles would have better solved this than a full 

suite of countermeasures. 

Beyond targeting, ground-launched cruise missiles and Pershing IIs changed the General 

Staff’s calculus because of the limits to defending against them.  Soviet air and missile defenses 

were poorly postured to deal with low radar cross section cruise missiles or fast-flying 

intermediate-range ballistic missiles, particularly as the Pershing II was publicly known to have a 

maneuvering warhead aboard.1040  Early generations of the S-300 surface-to-air missile system 

went into the Soviet Air Defense Forces starting in the late 1970s, thanks to the range of 

American cruise missile threats, but even these had real challenges with ground-launched cruise 

missiles and had no capacity against Pershings.1041  The Soviet correlation of forces assessment 

would have to reckon with the costs of new and additional defenses, warning capabilities, and 

other challenges, alongside the parallel technical challenges posed by the Strategic Defense 

Initiative and at a time of increasing tension on the Soviet defense budget. 

 
1038 Long and Green, “Stalking the Secure Second Strike: Intelligence, Counterforce, and Nuclear Strategy.” See 
also the discussion in section I.A. about mobility and mobile targeting. 
1039 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000; 
Podvig, Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces. 
1040 Boffey, “New Generation of Warheads Just Around the Bend.” 
1041 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich,” 50–51. Unlike ALCMs launched 
from detectable bombers, GLCMs had no pre-launch signatures to cue Soviet air defenses. 
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The limits of defense against Pershings and ground-launched cruise missiles—and 

particularly the limits of detecting them in a timely fashion—created an additional anxiety in 

Moscow: the fear of decapitation strikes.  Were Pershings to be able to strike Moscow with 

nuclear weapons in mere minutes, unwarned launches could take down the Soviet leadership 

before it would be able to order a retaliatory strike.1042  If not this, then perhaps equally 

dangerously, Pershings could strike Soviet nuclear weapons before launching, granting 

Washington and NATO a “first strike advantage.”1043  This fear, amplified by military and 

intelligence strategic assessments, gave credence to the escalation rhetorical commonplace 

typically harnessed by the arms control tribe.1044 

SS-20s without Pershings or cruise missiles were integral to the Strategy of Deep 

Operations drafted by the General Staff.1045  But SS-20s with Pershings and cruise missiles 

flipped the balance to remove the operational utility for Moscow.  This—as much as the rise of 

Gorbachev and the so-called “new thinking”—would enable the Soviet SET ecosystem to offer 

new concessions on intermediate-range nuclear forces in 1986-87. 

6.6.2.  Marginal Impact of other Soviet Ecosystem Players 

The fundamental reevaluations on the value of the SS-20 came from within the Soviet military 

tribe, not from free agents, bilateralists, or arms controllers.  Bilateralists were focused on the 

blowback from the withdrawal of Soviet negotiators from arms control talks, along with further 

 
1042 Fears of decapitation strikes were the impetus for what David Hoffman described as the Perimetr or “Dead 
Hand” system.  See Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous 
Legacy. 
1043 Heuser, “The Soviet Response to the Euromissiles Crisis,” 138. 
1044 Garthoff, Soviet Leaders and Intelligence: Assessing the American Adversary during the Cold War, 2015, 59; 
Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 337. 
1045 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Hines, “Record of Interview with 
Gen-Lt Gelii Viktorovich Batenin.” 
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impact from Afghanistan, KAL 007, Nicaragua, and other bilateral friction points.1046  Further, as 

Soviet observers have noted, the Foreign Ministry under Gromyko had longstanding ties to the 

General Staff and typically built coalitions with the military tribe.  This is true both of Gromyko 

himself and of his first deputy, Korniyenko, who managed relations with the US and arms 

control negotiations for the Ministry.1047  Arms controllers remained weak in the ecosystem, and 

even when Gorbachev first came to power had relatively little marginal influence on the system.  

Their role, if anything, was constrained to working with American allies to push back on the 

Strategic Defense Initiative and other threatening weapons systems, and to serve as a source for 

Soviet propaganda.1048  There is no information to indicate any consideration of reductions in the 

SS-20 posture. 

Intra-military tensions should have created more friction in the development of the Soviet 

position.  And indeed, the Military Industrial Commission and its associated ministries pushed 

back over time on the General Staff’s openness to negotiate away the SS-20.1049  At the same 

time, with the Reagan Administration declaring itself no longer bound by the terms of the second 

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, the Soviets were postured to field new types of ICBMs—

including the SS-25.1050  And just as the SS-20 resolved some concerns in the defense industrial 

 
1046 Garthoff, The Great Transition: American-Soviet Relations and the End of the Cold War. The bilateralists were 
also dealing with the decline of Andrei Gromyko, the longtime Foreign Minister who had tightly controlled the 
bilateralist agenda for decades. See the discussion in Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to 
the Fall of the Wall, 337. 
1047 Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 352; Grachev, Gorbachev’s 
Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 18.  
1048 Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War. 
1049 Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 96; Evangelista, “Turning 
Points in Arms Control,” 92.; see also section 6.7.2 below. 
1050 Zaloga, The Kremlin’s Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000.  On 
Reagan and SALT II, see Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms 
Control. 
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complex over the termination of the SS-X-16, the SS-25 could assuage concerns over the loss of 

the SS-20. 

Even with progress within the Soviet military tribe, the entropy within the Soviet 

ecosystem—most pronounced in the late-Brezhnev and Chernenko periods—meant that the 

revised strategic assessment alone would not lead to change in policy.  It may have unlocked the 

Politburo’s willingness to return to negotiations, even though the Pershing IIs and cruise missiles 

were present, in November 1984.  But real policy change would require wholesale shifts in 

political leadership, which emerged in 1985 and came into full force only in 1986. 

 
6.7.  Gorbachev and the Road to Treaty Signature 

Gorbachev would use the military’s “new thinking” on the value of the SS-20 to drive the Soviet 

SET ecosystem toward the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.1051  In 1986 and 1987, 

Gorbachev would prove to be the key bureaucratic entrepreneur, cutting through disputes within 

the ecosystem and, at one crucial point, overriding a unified military tribe to get agreement.1052  

Shockingly to American observers, on intermediate-range nuclear forces he would end up 

conceding to the fundamental US points, accepting “double zero” rather than bargaining for an 

intermediate “negotiable” step. 

In his effort to get an Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, Gorbachev had key 

confederates.  Foreign Minister Shevardnadze, a politician rather than a diplomat, broke 

Gromyko’s hold over the Ministry and the dominance of the preexisting military-diplomatic 

 
1051 The term “new thinking” is more commonly associated with allies of Gorbachev in the arms control tribe and 
free agents like Anatoliy Chernyaev and Aleksandr Yakovlev.  See English, Russia and the Idea of the West: 
Gorbachev, Intellectuals, and the End of the Cold War.   
1052 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations.” 
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coalition.1053  Detinov and Savelyev report that Shevardnadze, for example, created the 

Department on Arms Limitations and Disarmament within the Foreign Ministry, giving arms 

controllers their first institutional home.1054 Longtime ambassador to Washington Dobrynin came 

back to Washington to replace Ponomarev atop the Central Committee’s International 

Department, pivoting that organ from party ideology to a second track of work on bilateral 

relations—and Korniyenko joined him there.1055  Over the course of 1985 and the first half of 

1986, Gorbachev outflanked rivals on the Politburo, creating space for his agenda of glasnost 

and perestroika with the aim of reforming the Soviet economy.1056 

The other most important confederate in Gorbachev’s effort was the dominant personality 

in the military tribe itself, Chief of the General Staff Akhromeyev.  Akhromeyev had, like 

Ogarkov before him, served as Chief of the Main Operations Directorate before “fleeting up” to 

replace Ogarkov in the wake of continued tensions with then-Defense Minister Ustinov.1057  He 

spoke for the interests of the General Staff contingent within the Soviet military tribe and had the 

experience, including in arms control negotiations, to speak with some authority on how the 

 
1053 Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 352, 358. On Shevardnadze’s 
style, see quotes from Sergei Tarasenko and Alexander Bessmertnykh in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the 
Cold War, 19–20, 118–21. See also Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s 
Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 93. 
1054 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union, 116.  Later known as 
DVBR (Department of Security Issues and Disarmament) and now DNKV (Department of Questions of 
Nonproliferation and Arms Control), this remains the locus for Russian arms control negotiating to this day, the 
counterpart to ACDA and its successor organizations within State. 
1055 Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big 
Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union, 111–12. 
1056 Taubman, Gorbachev: His Life and Times; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End 
of the Cold War, 57–60, 67.  See also quotes from Anatoliy Chernyaev in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the 
Cold War.  
1057 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations”; Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Savelyev and Detinov, The 
Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign 
Policy and the End of the Cold War, 36.  
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military would deal with potential arms control regimes.1058  He would prove to be perhaps the 

most important bureaucratic entrepreneur within the Soviet intermediate-range nuclear forces 

ecosystem, with the possible exception of Gorbachev himself. 

Finally, the formal structures of the Soviet ecosystem operated throughout the Gorbachev 

period on INF.  The pyatorka system discussed in chapter 3 managed all intermediate-range 

nuclear forces proposals, and free agents like Zaykov, brought in by Gorbachev to oversee the 

Central Committee Defense Department, played crucial roles in facilitating new approaches 

through the system.1059  Decisions of the Central Committee and Politburo directives provided 

negotiating guidance to the Soviet team in Geneva as well as the talking points Shevardnadze 

and others would employ in capitals and summits.  Unlike in the prior system, there was more 

debate, particularly as Gorbachev’s “political appointee” free agents influenced discussions in 

ways that might not have existed before, but the fundamentals of the system remained the same 

as it had been constructed dating back to the beginning of Strategic Arms Limitation talks in 

1969.1060 

6.7.1.  1986—The Zero Nuclear Speech, Chernobyl, and Reykjavik 

Gorbachev, Shevardnadze, and Akhromeyev used 1986 to tee up radical changes in Soviet INF 

policy.  Even with a series of cascading opportunities, it still took Gorbachev until late 1987 to 

overcome resistance within the ecosystem to conclude the Treaty. 

  
 

1058 Alexander Bessmertnykh noted the relative flexibility of Akhromeyev and other arms control-friendly thinkers 
in the General Staff relative to arms control opponents in the industrial complex – highlighting the fracture in the 
Soviet military tribe with respect to INF.  See Bessmertnykh quoted in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold 
War, 33. 
1059 On Zaykov’s role, see Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Savelyev and Detinov, The 
Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union, 113–15; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet 
Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 90–91.  On the pyatorka, see Chapter 3, section 3.4. 
1060 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
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Figure 11. Soviet Program/Policy Focused Look—1986-87  
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The Chernobyl disaster allowed Gorbachev to consolidate power against hardliners in the 

ecosystem, a political opportunity for change.  Gorbachev saw in the way that the Soviet system 

responded to the meltdown as a key indicator that his reform program was necessary.1061  And 

his reform program required outflanking conservatives in the Politburo.  While the military was 

not responsible for Chernobyl, industrial interests including those in the Military Industrial 

Commission lost some of their leverage and political capital due to the disaster, a Type 3 policy 

failure that created space for arms control-minded entrepreneurs like Akhromeyev. 

It would take the Reykjavik Summit later in 1986 to show key American players, 

particularly Reagan and Shultz, that Gorbachev was serious about changes in Soviet posture and 

“real” arms control.1062  Gorbachev had already met Reagan in Geneva in November 1985, a first 

step in unfreezing relations.1063  At Reykjavik, which was a “pop-up” summit with little advance 

preparation, Gorbachev astounded American counterparts with sweeping offers to eliminate all 

nuclear weapons and to make fundamental changes in Soviet forces.1064  Importantly, 

Akhromeyev traveled to Reykjavik with Gorbachev and lent credibility to these commitments, 

signaling that the military was on board with this new policy coalition emergent from the Soviet 

 
1061 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 154.  – “The impact of Chernobyl on Gorbachev, the Soviet leadership, and the global 
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Gorbachev, Intellectuals, and the End of the Cold War; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and 
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1062 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State.  James Graham Wilson notes that earlier in 1986, 
Shultz sent Reagan a memo recommending he push hard on an INF Treaty in the near term.  See Wilson, The 
Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 109. 
1063 Bessmertnykh in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold War, 11; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet 
Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 64–66. 
1064 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 176–222. 
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ecosystem.1065  Furthermore, as some of the participants themselves make clear, the Soviet offers 

were not spur of the moment, but were vetted through the ecosystem.1066  Gorbachev gave 

guidance to the arms control working groups that he wanted “feasible, working proposals.”1067  

Initial drafts did not satisfy Gorbachev and he sent them back for further work.1068  In early 

October he met with the planning group for the summit and directed proposals to “try and sweep 

Reagan off his feet.”1069  He told the ecosystem that intermediate-range nuclear forces should be 

removed from Europe.1070  The team went back and prepared a new assessment in early October, 

calling for “the most radical solution to the problem in Europe.”1071  The document even 

previewed the decoupling that would come later in 1987.1072  At the Politburo meeting before the 

Summit, Gromyko (no longer Foreign Minister but still a Member) finally admitted that the SS-

20 deployment had been a mistake.1073 

Reykjavik foundered over the Strategic Defense Initiative, with Reagan unwilling to 

commit to a limit on the program to laboratory testing, even with all the Soviet concessions.1074  

The aftermath of Reykjavik therefore involved both global and domestic political posturing on 

Gorbachev’s part.  Internationally, he was committed to maintaining his image as a global 

 
1065 Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 
Won the Cold War, 507. 
1066 Chernyaev in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold War, 15. 
1067 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 180. 
1068 Charles, 180–81. 
1069 Charles, 185–86., citing documents from the Katayev collection as well as Chernyaev notes. 
1070 Charles, 187. 
1071 Charles, 191. 
1072 Charles, 192.  
1073 Charles, 196. 
1074 Sergei Tarasenko claims that Shevardnadze told him Akhromeyev had blocked agreement at Reykjavik by 
insisting on cuts in SDI.  Paul Nitze said that Akhromeyev told him “I am not to blame;” Tarasenko said that “he 
[Akhromeyev] tried to disclaim his involvement.” Tarasenko and Nitze in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the 
Cold War, 179. 
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statesman that would earn him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990.1075  Domestically, he had to show 

that Reykjavik was a “win” in a still contested Politburo, rather than a Type 2 policy failure.1076  

At a certain point, concessions unanswered by American reciprocity would have to pivot to 

confrontation.  This would appear a win to the hardliners and would undermine Gorbachev’s 

broader agenda.  Gorbachev and those in his policy coalition knew he needed to move.  And he 

needed to take the initiative, as Iran Contra appeared to be spiraling in directions that could have 

crippled the Reagan Administration.1077 

6.7.2.  1987’s Final Steps—Decoupling and the SS-23 

To get “his” treaty in 1987, Gorbachev had to take two bold steps, one with support within the 

ecosystem and the other than would, compounding over time, fatally weaken him.  The 

consequences of Gorbachev’s actions at Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty “endgame” 

in 1987 rippled through to the coup in 1991 and the eventual collapse of the Soviet Union. 

While Gorbachev was ready to accept double-zero, it came with a cost—it was coupled 

to an agreement to limit ballistic missile defenses.  This the Reagan ecosystem was not prepared 

to do, even with the concessions offered at Reykjavik.1078  American inflexibility on both the 

Strategic Defense Initiative and double-zero showed Gorbachev and those around him that they 

 
1075 https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1990/gorbachev/facts/  
1076 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 253; Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s 
Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 111–15.  
1077 Abshire, Saving the Reagan Presidency: Trust Is the Coin of the Realm; Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the 
October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 359; Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, 
Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 126–35.  The February 1987 Yakovlev strategic assessment, 
discussed below, specifically called out Iran Contra.  See Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of 
SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations,” 281. 
1078 Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 
Won the Cold War, 515–19; Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace; Adelman, The 
Great Universal Embrace:  Arms Summitry - A Skeptic’s Account. 
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had to move.1079  Given both the zero nuclear proposal of January 1986 and the intermediate-

range nuclear forces double zero offer at Reykjavik, the natural move was to move forward on 

intermediate-range nuclear forces while setting missile defense aside. 

A valuable strategic assessment emerged—a memorandum from Gorbachev advisor 

Yakovlev, a bureaucratic entrepreneur in his own right who straddled the line between the 

bilateralists and the arms control tribe.1080  The assessment, which followed on an early February 

US non-official delegation that visited Moscow, strongly promoted decoupling.1081  Yakovlev 

was backed by other bilateralists including Valentin Falin—a Foreign Ministry expert in German 

relations who had served as ambassador to West Germany—and Korniyenko, the bilateralists’ 

longtime arms control lead.1082  Further, the strategic assessment played to Gorbachev’s political 

interests as well as the security interests of the Soviet Union.1083  Elizabeth Charles argues that 

 
1079 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 255.  As Detinov and Savelyev note, as early as fall 1985 it was clear that the Soviets 
were prepared to be flexible on INF-SDI linkage.  See Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-
Making in the Soviet Union, 127. Jay Winik reports that Max Kampelman, who led the negotiating teams in Geneva, 
had heard in the spring of 1986 initial rumblings about a Soviet willingness to decouple.  See Winik, On the Brink: 
The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War, 413–
14. 
1080 On Yakovlev, see Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 350–51; 
Savranskaya, “Learning to Disarm: Mikhail Gorbachev’s Interactive Learning and Changes in the Soviet 
Negotiating Positions Leading to the INF Treaty,” 92; Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s 
Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 90. Yakovlev, the former Soviet ambassador to 
Canada, was arguably Gorbachev’s chief America/Reagan expert. 
1081 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 259, 268–73. on the CFR visit, which included Henry Kissinger and Harold Brown 
among others.  For the detailed discussion of the memorandum, see Charles, 279–85.  
1082 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 262; Evangelista, “Turning Points in Arms Control,” 91–92. 
1083 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 279–80; Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s 
Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 123. 
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this, rather than the advocacy of leading arms control advocate Andrei Sakharov, had the 

principal impact on Gorbachev’s thinking on delinkage.1084 

Decoupling missile defenses from intermediate-range nuclear forces could have been 

politically costly for Gorbachev within the ecosystem.  He was able to do so because the General 

Staff had already shown that the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty was a better deal for 

Moscow than the SS-20s, relative to facing Pershing IIs and GLCMs.1085  Further, the rest of the 

military tribe overall had moved with the General Staff—even Oleg Baklanov, the chief of the 

Central Committee Defense Department and a longtime defense industry leader, recalled that the 

SS-20 deployment was retrospectively a mistake by enabling the Pershing II deployments.1086  

As such, it was the military’s role in Gorbachev’s coalition that allowed decoupling to occur as 

smoothly as it did.  Strategic assessments questioning the value of the Strategic Defense 

Initiative, and the Democratic takeover of the US Senate in November 1986, may have also 

shown Gorbachev and those within the ecosystem that there was “breathing room” on SDI.1087  

 
1084 On the Sakharov move, see Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s 
Foreign Policy, Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations,” 274–77. She further notes that both Frances Fitzgerald and 
Matt Evangelista go too far in claiming that the arms controllers “pushed Gorbachev to decouple the package.” 
Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War, 411; Evangelista, 
Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War. 
1085 As Elizabeth Charles put it, “Reaching an INF agreement would remove the “gun pointed at our temple” that 
had concerned Soviet leaders since the US deployments began in late 1983.” Charles, “The Game Changer: 
Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations,” 255–56.  
This was true even though Defense Minister Sokolov opposed INF reductions, despite the views of his General Staff 
leadership.  On Sokolov, see Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 
96; Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 263. Of course Sokolov was purged after the Mathias Rust scandal discussed in chapter 5 
and at footnote 1108 below.  See also the discussion of Akhromeyev and his deputy Nikolai Chervov at Charles, 
265. 
1086 Baklanov cited in Evangelista, “Turning Points in Arms Control,” 92.   At the same time, Baklanov disagreed 
with INF reductions, per Elizabeth Charles, Andrei Grachev, and Matt Evangelista.  See Charles, “The Game 
Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations,” 
264. 
1087 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations,” 278. notes strategic assessments on SDI from Yevgeny Velikhov and others.  See also 
Bessmertnykh in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold War, 33; Savranskaya, “Learning to Disarm: Mikhail 
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The Politburo met in late February.1088  Yakovlev’s strategic assessment proved decisive.  And 

Gorbachev announced decoupling in a March 1 televised address.1089 

By mid-1987, it was clear that Gorbachev felt the need to have an Intermediate-Range 

Nuclear Forces Treaty for political purposes.  He had staked his foreign policy program on 

decreased tensions between Washington and Moscow so that he could push the economic 

restructuring he saw as vital.1090  Conventional forces negotiations were stalled, and strategic 

nuclear forces negotiations were unready for agreement.1091  This treaty was ready and the 

double zero idea was clean and clear.  There was one remaining issue under discussion—the SS-

23 “Oka” missile.  This missile would cost Gorbachev his military support within his policy 

coalition, and beyond. 

The SS-23 was the replacement for the obsolete, liquid-fueled SS-1 SCUD short-range 

ballistic missile, a core capability in Russia’s Ground Forces.  Of note, unlike the Strategic 

Rocket Forces which operated the SS-20 the Ground Forces had dominated the Soviet military—

and the General Staff—since the creation of the Red Army.1092   The Ground Forces argued that 

the SS-23 was both operationally critical and outside the bounds of the Intermediate-Range 

Nuclear Forces Treaty, because it could fly only less than 500 kilometers (the lower bound of 

intermediate-range nuclear forces).  On the other hand, some American technical assessments 

 
Gorbachev’s Interactive Learning and Changes in the Soviet Negotiating Positions Leading to the INF Treaty,” 90–
91. 
1088 On the Politburo meeting, see Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s 
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argued that the SS-23 could fly beyond 500 kilometers, particularly in different 

configurations.1093 

There was an element of extended deterrence capability that further complicated these 

negotiations.1094  West Germany retained older Pershing I medium-range ballistic missiles—not 

the US systems that had been upgraded to Pershing IIs—with US warheads under a “dual key” 

arrangement.1095  They had a range of greater than 500 kilometers, and the Soviets wanted them 

controlled under the emerging agreement.  Shevardnadze told American interlocutors, “If we had 

missiles like this, you would insist that they be included.”1096  But of course, and possibly 

unbeknownst to Gorbachev and Shevardnadze at the time, the Soviet military did have such a 

system, at least based on American technical assessments—the SS-23.1097  The Soviets also, 

according to Detinov and Savelyev, had a less current system—the SS-12—that they were 

prepared to sacrifice, but the military in particular sought to preserve the SS-23.1098 

Gorbachev by this point was desperate for a deal—Andrei Grachev said that Gorbachev 

went for the “third zero” —elimination of short range intermediate-range nuclear forces—for 

 
1093 Bluth, “Hawks and Doves on the Threshold of Disarmament: A Historical Footnote to the INF Treaty,” 8; 
Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces 
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1094 I am grateful to Ron Lehman for providing significant insights into the origins of this “play.”  Lehman 
interview, 26 May 2020.  See also Bluth, “Hawks and Doves on the Threshold of Disarmament: A Historical 
Footnote to the INF Treaty”; Glitman, The Last Battle of the Cold War: An Inside Account of Negotiating the 
Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, 178–80. 
1095 See footnote 955 on dual-key arrangements. 
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1098 Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union, 129. 
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political purposes.1099  In April 1987, he told Shultz that the SS-23 would be on the table.1100  

Unlike the SS-20, Gorbachev lacked backing from the General Staff and the broader military 

tribe for this action.1101  It was seen as a unilateral surrender to Americans who the Soviet 

military tribe felt had not insisted on its sacrifice.1102  The uproar in the military tribe was so 

significant that Akhromeyev nearly resigned as Chief of the General Staff.1103  His relationship 

with Gorbachev fractured, Akhromeyev would leave the General Staff the next year, and while 

he remained a defense advisor to Gorbachev, he would support the coup plotters in August 1991, 

killing himself after the coup collapsed.1104 

In a report to the Politburo after the discussions with Shultz, Gorbachev appeared to 

downplay the SS-23 decision.1105  But it held—he managed to outmaneuver the military tribe and 

force resolution of the matter, even as Elizabeth Charles notes that the SS-23 matter “would 

plague Gorbachev throughout 1987.”1106  Timing was to Gorbachev’s advantage—the Mathias 

Rust scandal hit a month after the SS-23 concession.  The Soviet military’s inability to intercept 

Rust, and the political blowback from his landing in Red Square, was an archetypal Type 3 

 
1099 Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War, 97. 
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1102 Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous Legacy, 283–85. 
1103 Evangelista, “Turning Points in Arms Control,” 91; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and 
the End of the Cold War, 100. Quoting one of Jonathan Haslam’s sources, “[it was] pathetic to see how he met his 
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policy failure, one Gorbachev exploited fully to block defiant members of the military tribe from 

his arms control and defense policy concessions.1107 

Gorbachev’s play could have had desired effects for the Soviets, more so than the 

military tribe realized.  Eliminating German Pershing Is was proving controversial within the 

Alliance.1108  CIA talking points drafted for a May 21, 1987 National Security Council meeting 

stated that the French, British, and West German governments all opposed a move to zero-zero 

on the SS-23 and Pershing IA (known as SRINF, short-range intermediate-range nuclear forces 

in the jargon at the time), and that the Kohl government is “feeling increasingly embittered about 

being placed in a no-win situation by the double-zero option as currently framed.”1109  At that 

meeting, Shultz shared concerns about withdrawing intermediate-range nuclear forces—as James 

Graham Wilson wrote, “expending tremendous political capital, governments in Western Europe 

had made INF deployment a reality.  Four years later, their inclination was not necessarily to 

give them up.”1110  These concerns, however, appeared overblown.  Bonn moved to accept the 

US position in June, and Kohl himself declared in August that indeed, the West Germans would 

dismantle their Pershing Is once the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty was signed.1111   

 
1107 Charles, 324–26; Haslam, Russia’s Cold War: From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, 360–61; 
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1108 A CIA assessment at the time said that the situation over Pershing Is was the greatest crisis in US relations with 
the Christian Democrats (an elegant way to elide the original Euromissile crisis with the Social Democrats) since the 
1960s.  See “Implications of Zero-Zero SRINF for US-West German Relations.”  
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block the modernization of the German Pershing Is.  Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the 
End of the Cold War, 98. 
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Both sides moved rapidly to finalize a Treaty.  The Politburo in July decided that a global 

zero on intermediate-range nuclear forces, not just a zero deployment in Europe, would best 

serve Soviet interests by enhancing relations with China and Japan and serving as a “huge 

political victory.”1112  Shevardnadze traveled to Washington in September to work out final 

issues with Shultz.1113  Gorbachev traveled to Washington in December 1987, where both sides 

signed the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.1114  The deal was done. 

6.7.3.  Reflecting on Gorbachev’s Plays 

Gorbachev on intermediate-range nuclear forces is the paradigmatic example of a political leader 

who descended into SET ecosystem deliberations, highlighting both the benefits and the costs of 

a political leader doing so.  Only Jimmy Carter came close to Gorbachev’s activism, and even he 

tended to filter deliberations through National Security Advisor Brzezinski.  Unlike his 

predecessors since at least Khrushchev—also the last previous General Secretary overthrown in a 

palace coup—Gorbachev was unwilling to let things be.  Intermediate-range nuclear forces were 

no exception; he had staked his personal political capital on a “win” and pushed aside military 

concerns to get it.  By getting personally involved and pushing the military tribe in particular, it 

became harder and harder to hold his coalition together, and it only failed to fracture in 1987 

because of the policy failures the military tribe had already endured—including the Mathias Rust 

flight noted above. 

But it is also important to reflect that Gorbachev was by no means a member of any tribe, 

much less the arms control tribe.  Despite assessments by Matt Evangelista, Thomas Risse, and 
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Robert English, Gorbachev’s commitment to “new thinking” was more instrumental than deeply 

held, at least in this period.1115  It is clear reviewing memoirs and documents now available that 

Gorbachev was fundamentally playing a political game, not an ideological one.1116  This helps 

explain why he was prepared on the one hand to roll the military on the SS-23, and on the other 

to maintain the biological weapons program discussed in Chapter 4 despite direct pressure from 

President Bush and others.1117  Gorbachev was playing his own personal two-level political 

game, seeking to build international prestige to allow him to defeat hardliners in his own 

governing coalition to get the economic changes he really wanted and the personal fame he 

desired.1118 

Yet the SS-23 decision in particular was a dangerous precedent for Gorbachev.  It taught 

him that he could get what he want over unified military-industrial objections.  As Chapter 2 

noted, the third predictive hypothesis of the ecosystem model is that a political leader who 

overrides a unified military tribe will suffer political consequences and the loss of political 

capital.  Had this occurred quickly, perhaps if the Soviet system were more liberalized (like the 

American one) and the military could threaten ratification of the Treaty, he might have learned 

his lesson.  But Gorbachev did not learn that lesson, and acceded to other, even more disquieting 

American demands in the coming years—most of all the acceptance of a unified Germany within 

 
1115 Evangelista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War; Risse-Kappen, “Ideas Do 
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1117 See section 4.8of chapter 4. 
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NATO.1119  It is thus unsurprising that by 1991, the military was not prepared to move in his 

strong support when faced with the prospect of a coup, and rallied to Yeltsin over him in the 

crucial fall and winter of 1991.1120 

 

6.8.  Endgame—Ratification of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty and the US 

Senate 

Splits within the US military tribe over the operational utility of Pershing IIs and ground-

launched cruise missiles and a creative understanding of the scope of the American ecosystem 

would prove important in the Reagan Administration’s successful strategy to see the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty ratified, but a type 2 policy failure proved nearly 

fatal.  Democratic control of the US Senate meant that the Reagan SET ecosystem still had to 

navigate the prospects for ratification of the Treaty after signature with Gorbachev in 1987.  The 

ratification debate, coming in the last year of Reagan’s lame-duck presidency, would mark 

whether the Administration would conclude with a signal triumph for the President’s legacy or a 

defeat that would mark him in the history books as a weakened leader after Iran-Contra.  While 

Democrats were generally inclined to support the Treaty, given the strength of the arms control 

tribe within the Congressional party as discussed in chapter 5, weaknesses in the 

Administration’s position could jeopardize the effort.1121  No one had forgotten Carter’s 

withdrawal of the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty in January 1980. 
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6.8.1.  The Key Advance Step—The Arms Control Observer Group 

Support from both the Executive and Legislative branches to a creative solution that broadened 

the intermediate-range nuclear forces ecosystem and proved vital to Treaty ratification.  This was 

the Arms Control Observer Group, constituted in early 1985 by Senators Bob Dole and Robert 

Byrd, the leaders of their respective parties. 1122  This bipartisan group cut across committee 

jurisdictional lines to build a base of support for the Reagan treaties that would avoid the 

problems of the late Strategic Arms Limitation talks.1123  Previous Administrations had presented 

the Senate with a treaty as a fait accompli, leaving it for an up or down vote.  The Arms Control 

Observer Group gave a select group of Senators access to the negotiations themselves as well as 

the “backstopping” in Washington, all the necessary security clearances, and insights into US 

positions and process that would allow the Senate to preemptively identify problems that could 

threaten advice and consent to ratification.1124 

The Observer Group was potentially controversial on both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue.  

The Administration had to agree to give Senators unprecedented access to what had traditionally 

 
1122 I am particularly grateful to Bob Bell, former national security advisor to Senator Sam Nunn and de facto staff 
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of the ACOG, seemingly due to Administration access limits.  See Blechman, “The New Congressional Role in 
Arms Control,” 122. Richard Perle’s critiques of SALT II almost certainly came from, in part, the fact that he and 
Scoop Jackson were marginalized from discussions.  On Perle and SALT II, see Winik, On the Brink: The 
Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War; Talbott, 
Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II.   
1124 Bell shared with me that Paul Nitze, who by 1985 had taken over the interagency effort in Washington and 
ceded Geneva-based negotiations to Mike Glitman, would brief the ACOG routinely on the state of play in the 
Executive Branch components of the ecosystem.  These briefings, which may not have always been cleared through 
the regular interagency process—given Nitze’s propensity to freelance as an entrepreneur—went a long way to 
building goodwill between the ACOG and the negotiation teams.  An ACOG report did say that Shultz had 
committed to briefings to the ACOG when it was stood up, and Nitze’s direct relationship with Shultz probably 
enabled him. See Bell interview, 7 April 2020, and “Report of the Senate Arms Control Observer Group Delegation 
to the Opening of the Arms Control Negotiations with the Soviet Union in Geneva, Switzerland.” 
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been the prerogative of the Executive.  The Senate had to limit its access to just Observer Group 

members, cut out the House from insights, and accept a cross-jurisdictional solution that would 

potentially undermine the primacy of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.1125   

Yet this novel solution clearly worked, as evidenced by the bipartisan support for the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty when it came to the Hill in 1988.  The report from the 

Observer Group’s first trip to Geneva at the opening of negotiations in March 1985 underscored 

the extraordinary access the Senators were granted by the Administration—detailed meetings 

with all three negotiators (not just Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces but also Strategic Arms 

Reduction and Defense and Space); a private briefing before the first round of negotiations; and 

a classified debriefing after the first session.1126  Only the death of Chernenko and succession of 

Gorbachev blocked the group from actually meeting the Soviet delegation—and subsequent 

delegations would meet both the American negotiators and their Soviet counterparts.1127 

The Arms Control Observer Group also provided a critical platform for Congressional 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs, perhaps none more important than Nunn.  Nunn, who was the 

ranking member of the Senate Armed Services Committee before November 1986, and then the 

chairman, had close ties to the Pentagon and the uniformed military services, but also made up 

his own mind on defense issues.  Largely considered one of the two most learned defense minds 

on Capitol Hill—the other was House Armed Services Committee chair Les Aspin—he had 

postured himself, thanks to the Observer Group, to play a crucial role on intermediate-range 

 
1125 Bell interview, 7 April 2020. 
1126 “Report of the Senate Arms Control Observer Group Delegation to the Opening of the Arms Control 
Negotiations with the Soviet Union in Geneva, Switzerland.” 
1127 “Report of the Senate Arms Control Observer Group Delegation to the Opening of the Arms Control 
Negotiations with the Soviet Union in Geneva, Switzerland”; Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the 
Nuclear Peace. 
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nuclear forces even though he was not a member of the responsible committee for advice and 

consent to Treaty ratification.1128 

6.8.2.  1988—Ratification Hearings and the Biden Amendment 

The Arms Control Observer Group and military divisions over the operational utility of US 

intermediate-range nuclear weapons proved pivotal in Senate debates, but the Reagan 

Administration undermined its efforts with a seemingly unrelated Type 2 policy failure.  As with 

the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, both the Foreign Relations and the Armed Services 

Committees conducted hearings on the merits of the Treaty.1129  Foreign Relations focused on 

the interests of bilateralists and arms controllers, while Armed Services offered the military tribe 

an opportunity to undercut the Treaty had they chosen to do so—and as they did, in veiled ways, 

with the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty.1130 

The Administration’s principal concern, as shared with journalists by a number of Senate 

leaders, was not over ratification per se—the 67 necessary votes were present—but whether there 

would be 51 votes to block so-called “killer amendments” that would hamper, reinterpret, or 

undermine the Treaty as negotiated in Geneva and signed in late 1987.1131  Such “reservations” 

had a long history in treaty ratification debates, most famously with reservations then-Senator 

Henry Cabot Lodge added to the Treaty of Versailles in an attempt to undermine the League of 

Nations.1132 

 
1128 Bell interview, 7 April 2020.  On Aspin, see Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the 
Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War. 
1129 The INF Treaty; NATO Defense and the INF Treaty. 
1130 Lehman interview, 26 May 2020. 
1131 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval”; Smith, “INF Treaty Is Mired in Controversy.” 
1132 Gould, The Most Exclusive Club: A History of the Modern United States Senate, 82–90. 
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Opponents of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty sought to make their case—

not least Perle himself, who in March 1987 had submitted his long-planned resignation.1133  Perle 

and his deputy Frank Gaffney, whom he had wanted to succeed him in International Security 

Policy, were by early 1988 both at the American Enterprise Institute.  They released a 48-page 

report listing “drafting errors” and “loopholes” that in their view would allow the Soviets to 

cheat on the Treaty.1134  They enjoyed support from some hardliners in the Senate like Jesse 

Helms (R-NC), the ranking member of the Foreign Relations Committee.1135  Some moderates 

like Senator David Boren (D-OK), chair of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, were 

also concerned about verification capabilities, which had proven in negotiations to have been 

controversial but far less so than the overarching questions of the military utility of intermediate-

range nuclear weapons.1136  And there was one prospect of a fracture in the military tribe that 

could have threatened the Treaty—retired General Bernard Rogers, former Supreme Allied 

Commander Europe, was seen as an opponent.1137  Yet even Rogers admitted that failure to ratify 

the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty would profoundly undermine NATO political 

 
1133Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 
Won the Cold War, 583; Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace, 346.  
1134 Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace, 373; Gaffney, “A Policy Abandoned: How 
the Reagan Administration Formulated, Implemented, and Retreated from Its Arms Control Policy.”  At the same 
time, as James Graham Wilson notes, Perle felt that “we were stuck with it [INF], because the US and its allies had 
invested a lot of political capital in launching that program and it was politically important for the alliance that we 
not fail to bring it to a conclusion.”  See Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, 
Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War, 139. 
1135 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
1136 In this space I disagree significantly with Jane Vaynman, who gives pride of place to verification capabilities.  
Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic Politics, Uncertainty, and Cooperation between Adversaries.” 
1137 Shultz in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold War, 105.  Shultz claimed that Henry Kissinger, Richard 
Nixon, and Brent Scowcroft were opposed to INF—on their views, along with those of former Secretary of State 
Alexander Haig, see Wilson, The Triumph of Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and 
the End of the Cold War, 139.  For more on Rogers, see “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.”  In a January 1988 
speech, Rogers tried to focus on the deterrence value of the Pershing II and GLCM rather than their political value. 
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cohesion, and his successor as Supreme Allied Commander Europe John Galvin endorsed the 

Treaty in Senate hearings.1138 

Nearly all the focus of Senate criticism of the Treaty was less about intermediate range 

nuclear forces and more about the ways in which the Administration had appeared to subvert 

prior arms control agreements, or laying markers down for future arms control treaties such as 

the Strategic Arms Reduction talks.1139  This fight, later known as the Biden Amendment, went 

back to the Strategic Defense Initiative and the Antiballistic Missile Treaty.1140  The Reagan 

Administration, in justifying how its plan did not violate the Treaty, appeared to reinterpret the 

negotiating record over the Antiballistic Treaty when it was signed in 1972 and later ratified by 

the Senate.  By shifting from a “narrow” to a “broad” interpretation of that Treaty, the 

Administration claimed to be able to move forward with ballistic missile defenses without 

withdrawing.1141  The Senate, however, refused to accept that Administrations could unilaterally 

reinterpret treaties for which the Senate had given advice and consent to ratification—making 

this another Type 2 policy failure.1142  The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, as the 

first arms control treaty to come to the Senate since the missile defense reinterpretation 

 
1138 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval”; NATO Defense and the INF Treaty; The INF Treaty. 
1139 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval”; Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace. 
1140 While Senator Biden claimed credit for this effort, it appears Nunn, the entrepreneur, was more crucial in it.  
Bell, interview with the author.  For arguments in favor of the Senate’s position, see Koplow, “Constitutional Bait 
and Switch: Executive Reinterpretation of Arms Control Treaties”; Biden and Ritch, “The Treaty Power: Upholding 
A Constitutional Partnership”; Nunn, “A Common-Sense Definition of ‘Common Understanding’”; Fisher, 
“Congressional Participation in the Treaty Process.”  For arguments in favor of the Administration’s position, see 
Sofaer, “Treaty Interpretation: A Comment”; Trimble, “The Constitutional Common Law of Treaty Interpretation: A 
Reply to the Formalists”; Block, Casey, and Rivkin, “The Senate’s Pie-in-the-Sky Treaty Interpretation: Power and 
the Quest for Legislative Supremacy”; Rostow, “The Reinterpretation Debate and Constitutional Law.” 
1141 Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 
Won the Cold War, 361–65. 
1142 As Jay Winik put it, Nunn’s problem (referring to both Nunn and Bell) was that “they [the Reagan 
Administration] had trampled on the Senate’s treaty prerogatives.” Winik, 573.  See also Nunn, “A Common-Sense 
Definition of ‘Common Understanding’”; Biden and Ritch, “The Treaty Power: Upholding A Constitutional 
Partnership.” 
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imbroglio, became the victim of the Administration’s prior practice.1143  Nunn filibustered the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, threatening to withdraw his crucial support for 

ratification.1144  Those on the Hill who wanted to undermine Reagan and his presumptive 

nominee for president in 1988, then-Vice President Bush, could have used Nunn’s position as 

cover to oppose the Treaty, and could have along with a small group of Republicans who 

opposed the treaty like Dan Quayle built a sufficient caucus to block the votes needed for the 

resolution of advice and consent or enabled amendments that would have lead to the Treaty’s 

collapse or renegotiation.1145 

The Administration used the Arms Control Observer Group’s work as the basis to build a 

compromise.  Nunn wanted access to the entire negotiating record for intermediate-range nuclear 

forces, all the meeting transcripts and cables, which would have authoritatively established the 

base for the meaning of all articles of the Treaty.1146  The Administration did not want to give 

this up.  The Senate said that if the Administration did not move forward, it would adopt a 

reservation stating that the US could not implement the treaty—including spending money on 

eliminating Pershing IIs, ground-launched cruise missiles, or inspecting the elimination of SS-

20s and SS-23s—unless the Administration agreed that the Constitution blocked reinterpretation 

beyond what came up in ratification hearings.1147  But Nunn’s access to negotiations via the 

Observer Group had opened the door to a potential resolution. 

 
1143 Smith, “When Treaty Interpretations Differ, Who Has the Last Word?”; Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul 
Nitze and the Nuclear Peace, 374; Koplow, “Constitutional Bait and Switch: Executive Reinterpretation of Arms 
Control Treaties.” 
1144 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
1145 On Quayle, see for example Shultz in Wohlforth, Witnesses to the End of the Cold War, 105; NATO Defense 
and the INF Treaty; “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
1146 Bell interview;  “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
1147 Smith, “When Treaty Interpretations Differ, Who Has the Last Word?” 
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The debate stretched into much of 1988.  Despite beliefs in the Administration of easy 

passage, floor debate did not open until six months after its signature and four months after its 

submission to Congress.1148  In the end, Nunn was granted access to the full record and the 

Administration tacitly agreed to the conditions.1149  Despite concerns, the Treaty won broad 

acclaim, and was approved, 93-5 on May 27, 1988. 

6.8.3.  INF vs. SALT II 

Comparing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty’s success to the failure seven years 

earlier to ratify the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty underscores the importance of 

military support and ecosystem broadening.  Despite the small but vocal Republican minority led 

by Quayle, the overwhelming majority of Senators saw eliminating intermediate-range nuclear 

forces as good for the United States.1150  All Congressional testimony in both the Senate Foreign 

Relations and Armed Services Committees’ hearings from military voices supported the 

Treaty.1151  It was as close to a “slam dunk” as an arms control treaty could be. 

In part, the Reagan ecosystem benefited from the passage of time.  No one by 1988 

wanted to see arms control and the thawing of US-Soviet relations pass away.  Gorbachev’s 

liberalizations had seized the imagination of the American public, and there was broad bipartisan 

support for the Treaty.1152  If anything, the opposition was more over Constitutional prerogatives 

and the balance of power.  Had the Administration not endorsed the Arms Control Observer 

Group in early 1985, it is plausible to imagine an even more fractious ratification debate—but it 

 
1148 Smith, “INF Treaty Is Mired in Controversy”; “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
1149 Bell interview, 7 April 2020; Nunn, “A Common-Sense Definition of ‘Common Understanding’”; Biden and 
Ritch, “The Treaty Power: Upholding A Constitutional Partnership”; Koplow, “Constitutional Bait and Switch: 
Executive Reinterpretation of Arms Control Treaties.” 
1150 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
1151 NATO Defense and the INF Treaty; The INF Treaty. 
1152 “Missile Treaty Wins Senate Approval.” 
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is unlikely that the treaty would have failed to gain advice and consent, absent opposition from 

the military tribe.  The tribe—both in the Administration and in its partners on Capitol Hill—was 

far more satisfied with eliminating intermediate-range nuclear forces, because the American 

weapons themselves were seen as fundamentally political rather than military.  The cross-Branch 

sinews of the military tribe would have ensured that the US military would have been heard on 

Capitol Hill.  Opposing a treaty from a Republican president, supported the military, would have 

been hard for pro-military senators, and there were enough pro-military Senators as well as pro-

arms control ones to yield success in the end. 

 

6.9.  Evaluating the Ecosystem Model for Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 

The intermediate-range nuclear forces case, like the previous cases, successfully follows the 

predictions of the ecosystem model.  In chapter 2, I offered eight hypotheses about its operation: 

• MH1: Tribes and free agents will recur over time and across cases.  These appear in both 

the US and Soviet discussions, though—surprisingly for the one example of a verifiable, 

legally-binding arms control treaty successfully negotiated—the arms controllers appear 

weakest here.  Despite the appeal of “new thinking,” there is little evidence to indicate 

that the arms controllers played an important role in the Soviet ecosystem.  Similarly, 

they play a relatively unimportant role in the American ecosystem, particularly when 

contrasted to the biological weapons and antisatellite cases, largely due to the Type II 

policy failures of the cruise missile paper and enhanced radiation warhead decision in 

1977.  Free agent organizations also occur in the US and Soviet cases.  The military tribes 
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were front and center in both ecosystems across the duration of both cases, though in this 

case the bilateralists played a far greater role than in the other two cases. 

• MH2: Entrepreneurs will emerge across systems who seek change in the ecosystem.  This 

is clear in both cases, as Table 10 shows.  In the Soviet system, we see a number of 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs, including Ustinov and Alexander Nadiradze early in the SS-

20 process and later Akhromeyev, Shevardnadze, Yakovlev, and even Gorbachev 

himself.  On the American side entrepreneurs include Perle, Burt, and Nitze, as well as 

the only non-US/Soviet bureaucratic entrepreneur in the cases, German Chancellor 

Helmut Schmidt. 
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Table 10. Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Bureaucratic Entrepreneurs through 1988 
Name Formal Role Side Timeline in case 
Richard Burt Director of Political 

Military Affairs, then 
Assistant Secretary of 
State for European 
Affairs 

US 1981-1987 

Henry Kissinger National Security 
Advisor and Secretary 
of State 

US 1972-1977 

Paul Nitze Arms Control 
Negotiation Lead, then 
Counselor to Secretary 
of State for Arms 
Control 

US 1981-1988 

Sam Nunn Ranking Member then 
Chair, Senate Armed 
Services Committee 
and Lead, Arms 
Control Observer 
Group 

US 1985-1988 

Richard Perle Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for 
International Security 
Policy 

US 1981-1987 

Jim Thomson NSC lead for INF US 1977-1981 
Helmut Schmidt Chancellor of West 

Germany 
European 1977-1982 

Sergey Akhromeyev Head, Main 
Operations Directorate 
then Chief of General 
Staff 

Soviet 1976-1988 

Mikhail Gorbachev General Secretary of 
the CPSU 

Soviet 1985-1988 

Alexander Nadiradze Lead designer of 
solid-propellant 
ICBMs and IRBMs 

Soviet 1974-1977 

Eduard Shevardnadze Minister of Foreign 
Affairs 

Soviet 1985-1988 

Dmitri Ustinov Central Committee 
Defense Lead, then 
Defense Minister 

Soviet 1965-1984 

Alexander Yakovlev Central Committee 
lead for Ideology 

Soviet 1985-1988 
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• MH3: Assessments of political capital will influence the coalitions within an ecosystem 

that lead to policy outcomes.  The role of political capital may be clearest in this case for 

tribe, free agents, and even political leaders.  The enhanced radiation warhead decision in 

particular fundamentally undermined arms control arguments in the Carter SET 

ecosystem, and marginalized the arms control component of intermediate-range nuclear 

forces through the end of 1980.  Carter’s own political capital loss from that, and the need 

for political capital to see the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty ratified, probably 

drove at least some of his calculus on an intermediate-range nuclear forces deployment 

decision that would be popular on Capitol Hill and with Allies.  By contrast, in the Soviet 

system, the military’s political capital waned in 1986 and into 1987, enabling Gorbachev 

to “roll them” on the SS-23.  As table 6 shows, policy failures—especially Type 2 

failures—impacted the outcome of ecosystem deliberations on both sides. 

Table 11. Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Policy Failures through 1988 
Year  Name Type Side 
1976 SS-20 deployment Type 21153 Soviet military 
1977 Cruise Missile Paper Type 2 US arms control 
1978 Enhanced Radiation 

Warhead 
Type 2 US arms control 

1979-1980 SALT II ratification Type 2 US arms control 
1981 Zero Plus Type 1 US bilateralist/arms 

control 
1982 Walk in the Woods Type 1 US bilateralist/arms 

control 
1985 ABM reinterpretation Type 2 US military 
1986 Chernobyl Type 3 Soviet military 
1987 Mathias Rust Type 3 Soviet military 
1987 SS-23 Type 2 Soviet political 

leadership 
 

 
1153 The INF deployment was retrospectively considered a Type 2 policy failure by Gromyko, Gorbachev, and 
others. 
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• MH4:  More unified coalitions (mixes of tribes and free agents) with greater political 

capital are more likely to win policy contests.  Both the US nor Soviet systems did not 

include particularly unified coalitions, though the measure of political capital, as noted 

above, clearly impacted who won or lost.  The military was not unified in the US over 

deploying intermediate-range nuclear forces, but this did not stop a deployment because 

of the fundamental weakness of the arms control tribe.  The bilateralists were able to step 

in and build their coalition with free agent support, and there was no daylight within the 

bilateralist tribe—NATO policy dominated US-Soviet bilateral relations, based on the 

declassified diplomatic traffic.1154  In the Soviet system, unity in the military coalition 

lost out on the SS-23, but disunity within the military enabled the more dramatic earlier 

positions on INF to come into place. 

• MH5: Actions by the other superpower are an input but not the input into policy 

decisions.  This may be the clearest example of a reactive policy decision—on the US 

part.  The decision to field the SS-20, however, had much less to do with US 

intermediate-range capabilities—even cruise missiles—than to do with operational and 

industrial requirements.  Once the SS-20 was fielded, it did spur an action-reaction 

dynamic wherein the US fielded a response that then generated a Soviet response, up 

through Treaty signature.  But thinking on both sides had more to do with politics—for 

example Gorbachev’s coalition maneuvering—than with a strict calculus of the 

correlation of forces. 

 
1154 McDonnell, “Document Reader: The Euromissiles Crisis and the End of the Cold War, 1977-1987.” 
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• MH6:  The ecosystem policy process model recurs within and across cases.  As in the 

biological weapons and antisatellite cases, we see the ecosystem process used in both the 

Soviet and the US cases.  Indeed, we see steps like revisiting prior decisions clearly in the 

Carter and Reagan components of the case, as well as when Gorbachev sent back initial 

proposals for Reykjavik for further work 

• MH7:  Actors in the ecosystem combine predefined types of strategic assessments and 

rhetorical commonplaces to get what they want.  Operational utility was key for the 

Soviet case for the SS-20; and when that operational utility shifted thanks to the 

deployment of Pershing II and GLCM, the assessments shifted as well with cascading 

effects.  In the US, the operational arguments were secondary to the political ones, but 

those strategic assessments were paired with terms like decoupling and assurance to yield 

the outcomes that the bilateralist-led coalition wanted.  Table 12 lists the range of 

rhetorical commonplaces employed across the case. 
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Table 12. Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Rhetorical Commonplaces 
Name Used By Meaning 
Operational utility Military tribes as well 

as opponents of 
double zero 

INF weapons were important to the 
military’s roles and missions 

Escalation Arms control tribes as 
well as supporters of 
eliminating INF 
weapons 

INF weapons, given the difficulty in 
defending against them and their speed of 
operation, threaten significant and 
unintended escalation 

Assurance Bilateralists The political cohesion of alliances is pivotal 
to our national security and must be 
protected at all costs 

Decoupling Bilateralists Military postures that do not visibly assure 
and arms control discussions between 
superpowers over the heads of allies risk 
assurance and alliance cohesion 

Double Zero Free agents, some 
arms controllers 

The best solution in Europe is to eliminate 
SS-20s, Pershings, and GLCMs 

Negotiability Bilateralists, some 
arms controllers 

We need an agreement on INF that 
preserves alliance unity more than we need 
to remove the SS-20 (or Pershing II or 
GLCM) threat 

 

• MH8:  Actors are sensitive to agenda setting and formal/informal controls.  Decision 

documents from both systems show that agenda setting and formal controls impacted 

decision processes.  Further, we see clearly the role of agenda setting in and formal and 

informal controls in the use of the High Level Group, the “Walk in the Woods” episode, 

and how Gorbachev manipulated Politburo decisions. 

The INF case presents compelling arguments to address all three predictive hypotheses and is 

pivotal for the third: 

EcoH1: When the military is unified in support of a SET, its capital will likely allow it to 
win in discussions, even if a coalition with other tribes faces it.  When a military is 
divided, limits will be more likely because entrepreneurs have opportunities to build 
countervailing coalitions. 
EcoH2:  Bureaucratic entrepreneurs who seek arms control will need to partner with 
components of a divided military to win, because of the military’s political capital.  
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Bilateralists will be less helpful than the military in making an arms control case to 
political leadership, especially if bilateralists are also divided over the merits of arms 
control. 
EcoH3:  Political leaders who decide to defy a unified military that supports a SET will 
face consequences due to the military’s political capital, unless the military has done 
other things in its broader agenda to expend or waste its capital. 

 

It is unsurprising that Moscow fielded the SS-20 given that the Soviet military was united in 

support of it in the mid-1970s.  The US military was divided over the value of Pershing II and 

ground-launched cruise missiles in the late 1970s, so it is more surprising that the US went ahead 

and fielded it.  Yet the first hypothesis proves true because by the mid-1980s, the Soviet military 

tribe was clearly more divided over the value proposition of the SS-20 which enabled limits, just 

as the pre-existing US military divisions over Pershing II and cruise missiles enabled the US to 

pursue double zero and get the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty ratified. 

 The second hypothesis follows from the findings of the first.  Had the Soviet or US 

military remained unified behind intermediate-range nuclear weapons, or had the bilateralists 

insisted on arms control against a unified military in either system, we could have seen stalemate 

in negotiations.  But both militaries became divided over intermediate-range nuclear weapons 

over the course of the 1970s and early 1980s, which created space for bureaucratic entrepreneurs 

in both systems to pursue arms control.  The form of arms control varied from Perle’s double 

zero to Nitze’s walk in the woods to Akhromeyev’s zero nuclear gambit to Gorbachev’s play at 

Reykjavik, but military division over intermediate-range nuclear forces enabled all of them. 

 The third hypothesis, as discussed in section 6.7.2. above, is central to our understanding 

of its implications for Soviet politics.  The only example across all three cases where a 

superpower leader overrode a unified military tribe over a weapons system was Gorbachev’s 
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decision on the SS-23.  The political consequences for him—an increasingly powerful hardline 

coalition opposing his reforms, and eventually a failure by the military to support him during the 

1991 coup—took years to unfold, but demonstrate that there were clear consequences for defying 

a unified military tribe over something that mattered. 

6.9.1.  The Ecosystem Model versus Alternative Explanations—INF 

The ecosystem model is superior to the alternatives outlined in Chapter 2 by demonstrating 

divergence from their predictions.   

• The environmental hypothesis predicted that the external threat environment would drive 

both Washington and Moscow either toward or away from intermediate-range nuclear 

capabilities.  Original technology diverged, with the US seeking cruise missiles and the 

Soviets seeking the SS-20, but both did pursue them.  But the state of the military balance 

by the late 1960s, with the rise of nuclear parity, would not have placed the Soviets in 

such an inferior strategic situation to the Americans to drive them toward a SET with the 

US not moving toward it.  If we consider the SS-20, rather than the cruise missile 

program writ large, to be the first “move” in the INF play, then the environmental 

hypothesis does not hold. 

• The classical bureaucratic argument predicted that the Soviets should have pursued a SET 

given the strength of the military-industrial complex, but so should have the Americans.  

Both did, but the initial pursuit of the US SET came not from the military tribe, but from 

systems analysts in the Pentagon and from bilateralists.  Classical bureaucratic theory 

would have presumed that the military would have successfully fielded the capability in 
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the US—as in the Soviet Union—but the coalitions would have looked very different 

than what the sources reveal.   

• The regime type hypothesis would have predicted that the Soviets would pursue 

intermediate-range nuclear weapons and the US would not.  At the very beginning, this 

was true, and a large number of players in the US ecosystem felt there was no needed 

military response to the SS-20.  Yet the US went ahead and fielded both Pershing IIs and 

ground-launched cruise missiles, and indeed did so for political reasons, defying what the 

regime type hypothesis would predict. 

6.9.2.  Final Conclusions 

The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty was the first agreement that Gorbachev and 

Reagan reached, signaling a change from confrontation to potential cooperation.  The roots of the 

agreement and the end of the Euromissile crisis emerged from factors best explained by the 

ecosystem model.  The resilience of the double zero concept in American negotiating came 

because the American military tribe saw the Pershing II and ground-launched cruise missile as 

“political weapons,” critical neither to strategic forces nor to the conventional modernization that 

signaled a shift in the European balance.  The deployment decision, indeed, was bilateralist-

driven, not military-driven, meaning that the coalition surrounding it had fundamental 

weaknesses opening space for arms control solutions.  In the Soviet system, the military tribe’s 

reassessment of the operational utility of the SS-20–because of the Pershing II and cruise missile 

deployments in 1983–opened the space for Gorbachev to consider denuclearization solutions as 

well as agreement to the double zero concept in 1986-87. 
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 The intermediate-range nuclear forces case demonstrates that political weapons lend 

themselves to political solutions.  Had Pershing II and ground-launched cruise missiles provided 

conventional capabilities—as the replacement for the Lance short range ballistic missile and the 

sea-launched cruise missile conventional variant demonstrated in 1991 in Kuwait—we can 

imagine a scenario where the military would have fought harder to protect and keep them.  In 

such a scenario, an Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty is nearly impossible to imagine.  

Indeed, as conventional missile capabilities have proliferated, it is surprising that the Treaty 

lasted as long as it did.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

Ultimately, mastery matters to innovation because without it there is no actual change. 
Ideas, regardless of their source, are fundamentally meaningless without the much more 

complex process of implementation… …Thus, the changes required of military 
innovation can only be generated through the creative capacity of those working inside a 

system – the masters. Insofar as the DOD is interested in bringing about innovation, it 
must work toward achieving a balance between genius and mastery. 

 
- Nina Kollars, “Genius and 

Mastery in Military 
Innovation”1155 

 
The commonest form of stupidity is forgetting what one is trying to accomplish.  Why has 

the United States sought arms control in the first place?  Many people assume arms 
control is an obvious good, but it is not. Instead it is one possible tool to improve 

national security and enhance strategic stability. 
 

- Linton Brooks, “The End of 
Arms Control?”1156 

 
 
In this dissertation, I seek to develop a new theory of national security decisionmaking.  I have 

applied it to a limited set of Cold War cases, exploring whether it had explanatory power over 

US and Soviet decisions on SETs.  I introduced the puzzle and its fit into the literature in chapter 

1, and in chapter 2 developed the ecosystem model and contrasted it to alternatives.  I showed in 

Chapter 3 that the model fit the US and Soviet national security systems.  In chapters 4 through 

6, I used process tracing and the identification of causal process observations to test the 

ecosystem theory on three different SETs.1157  I used this to determine the efficacy of the model 

and predictive hypotheses I developed in chapter 2.  In this chapter I will review the insights I 

 
1155 Kollars, “Genius and Mastery in Military Innovation,” 137. 
1156 Brooks, “The End of Arms Control?,” 84. 
1157 On causal process observations, see Collier, Brady, and Seawright, “Sources of Leverage in Causal Inference: 
Toward an Alternative View of Methodology,” 252–58; Brady, Collier, and Seawright, “Toward a Pluralistic Vision 
of Methdology”; Collier, Brady, and Seawright, “Outdated Views of Qualitative Methods: Time to Move On.”  For 
a skeptical counter, see Beck, “Is Causal-Process Observation an Oxymoron?”; Beck, “Causal Process 
‘Observation:’ Oxymoron or (Fine) Old Wine.” 
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observed from applying the ecosystem model to the case studies and explore its expected 

performance and its performance relative to both structural and process alternatives.  I discuss 

the implications of these findings for those who wish to advocate for arms control, for advanced 

military capabilities, for bureaucratic entrepreneurship, and for arms control compliance in IR 

and international legal thought.  I also explore the consequences of my findings for emergent 

bipolarity with China and the applicability of my case studies for managing today’s and 

tomorrow’s SETs with Beijing.1158  I conclude with areas for future research: first, considerations 

for broadening the ecosystem model by evaluating two notional case studies, and second, 

potential areas of improvement for the case studies and the model.1159  I raise the prospect, via 

this future research, that the ecosystem model could serve as a more general theory of foreign 

policy. 

 

7.1.  Testing the Ecosystem Model 

The ecosystem model validated both the model hypotheses and the predictive hypotheses I 

outlined in chapter 2.  Table 13 lists the model and predictive hypotheses across both the US and 

Soviet cases and how strongly we can validate them, based on the quantity and quality of causal 

process observations present in each case:  I broke the US and Soviet cases into separate columns 

to show which components of the case performed better than others.   

  

 
1158 To be clear, particularly given my personal professional affiliation, this is by no means a work of advocacy for 
or against any policy outcome.  It is simply a set of implications from my findings for those who seek advocacy on 
either side of the defense capabilities/arms control divide. 
1159 On the idea of gedankenexperiment, see Brown and Fehige, “Thought Experiments”; Gendler, Intuition, 
Imagination, and Philosophical Methodology; Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery. 
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Table 13. Ecosystem Model Performance Across Cases 
Hypothesis US BW Soviet 

BW 
US 
ASAT 

Soviet 
ASAT 

US INF Soviet 
INF 

Model 
M1: Tribes and free 
agents will recur  

Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong 

M2: Entrepreneurs 
will emerge who will 
seek change 

Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong 

M3: Assessments of 
political capital will 
influence coalitions 

Moderate Weak Weak Weak Strong Strong 

M4: More unified 
coalitions more 
likely to win 

Moderate Strong Moderate Strong Strong Strong 

M5: Other 
superpower’s 
actions are an input 
not the input 

Strong Moderate Weak Moderate Moderate Strong 

M6: Model recurs 
within and across 
cases 

Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong Strong 

M7: Actors use 
rhetorical 
commonplaces and 
strategic 
assessments 

Moderate Strong Strong Moderate Strong Strong 

M8: Actors are 
sensitive to agenda 
setting and controls 

Moderate Weak Moderate Weak Strong Strong 

Predictive 
P1: When military is 
united, likely to win 
out in debates.  
When divided, limits 
more likely 

Strong Strong Strong Moderate Strong Strong 

P2: Entrepreneurs 
who seek arms 
control must 
partner with divided 
military 

Moderate Weak Strong Weak Strong Strong 

P3: Political leaders 
who defy unified 
military over SETs 
will suffer costs 

Weak Weak Moderate Weak Moderate Strong 

A rating of “strong” means that process tracing identified multiple high quality causal process observations (CPOs) 
in that case.  A rating of “moderate” means either multiple lower-quality CPOs or one crucial CPO in the case.  A 
rating of weak means no crucial CPOs or only one low-quality CPO was found in the case. 
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As a general rule, US cases perform better than Soviet cases because of the richness and breadth 

of information provided by secondary sources and declassified documents.  The antisatellite case 

was the weakest case because we lack inside information on ecosystem and Politburo 

deliberations.  However, as I note in section 7.6.1 below, it is possible that the Katayev Archive 

at Stanford has unexplored insights.1160  Otherwise, insider accounts would need to exist for 

“informants” to emerge from the system.  On the other hand, the Soviet biological weapons case 

features both defector reports and the detailed work of Zilinskas and Leitenberg.1161  Similarly, 

the intermediate-range nuclear forces case features extensive insights into the Gorbachev era and 

important reflections and analysis in documents, interviews, and retrospective assessments from 

the relevant participants.1162 

Of the model hypotheses, hypotheses 1, 2, 6, and 7 are the strongest, while 3 and 8 are 

weakest.  Model hypothesis 1, that tribes and free agents recur, allows the model to work across 

cases.  Space for entrepreneurship, model hypothesis 2, allows significant changes unfold over 

time, which supplements and responds to concurrent structural shifts.  The cases also validate 

that actors’ “weapons” in ecosystem contestation are rhetorical commonplaces and strategic 

assessments, showcasing the cultural structures that “play” in the space.1163   

That said, political capital is the weakest component of the model.  As I discuss in more 

detail in Section 7.6.2 below, with the exception of the US intermediate-range nuclear forces 

 
1160 Podvig, “Did Star Wars Help End the Cold War?  Soviet Response to the SDI Program.” 
1161 Alibek, Biohazard; Domaradsky and Orent, Biowarrior; Leitenberg and Zilinskas, The Soviet Biological 
Weapons Program: A History. 
1162 Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, Arms Control, 
and US-Soviet Relations”; Hines, Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-
Cold War Testimonial Evidence”; Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold 
War; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
1163 Krebs and Jackson, “Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political Rhetoric.” 



328 
 

case—where type 2 policy failures shaped the effectiveness of different players throughout the 

debate that followed—we see little primary source evidence that actors calculated the balance of 

political capital in considering how to align with or avoid potential policy coalitions.  The 

specific sensitivity to and impact of agenda setting and formal and informal controls are also 

hard to identify.  Many of these are tacit or subconscious impacts, and we lack retrospective 

insights that would allow us to conclude that the actors pursued certain goals because of the way 

the issues were framed.  At best, we can point to two cases: the US intermediate-range nuclear 

forces case, where Jim Thomson made clear that the NSC staff ran the process for its reasons and 

framed the decision in a particular light, and the US biological weapons case, where we see 

Secretary of Defense Laird and National Security Advisor Kissinger using the interagency 

process to tee up the decision they want.1164 

Of the three predictive hypotheses, the first two are more successful than the third.  The 

concept of military union versus division has critical implications for entrepreneurship as 

discussed in section 7.3.3 below.  This comes through both of the first two hypotheses.  

However, the second hypothesis is weaker than the first because of the lack of documented limits 

on Soviet SET cases, except for intermediate-range nuclear fores.  Thus, we cannot demonstrate 

in those cases that entrepreneurs had to partner with a divided military.  On the other hand, US 

limits in all three cases show the importance of advocacy linkage with respect to antisatellites 

and intermediate-range nuclear forces.  The third hypothesis is weakest because across the cases, 

 
1164 Thomson, “Evolution of US Theater Nuclear Policy: 1975-1979”; Laird, “Memorandum from Secretary of 
Defense Laird to the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs”; Kissinger, “Notes of Telephone 
Conversation Between the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs and Secretary of Defense Laird, 18 
November 1969”; Kissinger, “Notes of Telephone Conversation Between the President’s Assistant for National 
Security Affairs and Secretary of Defense Laird, 17 November 1969.” 
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US presidents never defied a unified military.1165  In the Soviet cases, the only example where a 

General Secretary defied a unified military was over the SS-23, which as discussed in chapter 6 

led indirectly to the military’s failure to back Gorbachev in the August 1991 coup.1166  Further 

consideration of cases with greater civil-military tension—for example Khrushchev’s 

efficiencies initiatives, or tensions between the White House (and the civilian Secretary of 

Defense) and the uniformed military in the George W. Bush Administration—might cast greater 

light on the potential consequences of defying a unified military tribe.1167  In the case of 

Khrushchev, the fact that he was deposed in 1964 suggests that Brezhnev and those around him 

learned the lesson of Hypothesis 3.1168 

 

7.2.  The Ecosystem and the Alternatives 

Looking across cases, the ecosystem model outperforms any individual alternative.  While the 

model performed well with the range of hypotheses outlined above, its inherent complexity 

raises questions about whether it does “better” than more parsimonious, simpler explanations.1169  

I contrasted the ecosystem model with three simpler alternatives—a process alternative I called 

“classical bureaucratic” and two structural models, one environmental and one based on regime 

 
1165 The closest example that emerged in any of the cases was Carter’s “deep cuts” nuclear proposal and some of the 
defiance of uniformed military preferences in the ASAT debate.  See the discussions in chapters 5 (ASAT) and 6 
(deep cuts) respectively, as well as Newmann, Managing National Security Policy: The President and the Process; 
Auten, Carter’s Conversion: The Hardening of American Defense Policy. 
1166 See section 6.7.2 of chapter 6. 
1167 On Khrushchev and the military, see Taubman, Khrushchev: The Man and His Era; Herspring, The Soviet High 
Command 1967-1989: Personalities and Politics.  On the George W. Bush Administration (particularly SecDef 
Rumsfeld) and the military, see Baker, Days of Fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. 
1168 On Khrushchev’s deposal, see Taubman, Khrushchev: The Man and His Era; Tompson, The Soviet Union 
Under Brezhnev. 
1169 Occam’s razor dictates that a theory should be only as complicated as necessary, no further, and a simpler 
explanation should be preferred to a more complicated or complex one.  See  Baker, “Simplicity.” 
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type.  The simplicity of these models, however, left them unable to explain the changes I 

identified across the case studies as measured in causal process observations, why the ecosystem 

was a superior alternative. 

I left one key alternative explanation out of this dissertation.  The “neglected alternative,” 

from broader international political theory, would suggest that the polarity of the international 

system has a significant impact on how states make decisions on national security.1170  In other 

words, states under unipolarity or multipolarity would act differently than bipolar superpowers.  

Because of my empirical focus on the mid-to-late Cold War, I held polarity constant.  This raises 

questions for the broader applicability of the findings, as I will discuss in section 7.4 below. 

7.2.1.  Process Alternatives and Bureaucratic Politics 

The dynamism of the ecosystem model proved crucial relative to the classical bureaucratic 

alternative.  Most process explanations of national security are complicated, exploring the range 

of factors and the interplay of interests that yield policy outcomes.1171  The most famous of these 

explanations is the bureaucratic politics approach proposed by Graham Allison and developed by 

Halperin and colleagues.1172  This is what I describe as the “classical bureaucratic” approach to 

contrast to my ecosystem model version of bureaucratic politics.  As Table 14 shows, the 

ecosystem model outperforms the hypotheses that the classical bureaucratic model suggests 

because the bureaucratic model implies a lack of change within and across cases. 

  

 
1170 My thanks to Mike Spirtas for trenchant comments on this point.  On polarity, see Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics; Elman, “Horses for Courses: Why Not Neorealist Theories of Foreign Policy?” 
1171 Hermann, “How Decision Units Shape Foreign Policy: A Theoretical Framework”; Hermann and Hermann, 
“Who Makes Foreign Policy Decisions and How: An Empirical Inquiry”; George, Presidential Decision Making in 
Foreign Policy: The Effective Use of Information and Advice. 
1172 Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis; Clapp, Halperin, and Kanter, 
Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy. 
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Table 14. Ecosystem Model Performance Versus Classical Bureaucratic Approach 
Hypothesis US BW Soviet 

BW 
US 
ASAT 

Soviet 
ASAT 

US INF Soviet 
INF 

Ecosystem  
P1: When military is 
united, likely to win 
out in debates.  
When divided, limits 
more likely 

Strong Strong Strong Moderate Strong Strong 

P2: Entrepreneurs 
who seek arms 
control must 
partner with divided 
military 

Moderate Weak Strong Weak Strong Strong 

P3: Political leaders 
who defy unified 
military over SETs 
will suffer costs 

Weak Weak Moderate Weak Moderate Strong 

Classical Bureaucratic 
P1: Superpowers 
will converge in 
pursuing SETs 
because militaries 
want them 

Weak Strong Moderate Strong Moderate Moderate 

P2: Superpowers 
will resist arms 
control over SETs 
because militaries 
do not want 
constraints 

Weak Moderate Moderate Moderate Weak Weak 

A rating of “strong” means that process tracing identified multiple high quality CPOs in that case.  A rating of 
“moderate” means either multiple lower-quality CPOs or one crucial CPO in the case.  A rating of weak means no 
crucial CPOs or only one low-quality CPO was found in the case. 
 

Further, as chapter 3 makes clear, in both the US and Soviet cases the military tribe in particular 

stretched well beyond the uniformed military, but, in the US, did not include the entire 

Department of Defense.  Outliers like Secretaries of Defense McNamara, Laird, and Brown 

showed that civilians and uniformed military officers did not always align.  And the classical 

bureaucratic model, developed exclusively for the US ecosystem, did not recognize the integral 

role that Congress plays in national security deliberations with respect to arms control treaties 

and defense program investments, nor did it model the Soviet or other foreign systems.  Other 
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process alternatives not considered as clear separate theories, including the poliheuristic theory, 

explain only a component of the ecosystem’s findings, and in that particular case are 

incorporated into the theory itself.1173 

7.2.2.  Structural Alternative 1—Environmental  

The “environmental” alternative hypothesis argued that the distribution of material 

capabilities between the superpowers (the “balance of power”) would determine whether 

superpowers would pursue SETs.1174  As Table 15 shows, the ecosystem model outperformed it.  

While actors were sensitive to shifts in relative capabilities, as defined in strategic assessments, 

there was no straight-line link between it and the decision to pursue or limit a SET.  Beyond that, 

as Chris Fariss and his colleagues show, the US maintained a preponderance of power over the 

Soviet Union throughout the Cold War.1175  This is in contrast to other, older metrics like the 

Correlates of War’s Composite Index of National Capabilities index, which argued that the 

Soviets overtook the US in the 1970s through the mid 1980s.1176  If surplus domestic product is 

more accurate—and Fariss and his colleagues make a compelling case that it is—then it is 

inconsistent with a body of causal process observations that show political debate across the late 

1960s into the 1970s and 1980s in the United States about Soviet strength and US weakness.1177  

 
1173 Christensen and Redd, “Bureaucrats versus the Ballot Box in Foreign Policy Decision Making”; Redd, “The 
Influence of Advisers on Foreign Policy Decision Making.” 
1174 I discuss the role of surveillance technology in section 7.3.4 below. 
1175 This is calculable using their Surplus Domestic Product figure.  See section 7.4 below, the top of Figure 13, and 
Anders, Fariss, and Markowitz, “Bread before Guns or Butter: Introducing Surplus Domestic Product (SDP).” 
1176 This is calculable using relative COW CINC scores as of version 5.0.  See Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey, 
“Capability Distribution, Uncertainty, and Major Power War, 1820-1965.”  For more critique of COW CINC, see 
Rauch, “Challenging the Power Consensus: GDP, CINC, and Power Transition Theory”; Beckley, “The Power of 
Nations: Measuring What Matters.” 
1177 Auten, Carter’s Conversion: The Hardening of American Defense Policy; Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, 
Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who Won the Cold War; “SALT II and the 
Growth of Mistrust - Conference #2 of the Carter-Brezhnev Project.” 
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Power—just like the actions of the other superpower, Model Hypothesis 4 above—is an input 

into the ecosystem, rather than the causal factor. 

Table 15. Ecosystem Model Performance Versus Environmental Approach 
Hypothesis US BW Soviet 

BW 
US 
ASAT 

Soviet 
ASAT 

US INF Soviet 
INF 

Ecosystem  
P1: When military is 
united, likely to win 
out in debates.  
When divided, limits 
more likely 

Strong Strong Strong Moderate Strong Strong 

P2: Entrepreneurs 
who seek arms 
control must 
partner with divided 
military 

Moderate Weak Strong Weak Strong Strong 

P3: Political leaders 
who defy unified 
military over SETs 
will suffer costs 

Weak Weak Moderate Weak Moderate Strong 

Environmental 
P1: Superpowers 
will converge 
toward SETs given 
balance of power 

Moderate Weak Moderate Weak Moderate Weak 

P2: Superpower 
preferences for SET 
arms control will 
converge based on 
surveillance 
availability 

Weak Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate 

A rating of “strong” means that process tracing identified multiple high quality CPOs in that case.  A rating of 
“moderate” means either multiple lower-quality CPOs or one crucial CPO in the case.  A rating of weak means no 
crucial CPOs or only one low-quality CPO was found in the case. 
 

7.2.3.  Structural Alternative 2—Regime Type 

The second structural alternative called “regime type,” argued that the nature of the political 

system in a superpower would determine its response to SETs.  As such, the Soviet system was 

authoritarian at least through 1985, if not through the collapse of the Soviet Union, while the US 

system was democratic throughout the Cold War.  This would yield some stability and 



334 
 

predictability in the patterns of who does and does not pursue or limit SETs—but the ecosystem 

model is superior to it in explanatory power, as Table 16 details. 

Table 16. Ecosystem Model Performance Versus Regime Type Approach 
Hypothesis US BW Soviet 

BW 
US 
ASAT 

Soviet 
ASAT 

US INF Soviet 
INF 

Ecosystem 
P1: When military is 
united, likely to win 
out in debates.  
When divided, limits 
more likely 

Strong Strong Strong Moderate Strong Strong 

P2: Entrepreneurs 
who seek arms 
control must 
partner with divided 
military 

Moderate Weak Strong Weak Strong Strong 

P3: Political leaders 
who defy unified 
military over SETs 
will suffer costs 

Weak Weak Moderate Weak Moderate Strong 

Regime Type  
P1: USSR more 
likely to pursue 
SETs than US 

Moderate Strong Weak Strong Moderate Weak 

P2: US more likely 
to pursue SET arms 
control than USSR 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Weak 

A rating of “strong” means that process tracing identified multiple high quality CPOs in that case.  A rating of 
“moderate” means either multiple lower-quality CPOs or one crucial CPO in the case.  A rating of weak means no 
crucial CPOs or only one low-quality CPO was found in the case. 
 

While it is true that in isolation, Gorbachev’s pursuit of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 

Treaty would suggest that political liberalization yields limits on SETs, his continued allowance 

(if not outright support) of the Soviet biological weapons program cuts against it.  Further, 

variation in whether the US would choose to support or limit a SET is not explained by the 

constant state of American democracy. 
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7.3.  Policy Implications of the Ecosystem Model 

This dissertation’s findings have implications for American—or foreign—policy makers or 

analysts who want to understand the prospects for successful arms control or the adoption of new 

military technologies.  Further, it also raises broader implications for success in policy 

entrepreneurship and the value proposition of arms control, both of which apply beyond the US-

Soviet Cold War context. 

7.3.1.  Arms Control Advocacy Implications 

While this dissertation makes no advocacy case, its implications should resonate with arms 

control advocates, as well as those who seek to limit military capabilities.1178  There are five 

critical insights that arms control advocates should take away when leveraging the ecosystem 

model: 

• First, advocates should understand where the military capability or technology fits within 

the SET architecture.  Is it a SET, a retrograde, niche, or central capability?  Is it 

strategic, operational, or tactical?  For example, paradigmatic Cold War arms control 

treaties were a mix of SETs and central strategic technologies—the Antiballistic Missile 

Treaty, the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties, the Biological Weapons Convention, the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, and the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty.  

However, the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty represented a mix of central 

operational and tactical technologies, making it a different paradigm altogether.1179  That 

 
1178 See footnote 1159 above. 
1179 On CFE, see Falkenrath, Shaping Europe’s Military Order: The Origins and Consequences of the CFE Treaty; 
McCausland, “The CFE Treaty: A Cold War Anachronism?” 
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said, as a general rule, SETs are easier to limit than central capabilities because they are 

less institutionalized into a military. 

• Second, advocates should understand where the capability or technology fits within the 

military tribe of any country in which they seek limits.  Is the technology considered 

operationally useful?  Are there opportunities to reshape the use of the operational utility 

rhetorical commonplace with new strategic assessments?  Most important, is the military 

unified or divided over the technology?  Advocates need to find allies within the military 

tribe in order to push limits through, as Hypothesis 2 argues.  This is relevant because 

more realistic arms control or SET limits would occur when an escalatory technology is 

less useful to the military than alternatives. 

• Third, advocates should not rely on their own rhetorical commonplaces.1180  They should 

focus on coalition building with partners across tribal lines, bringing in free agents 

wherever possible and identifying opportunities for tailored, “limited” limits.  Pursuing 

an aggressive disarmament agenda is likely to fail because it will generate political 

antibodies from the rest of the national security ecosystem in any major power or 

superpower.  On the other hand, appealing to the political interests of leaders when 

defense cost concerns could lead to a “peace dividend” has better chances of success.1181 

• Fourth, advocates should avoid insisting on formal arms control as the solution to 

escalation management and SET limitations.  For example, the intermediate-range 

 
1180 By “their own” I mean rhetorical commonplaces that fit cleanly within the organizational culture of a tribe—
escalation for arms controllers, assurance for bilateralists, and operational utility for the military as paradigmatic 
examples. 
1181 This was clearly true in Gorbachev’s arms control agenda as discussed in chapter 6 and may have also been true 
in the end-of-Cold War arms control agenda including CFE, START II, and the Chemical Weapons Convention. 
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nuclear forces case was the only one that resulted in an effective formal arms control 

arrangement.  Advocates should consider broadening the scope to consider other means 

to limit SETs, whether unilateral or parallel unilateral, because they can yield similar 

results to formal arms control for strategic stability.1182 

• Fifth, advocates need to understand the programmatic and budgetary implications of SET 

limits rather than just the policy concepts.  As discussed below, effective bureaucratic 

entrepreneurs understand how to “game the system” to yield their desired results.  

Detailed programmatic insights can have significant impact, in the American case by 

leveraging the role that Congress plays in weapons systems development and acquisition, 

and in foreign cases where industrial imperatives may matter as much as operational 

ones.1183 

7.3.2.  Advanced Technology Advocacy Implications 

In addition to the arms control advocacy implications outlined above, there are three clear, 

similar implications for those who want a power to adopt a new military technology: 

• First, building a cross-military tribal coalition is essential.  Advocates will need to defend 

against military tribe skeptics who will see a new military technology taking away from 

privileged capabilities.1184  For example, in the case of US conventional strike 

capabilities, advocates enmeshed both the Army and the Air Force in the effort, and 

 
1182 The paradigmatic example of parallel unilateral limits was the US-Soviet/Russian Presidential Nuclear 
Initiatives.  See Koch, “The Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991-1992.” 
1183 See the discussion of the Soviet VPK in Katayev, A Memoir of the Missile Age: One Man’s Journey; Hines, 
Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence”; 
Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
1184 Art and Ockenden, “The Domestic Politics of Cruise Missile Development, 1970-1980”; Sheehan, A Fiery 
Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
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focused on US infantry, armor, and artillery (the key combat branches of the Army) and 

fighter aircraft (with the rise of the so-called “fighter mafia”), and were able to deploy 

what was later known as a Revolution in Military Affairs.1185 

• Second, strategic assessments should link to the operational utility rhetorical 

commonplace to justify a new capability.  Well crafted strategic assessments that amplify 

operational utility over other considerations, linked to different constituencies within the 

military tribe, may help build the policy and programmatic coalition necessary to field a 

new capability. 

• Third, evolutionary change may resonate more than revolutionary change.  Capabilities 

that can build on tried and true existing weapons or operational concepts are more likely 

to succeed in adoption by the risk averse military tribe than capabilities with no history or 

pre-existing constituency.1186 

7.3.3.  What Makes a Good Bureaucratic Entrepreneur 

The three paired case studies suggest a formula that makes for effective, successful bureaucratic 

entrepreneurs.  Exemplars like Laird, Perle, Soviet scientist Ovchinnikov, and Chief of the 

General Staff Sergey Akhromeyev suggest that a combination of a resonant strategic vision and 

managerial, process expertise are the most potent combination to yield successful bureaucratic 

entrepreneurship. 

 
1185 Mansoor, “US Army Culture, 1973-2017”; Farley, “US Air Force Culture, 1947-2017”; Builder, The Icarus 
Syndrome: The Role of Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the US Air Force; Worden, Rise of the 
Fighter Generals: The Problem of Air Force Leadership, 1945-1982. 
1186 On risk aversion in military cultures, particularly with respect to defense acquisition, see Builder, The Masks of 
War: American Military Styles in Strategy and Analysis; Zimmerman et al., “Movement and Maneuver: Culture and 
the Competition for Influence among the US Military Services.” 
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In the American ecosystem, it is notable that many leading bureaucratic entrepreneurs—

not just Laird and Perle but also other post-Cold War American exemplars like former Vice 

President Cheney and former Secretary of Defense and CIA Director Leon Panetta—emerge 

from Congress, either as staffers or as members of the House of Representatives.1187  The give 

and take of House negotiations, and its focus on programs over major policy initiatives, suggests 

that the House is a useful jumping-off point for effective bureaucratic entrepreneurs.1188  For 

their part, staffers understand the importance of details and process, participate in oversight 

activities of the Executive Branch that give them insights into how the overarching ecosystem 

operates, and understand budgets and programs better sometimes than counterparts from places 

like think tanks or academia.1189  In general, staffers already linked to the military tribe through 

the Armed Services committees and Defense Appropriations subcommittees or to the bilateralist 

tribe through the Senate Foreign Relations Committee may have the most success moving into 

Executive Branch components of the ecosystem because of their intra-tribal linkages.1190 

Beyond Congress, it is clear that process mastery is essential for success.  Pairing a 

successful entrepreneur—Laird in the biological weapons case—with a failed attempted 

entrepreneur in Meselson in the same case is illustrative.1191  Meselson had as much vision as 

 
1187 On Cheney see Gellman, Angler: The Cheney Vice Presidency; Baker, Days of Fire: Bush and Cheney in the 
White House.; on Panetta see Panetta, Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace.  It is also 
noteworthy that both Cheney and Panetta served as White House Chief of Staff. 
1188 This is true to the extent that effective entrepreneurs take advantage of those bargaining opportunities.  Further, 
it is not clear that all those who emerge from House membership become effective entrepreneurs—consider, for 
example, former CIA Director Porter Goss. 
1189 See the detailed discussions in Saturno, “Defense Primer: Defense Appropriations Process”; Heithusen and 
McGarry, “Defense Primer: The NDAA Process.” 
1190 I should note that two of my most trenchant interview subjects—Bob Bell and Ron Lehman—both successfully 
moved into Executive Branch ecosystem positions from leading positions on the Senate Armed Services Committee. 
1191 Meselson et al., “The Sverdlovsk Anthrax Outbreak of 1979”; Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological 
Weapons and America’s Secret War; Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological 
Warfare. 
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Laird, if not more so, according to contemporaneous accounts.  As a renowned microbiologist, 

he was more focused on biological weapons challenges than Laird and was able to mobilize 

support from across the scientific community.1192  Yet, despite Meselson’s own self-promotion, 

it is clear from the documentary record that it was Laird, who knew how to shape strategic 

assessments and use rhetorical commonplaces, who drove the Nixon biological weapons 

renunciation in 1969.1193 

Yet process mastery alone is also insufficient.  Otherwise, entrepreneurs are unable to 

mobilize an agenda and build a coalition around specific goals or ideas.  Successful bureaucratic 

entrepreneurs, the cases make clear, combine the two in valuable ways.  Soviet successful 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs like Ovchinnikov, Akhromeyev, or Akhromeyev’s predecessor as 

General Staff chief Ogarkov exemplify this.1194  Ovchinnikov’s strategic assessments advocating 

for a new Soviet biological weapons capability came from his vision of overcoming Lysenkoism 

to modernize the Soviet biotechnology apparatus.1195  Ogarkov and Akhromeyev shared a vision 

of future conventional warfare with managed threats from nuclear weapons—this was an 

important step toward Akhromeyev’s proposal to Gorbachev for nuclear disarmament in 

1986.1196 

 

 
1192 Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation: Makers of the Revolution in Biology. 
1193 See section 4.2 of chapter 4. 
1194 On Ogarkov, see Herspring, The Soviet High Command 1967-1989: Personalities and Politics; Hines, 
Mishulovich, and Shull, “Soviet Intentions 1965-1985: Volume II - Soviet Post-Cold War Testimonial Evidence”; 
Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: 
Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union. 
1195 See section 4.3.1 of chapter 4. 
1196 Hines, “Summary of Interview with Gen-Col. (Ret) Andrian A. Danilevich”; Hines, “Record of Interview with 
Gen-Lt Gelii Viktorovich Batenin”; Adamsky, The Culture of Military Innovation: The Impact of Cultural Factors 
on the Revolution in Military Affairs in Russia, the US, and Israel. 



341 
 

7.3.4.  Implications for Arms Control Writ Large 

The findings of this dissertation are skeptical about the restraining functions of arms control 

absent supporting incentives within a superpower’s ecosystem.  This has consequences for 

compliance with treaty obligations in international law as well as IR work on the role that arms 

control can—and should—play in stabilizing the international environment. 

 Scholars of international law and IR have argued that in the absence of an overarching 

sovereign authority, arms control and other treaty arrangements require self-enforcement.  

Guzman, Simmons, and others have made the case for reciprocity and reputation as the rationales 

for why treaties—including arms control treaties—self-enforce.1197  The case studies in this 

dissertation find that compliance to arms control obligations is in itself a rhetorical commonplace 

that needs defense and support within an ecosystem—it is not a given, and balances against the 

value SETs provide despite those commitments. 

 A clear divide exists between the commitments the United States made in its arms control 

commitments versus those from the Soviet Union.  The United States adhered to its Strategic 

Arms Limitation and Antiballistic Missile Treaty commitments throughout the Cold War, and 

when it considered moving beyond the Antiballistic Missile Treaty and the second Strategic 

Arms Limitation Treaty, it declared its willingness to do so.1198  On the other hand, the Soviets 

cheated not only on the Biological Weapons Convention as discussed in detail in chapter 4, but 

also on the second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty with the covert deployment of the SS-X-16 

 
1197 Guzman, How International Law Works: A Rational Choice Theory; The Editors, “Symposium on Andrew 
Guzman’s How International Law Works: Foreward by the Editors”; Simmons, “Treaty Compliance and Violation.” 
1198 Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear Arms Control; Biden and 
Ritch, “The Treaty Power: Upholding A Constitutional Partnership”; Sofaer, “Treaty Interpretation: A Comment”; 
Block, Casey, and Rivkin, “The Senate’s Pie-in-the-Sky Treaty Interpretation: Power and the Quest for Legislative 
Supremacy”; Trimble, “The Constitutional Common Law of Treaty Interpretation: A Reply to the Formalists.” 
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and the Krasnoyarsk radar under the Antiballistic Missile Treaty.1199  Ecosystem scope matters 

here.  The breadth of the American ecosystem, and in particular the inclusion of Congress in the 

ecosystem, makes it harder for the US to cheat on its arms control obligations once they are 

instantiated in law.1200  The secrecy of the Soviet ecosystem and the one-party Communist rules 

made it easier for the Soviets to cheat, as did the supremacy of political over legal 

commitments.1201  But, as chapter 4 showed, the Soviet ecosystem also incorporated strategic 

assessments that justified cheating on the Biological Weapons Convention.  The fact that the US 

had similar strategic assessments that failed to take root had little to do with American 

democracy and more to do with the ways in which bureaucratic entrepreneurs like Laird 

outflanked any discussion of their operational utility, and were themselves outflanked after the 

Convention’s signature.1202 

 Vaynman’s treatment of the environmental hypothesis fits here.1203  Her argument that 

intrusive monitoring is a necessary step to ensure that arms control will happen makes sense.  

The failure of any robust monitoring and inspection regime in the Biological Weapons 

Convention left it neutered from the start.1204  The Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces, 

Conventional Armed Forces in Europe, and Strategic Arms Reduction Treaties all enjoyed 

 
1199 On Krasnoyarsk, see Savelyev and Detinov, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision-Making in the Soviet Union; 
Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph:  My Years as Secretary of State.  On the SS-X-16, see Cant, “The Development of the 
SS-20: A Case Study of Soviet Defence Decision Making During the Brezhnev Era”; Zaloga, The Kremlin’s 
Nuclear Sword: The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Strategic Nuclear Forces, 1945-2000. 
1200 This is where the regime type hypothesis would appear to have merit, though I would argue this is about 
ecosystem breadth rather than democratic norms. 
1201 See section 2.4.1 of chapter 2. 
1202 Goldman, “The Generals and the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and 
Biological Warfare Policies in 1969”; Mangold and Goldberg, Plague Wars: The Terrifying Reality of Biological 
Warfare; Miller, Engelberg, and Broad, Germs: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War. 
1203 I focus here on the argument in Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic Politics, Uncertainty, and 
Cooperation between Adversaries.” 
1204 Beard, “The Shortcomings of Indeterminacy in Arms Control Regimes: The Case of the Biological Weapons 
Convention.” 
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intrusive monitoring and, at least judging from State Department compliance reports, some level 

of Russian adherence.1205  The change in power dynamics between the US and Russia after the 

Cold War also matter.1206  Unlike the bipolar superpower dynamics of the Cold War, newly 

independent Russia was weak and dependent on American aid for everything from securing its 

own nuclear complex to paying salaries and resolving debt.1207  By the mid-2000s, Vladimir 

Putin had strengthened Russia to the point that it no longer needed such American help—and at 

least with respect to intermediate-range nuclear and conventional forces, we saw Russian 

adherence to treaties wane.1208   

Further, my reading of the intermediate-range nuclear forces case differs from 

Vaynman’s.  While she spoke to multiple participants, most of them—US and Soviet—came 

from the arms control tribe.1209  They more emphasized arms control instruments like inspection.  

My reading of the case, leveraging both my interviews with participants as well as declassified 

documents from both the Soviet and US sides, emphasizes the fundamental breakthroughs 

coming less from inspection and surveillance than from the reinterpretation of the value of INF 

weapons.1210 

 
1205 “Adherence to and Compliance with Arms Control, Nonproliferation, and Disarmament Agreements and 
Commitments.” 
1206 By 1988 the USSR was no longer one of the two most powerful states in the international system based on SDP.  
Anders, Fariss, and Markowitz, “Bread before Guns or Butter: Introducing Surplus Domestic Product (SDP).” 
1207 Talbott, The Russia Hand: A Memoir of Presidential Diplomacy; McFaul, From Cold War to Hot Peace: An 
American Ambassador in Putin’s Russia. 
1208 INF is also an imperfect example because its inspection and verification regime lapsed well before Moscow 
developed an inconsistent GLCM.  See Anderson and Nelson, “The INF Treaty: A Spectacular, Inflexible, Time-
Bound Success.” 
1209 Of the Soviets that Vaynman interviewed, all were arms control “insiders” including Savelyev and former SRF 
Chief of Staff Viktor Yesin, who remade himself as an arms control expert.  Of the Americans interviewed all 
except Rozanne Ridgway—a lead bilateralist—were arms controllers, including former JCS rep to INF negotiations 
Major General William Burns.  See Vaynman, “Enemies in Agreement: Domestic Politics, Uncertainty, and 
Cooperation between Adversaries,” 386.  
1210 This came particularly from discussions with Bob Bell, Frank Miller, and Ron Lehman as well as the discussion 
in Winik, On the Brink: The Dramatic, Behind-the-Scenes Saga of the Reagan Era and the Men and Women Who 



344 
 

 An important exception to the monitoring hypothesis outside the scope of the Cold War 

provides further insights—the arms control regime put in place over Germany after World War I.  

The Treaty of Versailles included a full suite of arms control monitoring and verification over 

Germany’s potential to rearm, including on-site inspections and limits on deployments.1211  But 

Germany was able to defy these constraints by covertly partnering with the Soviet Union.1212  It 

is hard to imagine that Germany’s “breakout” of the Versailles constraints after Hitler’s rise to 

power would have been possible absent the covert military partnership that spanned a decade, 

even with a Weimar government seen as Western-friendly.1213 

 Vaynman and Coe are right to point out that arms control is rare.1214  But the fact that it is 

rare is less surprising than they expect.  Structural variables such as the balance of power and 

available surveillance technologies are interpreted through ecosystems who impute meaning to 

these in political and policy terms through rhetoric and assessments.  This includes a value 

calculation of compliance with existing agreements and treaties that is not given or taken for 

granted.  Absent the rhetoric, assessments, and political calculus of the worth of an arms control 

regime, it is unlikely to matter—particularly in an autocracy that enjoys advantages in 

secrecy.1215  One of the clearest lessons to future superpowers is that Gorbachev mortgaged his 

 
Won the Cold War; Charles, “The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, 
Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations.”  
1211 Widenor, “The League of Nations Component of the Versailles Treaty”; Koplow, “Eve of Destruction: 
Implementing Arms Control Treaty Obligations to Dismantle Weaponry.” 
1212 Johnson, “Sowing the Wind: The First Soviet-German Military Pact and the Origins of World War II”; Mueller, 
“Rapallo Reexamined: A New Look at Germany’s Secret Military Collaboration with Russia in 1922”; Smith, “The 
German General Staff and Russia, 1919-1926.”  I am also grateful to Ian Johnson for sharing insights from his 
upcoming book, Faustian Bargain, which will be the first book-length treatment of this matter. 
1213 Ibid 
1214 Coe and Vaynman, “Why Arms Control Is So Rare.” 
1215 Godson and Wirtz, “Strategic Denial and Deception.” 
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state’s security to the West, ending the Cold War in the “greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 

20th century.”1216 

 

7.4.  Implication for the Future Bipolar Environment—China and New SETs 

Cold War studies on SETs have important future implications as we move into a new era of 

bipolar contestation with China.  The emergent bipolar relationship is different from that of the 

Cold War because there are economic linkages between the two superpowers.1217  But the overall 

dynamics of the international system will make bipolar structural analogies more rather than less 

relevant for the future.  And emerging military technologies offer both prospects for limits and 

potential for widespread adoption, with associated escalation and cost risks. 

7.4.1.  The New China Challenge 

The 2019-2020 coronavirus pandemic—ongoing at the time of this writing—is amplifying 

structural distinctions that are already pushing the US and China toward a new era of bipolar 

competition.1218  If we accept the realist and materialist hypothesis that the distribution of power 

and material capabilities shapes the polarity of the international system, then indices of power 

and capabilities should show us how the US and China today compare to the US-Soviet balance 

across the Cold War. 

In order to demonstrate the shift in material capabilities today and the implications for 

polarity I leverage surplus domestic product, which as discussed above shows superior results in 

 
1216 Richard Stengel got this quote from Putin when he was editor of Time.  See Stengel, Information Wars: How We 
Lost the Global Battle Against Disinformation and What We Can Do About It. 
1217 Allison, Destined for War:  Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap?; Tunsjo, The Return of 
Bipolarity in World Politics: China, the United States, and Geostructural Realism. 
1218 Tunsjo, “US-China Relations: From Unipolar Hedging toward Bipolar Balancing”; Tunsjo, “Conclusion: East 
Asia at the Center: Power Shifts and Theory”; Tunsjo, The Return of Bipolarity in World Politics: China, the United 
States, and Geostructural Realism. 



346 
 

quantitative tests over the legacy Composite Index of National Capabilities variable developed 

by the Correlates of War project.1219  Surplus domestic product is more consistent than either the 

Composite Index of National Capabilities or Mike Beckley’s GDP and GDP per capita model 

highlighted in International Security.1220  It isolates the elements of national capabilities 

available for international competition, making it an ideal variable to test for power distribution 

over time.  As of June 2020, surplus domestic product is coded through 2015. 

 Surplus domestic product validates my above argument that the US and China are 

moving into a new era of bipolarity comparable to the Cold War.  Table 17 shows a significant 

gap between the US and China on the one hand and any other country in the international 

system, more so than even occurred during the second half of the Cold War.1221  The spread 

within both the “top ten powers” as well as the concentration of power in the top two states in the 

overall international system appears more bipolar than multipolar.1222  It also shows, earlier than 

the arguments of John Mearsheimer and others, that the period of unipolarity ended by the early 

2000s, certainly by 2011 when the proportion of power held by the largest state in the 

 
1219 Anders, Fariss, and Markowitz, “Bread before Guns or Butter: Introducing Surplus Domestic Product (SDP).” 
On broader problems with the CINC variable, see Rauch, “Challenging the Power Consensus: GDP, CINC, and 
Power Transition Theory.” 
1220 Beckley, “The Power of Nations: Measuring What Matters.”  My thanks to Mike for sharing the rationales 
behind his work and the data he used, as well as tipping me to the work of Anders, Farris, and Markowitz in the 
summer of 2019.   
1221 I use the SDP variable with a $4/day subsistence level.  
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/880/docs/sdp_supplementaryfiles.pdf  
1222 Alliance affinities may matter here as well, because there are no other emergent power centers within the “top 
ten” that challenge both the US and China.  Russia has not emerged as a “third pole,” and European NATO allies 
and Japan remain closely allied with the United States.  While adding allied SDP to American increases the gap with 
China, it would have an even greater gap advantage during Cold War bipolarity. 
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international system slipped well below Cold War standards for the top ten powers and even 

below percentages across the entire international system.1223   

Table 17. Surplus Domestic Product and Bipolarity, Then and Now 

Year 

As proportion of SDP of top ten 
powers in international system 

As proportion of SDP of all states in 
international system 

Top Two 
Proportion 

Top One 
Proportion 

Top Two 
Proportion 

Top One 
Proportion 

2015 0.571 0.3 0.36 0.19 
20141224 0.564 0.283 0.352 0.177 

2013 0.559 0.286 0.348 0.178 
2012 0.553 0.289 0.342 0.179 
2011 0.551 0.296 0.341 0.183 

 
2001 0.521 0.387 0.34 0.252 

20001225 0.519 0.393 0.337 0.256 
 

19881226     
1987 0.499 0.373 0.337 0.252 
1982 0.501 0.364 0.334 0.242 
1977 0.513 0.372 0.345 0.251 
1972 0.525 0.383 0.366 0.267 
1967 0.55 0.418 0.406 0.309 

The ratio here represents the sum of the SDP for the top two or top one powers in the international system, divided 
by either the sum of the SDP for the top ten powers in the system or all powers in the system in the year in question. 
 

Beyond the question of whether the system is bipolar, it is also evident that China’s rise 

has changed the nature of US-China relations.  As Figure 12 shows, again leveraging surplus 

domestic product, China is now more powerful than the US, a state that Figure 13 shows never 

 
1223 Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order.” Dates the changeover to 
2016.  This comes later than the defense of unipolarity by Brooks and Wohlforth, “The Rise and Fall of the Great 
Powers in the Twenty-First Century: China’s Rise and the Fate of America’s Global Position.” 
1224 In 2014 China supplants the US as the most powerful state in the international system by SDP at $4/day 
1225 2000 is the first year in which China is the second most powerful state in the international system by SDP at 
$4/day 
1226 By 1988, according to SDP at $4/day, the Soviet Union is no longer one of the top two powers in the 
international system, supplanted by Japan. 
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held during the entire Cold War.  This is consistent with Mearshimer’s argument about the end 

of American unipolarity.1227 

How this bipolarity manifests itself is an open question for policymakers, analysts, and 

scholars.  Decoupling is unlikely to succeed on either side, and both economic interdependence 

and strategic learning from the Cold War analogy make this emergent bipolarity different from 

the Cold War US-Soviet competition.1228  Friction points nonetheless remain rampant and the 

politics in both Washington and Beijing will push both sides toward confrontation.1229  Strategic 

learning from the Cold War will matter to both sides.  In the same way as some have already 

looked to ancient Greece for models of the “Thucydides Trap,” policymakers and advocates in 

both the US and Chinese ecosystems will turn back to the Cold War to identify points of friction 

and opportunity.1230  In particular, I expect to see Chinese leaders looking to Gorbachev as the 

exemplar of what not to do.1231  This suggests that the other cases beyond INF may matter more 

for limiting SETs, and that Beijing takes Hypothesis 3 seriously. 

  

 
1227 Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order.” 
1228 On decoupling, see Sorkin, “Paulson Warns U.S.-China Relations May Get Worse”; “Steven Mnuchin Says US-
China Decoupling Will Occur If American Firms Cannot Compete Fairly”; “Trump Threat to ‘Decouple’ US and 
China Hits Trade, Investment Reality”; Bradsher, “Rethinking China’s Role as the World’s Factory”; Scissors, 
“Partial Decoupling from China: A Brief Guide.” On issues with the Cold War analogy, see for example Fontaine 
and Ratner, “The US-China Confrontation Is Not Another Cold War.  It’s Something New.”; Goldberg, “中間王國 - 
Interview with AEI’s Oriana Skylar Mastro”; “Kissinger Says U.S. and China in ‘Foothills of a Cold War.’” 
1229 Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order”; Schweller and Pu, “After 
Unipolarity: China’s Visions of International Order in an Era of U.S. Decline”; Shifrinson, “The Rise of China, 
Balance of Power Theory, and US National Security: Reasons for Optimism?”; Tunsjo, The Return of Bipolarity in 
World Politics: China, the United States, and Geostructural Realism; Tunsjo, “US-China Relations: From Unipolar 
Hedging toward Bipolar Balancing”; Tunsjo, “Conclusion: East Asia at the Center: Power Shifts and Theory.” 
1230 Allison, Destined for War:  Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? 
1231 As Graham Allison, who has access to elites near Xi Jinping put it in 2017, “When Xi Jinping has nightmares, 
the apparition he sees is Mikhail Gorbachev.”  See Allison, 119. 
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Figure 12. Balance of Power, US-PRC 
 
The ratio above scales US SDP to Chinese SDP.  0.5 is an even split between US and Soviet national capabilities.  
Numbers greater than 0.5 show the US as more powerful than the Soviet Union.  The crossover point between US 
and Chinese national capabilities is in 2013-2014. 
 

 
Figure 13. Balance of Power, US-USSR  
 
The ratio above scales US SDP to Soviet SDP.  0.5 is an even split between US and Soviet national capabilities.  
Numbers greater than 0.5—the entirety of this chart—show the US as more powerful than the Soviet Union.  The 
closest Moscow gets to Washington in this case is in the early 1970s. 
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7.4.2.  Prospects for Limiting or Adopting New SETs 

I have identified four contemporary SETs that could reshape the balance of power between 

Washington and Beijing.1232  For each below, I consider whether the US or China will adopt 

them, based on the current potential for the operational utility rhetorical commonplace 

resonating.  Each of these four technologies is a SET because it has not reached full maturity—

unlike other capabilities such as unmanned aerial vehicles or cyber weapons that are already 

fielded in the US and foreign militaries.1233  I also excluded potential technologies where it is 

unclear that it would have consequences worth limiting—quantum, for example, has use as an 

enabler for encryption, decryption, and navigation, and artificial intelligence has such broad 

applicability that it is hard to imagine any limits on its development.1234 

 It is also important to note that a difference between at least two of the SETs discussed 

below and Cold War SETs is that they may not emerge from a superpower’s defense or scientific 

establishment.  Lethal autonomy and human performance enhancement could come from private 

sector innovations or from non-superpower militaries—directed energy and hypersonics are 

more likely to emerge from the US or China given the associated costs.  As Michael Horowitz 

notes, “the underlying bias of many future technologies seems increasingly drawn by off-the-

 
1232 These are a subset of a broader basket of SETs identified by the Defense Department, among others.  See 
“USD(R&E) Top 10 Technology Focus Areas.” 
1233 Horowitz, “Droning On: Explaining the Proliferation of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles”; Horowitz, Kreps, and 
Fuhrmann, “Separating Fact from Fiction in the Debate over Drone Proliferation”; MacDonald and Schneider, 
“Presidential Risk Orientation and Force Employment Decisions: The Case of Unmanned Weaponry”; MacDonald 
and Schneider, “Battlefield Responses to New Technologies: Views from the Ground on Unmanned Aircraft”; Lee, 
“The Role of Culture in Military Innovation Studies: Lessons Learned Form the US Air Force’s Adoption of the 
Predator Drone, 1993-1997”; Greenberg, Sandworm: A New Era of Cyberwar and the Hunt for the Kremlin’s Most 
Dangerous Hackers. 
1234 Lindsay, “Demystifying the Quantum Threat: Infrastructure, Institutions, and Intelligence Advantage.”  On the 
implications of AI for defense policy and military strategy, see for example Ayoub and Payne, “Strategy in the Age 
of Artificial Intelligence.” And on the implications more broadly for US-China relations, see Lee, AI Super-Powers:  
China, Silicon Valley, and the New World Order. 
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shelf development by commercial firms, an effect magnified by globalization.”1235  While the 

sources of SETs may broaden and vary, as chapter 2 noted they still enter ecosystems for 

consideration and deliberation. 

7.4.2.1.  Lethal Autonomy 

Lethal autonomous weapons systems have a lineage back to the first development of algorithmic 

decision systems for military systems.1236  The Soviet Union developed a semi-autonomous 

nuclear command and control system in the 1970s known as Perimetr, and US air and missile 

defense capabilities such as the Navy’s Aegis and the Army’s Patriot have autonomous defense 

modes, used when adversary air and missile threats saturate or overwhelm a human operator’s 

ability to deal with the volume of incoming threats.1237 

Lethal autonomous weapons fit better with unilateral limits than arms control treaties, 

because of asymmetric assessments of operational utility between the US and, for example, the 

Chinese military tribes.  Across services, the uniformed US military has a tradition of 

professionalism and adherence to the law of armed conflict that, at least some international legal 

scholars argue, requires a “man in the loop” on all lethal decisions.1238  Senior US defense 

thinkers including former Deputy Secretary of Defense Bob Work have made clear that the US 

will not adopt fully autonomous, lethal capabilities because it is antithetical to our way of 

 
1235 Horowitz, “Coming Next in Military Tech,” 55.  There are profound consequences for the ability to “hide” 
defense capabilities in this emergent environment.  See Long and Green, “Conceal or Reveal?  Managing 
Clandestine Military Capabilities in Peacetime Competition.” 
1236 My thanks to Burgess Laird for wise counsel on pivoting from militarized AI to lethal autonomy as a focus area. 
1237 On Perimetr, see Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous 
Legacy.  On Aegis and Patriot, see Scharre, “Autonomous Weapons and Stability,” 180–200. 
1238 Beard, “Autonomous Weapons and Human Responsibilities,” 666–70. 
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war.1239  On the other hand, the Chinese military tribe, with Marxist roots in an algorithmic 

approach to war, would see lethal autonomous systems as consistent with its perspective.1240 

Formal arms control of lethal autonomy seems nearly impossible because it is easy to 

create “war reserve” lethal autonomous modes aboard weapons systems and verification and 

monitoring of those requires direct access to the weapons themselves—such access would offer 

inspectors too many opportunities for sabotage or disruption.1241  And based on the cases, formal 

norms against lethal autonomy will not stop Beijing or Moscow from pursuing them if they 

prove operationally useful.  To block them from developing such capabilities, the US could learn 

from the intermediate-nuclear forces experience and “flip the script” on lethal autonomy as it did 

fielding Pershing IIs and ground-launched cruise missiles to force reciprocal unilateral limits or 

even some forms of arms control.  Whether this would require the US to field a “political” lethal 

autonomous weapon or develop alternative technologies and operational concepts to eliminate 

their value could prove promising, but also offers the threat of an arms race.1242 

7.4.2.2.  Hypersonics 

Hypersonic missiles have proven an attractive capability for a range of militaries because of their 

ability to threaten mobile targets.  Hypersonics—defined as missiles that fly at Mach 5 or over 

and are able to maneuver rather than follow a strictly ballistic trajectory, setting them apart from 

older ballistic missiles—can strike targets at range and at speeds with both strategic and 

 
1239 Rosenberg and Markoff, “At Heart of U.S. Strategy, Weapons That Can Think.” 
1240 We should expect the Russian military to do the same.  Human capital weaknesses could lead Moscow to more 
aggressively pursue lethal autonomy than even the Chinese do.  On algorithms in the Russian and Soviet militaries, 
see Reach, Kilambi, and Cozad, “Russian Assessments and Applications of the Correlation of Forces and Means”; 
Thomas, “Russian Military Thought: Concepts and Elements.” 
1241 “DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms,” 229; “Joint Publication 3-13.1:  Electronic Warfare,” I–
10, IV–8. 
1242 Horowitz, “When Speed Kills: Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems, Deterrence, and Stability,” 776–81. 
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operational impact.1243  The Chinese military is developing a suite of hypersonic missiles—some 

of which are based on the Pershing II’s own design.1244  The US is developing its own suite of 

hypersonic missiles, some of which are now moving to operational status thanks to Washington’s 

withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.1245 

Opportunities for hypersonic arms control or limits on their deployment on any side are 

unlikely because of their clear operational utility.  The development of hypersonic missiles with 

conventional warheads removes the principal escalation objection from the intermediate-range 

nuclear forces case—the fact that the SS-20, GLCM, and Pershing II were nuclear-tipped made 

them less, not more useful.1246  Further, the collapse of the Treaty regime makes conventional 

missile arms control less probable.  At best, we may see the US and China agree on a “rules of 

the road” for hypersonics—such as parallel unilateral commitments to avoid putting nuclear 

warheads on hypersonic weapons.  Such limits would not meet what some scholars have hoped 

to see.1247 

7.4.2.3.  Directed Energy 

Directed energy weapons have been under development for decades but remain a SET as their 

promise remains unfulfilled.1248  Including but not limited to lasers, high powered microwaves, 

 
1243 Sugden, “Speed Kills: Analyzing the Deployment of Conventional Ballistic Missiles”; Acton, “Hypersonic 
Boost-Glide Weapons”; Sayler, “Hypersonic Weapons: Background and Issues for Congress.”,  
1244 Erickson, “How China Got There First: Beijing’s Unique Path to ASBM Development and Deployment”; 
Erickson and Yang, “Using the Land to Control the Sea?—Chinese Analysts Consider the Antiship Ballistic 
Missile.” 
1245 On prior US development, see Sugden, “Speed Kills: Analyzing the Deployment of Conventional Ballistic 
Missiles.”  On post-INF development, see Fraioli, “Hypersonic Weapons and Strategic Stability”; Sayler, 
“Hypersonic Weapons: Background and Issues for Congress.” 
1246 See the concluding discussion at section IX B of chapter 6. 
1247 Williams, “Asymmetric Arms Control and Strategic Stability: Scenarios for Limiting Hypersonic Glide 
Vehicles.” 
1248 Horowitz, “Coming Next in Military Tech.” 
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and neutral particle beams, directed energy weapons have faced significant technical and cost 

challenges to providing strategic-level effects.1249  The Strategic Defense Initiative, as discussed 

in chapter 5, had a significant directed energy portfolio as part of its investments, and directed 

energy has major potential for antisatellite applications from reversible disruption to 

destruction.1250  Both the US and China have operational use cases for directed energy defenses 

against conventional cruise and ballistic missiles.1251  Directed energy could promise to “flip the 

cost curve” between offense and defense that has predominated since the 1960s, a profound 

strategic effect.1252 

Militaries prefer offense to defense for internal, doctrinal purposes, suggesting that they 

could accept limits on directed energy akin to those in the Antiballistic Missile Treaty of 

1972.1253  And the significant costs and limited potential benefits of directed energy could 

incentivize both the US and China to limit applications, either through arms control or through 

reciprocal unilateral limits.  The challenge is that a technological breakthrough that scales—

reducing cost and increasing effectiveness—will take away the value of arms control if one side 

can break out faster than the other.  The promise of this is what led to the Strategic Defense 

Initiative and reinterpreting the Antiballistic Missile Treaty in the 1980s.1254 

 
1249 Gunzinger and Dougherty, “Changing the Game: The Promise of Directed-Energy Weapons”; Ellis, “Directed-
Energy Weapons: Promise and Prospects.” 
1250 Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War; Baucom, The Origins 
of SDI, 1944-1983; Ellis, “Directed-Energy Weapons: Promise and Prospects,” 14. 
1251 On the use of conventional missiles in a US-China warfight, see Sugden, “Speed Kills: Analyzing the 
Deployment of Conventional Ballistic Missiles”; Erickson, “How China Got There First: Beijing’s Unique Path to 
ASBM Development and Deployment”; Chase, Erickson, and Yeaw, “Chinese Theater and Strategic Missile Force 
Modernization and Its Implications for the United States.” 
1252 Gunzinger and Dougherty, “Changing the Game: The Promise of Directed-Energy Weapons,” 44–45. 
1253 On the doctrinal point, see Mansoor and Murray, The Culture of Military Organizations.  On ABM, see 
Newhouse, Cold Dawn: The Story of SALT; Ambrose, The Control Agenda: A History of the Strategic Arms 
Limitation Talks. 
1254 See footnote 1141. 
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7.4.2.4.  Human Performance Enhancement 

Human performance enhancement, sometimes called human performance modification, is one of 

two subsets of military biotechnology—the other being genetically engineered biological 

weapons.1255  Human performance enhancement has significant implications for bioethics and 

whether to manipulate the human genome.1256  Militaries have considered this for decades, since 

at least the use of amphetamines by British fighter pilots during World War II.1257  The specific 

SET for this case is genetic modification or changes to the human body that have a material 

impact on performance in conflict. 

Like lethal autonomy, norms within the respective military tribes would lead the US and 

China to divergent solutions on human performance enhancement, with the US adopting 

unilateral limits far faster than China.  Beyond bioethics, the US military seems less open to 

genetic manipulation because of the consequences of loss of control.1258  The Chinese military 

seems more open to such operations, as evidenced by China’s greater work on cutting edge 

medical research.1259  There are open questions about whether Beijing could decide to seek 

performance modification to engineer immunity to pandemics like the novel coronavirus in its 

military forces, giving them an edge in battles of the future.1260  At a minimum, genetics research 

 
1255 Chapter 4 discusses the impact of biotechnology on biological weapons. 
1256 Lin, Mehlman, and Abney, “Enhanced Warfighters: Risk, Ethics, and Policy”; Shunk, “Ethics and the Enhanced 
Soldier of the Near Future.” 
1257 Scharre and Fish, “Human Performance Enhancement.”  On World War II, see Pugh, “Amphetamines and the 
Second World War: Stimulating Interest in Drugs and Warfare.” 
1258 Tegler, “Russia and China’s ‘Enhanced Human Operations’ Terrify the Pentagon”; Kania and Vorndick, 
“Weaponizing Biotech: How China’s Military Is Preparing for a ‘New Domain of Warfare.’” 
1259 Kania and Vorndick, “China’s Military Biotech Frontier: CRISPR, Military-Civil Fusion, and the New 
Revolution in Military Affairs”; Kania and Vorndick, “Weaponizing Biotech: How China’s Military Is Preparing for 
a ‘New Domain of Warfare.’”  
1260 Ibid 
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following from the present pandemic could have important consequences for military 

performance enhancement in the future. 

 

7.5.  Exploring Broader Application of the Ecosystem Model 

When I outlined the ecosystem model in chapter 2, I chose to apply it to SETs, but it should 

explain broader national security phenomena.  It is even possible that it could serve as a more 

general theory of foreign policy, fulfilling the promise that bureaucratic politics first offered 

when it emerged as a “paradigm” in IR.1261  I outlined a three step method for how to apply the 

model: 

• Cataloguing—identifying the players in the system and how they operate; 

• Identifying recurrent mechanisms and strategies—conducting strategic assessments and 

evaluating rhetorical commonplaces; and 

• Testing for bounded predictions.1262 

A range of potential national security decisionmaking studies could lend themselves to 

ecosystem analysis.  For example, Pouponneau and Merand’s study of French nonproliferation 

decisionmaking fits the tribal and free-agent model, due to the depth of certain constituencies in 

the French ecosystem.1263  Work on how winners and losers of major wars make policy decisions 

 
1261 Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis; Welch, “The Organizational 
Process and Bureaucratic Politics Paradigms: Retrospect and Prospect”; Welch, “A Positive Science of Bureaucratic 
Politics?” On the need for comparative analysis to be able to fulfill this task, see Stern and Verbeek, “Conclusion: 
Toward a Neopluralist Approach to Bureau-Governmental Politics,” 244; Kaarbo, “Foreign Policy Analysis in the 
Twenty-First Century: Back to Comparison, Forward to Identity and Ideas,” 157–59. 
1262 See section 2.2.5 of chapter 2. 
1263 Pouponneau and Merand, “Diplomatic Practices, Domestic Fields, and the International System: Explaining 
France’s Shift on Nuclear Nonproliferation.” 
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toward each other in the 19th and 20th centuries fit into ecosystem dynamics.1264  Below I offer 

two notional case studies to serve as potential areas for future research to determine whether the 

ecosystem model has broader resonance or utility.  These are not exhaustive but offer interesting 

initial cuts into how the ecosystem model can provide leverage against the range of foreign 

policy puzzles. 

7.5.1.  Case 1—US and Allied Responses to Post-Cold War Financial Crises 

In this case, a constellation of tribes and free agents recur between the US, European, and Asian 

actors dealing with three post-Cold War financial crises: the Asian/Russian financial crisis of 

1998; the US-led mortgage securitization crisis of 2007-2008; and the 2010-2013 Eurozone 

crisis.1265 

There may be four tribes in the paired ecosystems: 

• “Bankers”—those in and out of government who hew to prevailing financial orthodoxy, 

what has been known as the “Washington consensus.”1266  In government, they usually 

hold positions in finance ministries (in the US, principally though not exclusively the 

Department of the Treasury) and central banks; their homes outside of governments are 

the major financial institutions.  Like the military tribes in the SET ecosystem, these are 

probably the strongest and most powerful tribes in the ecosystems. 

 
1264 See for example Tombs and Tombs, That Sweet Enemy: The French and the British from the Sun King to the 
Present, 307–455; Pollack, Arabs at War:  Military Effectiveness, 1948-1991, 88–147, 330–57; Barnett, Dialogues 
in Arab Politics, 161–236. 
1265 On 1998, see for example Blustein, The Chastening: Inside the Crisis That Rocked the Global Financial System 
and Humbled the IMF..  On 2007-2008, see for example Sorkin, Too Big to Fail: The Inside Story of How Wall 
Street and Washington Fought to Save the Financial System--and Themselves; Nelson and Katzenstein, 
“Uncertainty, Risk, and the Financial Crisis of 2008.”  On 2010-2013, see for example Henning, Tangled 
Governance: International Regime Complexity, the Troika, and the Euro Crisis. 
1266 Williamson, “Democacy and the ‘Washington Consensus.’” 
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• “Bilateralists”—like in the SET ecosystem, those responsible for direct bilateral relations.  

In the first case, the Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs at State would be the 

principal hub, as well as the Russia desk in the Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs; 

in the third case the Bureau of European Affairs would be central.  It is unclear what role 

bilateralists would have had in the 2007-2008 crisis, except perhaps with regard to 

China.1267 

• “Heretics”—these would be the tribe that refuses to accept the established financial 

orthodoxy.  It is unclear where they might fit within the formal institutions of the 

ecosystems—perhaps in political parties like Syriza in Greece, or in academic institutions 

where individuals like former World Bank chief economist and Nobel laureate Joseph 

Stiglitz would represent a thought leader.1268 

• “Regulators”—These would be those with statutory financial oversight responsibility 

independent of national finance ministries, such as the US Securities and Exchange 

Commission or the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority.  There would be inherent 

tension between bankers and regulators in this model, judging from reporting on the 2008 

financial crisis.1269 

A set of rhetorical commonplaces would be relevant to all parties, many of which would borrow 

from economics rather than defense studies: 

 
1267 Pempel and Tsunekawa, Two Crises, Different Outcomes: East Asia and Global Finance. 
1268 Varoufakis, The Global Minotaur: America, Europe and the Future of the Global Economy; Stiglitz, “Ten Years 
Later: Keynote Address.” 
1269 See the discussion in Sorkin, Too Big to Fail: The Inside Story of How Wall Street and Washington Fought to 
Save the Financial System--and Themselves. 
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• Contagion—that a financial crisis can spread across borders and get out of control.1270 

• Systemic risk—that a particular rescue is necessary because the loss of a particular 

institution could generate contagion.1271 

• Bailout—that a rescue package is a politically unpalatable effort.1272 

• Too big to fail—used either ironically or genuinely, the idea that institutions have to be 

bailed out because of their systemic risk, or that institutions have been allowed to get too 

big because they will force a rescue.1273 

• Moral hazard—the risk that helping failing financial institutions or governments will 

incentivize others to take the same steps.1274 

• Great Depression—the analogy to the 1930s as a reason for aggressive action.1275 

A range of strategic assessments from both public and private sector actors, even from 

journalists, would influence the outcomes of markets as well as policy decisions.  The above 

cited sources could qualify in their own right, in some cases, as strategic assessments. 

This case would expand our understanding of ecosystem logics by moving from two-

player to multiplayer games and by adding international institutions like the International 

Monetary Fund, the European Central Bank, and the World Bank.  It would also show whether 

the ecosystem model can explain policy and programmatic decisions in international political 

 
1270 Metiu, “Sovereign Risk Contagion in the Eurozone.” 
1271 Marshall, “Understanding the Asian Crisis: Systemic Risk as Coordination Failure.” 
1272 Baker, “Op-Ed: The Bank Bailout of 2008 Was Unnecessary.  Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke Scared Congress 
Into It.” 
1273 Stern and Feldman, Too Big To Fail: The Hazards of Bank Bailouts; Sorkin, Too Big to Fail: The Inside Story of 
How Wall Street and Washington Fought to Save the Financial System--and Themselves. 
1274 Beetsma, Cima, and Cimadomo, “A Minimal Moral Hazard Central Stabilization Capacity for the EMU Based 
on World Trade.” 
1275 Romer, “Treatment and Prevention: Ending the Great Recession and Ensuring That It Doesn’t Happen Again.” 
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economy as well as security studies within IR.  It builds on work in constructivist international 

political economy, and provides a scalable, replicable framework.1276 

7.5.2.  Case 2—US and Latin America Counter-Narcotics Policies and Programs 

In this case, tribes and free agents in the US and three Latin American partners deal with illegal 

drug trafficking.  The three partners would be Colombia, Peru, and Mexico.1277  As in the first 

case, a set of potential tribes recur across the ecosystems: 

• “Cops”—law enforcement organizations with counter-drug responsibilities.  In the US 

the Drug Enforcement Administration would be central as well as a range of other 

federal, state, and local actors—creating a potential fracture point similar to the fracture 

points within tribes in SET ecosystems.1278  This tribe has Colombian, Peruvian, and 

Mexican counterparts.  Counternarcotic capabilities within the US and partner militaries 

might also fit within this tribe, and the distinction between law enforcement and military 

components of this tribe might represent a second fracture point within it.  As with 

military tribes over SETs or bankers over financial crises, these are the strongest tribes. 

• “Traders”—individuals and entities focused on business relations between the US and 

these countries.  Business lobbies in all three countries have to deal with the trafficking 

threat in a range of ways, and on the US side may be at odds with law enforcement 

efforts.1279 

 
1276 Abdelal, Blyth, and Parsons, Constructing the International Economy. 
1277 Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs; Felbab-Brown, “Detoxifying 
Colombia’s Drug Policy: Colombia’s Counternarcotics Options and Their Impact on Peace and State Building”; 
Shirk, “The Drug War in Mexico: Confronting a Shared Threat”; Shirk and Wallman, “Understanding Mexico’s 
Drug Violence.”  For a non-Latin American perspective that focuses on the US ecosystem, see Keane, “The Impact 
of Bureaucratic Conflict on US Counternarcotics Efforts in Afghanistan.” 
1278 Andreas, “Drugs and War: What Is the Relationship?”; Andreas, “Crime, Violence, and Illicit Economies in 
Regional and Global Perspective.” 
1279 O’Neil, Two Nations Indivisible: Mexico, the United States, and the Road Ahead. 
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• “Bilateralists”—as with above and chapter 2, those responsible for overall bilateral 

relations with a country or a region.  As with Cold War arms control policy, there is a 

split within the State Department—the Bureau of Latin American Affairs oversees 

bilateral relations, but the Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement 

(recently moved under the Undersecretary for Civilian Security, Democracy, and Human 

Rights) oversees counternarcotics efforts.1280 

• “Cartels”—these are the actual drug traffickers themselves, resident particularly within 

the Latin American ecosystems but also playing a new and different role within the 

American counternarcotics ecosystem as contrasted to the SET or financial crisis 

ecosystems. 

I can also identify a set of rhetorical commonplaces that resonate within this space: 

• War on Drugs—the Reagan-era bumper sticker that suggested a further militarization of 

counternarcotics efforts.1281 

• Decriminalization—efforts to undercut the stigma of and impact of drug trafficking by 

cutting prison populations.1282 

• Supply-side/demand-side—efforts to shift blame between Latin America (supply) and the 

US (demand).1283 

 
1280 https://www.state.gov/bureaus-offices/under-secretary-for-civilian-security-democracy-and-human-
rights/bureau-of-international-narcotics-and-law-enforcement-affairs/  
1281 Andreas, “Drugs and War: What Is the Relationship?” 
1282 Farr, “Revitalizing the Drug Decriminalization Debate.” 
1283 Sullivan, “Counter-Supply and Counter-Violence Approaches to Narcotics Trafficking”; Bunker and Begert, 
“Counter-Demand Approaches to Narcotics Trafficking.”  The 2019-2020 COVID pandemic may have a significant 
impact on this in future. 
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• Narcoterrorism—the effort to tie drug traffickers to terrorists, probably in an attempt to 

further militarize efforts.1284 

• Eradication—the idea that the answer to narcotics challenges is to eliminate the 

agricultural or pharmaceutical sources of the drugs.1285 

Strategic assessments would include a range from scientific studies about the effectiveness of 

drugs and pesticides to data analytic assessments of opium or coca leaf production, as well as the 

sources used for the rhetorical commonplaces above. 

This case would remain two-player, but would allow us to expand to variation on the 

second party in bilateral negotiations, with asymmetries of stakes and power as well as temporal 

variation.  It would allow us to explore the range of “transnational” national security challenges 

that states, be they superpowers or regional actors, face, and incorporate a mix of cooperative 

and malign actors. 

 

7.6.  Areas for Further Refinement and Research 

I conclude by identifying some areas within this dissertation that could benefit from further 

refinement.  I consider both empirical refinements as well as enhancements to the ecosystem 

model itself that could emerge over time with further work. 

7.6.1.  Empirical Refinements 

Additional SET cases could provide further validity to the arguments I have made above and 

allow us to examine cases from earlier in the Cold War (such as during the Eisenhower and 

 
1284 Bjornehed, “Narco-Terrorism: The Merger of the War on Drugs and the War on Terror”; Miller and Damask, 
“The Dual Myths of ‘Narco-terrorism’: How Myths Drive Policy.” 
1285 Mason and Campany, “Guerrillas, Drugs and Peasants: The Rational Peasant and the War on Drugs in Peru.” 
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Khrushchev years) when the relative balance of power between the US and the Soviets remained 

very much in Washington’s favor and where neither side had the historical experience of the 

Cuban Missile Crisis.1286 

On the American side, we would need further declassification action to enhance the 

specific cases here because the biggest limit to the cases is the lack of detailed access to SET-

related records from the Reagan Administration.  The biggest single limit is the continued 

absence of the 1977-1983 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces volume in the Foreign Relations 

of the United States series, which would uncover the workings of the Carter and Reagan 

ecosystems as detailed in sections 6.3 and 6.5, thanks to declassification review.  

Declassification reviews will slow additional Reagan Administration volumes on the Strategic 

Defense Initiative, with associated implications for our understandings of antisatellite policy, and 

George H.W. Bush Administration discussions of Soviet biological weapons, including in the 

“ungroup.”1287  With the slowdown of US Government operations due to the 2019-2020 

pandemic, this may add months to years to this process.   

Beyond declassification, I did not travel to Presidential libraries to do original archival 

research.  FRUS is invaluable, but it is a compilation rather than an exhaustive list of all 

documents potentially relevant to my focused research.  John Maurer’s work on Laird, and David 

Goldman’s on Army responses to Nixon’s biological weapons ban, highlight the value of this 

sort of detailed research.1288  The most fruitful research would require reviews of Laird’s and 

 
1286 Evangelista, Innovation and the Arms Race: How the United States and the Soviet Union Develop New Military 
Technologies; Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon. 
1287 See section 4.8 of chapter 4. 
1288 Maurer, “An Era of Negotiation: SALT in the Nixon Administration, 1969-1972”; Goldman, “The Generals and 
the Germs: The Army Leadership’s Response to Nixon’s Review of Chemical and Biological Warfare Policies in 
1969.” 
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former National Security Advisor Scowcroft’s files, both at the Gerald R. Ford Presidential 

Library in Grand Rapids, MI, the files of NSC staffers like Thomson at the Jimmy Carter 

Presidential Library in Plains, GA, and a range of potential files from the Ronald Reagan 

Presidential Library in Simi Valley, CA.1289  Beyond Presidential files, the National Archives 

may have files from individual Government agencies, such as internal Defense Department files 

or those from the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, that reveal ecosystem dynamics.  

Because many of these files may remain classified, they would require Freedom of Information 

Act review and release. 

On the Soviet side, there is little hope of additional archival access in Moscow.  

Garthoff’s work, as well as those of other scholars like Mark Kramer, was time-limited in the 

early-to-mid 1990s.1290  The deterioration of US-Russian relations since 2014 makes access to 

Central Committee or Defense Ministry files even harder.  My personal access is impossible 

because of my professional affiliations.  The best hope for additional Soviet SET insights 

probably exist in the Katayev Archive at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution.  This would 

require significant Russian language capability since no one has translated these files and they 

are only available in hard copy. 

7.6.2.  Theoretical Refinements 

I can imagine three specific theoretical refinements to the ecosystem model, one minor and two 

more major.  The minor refinement would consider whether tribes vary in their transnational or 

 
1289 Most fruitful in the Reagan Library’s digital files are those of former NSC Senior Director for European and 
Soviet Affairs Jack Matlock, available at https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/digital-library/jack-matlock  
1290 Garthoff, “Commentary: Evaluating and Using Historical Hearsay”; Garthoff, Detente and Confrontation: 
American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan; Kramer, “Archival Policies and Historical Memory in the Post-
Soviet Era.” 



365 
 

transgovernmental linkages, and whether that linkage has an impact on policy outcomes.  For 

example, it is accurate that the US and Soviet arms control tribes had greater interlinkages than 

US and Soviet bilateralists—who did have connections—and the bilateralists had greater 

connections than the military tribes.  What is unclear is whether this had any impact on actual 

policy decisions, except for delegitimizing the arms controllers on both sides.1291 

The first major refinement to consider to the model is a finer-grained tracking of political 

capital.  This would require first an ex ante calculation of what fits in political capital, second a 

separate calculation of how that is distributed across the ecosystem, third an ability to track it 

over time, and fourth to correlate it with policy outcomes and the success or failure of various 

ecosystem actors.  Political capital is the weakest component of the ecosystem model, acting 

almost as a substrate that must exist as a mechanism of exchange but still as a “I know it when I 

see it” construct.1292  Doing so would also open interesting space for quantitative assessments, 

with the correlate of political capital existing as a proxy over cases (if consistent at the actor-year 

level) to contrast to quantitative metrics of balance of power and regime type. 

The second major refinement to consider to the ecosystem model is to take the complex 

systems analogy and conduct modeling and simulations.  As pioneered in IR by Robert Axelrod 

and Lars-Erik Cederman, agent-based modeling has tended to exist at an high level of 

abstraction, useless to date for understanding elite political interplays.1293  Were the modeling 

 
1291 There are hints of this transgovernmentalism in other cases – see Len Seabrooke on international finance and 
Maia Davis Cross on the EU.  Seabrooke and Wigan, “Powering Ideas through Expertise: Professionals in Global 
Tax Battles”; Davis Cross, Security Integration in Europe: How Knowledge-Based Networks Are Transforming the 
European Union.  My thanks to Zachary Tyson Brown for sharpening my thinking on this point. 
1292 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/substrate  Section 2.5.2 of chapter 2 makes the point about 
mechanisms of exchange, noting weakness in the use of the concept of power in IR in the same way.  On “I know it 
when I see it,” see Justice Potter Stewart’s concurring opinion in Jacobellis vs. Ohio. 
1293 Axelrod, The Complexity of Cooperation: Agent-Based Models of Competition and Cooperation; Cederman, 
Emergent Actors in World Politics, 1997.  I base the judgment of uselessness on a review both of current published 
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state of the art to improve, we could imagine creating an ideal-typical national security 

ecosystem for SETs, with tribes and free agents, and setting them loose to see how they form 

coalitions.1294  If designed with actual historical data at the outset of SET deliberations, such 

simulations could even falsify or validate the model itself if the simulations unfolded as the 

historical cases did.  With a sufficient number of cases, we could also avoid “overfitting” where 

the model would become a “just so story” to explain one rather than a range of phenomena. 

 

7.7.  Final Conclusions 

This dissertation has built a new model of elite politics of national security decisionmaking that 

demonstrates how and why arms races and arms control unfold.  Although it successfully applies 

it to Cold War SETs, as this chapter shows, the findings are incomplete.  The model would 

benefit from further refinement, the empirical insights on the Cold War await further 

declassification and historical discovery, and the implications have yet to play themselves out.  

However, the ecosystem model is promising as a first cut into a new, dynamic approach to how 

states have to make national security decisions.  At a minimum, the further work outlined in this 

chapter offers scholars opportunities to refine, tweak, and adopt this model for further IR and 

foreign policy insights. 

  

 
work in IR and of work by the Santa Fe Institute, the world’s leading hub for complexity and complex systems 
research.  See also Pepinsky, “From Agents to Outcomes: Simulation in International Relations.” 
1294 This would be a form of gedankenexperiment. 



367 
 

APPENDIX A 

DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

American 
Ken Adelman:   Director, US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, 1983-1987 
Graham Allison: Analyst and scholar on bureaucratic politics and the rise of China, 

served in Clinton Administration as an Assistant Secretary of 
Defense 

Lew Allen:   General, US Air Force, Chief of Staff of the Air Force, 1978-1982 
Bob Bell: National Security Advisor to Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA), de facto 

staff director, Senate Arms Control Observer Group, 1985-1992; 
future NSC Senior Director for Defense Policy and Arms Control, 
1993-1999 

David Boren: Senator (D-OK), Chair, Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, 
1987-1993 

Marshall Brement:  Diplomat and NSC staffer on Soviet affairs, 1979-1981 
George E. Brown: Congressman (D-CA), leader of anti-ASAT caucus in House, 

1982-1988 
George S. Brown: General, US Air Force, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

1974-1978 
Harold Brown: Director of Defense Research and Engineering, 1961-1965; 

Secretary of Defense, 1977-1981 
Zbigniew Brzezinski:  Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, 1977-1981 
Robert Buchheim:  Ambassador and lead for US ASAT negotiations, 1977-1979 
McGeorge Bundy:  Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, 1961-1966 
Richard Burt: New York Times journalist, 1977-1981; Director of Political-

Military Affairs, Department of State, 1981-1983; Assistant 
Secretary of State for European Affairs, 1983-1985; US 
Ambassador to West Germany, 1985-1989 

George H.W. Bush Director of Central Intelligence, 1976-1977; Vice President, 1981-
1989; President, 1989-1993 

Frank Carlucci: Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, 1978-1981; Deputy 
Secretary of Defense, 1981-1982; Assistant to the President for 
National Security Affairs, 1986-1987; Secretary of Defense, 1987-
1989 

Ash Carter: Researcher, Harvard Center for International Studies, 1981-1987; 
Consultant, US Office of Technology Assessment, 1983-1987; 
future Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security 
Policy, 1993-1997; future Secretary of Defense, 2014-2017 

Jimmy Carter: President, 1977-1981 
Dick Cheney: White House Chief of Staff, 1975-1977; Secretary of Defense, 

1989-1993; future Vice President, 2001-2009 
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Warren Christopher: Deputy Secretary of State, 1977-1981; future Secretary of State, 
1993-1997 

Bill Clements: Deputy Secretary of Defense, 1973-1977 
Henry Cooper: ACDA Assistant Director for Strategic Programs, 1981-1987 
Robert Cooper: Director of DARPA, 1981-1985 
Richard DeLauer: Undersecretary of Defense for Research and Engineering, 1981-

1984 
Lawrence Eagleburger: Nixon NSC staffer; Assistant Secretary of State for European 

Affairs, 1981-1982; Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs, 
1982-1984; Deputy Secretary of State, 1989-1992 

Ralph Earle: Chief SALT II negotiator, 1978-1979; Director of ACDA, 1980-
1981 

Dwight Eisenhower: President, 1953-1961 
Gerald Ford: President, 1974-1977 
Johnny Foster: Director of Defense Research and Engineering, 1965-1973 
J. William Fulbright: Senator (D-AR); Chairman, Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 

1959-1974 
Charles Gabriel: General, US Air Force; Chief of Staff of the Air Force, 1982-1986 
Ray Garthoff: Former State/PM; former Ambassador to Bulgaria; scholar and 

researcher on Cold War history 
Richard Garwin: Former consultant to CNO Watkins; researcher at IBM; leader in 

arms control tribe 
Robert Gates: Deputy Director for Intelligence, CIA, 1982-1986; Deputy 

Director of Central Intelligence, 1986-1989; Deputy National 
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Dmitri Ustinov: Civilian Marshal of the Soviet Union; Chairman, Military-

Industrial Commission, 1957-1965; Central Committee Secretary 
for Defense Policy, 1965-1976; Minister of Defense, 1976-1984 

Yevgeniy Velikhov: Arms control researcher and physicist 
Alexander Yakovlev: Ambassador to Canada, 1973-1983; Director, Institute of the 
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APPENDIX B 

ACRONYMS 

ABM: Anti-ballistic missile, referring either to a weapons system or the 
1972 Treaty 

ACDA:   US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 
ACOG: US Senate Arms Control Observer Group, founded in 1985 
ALCM: Air-launched cruise missile 
AMHV: Advanced Miniaturized Homing Vehicle, the warhead aboard the 

developmental US ASAT system 
APNSA: Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs—the 

“National Security Advisor” 
AS-15: NATO codename for first Soviet long-range ALCM 
ASAT: Anti-satellite 
ASM-135: The missile used for the developmental US ASAT system 
BGM-109: US Air Force designator for the ground-launched cruise missile 

program 
BMD: Ballistic missile defense 
BW: Biological weapons 
BWC: 1972 Biological Weapons Convention 
CBW: Chemical and biological weapons 
CFE: Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty, signed in 1990 
CHASE: “Cut Holes and Sink ‘Em” program to dispose of US chemical 

weapons 
CIA: Central Intelligence Agency 
CINC: The Composite Index of National Capabilities power index 

developed by the Correlates of War Project, not to be confused 
with the acronym Commander in Chief 

CW: Chemical weapons 
DCI: Director of Central Intelligence, both head of the CIA and head of 

the US intelligence community 
DDR&E: Director of Defense Research and Engineering, Department of 

Defense 
DIA: Defense Intelligence Agency 
DOD: Department of Defense 
DST: Defense and Space Talks between the US and USSR 
ELINT: Electronic intelligence 
EMP: Electromagnetic pulse, given off typically from a nuclear 

detonation 
EOP: Executive Office of the President, including the NSC staff 
EORSAT: Electronic ocean reconnaissance satellite 
ERW: Enhanced radiation weapon, aka the “neutron bomb” 
EUR: State Department Bureau of European Affairs 
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FBS: Forward-based systems, the Soviet term of art for British and 
French nuclear weapons as well as US tactical nuclear weapons 
stationed in Europe 

FFRDC: Federally funded research-and development center, such as the 
RAND Corporation 

FOC: Full operational capability within a weapons system design 
lifecycle 

FRUS: Foreign Relations of the United States series 
GAO: US General Accounting Office 
GLCM: Ground-launched cruise missile 
GOU: Soviet (and Russian) General Staff Main Operations Directorate 
GRU: Main intelligence directorate of the General Staff 
HAC-D: Defense subcommittee of the House Appropriations Committee 
HASC: House Armed Services Committee 
HFAC: House Foreign Affairs Committee 
HLG: NATO High Level Group, created in 1977 to support nuclear 

modernization 
IC: US Intelligence Community 
ICBM: Intercontinental ballistic missile 
IG: Interdepartmental Group, an interagency forum in the Reagan 

Administration 
IMEMO: Institute of the World Economy and International Relations of the 

Russian Academy of Sciences 
IMINT: Imagery intelligence 
INF: Intermediate-range nuclear forces, either referring to the weapons 

or to the 1987 Treaty 
IOC: Initial operating capability within a weapons system design 

lifecycle 
IPMG: Interdepartmental Political-Military Group, an ecosystem working 

group from the Nixon Administration 
IRBM: Intermediate range ballistic missile, differentiated from an ICBM 

by being unable to fly 5,500 kilometers 
IS: In Russian, satellite destroyer, the Soviet antisatellite weapon 
IS-M Upgraded version of the IS 
IS-MU Upgraded version of the IS-M 
ISA Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International 

Security Affairs 
ISKRAN Institute of USA and Canada of the Soviet Academy of Sciences 
ISP Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International 

Security Policy 
KAL Korean Air Lines 
KGB Soviet Committee for State Security 
LRTNF Long range theater nuclear forces, the Carter Administration’s 

shorthand for intermediate-range nuclear forces 
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LTDP Long-Term Development Program for NATO conventional and 
tactical nuclear forces 

MFA Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
MIT Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
MOD Soviet Ministry of Defense 
MRBM Medium-range ballistic missile 
MX Missile Experimental—the successor to the US Minuteman ICBM, 

eventually named Peacekeeper 
NAC North Atlantic Council of NATO 
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
NII Scientific research institute in Soviet ecosystem 
NIR Fundamental and applied research in Soviet weapons development 
NPG Nuclear Planning Group—meeting of NATO defense ministers 

absent France 
NRO National Reconnaissance Office 
NSA National Security Agency 
NSAM National Security Action Memorandum, action document of the 

Kennedy/Johnson Administration 
NSC National Security Council, referring either to the meeting chaired 

by the President or the staff 
NSD National Security Directive, the guidance document for the George 

H.W. Bush Administration 
NSDD National Security Decision Directive, the guidance document for 

the Reagan Administration 
NSDM National Security Decision Memorandum, the guidance document 

for the Nixon/Ford Administration 
NSR National Security Review, the study document for the George 

H.W. Bush Administration 
NSSD National Security Study Directive, the study document for the 

Reagan Administration 
NSSM National Security Study Memorandum, the study document for the 

Nixon/Ford Administration 
NST Nuclear and Space Talks 
NTM National Technical Means, the use of satellite reconnaissance to 

monitor compliance with arms control treaties 
OKR Test design work in Soviet weapons development 
OMB Office of Management and Budget 
OSD Office of the Secretary of Defense 
OSTP Office of Science and Technology Policy 
OTA US Congress Office of Technology Assessment 
OVP Office of the Vice President 
P State Department Undersecretary for Political Affairs 
PA&E Program Analysis and Evaluation 
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PD Presidential Directive, the guidance document for the Carter 
Administration 

PKO Antispace defense 
PM State Department Bureau of Political-Military Affairs 
PRC Policy Review Committee, one of the two standing interagency 

bodies in the Carter ecosystem 
PRM Policy Review Memorandum, the study document for the Carter 

Administration 
PSAC President’s Science Advisory Committee 
PVO Soviet Air Defense Forces 
RAN Soviet Academy of Sciences 
RDT&E Research, development, test, and engineering 
RORSAT Radar ocean reconnaissance satellite 
RPM State Department Bureau of European Affairs Office of Regional 

Security and Political-Military Affairs 
SAC-D Defense subcommittee of the Senate Appropriations Committee 
SAINT Satellite Inspector, early US ASAT 
SALT Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, later Strategic Arms Limitation 

Treaty 
SASC Senate Armed Services Committee 
SCC Special Coordination Committee, one of the two standing 

interagency bodies in the Carter ecosystem 
SCG Special Consultative Group, set up to parallel the HLG in INF talks 

for NATO 
SDI Strategic Defense Initiative 
SDP Surplus domestic product 
SET Strategic emerging technology 
SFRC Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
SIG Senior Interdepartmental Group, a working-level ecosystem group 

in the Reagan Administration 
SIGINT Signals intelligence 
SLBM Submarine-launched ballistic missile 
SLCM Sea-launched cruise missile 
SRF Soviet/Russian Strategic Rocket Forces 
SRINF Short range INF, a term used to cover Pershing I MRBMs and SS-

23s 
SS-18 Heavy liquid-fueled Soviet/Russian ICBM 
SS-19 Medium liquid-fueled Soviet/Russian ICBM 
SS-20 Solid-fueled Soviet IRBM 
SS-23 Soviet short-range ballistic missile eliminated under INF 
SS-9 Medium liquid-fueled Soviet ICBM 
SS-N-21 First Soviet SLCM 
SS-X-16 Developmental Soviet solid-fueled ICBM covertly fielded at 

Plesetsk 
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SSC-X-4 Developmental Soviet GLCM 
SSCI Senate Select Committee on Intelligence 
START Strategic Arms Reduction Talks, later Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty 
TRL Technology readiness level in US weapons development  
TsNII Central scientific research institute 
TVD Theater of military operations 
VPK Military Industrial Commission of the Council of Ministers 
VX Advanced nerve gas 
WMD Weapons of mass destruction, typically including nuclear, 

biological and chemical 
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