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	Preface








America's policy toward military space is headed in the wrong direction. That's what Twilight War is all about. But an important subtext in Twilight War is the long tradition of American exceptionalism, which tends to derail any attempt to devise a more sensible policy.


When applied to foreign affairs, exceptionalism can be a dangerous thing, and I speak of it now and then in Twilight War. For now, I offer just one expression of it, a passage that captures the ageless exceptionalist ethos with unerring accuracy. “[W]e Americans are the particular, chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of the liberties of the world,” wrote Herman Melville in White-Jacket, his largely autobiographical description of life aboard an American Man-o’-War, published in 1850.


God has predestined, mankind expects, great things from our race; and great things we feel in our souls. The rest of the nations must soon be in our rear. We are the pioneers of the world; the advance guard, sent on through the wilderness of untried things, to break a new path in the New World that is ours….


Long enough have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves, and doubted whether, indeed, the political Messiah had come. But he has come in us, if we would but give utterance to his promptings. And let us always remember that with ourselves, almost for the first time in the history of Earth, national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for we cannot do a good to America, but we give alms to the world.1




Provocative words, especially when applied to space and to foreign policy. Nonetheless, you will hear echoes of Melville throughout Twilight War, with and without the God language. “National-security space” is the new “wilderness of untried things,” say America's space warriors, and they hope to try out some very new things…things that may make the nation we love less secure, not more secure.















	Introduction







	The Biography of an Idea








More than a decade ago I read, to my surprise, that America had reached a defining moment in “operationalizing” space. That was the message of Gen. Joseph W. Ashy as he prepared to retire in 1996 from his triple-threat post as commander of North American Aerospace Defense Command, U.S. Space Command, and Air Force Space Command. He was quoted in the August 5, 1996 issue of Aviation Week & Space Technology as saying that the United States was going to “engage terrestrial targets someday—ships, airplanes, land targets—from space. We will engage targets in space, from space…. It's politically sensitive, but it's going to happen. Some people don't want to hear this, and it sure isn't in vogue…but—absolutely—we're going to fight from space and we're going to fight into space.”


I came across General Ashy's words while serving as editor of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, the home of the Doomsday Clock, the so-many-minutes-to-midnight metaphor for global peril. His views startled me. Working at the Bulletin, I had talked to academics at many of the world's leading universities as well as men and women in the Defense Department, at national security and arms control think tanks, and at the national research laboratories. Some of the experts I dealt with carried high security clearances; all were knowledgeable. But nothing I had heard from them suggested that the United States faced much of a national security threat when it came to space. Certainly America did not seem to face the kind of threat that would justify the claim that “we're going to fight from space and we're going to fight into space.”


Did General Ashy know something the rest of us didn't? Men and women like Ashy have access to “intelligence” that can be astounding. But are the things they “know” necessarily true? In national security matters—as seen in the run-up to the war in Iraq—the answers to strategic questions may be the result more of personal and collective worldviews than of hard intelligence.


Was the Korean War the product of Moscow's long-range plan to take over the world? That view was widely held at the time, but few if any credible historians or political scientists would endorse it today. Did North Vietnamese naval forces intentionally launch a second unprovoked attack on U.S. ships in international waters in the Gulf of Tonkin? It seemed so in August 1964; we now know it didn't happen.


General Ashy was an archetypal “space warrior”—one of the men and women who believe that conflict in space is inevitable. There is a certain circular truth to that belief: If the United States acts as if conflict in space is inevitable, it will be. It will be a self-fulfilling prophecy.


The American people have a narrowing window of opportunity in which to ensure that space remains a domain free of conflict. Seizing that opportunity will not be easy; it will require new ways of thinking. Americans like to be realistic and tough-minded. But in this case, being realistic and tough-minded means having the will and the guts to work with other nations to ensure that space remains a conflict-free sanctuary. Unilateral military actions in space will not guarantee American security; they will guarantee conflict and, possibly, a new cold war. True multilateral cooperation is a better bet.


CHINA'S CHALLENGE


On January 11, 2007, China destroyed a Chinese weather satellite orbiting about five hundred miles above the Earth. The satellite, launched in 1999, was an aging but still functioning bird. Nonetheless, the People's Liberation Army fired a medium-range ballistic missile carrying a kinetic-kill vehicle that smashed into the satellite, creating a cloud of debris including thousands of fragments large enough to damage or even destroy another satellite unlucky enough to encounter one of them. The debris cloud will circle the globe for decades.


The Chinese satellite was the victim of a weapons test, the first such test since September 13, 1985, when an American Prototype Miniature Homing Vehicle launched by a high-flying F-15 fighter slammed into an old U.S. scientific satellite called Solwind. Like the hapless Chinese weather satellite, Solwind was still sending data back to Earth.


That China pulverized one of its own satellites in a test of an antisatellite weapon—commonly called an “ASAT”—was probably not illegal according to international law. Nonetheless, the test was a diplomatic faux pas, eliciting protests and expressions of concern from a host of nations. And especially from the United States, which owns more than half of the eight-hundred-plus scientific, commercial, and military-oriented satellites operated by spacefaring nations. Commercial satellites are essential to the functioning of the U.S. post-industrial economy, and military-oriented satellites are pivotally important to the American way of high-tech war.


The test was widely interpreted by America's space warriors as an ominous event, an unmistakable declaration that China was playing military hardball with the United States. China had demonstrated a space weapon, and that was reason enough for the United States to get tough regarding space issues.


The space-warrior prescription for reckoning with China's space challenge—or for dealing with any other wayward spacefaring nation—is for the U.S. military to preemptively develop and deploy the means to dominate space. Which is to say, America must field its own antisatellite “space-control” weapons.


SENDING A SIGNAL…


What is a space weapon? It could be space-based hardware that can disrupt, disable, or even destroy another satellite in space. It can be space-based hardware that can attack earthly targets from space. No nation today possesses such weapons. But my definition of a space weapon also includes hardware based on the ground, in the air, or at sea that can disrupt, disable, or destroy satellites in space. In short, an ASAT. The United States, Russia—and now China—have such weapons.


What do we mean by “space”? For the purposes of this book, space is a sharply limited concept. We are concerned with orbital space, sometimes called “circumterrestrial space.” Outer space is infinite, but circumterrestrial space is a finite thing that lies well within the orbit of the Moon and thus within the binding force of Earth's gravity. Think of it this way: If Earth were an orange, orbital space would be the rind that surrounds the juicy bits.


Put Star Wars and Star Trek out of mind. They boldly go where only filmmakers go, thanks to lively imaginations and the convenient suspension of the laws of physics. This book deals with reality, not fantasy. It is not about lasers and phasers and Death Stars. It is the biography of an idea—unilateral dominance of orbital space.


This idea has deep roots. Since the dawn of the Space Age more than fifty years ago, American space warriors have vigorously if unsuccessfully advocated a policy of U.S. military dominance of orbital space—not because they seek control of the world, as some people suggest, but because they believe that unilateral space dominance would help the United States protect its own space assets while it maintained law and order in space as a benign, though self-appointed, policeman. A space cop, as it were.


The United States would be a friendly and agreeable space cop, but a cop nonetheless. A major plus, insofar as space warriors are concerned, is that American dominance of space would assure that the United States would also retain military dominance on the ground, at sea, and in the air. That dominance relies heavily on America's space “assets.”


While the Soviet Union lived, the dream of American military dominance of space was empty rhetoric. The United States and the Soviet Union possessed impressive and roughly equal capabilities in space, making it dangerous for either to attempt to achieve anything approaching dominance. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, things changed. In the early 1990s, America's space warriors began to assert that the time had come for America to take control.


This newly belligerent rhetoric toward space has not gone unnoticed. Many nations have said—in generally polite diplomatic language—that the United States is heading down the wrong road with its many conceptual plans for military space hardware, which may include positioning offensive weapons in space. By custom and by international treaty—the Outer Space Treaty of 1967—space is the “province of all mankind” and must remain devoted to “peaceful purposes.”


Virtually all of the world's nations, save the United States and Israel, have repeatedly gone on record as favoring the negotiation of a new space treaty called, somewhat awkwardly, Prevention of an Arms Race in Outer Space (PAROS). That treaty would, presumably, plug loopholes in the four-decades old Outer Space Treaty, thus more comprehensively securing space as a weapons-free sanctuary.


For more than a quarter of a century, the United States has exercised its veto power at the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva to prevent formal negotiations. American diplomats finesse the issue with smiley-face assertions that there is no arms race in space, so why get lathered up about a problem that does not yet exist? And that is technically correct. What kind of race has only one entrant?


According to space warriors, America's military space dominance would be exercised only if the United States faced a direct military challenge. Unfortunately, in January 2007, China upped the ante with its ASAT test.


One eminent space warrior, Jeff Kueter, president of the George C. Marshall Institute, said that with its ASAT test, China had crossed the Rubicon; it had “signaled to the world its capability to threaten essential satellites.” China's test did send a signal, but the message was more likely that it was time for the United States to begin serious, good faith negotiations that might lead to a new space treaty. China, as you'll learn in these pages, has taken the point position in advocating a new space treaty.


Why did China send the message in the form of a debris-rich ASAT test? Ticking off nations whose satellites might now be in jeopardy from Chinese space debris seems like a near-perfect example of the old shoot-yourself-in-the-foot syndrome, a malady that afflicts nations as well as individuals.


The answer may be that under the administration of George W. Bush, space warriors have made great headway in selling the space-dominance idea. For several years, China has tried to convey its dismay over America's military-space plans through diplomatic channels. That didn't work. China's smash-up test in space produced a lot of blowback; but at least it focused attention on the issue.


DO AS I SAY…


Although most of the world's nations say they favor negotiations for a PAROS treaty, the administrations of Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush have blocked negotiations. Indeed, the latter administration has been openly contemptuous toward the idea. The Bush administration's no-treaty stance was reflected in a revision of America's National Space Policy, issued in October 2006.




The United States, the 2006 policy said, remains “committed to the exploration and use of outer space by all nations for peaceful purposes, and for the benefit of humanity.” Solid, comforting, boilerplate. A little later, though, it takes on a more truculent tone than the Clinton policy issued a decade earlier:


The United States considers space capabilities—including the ground and space segments and supporting links—vital to its national interests. Consistent with this policy, the United States will: preserve its rights, capabilities, and freedom of action in space; dissuade or deter others from either impeding those rights or developing capabilities intended to do so; take those actions necessary to protect its space capabilities; respond to interference; and deny, if necessary, adversaries the use of space capabilities hostile to U.S. national interests.


A casual reading of the paragraph is not alarming. Why wouldn't the United States—or any other state—have the right to defend its assets in space? That's simple self-defense. But what does “dissuade or deter others from either impeding those rights or developing capabilities intended to do so” actually mean? The United States is developing the very antisatellite capabilities it says others must not develop. America's new space policy also says, with conspicuous clarity: “The United States will oppose the development of new legal regimes or other restrictions that seek to prohibit or limit U.S. access to or use of space. Proposed arms control agreements or restrictions must not impair the rights of the United States to conduct research, development, testing, and operations or other activities in space for U.S. national interests.”


WHO DECIDES?


The public's concept of America's future in space includes returning to the Moon and establishing a permanent presence there, as well as thinking seriously about one day sending astronauts to Mars. Meanwhile, in the name of national security, the United States is pursuing a research and development program aimed at achieving the military capability to control orbital space and—possibly—to place weapons in space, once a sitting president gives the go ahead and Congress agrees.




Are we talking eyes-glaze-over rocket science here? Questions fit only for “experts”? No. We're talking about the meaning of America, and you and I are all expert enough to tackle that one. America's founders shared a very big idea—that the people, not a monarch, were sovereign. They also believed that for such a republic to work, citizens must be well informed and deeply involved in important public-policy questions. That's Civics 101.


If the United States chooses to go the space-control and space-weapons route—and that choice has not yet been definitively made—that decision will become a central feature of American foreign policy, a policy that since 2001 has had a decidedly unilateralist and triumphalist cast. A policy of space dominance would set the tone for decades to come. It would be a lulu of a mistake for which America's children and grandchildren would pay the price.


[image: images]


We the people can no longer afford to let the question of unilateral space dominance remain in a hazy leave-it-to-the-experts twilight. There's a policy war going on regarding space that, in the end, comes down to a conflict over fundamental American values. That policy struggle has largely gone unnoticed. We need to examine these issues in the clarifying light of day; we must become more involved in shaping this vital facet of our nation's future. Twilight War gives you the background needed to come to grips with that issue.


The first two chapters introduce the notion of unilateral space dominance, a term you probably have not run into outside of the world of science fiction. Keep in mind throughout Twilight War that space dominance is not yet settled national policy. But our nation is heading in that direction.


Chapters three, four, and five elaborate on what's actually happening in regard to national-security space. An example: The missile defense system the United States is currently deploying is not likely to work well if missiles are ever launched against the United States. But it would be a dandy system if used in an offensive mode against the satellites of other nations. Space warriors call that “space control.”


Chapter six—“Put to the Sword”—takes you back to the early years of the twentieth century when the notion of precision warfare, in the form of precision strategic bombing, began to develop. Precision bombing was supposed to be a new and humane way of fighting wars, but it didn't work as it was supposed to. Hundreds of thousands of German and Japanese civilians died in that early type of “precision” war. Today, the United States can do precision war better, thus sparing civilian lives. A variety of space satellites make such precision possible. These space assets must be protected, but unilateral space dominance is not the way to go about it.


Chapters seven through eleven provide the historical background you need to understand why President Eisenhower established a space-for-peaceful-purposes policy—as well as why men and women I call “space warriors” have tried for five decades to overturn it. Eisenhower's peaceful-purposes legacy is under intense assault today; the spirit of Wernher von Braun, who imagined a kind of orbiting battlestar sixty years ago, is still with us.


Chapter twelve argues that the best way to preserve the use of space for all is for the United States to take the lead in negotiating a hard-nosed and fully verifiable space treaty that would prevent any nation, including the United States, from developing space-related weapons. All spacefaring nations say they favor such a treaty, but the United States has systematically blocked serious work on one.


Why is that? The United States ardently and eloquently champions the rule of law on every continent. Why doesn't America at least engage in serious treaty talks? The final chapters attempt to answer that question, in part, by linking the dream of unilateral space dominance to the grand old tradition of American exceptionalism—the notion that the United States, and only the United States, is free to do what it wants on the world's stage, perhaps because Providence has favored it above all other nations.


Don't overlook the appendices. The first will give you some sense of how old the dream of space travel is—and how even early visionaries saw weapons possibilities in space. Appendix B will help you understand why satellites stay up instead of falling back to Earth. Appendix C links the notion of space control to the much older concept of control of the air. Appendix D demonstrates that old ideas never die. For more than six decades space warriors have dreamed of having a spacebomber—and even as you read this, the dream lives. The final appendix—“Useful Websites”—is a must. Mining these sites will put you on the road to Expertville.


Finally, a note about the term “space warrior,” which I use throughout these pages: Space warrior is not a one-size-fits-all descriptive, nor is it meant as a pejorative. Space warriors often use the term about themselves and their colleagues. We live in an unstable and unpredictable world and America needs warriors who have demonstrated a passionate love for their country and a devotion to defending it. The space warriors I have met have been—without exception—direct and honorable regarding their beliefs. Twilight War questions their views, not their motives.
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	Triumphalism in Space








The history of humankind has been largely a tale of organized armed conflict. From the moment a warrior first huffed up a hill so he could lay eyes on the enemy, reconnaissance from the highest point has been basic to the successful conduct of war.


Warriors had to settle for hills and ridges for millennia until French brothers Joseph-Michel and Jacques-Etienne Montgolfier began a series of experiments that led to the first balloon ascension with a human aboard on October 15, 1783. Physicist Jean François Pilatre de Rozier rose some eighty feet in a basket attached to a tethered bag of hot air.


Progress was rapid. The public was enchanted by balloons, whether hot air or hydrogen. Ascensions became such picnic-friendly events in Paris that tickets were sometimes sold to limit crowds. But ballooning was not confined to France. In January 1793, French aeronaut Jean-Pierre Blanchard lifted off in a hydrogen-filled balloon in Philadelphia, the first such flight in the United States. President George Washington had previously given him a “passport” with which to identify himself upon landing. Forty-six minutes later, Blanchard touched down fifteen miles away and presented the passport to a befuddled farmer who could not read.1


Ungainly and colorful, balloons were joyful manifestations of the human spirit and imagination. And just as surely, the balloon would be useful in war, another ageless though darker manifestation of the human spirit. In 1783, just two days after de Rozier first went aloft, Andre Giraud de Villette ascended with de Rozier. Villette offered this prediction in a Paris newspaper:


I observed St. Cloud, Isty, Ivry, Charenton, and Choisy with ease, and perhaps Corbeil, which a light mist prevented me from distinguishing clearly; from this moment I was convinced that this apparatus, costing but little, could be made very useful to an Army for discovering the positions of its enemy, his movements, his advances, and his dispositions, and that this information could be conveyed to the troops operating the machine.There, gentlemen, is an undeniable utility that time will perfect for us.2


In April 1794, France, besieged by Austrian and Prussian forces, established the world's first military air service, which would be used for observation. In June, a tethered hydrogen-filled balloon, L'Entreprenant, played a role in a battle between French and Austrian forces. Two aeronauts were aloft for about ten hours during an engagement near Fleurus, and they communicated with officers on the ground by lowering bags containing their observations.


The astonished Austrians surrendered. Were balloon observations decisive? The commanding French general, a man who kept his feet on the ground, did not think so. But one of the aeronauts said: “I shan't say that the balloon won the battle of Fleurus. What I can say is that, being trained to use my glasses in spite of the oscillation and swaying due to the wind, I was able to distinguish infantry, cavalry, and artillery, their movement and, in general, their numbers.”3


And so began the modern military quest to gain the highest ground possible during conflict and to enjoy the “undeniable utility” it confers upon those who can hold it against all comers. For most of the twentieth century, air was the high ground; nations expended tens of thousands of lives and considerable treasure to control it during conflict. In the twenty-first century, orbital space is widely said to be the ultimate high ground. The question today: Will there be another cold war as nations seek to dominate it?


The first Cold War was a joint enterprise. Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union fully controlled their fate. Each reacted to the moves and perceived intentions of the other. The tensions were real and the Cold War may have been inevitable. But that is not the case today regarding space. The space-dominance paradigm is as American as the Stars and Stripes. If a cold war in space develops, perhaps with China, the United States will have incited it. It is as simple as that. Conversely, if the United States refrains from adopting a policy of space dominance, a new cold war, this time in space, is less likely.




REAP THE BENEFITS


Sputnik, launched on October 4, 1957, weighed just 184.3 pounds, but its thin A-flat beeps were politically deafening. Sputnik II followed in November; it weighed half a ton and carried Laika, a soon-to-be-martyred dog. The ability to accelerate payloads like that to seventeen thousand miles per hour, the minimum necessary to achieve a temporarily sustainable low-Earth orbit, implied that the Soviets had powerful rockets that could be used to lob hydrogen bombs at the United States. All sorts of sensible people were spooked.


The director of the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory said, “I would not be surprised if the Russians reached the Moon within a week.” When asked what we might find there, Edward Teller, the “father” of the H-bomb, answered, “Russians.” The New York Times declared that the United States was “in a race for survival.” Labor leader Walter Reuther called Sputnik a “bloodless Pearl Harbor.” G. Mennen Williams, governor of Michigan, resorted to edgy humor:


Oh Little Sputnik, flying high
With made-in-Moscow beep,
You tell the world it's a Commie sky,
And Uncle Sam's asleep.4


Stuart Symington, a Missouri senator and Democratic presidential hopeful, said in a Veterans Day address on November 11, 1957 in Jefferson City, Missouri, “The race for the conquest of space is today's major engagement in the technological war. We must win it because the nation that dominates the air spaces [sic] will be in a position to dominate the world.”5


Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson, whose chance of becoming president was considerably greater than Symington's, was chairman of the Senate Preparedness Committee. In that capacity, he organized hearings designed mostly to demonstrate that an incompetent administration had let the nation fall abysmally behind the Soviet Union in space. The hearings began in late November 1957 and continued into January 1958. Seventy-eight witnesses testified, producing 2,313 pages of testimony. On January 7, 1958, Johnson told Democratic senators in well-publicized remarks: “Control of space means control of the world, far more certainly, far more totally than any control that has ever or could ever be achieved by weapons, or troops of occupation…. Whoever gains that ultimate position gains control, total control, over the Earth, for purposes of tyranny or for the service of freedom.”6


Democratic presidential hopefuls had de facto allies in the active-duty military. Air Force Chief of Staff Thomas Dresser White launched a very public campaign urging the Eisenhower administration to seize control of space. An intellectual who studied Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Greek, Russian, and Chinese as well as military history and strategy as he rose through the ranks, White was the archetypal space warrior. On November 29, 1957, the general launched his crusade at the National Press Club in Washington, a forum that ensured maximum headline attention.


“The compelling reason for the preeminence of airpower is clear and unchallenged, because those who have the capability to control the air are in a position to exert control over the land and seas beneath.” But now, White said, the Soviet Union had one-upped the United States. For the first time since 1814, the U.S. homeland was in mortal danger; no longer would the Atlantic and Pacific moats protect it. America's answer to the Soviet challenge would require the military use of space. “I feel in the future whoever has the capability to control space will likewise possess the capability to exert control of the surface of the Earth.”


The following February, White elaborated his space vision in a speech at the national conference of the Air Force Association, a nongovernmental organization that sings the praises of the Air Force.


The United States must win and maintain the capability to control space in order to assure the progress and preeminence of the free nations…. You will note that I stated the United States must win and maintain the capability to control space. I did not say that we should control space. There is an important distinction here. We want all nations to join with us in such measures as are necessary to ensure that outer space shall never be used for any but peaceful purposes.


But until effective measures to this end are assured, our possession of such a capability will guarantee the free nations liberty—it does not connote denial of the benefits of space to others. In the past when control of the seas was exercised by peaceful nations, people everywhere profited. Likewise, as long as the United States maintains the capability to control space, the entire world will reap the benefits that accrue.7




Control of space, White said in his windup, “should be the goal of all Americans.” One did not need to be a rocket scientist (presumably most rocket scientists throughout the world quickly became aware of White's words) to parse the general's argument: The United States should become the Wyatt Earp of space.


PEACEFUL PURPOSES


President Eisenhower was more complicated, thoughtful, and analytical than the syntax-challenged, golf-playing, nap-taking, do-nothing president Democrats often portrayed him as being. Although he and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles are remembered today for having employed the rhetoric of “massive retaliation,” that phrase was, in the weirdly counterintuitive logic of the Cold War, part of their strategy for preserving the peace. The rhetoric was designed to dissuade the Kremlin from taking reckless actions that might lead to war.8


Nuclear war, Eisenhower believed, would be so terrible that neither side would let it happen. But after Sputnik, many of Eisenhower's top military officers—with General White in the lead—as well as some of the nation's most prominent politicians and opinion shapers urged him to move the nuclear arms race into space. Eisenhower believed that would be unwise. In the face of take-control-of-space-now demands, the president reaffirmed his policy of “space for peaceful purposes,” which he had tentatively established two years earlier.9


Eisenhower's peaceful-purposes policy eventually became the basis of one of the most honored international agreements in history, the Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies. The document is commonly (and thankfully) known as the “Outer Space Treaty.”


Before leaving office, the Eisenhower administration began working with the Soviet Union and the United Nations on military space issues, negotiations that were carried forward by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. The Outer Space Treaty “entered into force,” as diplomats put it, on October 10, 1967, just a few days past the tenth anniversary of the first Sputnik. Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin of the Soviet Union said the treaty ensured the “peaceful activities of states in outer space for the benefit of all mankind.” In contrast, President Johnson was decidedly Kennedyesque: “Whatever our disagreements here on Earth, however long it may take to resolve our conflicts whose roots are buried centuries-deep in history, let us try to agree on this. Let us determine that the great space armadas of the future will go forth on voyages of peace—and go forth in a spirit not of national rivalry but of peaceful cooperation and understanding.”10


The treaty is stuffed with grand language about the “common interest of all mankind,” the “use of outer space for peaceful purposes,” the virtues of “international cooperation,” and the need to develop “mutual understanding” to strengthen “friendly relations between States and peoples.” Unlike similar feel-good language that often makes its way into arms control documents like verses in a Hallmark card, the words in the Outer Space Treaty may have been sincere. Moving the Cold War into space was a profoundly scary business in the mid-1960s.11


“Most of the participants [in drafting the treaty] had only hazy ideas of what would come to pass in the space field, and how it would affect their own destinies,” wrote two space law experts in 1998. “Even the United States and the Soviet Union seemed far more willing than usual to be persuaded by one another on most issues. Paradoxically, this comparative lack of specifically self-serving goals may be one reason why the Outer Space Treaty is viewed with such respect—approaching reverence at times—by so many…. The treaty can be said to represent a more general view of the interests of humanity instead of being merely a compromise among interested parties, shaped primarily by the balance of power.”12


The core of the treaty is the notion that outer space, including the Moon and other “celestial bodies,” is the “province of all mankind” and that space should be used exclusively for peaceful purposes. The words “peace” and “peaceful” appear seven times in the treaty; the phrase “peaceful purposes” pops up four times.13


According to the treaty, the Moon and other celestial bodies could not be appropriated by any state. A nation might plant its flag on the Moon, as the United States did in July 1969, but it could not claim ownership. No military installations of any kind would be permitted there; no testing of weapons; no military maneuvers. Military personnel would be welcome as explorers, but only if they were engaged in nonmilitary scientific research or other “peaceful purposes.”


Orbital space—the region between the Earth and the orbit of the Moon—was a different matter. Only nuclear or other weapons of mass destruction were barred from orbital space. The United States and the Soviet Union already had a variety of military-oriented hardware circling the Earth—mainly spy, communication, and missile-launch-warning satellites—and the Cold War adversaries were not about to deal those assets away.


Spy satellites were too useful to both sides to be banned—and they were not in themselves weapons. Given the fact that the retaliatory nuclear forces of the United States and the Soviet Union were on a hair trigger, satellite imagery, even if blurry or full of static, served the interests of peace. In matters nuclear, ambiguity breeds mistrust, fear, miscalculation, and possibly accidental or preemptive war. Spy satellites helped clear away the fog, giving each side bits and pieces of the puzzle regarding the other side's military capabilities, if not the other side's political intentions. Small comfort, to be sure, but it was some comfort.


The U.S. and Soviet teams who worked on the treaty simply accepted the limited militarization of space, mainly for intelligence gathering and communications. That was a given. Spy, communications, and warning satellites were OK but orbital weapons—“shooters” in today's argot—were not. The treaty's negotiators focused solely on nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction during their deliberations. Space weapons so accurate that they could take out buildings or bunkers or airplanes in flight were the stuff of science fiction, not of humankind's real-life future. In the mid-1960s, when the major work on the treaty was done, there was no reason to worry about non-nuclear weapons in space. What would be the point? No conventional weapon fired from space would have enough accuracy or explosive power to be militarily significant.


A space-based conventional weapon—if developed and deployed—might be aimed at a bunker, but it was as likely to blow apart a barn thirty, if not three hundred, miles from the target. Further, conventional weapons in space would not be cost effective, even if they could be made reasonably accurate. Lifting anything into orbit was (and remains) hugely expensive. Only weapons with mass effects would be worth the cost, and now they were barred.


Although the drafters of the Outer Space Treaty believed they were peering far into the future, they could not foresee the incredible shrinking world of microprocessors, a computing-power race that the United States has always led by many laps. As U.S. processors got smaller, they also became more powerful. In turn, that made the miniaturization of space hardware possible. Powerful but minuscule processors opened the door for today's array of made-in-America precision weapons, many of which are dependent on an ever more sophisticated array of U.S. space satellites, especially surveillance and geo-positioning satellites.


After the collapse of the Soviet Union—and in an age of true precision weaponry—visionaries in the armed forces, in hardline think tanks, and in Congress could at last imagine weapons in space that would be both useful and non-nuclear. There are, as they endlessly point out, no legal impediments to deploying such weapons.


THE NEXT MANIFEST DESTINY?


In recent years, no one did more to promote space-dominance than former senator Bob Smith of New Hampshire. Senator who? No one would accuse Smith, a right-wing Republican who represented New Hampshire in the U.S. Senate in the 1990s, of having been a Capitol Hill heavyweight. A big man—six-feet-six—he was short on political heft, charisma, and voter appeal, and he eventually lost his seat to John E. Sununu in 2002.


Senator Smith would be little more than a footnote in political history if not for “The Challenge of Space Power,” a speech he delivered November 18, 1998 at an aerospace conference in Cambridge, Massachusetts. “America has always been a nation of discoverers and explorers,” said Smith, then chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on Strategic Forces. “It suits our national character to pursue the permanent frontier of space. Like Columbus, we must dare to move away from the ‘old world’—old vision, old strategy, and old institutions—if we are to truly enter the ‘new world’ of space.”


In Smith's vision, the new world of space would be an American sea, generously open to all nations as long as the United States approved. “Control of space is more than a new mission area—it is our moral legacy, our next Manifest Destiny, our chance to create security for centuries to come.”


Elected to the House in 1984, Smith first served on the Space Subcommittee of the Science and Technology Committee, a yeasty experience for a young conservative, particularly during the Reagan years. Smith admired Reagan, loathed the Soviet Union, and mistrusted China, which he considered a likely future adversary. If America were to flourish in the twenty-first century, Smith believed, it must build upon Ronald Reagan's Star Wars program. The United States must strive to dominate space lest an enemy come to control it—and thus the planet below.


Although Smith was not influential on Capitol Hill in the traditional let's-make-a-deal sense, no senator is devoid of power. If a senator chooses to stake a claim on previously unspoken-for territory, he or she can eventually own it. Smith made military space, national security space, his domain.


Smith argued that space was already heavily militarized with a variety of satellites increasingly vital to Pentagon planners and combat commanders. He was right about that. But, he said, space had never been “weaponized.” He was right about that, too—and a little angry. The United States had dropped the ball; beginning with the Eisenhower administration, the United States had intentionally chosen not to weaponize space. That must change. The space-for-peaceful-purposes policy, established by President Eisenhower, was the dragon Smith hoped to slay.


“My approach to space,” Smith said, “has come to rest on three assertions. First, America's future security and prosperity depend on our constant supremacy in space. Second, while we are ahead of any potential rival in exploiting space, we are not unchallenged and our future dominance is by no means assured. Third, to achieve true dominance we must combine expansive thinking with a sustained and substantial commitment of resources and vest them in a dedicated, politically powerful, independent advocate for space power.” In the twenty-first century, the United States must shift “substantial” military resources to space. “Space offers us the prospect of seeing and communicating throughout the world; of defending ourselves, our deployed forces, and our allies; and, if necessary, of inflicting violence—all with great precision and nearly instantaneously and often more cheaply. With credible offensive and defensive space control, we will deter and dissuade our adversaries, reassure our allies, and guard our nation's growing reliance on global commerce. Without it, we will become vulnerable beyond our worst fears.”14


Although the Defense Department had repeatedly spoken over the years of the importance of “space control,” Smith said, nothing much had happened. “Even the Air Force's Space Warfare Center and Space Battlelab are focused primarily on figuring out how to use space systems to put information into the cockpit in order to drop bombs from aircraft more accurately. This is not space warfare. It is using space to support air warfare.”15




WE ARE ON NOTICE…


Senator Smith's speech drew little press attention. News people at the time were distracted by the possibility that a president of the United States might be impeached for lying under oath about his sexual indiscretions. Meanwhile, journalists who actually paid attention to Smith and knew of his continuing passion for space power were inclined to snicker and call him “space man.” The senator was not dismayed. He knew how to move his concerns to the next level. He would draft Donald Rumsfeld, then a high-powered business executive in Chicago, to take the point position.


Smith conceived the idea of assembling a congressionally mandated and funded panel of space-minded men, with Rumsfeld as its chair. The assemblage was called the Commission to Assess United States National Security Space Management and Organization—universally known as the Space Commission.16


Rumsfeld was an astute choice. A long-time Washington insider, he wore power as easily as many of us wear jeans and sweatshirts. He was brilliant, charming, tough, and politically savvy, and he had impeccable right-wing credentials extending back to the Nixon and Ford years, when he played hardball against a host of heavyweights, including Henry Kissinger, and often won.17 Despite having reached an age when other financially secure men are inclined to play golf in the morning and take naps in the afternoon, Rumsfeld was in permanent hyperdrive.


More important was the fact that Rumsfeld had a passionate interest in military space issues. Rumsfeld had last served in the federal government as President Gerald Ford's second secretary of defense. After leaving the Pentagon, he turned his energies to private enterprise but remained on call for high-level volunteer assignments for the government.18 Most significantly, he had chaired the Commission on the Ballistic Missile Threat to the United States, which issued its final report in July 1998.19


That commission argued that U.S. intelligence estimates were too sanguine about the immediacy of the presumed missile threat. North Korea and Iran could produce crude and inaccurate missiles that would “be able to inflict major destruction on the U.S.” within five years of a decision to do so, said the commission; Iraq would take about ten years. North Korea fired a primitive three-stage missile shortly after the report appeared, persuading a lot of people that Rumsfeld and his crew were extraordinarily prescient.




The commission, however, did not recommend that the United States build a national missile-defense system, the sort of thing that Ronald Reagan had in mind in the 1980s with his Star Wars vision. Such a recommendation—either for or against—would have gone beyond the commission's charter. The commission had been asked to evaluate the threat, Rumsfeld explained, not to suggest remedies. In contrast, Rumsfeld II—the Space Commission—had a more expansive charter. Its task was to analyze threats and recommend steps the United States should take to meet them.


The Space Commission issued its report on January 11, 2001.20 The United States was at risk, the report said. America had failed to take bold action to protect its commercial assets in space, which had become vital to the functioning of an increasingly interconnected global economy. Further, the United States had been unconscionably derelict in its duty to properly defend the country's military and intelligence assets in space, which were essential to the new U.S. way of precision war. The report contained this stunning (if not quite original) metaphor, rumored to have been drafted by Rumsfeld:


History is replete with instances in which warning signs were ignored and change resisted until an external, “improbable” event forced resistant bureaucracies to take action. The question is whether the U.S. will be wise enough to act responsibly and soon enough to reduce U.S. space vulnerability. Or whether, as in the past, a disabling attack against the country and its people—a “space Pearl Harbor”—will be the only event able to galvanize the nation and cause the U.S. government to act.


We are on notice, but we have not noticed.21


Most Americans did not notice Rumsfeld's wake-up call, mostly because the news media overlooked it. That was understandable. Distinguished panels, commissions, and task forces are common in Washington. They meet, hear witnesses, and issue staff-written reports that are, with rare exception, filed in drawers labeled “Obscurity,” where they molder away unless rescued years later by historians who pronounce them far-sighted, shortsighted, or alarmist. The report of the Space Commission seemed to follow the pattern. The Associated Press distributed a nuts-and-bolts piece about it and the New York Times, the Washington Post and a few other newspapers carried short staff-written articles. TV news essentially ignored it.




Why didn't a report with such headline-friendly rhetoric attract attention? Bad timing. On December 28, 2000, president-elect George W. Bush nominated Rumsfeld as secretary of defense. In a peculiar coincidence, Rumsfeld's confirmation hearing before the Senate Armed Services Committee was held January 11, 2001, the same day the Space Commission report was released. Rumsfeld's testimony during the hearing focused on how he would transform the military to meet the challenges of the new century. That was the Rumsfeld story of the day; the findings and recommendations of Rumsfeld's Space Commission were buried, sidebar material at best.


The Space Commission's report deserved more vigorous treatment than Rumsfeld's comments at the confirmation hearing. Any nominee for defense secretary at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Republican or Democrat, would have focused on the need to transform the armed forces to fit the needs of a new century. That's How to Give Testimony 101. But the Space Commission's report was revolutionary. Its recommendations, if implemented, would overturn four decades of established practice in the national security space field. Among many things, it spoke of possibly deploying weapons in space, a thing that had never been done by any nation. In a nod to those who might not be enamored of that, the commissioners said they “appreciate the sensitivity that surrounds the notion of weapons in space for offensive or defensive purposes. They also believe, however, that to ignore the issue would be a disservice to the nation. The Commissioners believe that the U.S. Government should vigorously pursue the capabilities called for in the National Space Policy to ensure that the President will have the option to deploy weapons in space to deter threats to and, if necessary, defend against attacks on U.S. interests.”22


High on the commission's priority list was the need to develop and test antisatellite (ASAT) weapons, largely because the commissioners believed that unfriendly nations might someday deploy observation and command-and-control satellites that would imperil U.S. forces on land, sea, and air in a time of conflict. “The senior political and military leadership needs to test these [ASAT] capabilities in exercises on a regular basis, both to keep the armed forces proficient in their use and to bolster their deterrent value.” By “test,” the commissioners meant not only computer simulations and war games, but also “live-fire events.” The latter would require “testing ranges in space.”




The United States would also need “assured access to space.” Although space-launch facilities at Vandenberg Air Force Base in California and Cape Canaveral Air Force Base and the Kennedy Space Flight Center in Florida were sufficient “to meet the projected needs of all users under normal conditions,” the United States should develop the capacity for “surges.” That is, if some U.S. satellites were ever disabled or destroyed by an unfriendly power at a critical moment, the United States would need to quickly insert replacements into orbit.


The nation must build a more sophisticated “space situational awareness” network not only to keep track of satellites, space debris, and asteroids, but “to reduce the possibility of surprise by hostile actors.” Radars and cameras used to track objects in space are now based on Earth, the commissioners noted. In the future, the “evolution of technology and the character of this problem argue for placing elements of the surveillance network in space.”


“Earth surveillance from space” was another big-ticket item on the commission's agenda. “The U.S. needs to develop technologies for sensors, communication, power generation, and space platforms that will enable it to observe the Earth and objects in motion on a near real-time basis, twenty-four-hours a day.” That is, the United States should work toward developing technology that could keep track of almost anything of military importance anywhere in the world at all times. Such a capability “could revolutionize military operations.” Space-based radar, for instance, aimed toward Earth “could provide military commanders, on a near-continuous and global basis, with timely, precise information on the location of adversary forces and their movement over time.” That ability “coupled to precision strike weapons delivered rapidly over long distances” would greatly enhance the U.S. ability to deter “hostile action.”23


As for the endlessly controversial matter of national missile defense, the commissioners turned cagey, presumably because it was still American policy in January 2001 to preserve, with modifications, the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. The report simply said: “Some believe the ballistic missile defense mission is best performed when both sensors and interceptors are deployed in space.” (Once in office, George W. Bush dumped the ABM Treaty, as he had repeatedly pledged to do during his presidential campaign.)


But the Space Commission's money shot, the rationale for a future program of space dominance, was not about anything as specific as antisatellite weapons or space-based radars or missile interceptors based in space. Rather, it was a generalized vision of what might be, if the United States would only get on with it.


Many think of space only as a place for passive collection of images or signals or a switchboard that can quickly pass information back and forth over long distances. It is also possible to project power through and from space in response to events anywhere in the world. Unlike weapons from aircraft, land forces, or ships, space missions initiated from Earth or space could be carried out with little transit, information, or weather delay. Having this capability would give the U.S. a much stronger deterrent and, in a conflict, an extraordinary military advantage.24 (Italics added.)


By word count alone, the commission's report did not seem to focus on the weaponization of space. Only 109 words were devoted explicitly to power projection “from and through space.” Only forty-four words directly addressed the possibility of a space-based missile-defense system. “Negating satellite threats”—that is, the development of antisatellite weapons—got just three paragraphs.


In contrast, a substantial portion of the report was devoted to examining the debilitating effects of the bureaucratic maze—how dozens of departments, agencies, bureaus, military commands, intelligence centers, councils, research laboratories, and House and Senate committees and subcommittees had their thumbs in the national security space pie. As anyone who has ever worked within a large bureaucracy knows, diffuse authority is often a recipe for incoherence, incompetence, and inaction. The commissioners insisted that Congress and the Defense Department rationalize outdated, nonproductive, and counterproductive structural relationships.


In his “Challenge of Space Power” speech in 1998, Senator Smith had called for a separate Space Force, to be coequal with the Army, Navy, and Air Force. It was too soon for that, said the Space Commission. Nonetheless, Smith was a happy man. The overall message of the Space Commission was clear. Just as Smith had advocated, Rumsfeld and his fellow commissioners said it was time for the United States to get tough regarding space.


The old Eisenhower-era space-for-peaceful-purposes dragon was not yet slain but it was being stalked. At a Rumsfeld press conference on May 8, 2001, in which the secretary of defense outlined some early space initiatives, Smith turned to Rumsfeld and said: “You are a true visionary. I am really delighted that you are secretary of defense.”25




DOMINATING THE SPACE MEDIUM


Rumsfeld resigned as George W. Bush's secretary of defense in November 2006, after it became apparent in mid-term elections that a majority of Americans had come to reject the Rumsfeld-Cheney-Bush war of choice in Iraq. Given that, it is difficult to recall that Rumsfeld was a superstar in the early days of the Bush administration, a man whose impact on the public mind was great and influence on foreign policy huge. The cover of the December 31, 2001 issue of the conservative National Review featured a caricature of a grinning, rakish Rumsfeld. The coverline said: “The Stud: Don Rumsfeld, America's New Pin-Up.” The cover of the January 27, 2003 issue of Time depicted a grimly determined Rumsfeld. The coverline: “Donald Rumsfeld's Blueprint for War.”


Yet Rumsfeld and his colleagues on the Space Commission were not the alpha and the omega of the space-weapons debate. The observations made by the commissioners were far from original. Rumsfeld and his fellow commissioners poured old wine into new bottles and pasted new labels on them.


In 1997, for instance, U.S. Space Command, a combined Army, Navy, and Air Force umbrella organization established in 1985 and headquartered in Colorado Springs, issued the sixteen-page Vision for 2020. Printed on glossy, heavyweight paper and heavily stocked with full-color illustrations, Vision was rather like a prospectus for a gated retirement community in Florida, the sort of thing typically peppered with punchy paragraphs and salted with bromides that describe the planned community's unparalleled amenities.


Instead of depicting a proposed championship golf course and tennis courts or pools and clubhouses, Vision hustled dreams of unlimited space power. On the first page, in oversize type against the black background of space, it reads: “U.S. Space Command—dominating the space dimension of military operations to protect U.S. interests and investment. Integrating Space Forces into warfighting capabilities across the full spectrum of conflict.” The type, a rousing yellow, seems to fall away from the reader, like the text at the beginning of George Lucas's first Star Wars movie. (“A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away…”) Turning the page:


Historically, military forces have evolved to protect national interests and investments—both military and economic. During the rise of sea commerce, nations built navies to protect and enhance their commercial interests. During the westward expansion of the continental United States, military outposts and the cavalry emerged to protect our wagon trains, settlements, and railroads.


As air power developed, its primary purpose was to support and enhance land and sea operations. However, over time, air power evolved into a separate and equal medium of warfare.


The emergence of space power follows both of these models. Over the past several decades, space power has primarily supported land, sea, and air operations—strategically and operationally. During the early portion of the twenty-first century, space power will also evolve into a separate and equal medium of warfare. Likewise, space forces will emerge to protect military and commercial national interests and investment in the space medium due to their increasing importance.26


A little later, we are told that U.S. control of space is essential—control being defined as the “ability to assure access to space, freedom of operations within the space medium, and an ability to deny others the use of space, if required.” Control of space will allow the United States to “evolve into the guardian of space commerce—similar to the historical example of navies protecting sea commerce.”


Next comes “global engagement,” an ominous thing that “combines global surveillance [of Earth] with the potential for a space-based global precision strike capability (italics added).” “The two principal themes of the USSPACECOM Vision,” says a bit of centerfold text, “are dominating the space medium and integrating space power throughout military operations.”


The visual clincher is on the inside back cover, where a painting depicts a device that has topped the wish list of space warriors for more than two decades: a space-based laser. The vantage point is near-Earth space, a couple of hundred miles up. Below is a pie-wedge portion of the Earth depicted in the sere shades of a rock-baked desert—the easternmost tip of the Mediterranean Sea and below that, the Red Sea, partly obscured by clouds. Above the Mediterranean is a bit of the Black Sea; to its right, the Caspian; below that, the Persian Gulf. A few yards ahead, hanging in the blackness of space, is an orbiting laser. It glows orange as it zaps a missile rising from a point on the Iraq-Iran border.


The following year, 1998, Space Command followed up Vision 2020 with its Long Range Plan. The plan's introduction said that the United States “does not expect to face a global military peer competitor within the next two decades.” Given that, the nation had “entered a period of ‘strategic pause,’” which would give the United States “an opportunity similar to the period between World War I and World War II” to explore “innovative warfighting concepts and capabilities.”


The “growth of space power,” Space Command added, “closely resembles air power's evolution during the first half of this century. Air power evolved from supporting warfighters (e.g., communications and reconnaissance), to air combat, and finally to strategically projecting force on the battlefield. Similarly, space power started out mainly as support (e.g., communications and surveillance) and may move toward space combat operations. Eventually, as it continues to mature, it may allow us to project force from space to Earth.”


That last phrase—“it may allow us to project force from space to Earth”—is intriguing. Chapter Six of the plan, titled “Global Engagement,” explains what it means: The United States could hold “a finite number of targets at risk anywhere, anytime with nearly instantaneous attack from space-based assets.”27


Indeed, space-based weapons would give the United States attack options that “offer reduced risk, increased speed, and short cycle times to counter some high-value targets that may threaten U.S. and allied forces and interests.” The meaning of “high value targets” is not always precise, but in Pentagon-speak it generally covers “leadership” (think of the many air-launched bunker-buster weapons expended in the futile attempts to kill Saddam Hussein and his top lieutenants in March and April 2003), command-and-control centers, key industries and services related to the war effort, and—of course—weapons of mass destruction.


Unlike nuclear weapons, said the Long Range Plan, space-based precision weapons could “neutralize threats without widespread destruction.” Among the “evolving concepts” for these weapons, the plan said, were “common aero vehicles” that could be inserted into orbit and later reenter the atmosphere and head for their targets at hypersonic speeds, as well as the old standby, lasers, which would do their work at the speed of light.


As for the “threat,” the plan's authors peered into their crystal ball and everywhere saw darkness. Losing the use of space in a future conflict, they said, would be “intolerable.” Space-based systems and products “will increase our enemies’ potency and level the military playing field.”




The explosive commercial development of space capabilities will make space products accessible to any organization with resources. The blending of military and civilian systems complicates our ability to distinguish when an enemy is gaining advantage from space systems…


Technological advances also provide unparalleled capability and access to potential adversaries. For example, higher bandwidths, better imagery resolution (less than one meter), and the sheer number of payloads in space will act as combat multipliers. An adversary's ability to command and control forces will gain much from dynamic, global, communication networks…. Anyone with Internet access will get highly accurate imagery almost instantly. Satellites for navigation are proliferating and adversaries will use them to enable precise military operations.28


Space Command would ensure that this dark vision of how an enemy might someday “level the military playing field” would never come to pass. Space Command would develop the capability to control space in a time of conflict, mostly with ground-based and space-based antisatellite weapons. That would require systematic effort and heavy investment; it would be neither easy nor cheap. But it would be necessary. By 2020, the United States would have a “robust and wholly integrated suite of capabilities in space and on the ground”—it would achieve “dominance of space.”


In fairness to Space Command, the authors of the Long Range Plan inserted a disclaimer at the beginning of the “Global Engagement” chapter: “At present, the notion of weapons in space is not consistent with U.S. national policy. Planning for this possibility is the purpose of this plan should our civilian leadership later decide that the application of force from space is in our national interest.” (Emphasis in the original.)


The United States has not yet publicly chosen to pursue a full-blown Pax Americana policy in which a comprehensive space-dominance capability would be a central feature. Despite a relentless beating of the drums by space warriors since the late 1950s, presidents, with the exception of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush, have demonstrated considerable restraint regarding national security space.29 That de facto policy of restraint is under assault today, particularly under cover of the national missile defense program.




In late 2002, U.S. Space Command was folded into Strategic Command, the nation's global-strike unit and the lineal descendant of the Cold War-era Strategic Air Command. U.S. Space Command's sister organization, Air Force Space Command, took the point position regarding the development of space-dominance theory and doctrine. Air Force Space Command issued its Strategic Master Plan FY06 and Beyond in October 2003. In it, Air Force Space Command amplified earlier project-force-from-space language: “Non-nuclear prompt global strike from and through space can transform the warfighter's role in the future. Most notably, a non-nuclear strike capability, possibly in the form of a Common Aero Vehicle (CAV) launched by a ballistic missile, air launch system, or a SOV [Space Operations Vehicle], could provide the President and the Secretary of Defense with a range of space power options. These options are for deterrence and flexible response when time is absolutely critical, risks associated with other options are too high, or when no other courses of action are available.”30 (Italics added.)


A GRAND SCENE AND DESIGN


Today's space warriors, like their godfather, one-time Air Force Chief of Staff Thomas Dresser White, believe the capability to control space should be the goal of the United States, if not of all Americans. That vision is uniquely in tune with twenty-first century American triumphalism, the dominant leitmotif in American foreign policy since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Triumphalists believe that America's values, perhaps divinely inspired, ought to be the world's values. Triumphalists are not shy about proclaiming the United States as the global hegemon.


Are space warriors right when they say the United States must unilaterally develop and deploy the capability to control space to defend America and its vital interests? Everett C. Dolman, a professor at Air University's School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, a clout-heavy institution, is among the most thoughtful and articulate of space-warrior theorists. He insists that U.S. control of space would place “as guardian of space the most benign state that has ever attempted hegemony over the greater part of the world.” It would be a bold and decisive step, and “at least from the hegemon's point of view, morally just.”31


Or are liberal internationalists (like me) on track in suggesting that America and its vital interests would be better served if the United States took the lead in developing a new, tougher, and more comprehensive space treaty that would decisively prevent any nation from developing a capability to militarily dominate space?


Unilateral space dominance would be viewed by many nations as an exercise in imperial arrogance. If we go down that road, it might well trigger a new and costly cold war, most likely with China. In contrast, the treaty route can potentially deter any nation, including the United States, from testing and deploying the dangerous hardware necessary for space dominance.
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	Full Spectrum Dominance








Colonel John R. Boyd, a retired Air Force fighter pilot and Pentagon consultant, died of cancer on March 9, 1997 at seventy years age. Shortly after Boyd's death, Charles Krulak, commandant of the Marine Corps, described him as “a towering intellect who made unsurpassed contributions to the American art of war” and “one of the central architects in the reform of military thought.” Thousands of officers in all the services, said Krulak, “knew John Boyd by his work on what was to be known as the Boyd Cycle or the OODA loop.”1


High praise. Who was this obscure Air Force officer who never made it to the top ranks of the Air Force but who is now said to have made “unsurpassed contributions to the American art of war”? What possessed James Fallows, then editor of U.S. News & World Report and a savvy observer of military affairs, to assert that Boyd's “ideas about weapons, leadership, and the very purpose of national security” changed the modern military? What compelled Charles Grassley, a Republican senator from Iowa, to call Boyd “the leader of the military reform movement,” a man who “always set the example of excellence—both morally and professionally”?


And…what is an OODA loop?


Boyd was a self-educated super-achiever, a voracious reader of history and philosophy, and an original military thinker. He didn't crave fame or money; he lived simply. His passion was to do whatever he could to give the United States an edge in any future conflict. By the mid-1970s, Boyd had come up with critical design innovations that made the F-15, the F-16, and the F/A-18 the best fighter planes in the world. Meanwhile, he wrote the book—literally—on fighter-plane tactics: New Conception for Air-to-Air Combat. Then he began reinventing the American way of war.




Boyd reflected on the long-ago air battles of the Korean War. He had flown the F-86 Sabre during the latter months of the war; the other side flew Soviet-made MiG-15s. In many ways, the MiG-15 was a superior machine; it could out-turn and out-climb the F-86, which would seem to make it a pretty lethal tool. And yet, American pilots enjoyed a “kill ratio” of about ten to one. Why? For decades the Air Force insisted the reason was “better training.”


Boyd had no quarrel with the idea that American pilots had a training edge over their North Korean, Chinese, and Soviet counterparts. (Soviet pilots were heavily engaged in the war, a fact that neither Josef Stalin nor President Harry Truman publicized for fear that it would make a bad situation worse.) But how, Boyd asked, could American pilots have a ten to one advantage over their adversaries? Could superior training alone account for that? He eventually concluded that something more profound was also at work.


Although the MiG-15 was arguably the better airplane, the F-86 had a couple of advantages. The American craft had a more generous bubble canopy than the MiG. That meant U.S. pilots could see the airspace around them more easily than could MiG-15 pilots. In an aerial dogfight, that was vital. In today's Air Force terminology, dedicated as it is to making even simple ideas sound arcane, American pilots had greater “situational awareness.”


More important, the F-86 had a fully powered hydraulic flight-control system; in contrast, the MiG-15 had a mechanical system with a hydraulic boost. An F-86 pilot could move the control stick with one finger; the MiG-15 pilot had to work up a muscle sweat to rapidly change direction. That enabled the F-86 pilot to flip from maneuver to maneuver more easily and more quickly.


Boyd's insight eventually led to his OODA loop theory: A pilot in a dogfight who could Observe, Orient, Decide, and Act more quickly than the enemy, thus disrupting the enemy's decision cycle, was more likely to win the battle. Boyd took that idea and turned it into meta-theory that applied to all combat—whether in the air, at sea, or on the ground.


FAST-BREAK WARFARE


Confusing the enemy is old stuff. War is not all guns and guts. It is also a mind game. A successful commander tries to get inside the head of his enemy and work on his mind. As China's Sun-tzu put it nearly 2,500 years ago:




Warfare is the art of deceit. Therefore, when able, seem to be unable; when ready, seem unready; when nearby, seem far away; and when far away, seem near. If the enemy seeks some advantage, entice him with it. If he is in disorder, attack him and take him. If he is formidable, prepare against him. If he is strong, evade him. If he is incensed, provoke him. If he is humble, encourage his arrogance. If he is rested, wear him down. If he is internally harmonious, sow divisiveness in his ranks. Attack where he is not prepared; go by way of places where it would never occur to him you would go.2


Boyd admired Sun-tzu and adapted many of his insights to late twentieth-century warfare. Boyd believed that victory awaited the side that could disrupt the enemy's decision cycle so rapidly and intensely and unpredictably as to drive the enemy crazy, making him incapable of coping with the onslaught. The enemy should be enmeshed “in an amorphous, menacing, and unpredictable world of uncertainty, doubt, mistrust, confusion, disorder, fear, panic, chaos” so daunting that there would be no way out. The result would be mental paralysis and defeat.3


Speed was important, but it was not the main thing. Boyd biographer Robert Coram writes that the “key thing to understand…is not the mechanical cycle itself, but rather the need to execute the cycle in such fashion as to get inside the mind and decision cycle of the adversary. This means the adversary is dealing with outdated or irrelevant information and thus becomes confused and disoriented and can't function.”4 Although many of his ideas are widely accepted today in America's armed forces, Boyd is seldom credited. He was too extreme, too uncompromising, too obsessive, too coarse, too unkempt, too mercurial, too abrasive—qualities that did not endear him to the power structure. Coram recounts an incident in which Boyd, then a lieutenant colonel who liked to tell the high brass precisely why they were wrong, accosted a general in a Pentagon corridor and began an intense conversation about one of Boyd's favorite projects.


Boyd was smoking a cigar and waving his arms and jabbing his finger. The general grew bored and turned and began edging away just as Boyd reached out to emphasize a point. The cigar burned a hole in the general's tie. For a moment those passing by froze as they stared at the tableau of an astonished general looking down at the hole in his tie. The hole smoldered on the edges and grew larger and larger and smoke rose around the general's face. He slapped out the burning tie, then spun and walked away. Boyd did not know the reason for the general's abrupt departure until someone said, “Damn, John, you just set the general's tie on fire.”5


Boyd was not the only military strategist and tactician who was thinking about how best to exploit America's advantage in a new information-rich, high-tech, fast-moving way of war. Boyd had plenty of company. By the Gulf War in 1991, it was clear to nearly everyone that the American way of war had moved away from the force-on-force attrition style of warfare to a fast-break way of fighting in which U.S. forces were always a step or two or three ahead of the enemy.


In basketball, an expert fast-break team will almost always beat a slower and more methodical team—if it can sustain its tempo while its players remain fully in touch with one another, no matter how fast the pace. In the military sphere, there is only one world-class fast-break team; and no other team on the planet is capable of slowing it down, at least in a conventional war. (Urban or guerrilla war, in which much of America's high-tech advantage is lost, is an altogether different matter.)


Boyd's theory of fast-break OODA-loop war—whether adopted and refined by others or arrived at independently—dominates today's strategic and tactical thinking in the Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marines. A great variety of space assets—satellites—play the pivotal role in a new “netcentric” way of ground, air, and sea warfare. Without them, America's Boyd-style way of war would not be possible.6


About two months before the March 2003 Anglo-American invasion of Iraq, the Pentagon began leaking to the press that Iraq would face an unprecedented “shock and awe” campaign if Saddam Hussein did not see the light. A few days later, think-tank expert Harlan K. Ullman, the man most closely identified with the development of the post-Boyd shock-and-awe concept, said in an interview with the Christian Science Monitor that the war would likely begin with “simultaneous attacks of hundreds of warheads, maybe thousands, so that very suddenly the Iraqi senior leadership, or much of it, will be eviscerated.” The aim would be to “make the situation look virtually hopeless for Saddam Hussein and the leadership.”7


The origins of the phrase can be found in Shock & Awe: Achieving Rapid Dominance, a slim study-group volume published in October 1996 by the Directorate of Advanced Concepts, Technologies, and Information Strategies at National Defense University.8 Ullman, a major player at the Center for Strategic & International Studies in Washington, was the principal author. The main objective of rapid dominance, the study said, was to impose an


…overwhelming level of Shock and Awe against an adversary on an immediate or sufficiently timely basis to paralyze its will to carry on.


In crude terms, Rapid Dominance would seize control of the environment and paralyze or so overload an adversary's perceptions and understanding of events that the enemy would be incapable of resistance at tactical and strategic levels. An adversary would be rendered totally impotent and vulnerable to our actions….


Theoretically, the magnitude of Shock and Awe Rapid Dominance seeks to impose (in extreme cases) the non-nuclear equivalent of the impact that the atomic weapons dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki had on the Japanese. The Japanese were prepared for suicidal resistance until both nuclear bombs were used. The impact of those weapons was sufficient to transform both the mindset of the average Japanese citizen and the outlook of the leadership through this condition of Shock and Awe. The Japanese simply could not comprehend the destructive power carried by a single airplane. This incomprehension produced a state of awe.9


The study—in many ways, an elaboration of Boyd's concepts—was well received at high levels in the American military in the late 1990s. It also found favor with a quartet of unusually influential civilians: Harold Brown, Frank C. Carlucci, James R. Schlesinger, and Donald Rumsfeld, all former secretaries of defense. In October 1999, the men, hardliners all, sent a letter to Secretary of Defense William S. Cohen, who had acquired a reputation, perhaps unfairly, for being a bit of a softy. “We are writing to you,” they said, “in support and endorsement of the concept of rapid dominance.”10


Rumsfeld remained enamored of the rapid dominance concept. In Plan of Attack, reporter Bob Woodward wrote of the moment when Rumsfeld, by then secretary of defense, introduced President George W. Bush to the shock-and-awe concept during preparations for the invasion of Iraq: “The president chuckled a little bit. ‘Shock and awe,’ he noted, was a catchy notion. Was it a gimmick? he wondered.”11




It was no gimmick. Despite the inflammatory Hiroshima-and-Nagasaki rhetoric, Shock & Awe focused on precision attacks against military and militarily important targets rather than civilian-oriented targets. The pace, the precision, and the overwhelming number of attacks were to create panic and confusion, not massive, indiscriminate destruction. America's space assets make shock and awe possible.


THE TIN EAR SYNDROME


Shock and awe as well as the rhetoric of the space-warrior community is embedded in a wider context summed up in the Defense Department's phrase “full spectrum dominance,” a fast-break style of warfare first widely advertised by the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Joint Vision 2010, issued in 1996. “The label full spectrum dominance,” says a follow-up document, Joint Vision 2020, published in June 2000, “implies that U.S. forces are able to conduct prompt, sustained, and synchronized operations with combinations of forces tailored to specific situations and with access to and freedom to operate in all domains—land, sea, air, space, and information. Additionally, given the global nature of our interests and obligations, the United States must maintain its overseas presence and the ability to rapidly project power worldwide in order to achieve full spectrum dominance.”12 (Italics added.)


The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, issued by the Bush White House in September 2002 (and reaffirmed and refined in 2006) endorsed full spectrum dominance. It declared that the United States must remain so militarily powerful that no nation would ever again challenge it.13


There may not be much wrong with that—if U.S. military dominance could always be moderated by presidential caution, realism, a commitment to a high degree of multilateralism, and a reasonable degree of humility in the conduct of foreign policy. The world does not need another Cold War–style arms race in which global civilization might be destroyed in a matter of hours if matters get seriously out of hand. The knowledge in world capitals that the United States has—and will retain—a capacity for full spectrum dominance in any conventional conflict may indeed short-circuit any such arms race, just as the National Security Strategy suggests. But the words themselves, “full spectrum dominance,” are a near-perfect example of the tin ear syndrome that infects bureaucracies everywhere. What were they thinking when they came up with such a menacing phrase?




The uniformed military interprets full spectrum dominance in relatively narrow battlefield terms: If U.S. military forces are called upon to fight, they must be so well prepared with doctrine, training, and hardware that they can prevail quickly and efficiently. That's reasonable. Short, decisive wars are generally better than long wars. There's less time to spill blood and treasure. But a lot of people around the world, particularly those who already mistrust America for a variety of reasons, are inclined to interpret full spectrum dominance differently. Their reasoning is straightforward. The United States is the richest and most powerful nation in the history of the world and, in its foreign policy, possibly the most arrogant.


That the United States suffers from arrogance is not jaw-dropping news. Every rich and powerful state in recorded history has suffered from arrogance. Thrived on it. Think ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, Persia, Periclean Athens, Imperial Rome. Or consider Britain, on whose empire the “sun never set”; or Nazi Germany, which in living memory sought to conquer all of Europe; or France, which believed that its beloved army and its impregnable Maginot Line were sufficient to tame Hitler's ambitions; or the Soviet Union, which was persuaded that it represented the endpoint of human history. If America is arrogant, as it assuredly is, it is breaking no new ground.


And yet, many of today's critics combine the adjectives “rich,” “powerful,” and “arrogant” with the uniquely American phrase “full spectrum dominance” and conclude that the United States is an imperial power determined to run the world.


CONTROLLING THE “GREAT COMMONS”


If the Defense Department had a slogan, it would be, “You ain't seen nothin’ yet.” One of the key operational concepts of the technology-driven revolution in military affairs is the development of “network-centric warfare” in which all military units, from individual soldiers (“land warriors,” the Defense Department sometimes calls them) to field commanders to Pentagon chieftains would have instant access to all militarily significant information, allowing officers and enlisted troops at every level to adapt to changing battlefield conditions with fast-break speed.


We saw a bit of that during the first shock-and-awe weeks of Gulf War II in March 2003, in which Iraq's conventional forces were hopelessly outma-neuvered and paralyzed. Space assets played a principal role. Nonetheless, say the folks at the Pentagon, U.S. forces are still in the early stages of refining the techniques of space-dependent, information-rich war, in which a precision attack by a small unit can replace massed attacks by larger units.


The Holy Grail is something planners call the “global information grid,” or GIG. At the center of the grid would be a constellation of “transformational” communications satellites—which do not yet exist—that would tie into a host of ultra high-tech subsystems, most of which also do not exist. In theory, land, sea, and air forces would be linked together by a “global space internet” that would enable small combat units and even individual soldiers to download all the information they need to win whatever skirmish or battle they might be involved in.


On a moonless night, for instance, a two-man ground patrol would be able to “see” everything around them—not with night-vision goggles, but with “heads-up” digital images displayed on shields attached to their helmets. The images would be generated by unmanned aerial vehicles loitering overhead as well as by new-generation observation satellites, including space-based radar that could penetrate darkness and clouds and smoke.


If the “warfighters” should “see” a couple of enemy tanks on their displays, they could destroy them without firing a shot or exposing themselves to enemy fire. They would simply call in artillery shells from guns stationed miles away. Only two rounds would be needed, one for each tank, because each round would be “smart”—that is, it would be guided directly to its target by Global Positioning System satellites.14


Fantasy? Who knows? Many of the keenest proponents of military transformation—and that includes a lot of space warriors—tend to be True Believers in the digital battlefield. For them, the global information grid is just around the corner. But in the real world of contending priorities and cost overruns, the development of space-dependent “future soldier” systems, including the grid, is proving far more difficult and more costly than expected. Will transformational communications satellites and the global information grid ever become realities? Possibly, barring a long-term downturn in the U.S. economy. American ingenuity in all things military is extraordinary.


The Bush administration assigned a high priority to military transformation with a heavy emphasis on new space hardware, and even a Democratic administration would likely retain that high priority, albeit with different emphases. Neither party wants to be soft on defense, and enhanced space capabilities are at the heart of the transformation effort. In Senate testimony in March 2004, Arthur K. Cebrowski, then director of the Defense Department's Force Transformation Office, spoke glowingly of America's space superiority, and then continued:


From all indications our space forces are providing us with an asymmetric advantage that no adversary currently enjoys. Although that is clearly true, evidence suggests that our space supremacy is not guaranteed. An adversary might turn our asymmetric advantage into an asymmetric vulnerability if we cannot maintain space supremacy…


Alfred Thayer Mahan, a prominent naval historian and strategist, described the oceans as a Great Common. Today, space and cyberspace must be added to the list of commons that must be controlled. One of the recognized barriers to becoming a hegemonic power is the ability to operate and control the commons. Therefore, we can expect nations with hegemonic aspirations to try to erode our ability to operate effectively in the commons and to achieve the ability to control the commons for their own use.15


In other words, the United States must become a hegemonic power in space because other nations, which have their own “hegemonic aspirations,” will try to prevent it from doing so. Call it “magical circularity.”


Even if the United States remains far ahead of everyone else in its military-space capabilities, Cebrowski argued, it must not succumb to complacency. As the “sole superpower,” it must “compete with itself to avoid stagnation.” That last bit is worth pondering. Is it sound advice for a nation to “compete with itself” in building military capabilities? It might seem rational to some; to others, it suggests a straight-arrow highway to national bankruptcy.


Cebrowski's allusion to Alfred Thayer Mahan in his testimony was intriguing. Mahan was more than just a “prominent naval historian and strategist.” In the 1890s, he was widely recognized as the Western world's premier naval strategist and one of the nation's most influential imperialists—a mentor to Theodore Roosevelt. In his most important work, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History 1660–1783, Mahan wrote: “It is not the taking of individual ships or convoys, be they few or many, that strikes down the money power of a nation; it is the possession of that overbearing power on the sea which drives the enemy's flag from it, or allows it to appear only as a fugitive; and which, by controlling the great common, closes the highways by which commerce moves to and from the enemy's shores.”16


At the turn of the twentieth century, Mahan saw command of the seas as the key to achieving global power. A century later, space warriors universally assert that control of space is the door to global military dominance during a time of conflict. Mahan, a man of the nineteenth century, is studied by today's space warriors.


AN “UNDISCOVERD COUNTRY”


Despite all this heavy-duty space-warrior rhetoric, there is not yet a consensus regarding space in national security circles. The pros and cons of space control and weapons in space are debated regularly within the higher ranks of the Air Force, in the Pentagon, and at national security–oriented think tanks. Arguments over control of space range from leave-well-enough-alone conservatism to unapologetic let's-take-over-space-now radicalism. Twilight War focuses on the let's-do-it-now end of the spectrum because the notion of space control has gained substantial momentum since the end of the Cold War.


Space warriors say that land, sea, and air have long seen conflict. By analogy, they predict that conflict in space is inevitable. Given that, the United States must prepare for it now by developing the means to take control of space when that day comes. It must be the firstest with the mostest. If it isn't, Americans may someday face—in the words of Donald Rumsfeld's Space Commission—a “space Pearl Harbor.”


That is a deceptive analogy. Allusions to Pearl Harbor—an event regularly cited by space warriors—trigger potent images for Americans, visions of a sleepy Sunday morning turned into a nightmare of roaring aircraft and staccato gunfire, of exploding bombs and torpedoes, of roiling smoke and foundering ships, of mass death in a fire-flooded bay. It also brings to mind a nation that was woefully unprepared for global war despite desperate attempts by the Roosevelt administration to get the country into some sort of fighting trim. But the Pearl Harbor analogy is little more than a dramatic device.


The December 7, 1941 attack was a swaggering wager by an arrogant and highly militarized government. Japan assumed that the United States, once its Pacific fleet was crippled, would work out a negotiated settlement that would fall far short of all-out war with a powerful seafaring nation five thousand miles distant. The United States had no close Asian ties, Tokyo noted. Why should America fight? Why should American men die to shield Asians from Japanese control when for two years Americans had refused to fight for their British cousins, their blood and cultural kin?


Japanese leaders were desperately ignorant of American history and the American character and they lost their bet, thus bringing destruction upon their homeland. Would any national leader make that kind of irrational bet today? Or tomorrow? The United States was militarily weak in 1941, although its potential power was enormous. Today, the United States is universally acknowledged as the world's hyperpower. It has no “peer competitor,” a fact the Defense Department acknowledges. The United States has the means and the will to fight effectively with new generations of conventional weapons as well as a vast assortment of nuclear weapons, should it come to that.


What twenty-first-century leader would risk his nation's survival on a spin of the old, creaky, surprise-attack wheel of fortune? Any nation wishing to launch a Pearl Harbor–style attack on U.S. space assets would first have to conduct tests—many tests—in space. U.S. observation satellites and ground stations would detect these tests. Would anyone really believe that the United States would fail to respond decisively to such a provocation?


The United States does not lack for enemies. But tigers do not attack healthy bull elephants. It is difficult to imagine that any nation would directly challenge the United States in space. Could a nation secretly mount a program capable of taking out a few U.S. satellites? Possibly. Could a nation secretly develop the capability to eliminate enough U.S. satellites to radically tip the balance of power in a surprise attack? Not likely. The question proposes a suicidal scenario as unreal as anything the old bolt-from-the-blue crowd dreamed up during the Cold War.


“Purposeful interference with U.S. space systems,” says a Department of Defense Directive issued in 1999, “will be viewed as an infringement on our sovereign rights. The U.S. may take all appropriate self-defense measures, including, if directed by the National Command Authorities, the use of force, to respond to such an infringement on our rights.”17


The meaning of “appropriate self-defense measures” is ambiguous. But again, what national leader would bet his life and the life of his state against a nation with an annual defense budget of $500 billion a year, thousands of nuclear weapons, and conventional weapons of such precision they can reliably strike targets as small as a house from twenty thousand feet?


America's space warriors see things differently. To them, the superiority of the U.S. military during these post–Cold War years offers an opportunity of another kind. The United States must use these years of “strategic pause” to preemptively develop a comprehensive and demonstrated capability to control space—and to get on with the deployment of weapons in space.


Official rhetoric regarding space control and weapons in space is often stilted, guarded, and bureaucratic, but the meaning is plain. Consider this observation offered in October 2002 by Lance Lord, who then headed Air Force Space Command:


Our [Air Force Space Command] strategy will enable us to transform space power to provide our Nation with diverse options to globally apply force in, from, and through space with modern ICBMs, offensive counter space, and new conventional prompt global strike capabilities…. As Guardians of the High Frontier, Air Force Space Command has the vision and the people to ensure the United States achieves Space Superiority today and in the future.18


The words of General Lord and even those of the Space Commission report pale when compared to the dreams of some of the most ardent space warriors, men such as Everett C. Dolman, mentioned in the previous chapter. Dolman argues in Astropolitik: Classical Geopolitics in the Space Age that the United States should “endeavor at once to seize military control of low-Earth orbit.” Only America, he says, can be trusted to regulate space for the benefit of all:


If any one state should dominate space, it ought to be one with a constitutive political principle that government should be responsible and responsive to its people, tolerant and accepting of their views, and willing to extend legal and political equality to all. In other words, the United States should seize control of outer space and become the shepherd (or perhaps watchdog) for all who would venture there, for if any one state must do so, it is the most likely to establish a benign hegemony.19 (Italics added.)


Dolman is no right-wing zealot. His arguments are sophisticated and coherent. He is receptive to contrary ideas, not contemptuous of them. He believes that American control of space, once the people of the world became accustomed to it, would bring enormous benefits to humankind.


Professor Dolman has a following but he does not run the show. He is an academic theorist, not a policymaker. Over the past forty-plus years, national security space issues have been handled with a good deal of common sense and wisdom. The sky is not yet falling. The United States has long used space for military purposes, including the deployment of satellites that permit U.S. land, sea, and air forces to fight more efficiently. Space is not a pristine sanctuary but neither is it weaponized. The largely internecine debate over whether the United States should attempt to achieve military dominance of space continues.


Nonetheless, since the end of the Cold War, the United States has been lurching, albeit uncertainly, in the direction of space control and perhaps the weaponization of space—full spectrum dominance applied to space. If the trend continues, America would enter an “undiscover'd country” more profoundly treacherous than anything Hamlet ever dreamt of.


VELVET GLOVE, STEEL FIST


America's space warriors argue that a unilateral decision to deploy a comprehensive space-control system and to place weapons in space involves nothing more sinister than building a navy to control the seas or an air service to command the air. But that analogy is off the mark. U.S. air and sea power, while overwhelming, cannot be deployed everywhere all of the time, even during war. In contrast, space weapons, if they are developed and deployed, would be an always thing. Swords of Damocles orbiting overhead seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day, in times of peace and war.


Even “responsive launch weapons”—“pop-ups,” as space warriors ingenuously call them, designed to be deployed in orbit only in times of high tension or actual conflict—would be seen by others as an ever-present threat. On a city street, a man with a gun is usually regarded as potentially dangerous, whether the weapon is in his hand or tucked into his jacket pocket. Similarly, any nation that has tested and deployed a capability to insert weapons into space, even temporarily or only “when needed,” would be scary to nations lacking that capability.


Not so, say space warriors. U.S. space-power plans should not alarm anyone because U.S. intentions are “non-aggressive.” The assumption that other nations would be comfortable with that formulation is bizarre. What major state would be willing to subject its national fortunes to changing U.S. whims and geopolitical aims?


In assessing the threat posed by existing or potential rivals, national leaders throughout the world are more interested in capabilities, demonstrated or presumed, than in intentions. Capabilities are thought to be roughly measurable. In contrast, divining the intentions of another nation's leaders is a speculative art that often can be futile. Intentions can change as quickly as governments; capabilities have a modest degree of permanence.


In the world in which we live, saints seldom wind up as presidents or prime ministers and certainly not as dictators. “The sad fact is that international politics has always been a ruthless and dangerous business,” says political-science realist John J. Mearsheimer, “and it is likely to remain that way. Although the intensity of their competition waxes and wanes, great powers fear each other and always compete with each other for power.”20 That, says Mearsheimer, is the “tragedy of great power politics.”


Like most nations, the United States has always attempted to assess the intentions of other nations while focusing keenly on their actual capabilities. In the last century, Franklin D. Roosevelt tracked Japanese military expansion in the western Pacific in the 1930s as well as the rearmament of Germany. Both nations were building industrial and military capabilities that could eventually imperil the United States.


In response to that presumed threat, Roosevelt acted as forcefully as he could in a domestic climate of non-involvement to prepare the country for war. The research program that would lead to the creation of the atomic bomb was well under way, with FDR's blessing, before Pearl Harbor. (At a key meeting on Saturday, December 6, 1941 at the Cosmos Club in Washington, Arthur Holly Compton of the University of Chicago argued that plutonium would be a “worthy competitor” to highly enriched uranium to form the bomb's explosive core.)21


After the war, the Truman administration devised the Marshall Plan, in part because the administration feared the Soviet Union had, or might soon have, the military capability to take over a war-ravaged and demoralized Western Europe. An economically vigorous and future-oriented Western Europe would resist Soviet expansion.


Although President Eisenhower tried endlessly to divine the intentions of Soviet leaders, he put U-2 spy planes into the air and ordered that spy satellites be developed to gather hard evidence of actual Soviet bomber and missile capabilities.


A few years later, the United States almost went to war during the Cuban missile crisis, not because President Kennedy believed the Soviet Union would wantonly attack the United States with nuclear-tipped missiles based in Cuba, but because the Soviet Union was developing a capability in Cuba that could limit U.S. freedom of action in the brutal Cold War chess game.


Later still, the Carter-Reagan arms buildup in the 1980s was inspired by the fear among U.S. hardliners that the balance of power was shifting and the Soviet Union might develop superior missile capabilities that could tempt it to launch a “disarming first strike.” Ronald Reagan resurrected the Russian proverb, “Trust, but verify” in his later pursuit of arms control. Soviet expressions of good intentions were welcome, Reagan said, but the United States needed technical means to assess actual Soviet capabilities.


Since the end of the Cold War, many American strategists have pointed to China as the next major threat, partly because China is developing more sophisticated long-range ballistic missiles. Fear of its future capabilities is an important driver in the current U.S. missile defense program. Ironically, China is modernizing its nuclear forces in part because it has believed since September 1967 that a “limited” U.S. missile defense system would be designed to negate China's minuscule and antiquated deterrent force—not an altogether unreasonable belief. In 1967, Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara described a proposed limited missile-defense system as Chinese rather than Soviet oriented.22


For the last four decades of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, high-level space warriors have regularly asserted that the United States must preemptively develop the capability to control space because if it fails to do so, America will be doomed to a vulnerable second-class status.


All major powers value their own sovereignty and the freedom to act in defense of their vital national interests. They do not like to be at the mercy of another state, particularly a nation that, like the United States, has repeatedly demonstrated technological wizardry and amazing capabilities in warfighting. To U.S. space warriors, a demonstrated capability to dominate space seems sensible and necessary. But to other nations, such a capability may suggest a velvet-glove hegemony that could one day turn to steel-fisted imperialism.




Any nation with a comprehensive and demonstrated space-dominance capability would be able, by definition, to deny access to space to another nation at any time, not just during a time of conflict.


INVESTIGATOR, PROSECUTOR, JUDGE, JURY, AND EXECUTIONER


In August 2002, I spoke at an international arms control meeting in Italy. During the question-and-answer session, a British scholar suggested that he did not like some portions of my presentation; he thought I had defended the modern U.S. military rather too vigorously, especially in regard to my comments suggesting that America's new way of precision war—as demonstrated in the skies over Yugoslavia and, later, in Afghanistan—had certain positive values, such as sparing the lives of civilians. He accused U.S. forces of not fighting “fair.” Americans, he said, fought with high-tech weapons, inflicting enormous casualties on the other side's forces while sustaining few casualties on their side. It just wasn't right.


I responded by saying that if a nation is called upon to fight, the idea is to get the thing over with quickly within the bounds of international law and the generally accepted rules of war, not to send one's own young men into a meat grinder in the interest of someone's sense of fairness. That was the meaning—and the virtue—of full spectrum dominance. The Brit didn't buy that.


And yet, my British colleague had a point. In later conversations, he made it clear he believed that a circular process was under way. America's high-tech military capabilities were not, in themselves, a bad thing. But the widening gap between the United States and all other nations in military capabilities was contributing to a growing arrogance among civilian policymakers regarding the conduct of foreign policy. In turn, increased arrogance at the highest policymaking levels reinforced the determination of decision-makers to use military force more often, more unilaterally, and more imperially. Even as we spoke, my British colleague asked, was not the United States planning to invade Iraq?


Shortly after that meeting, the new National Security Strategy of the United States was issued in September 2002 by the administration of George W. Bush. It was an extraordinary expression of American triumphalism. In his cover letter, President Bush asserted,
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