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Introduction

President Trump’s January 27, 2025 Executive Order, The Iron Dome for America, calls for a
versatile U.S. missile defense system to protect America’s citizens, territory, infrastructure, and
military forces against all opponents” “ballistic, hypersonic, and cruise missiles, and other
advanced aerial attacks.”? It also calls for the examination of cooperation with allies to protect
their territories, populations and military forces. This is a sweeping directive for the defense
of the United States the likes of which have not been seen since Ronald Reagan’s 1983 Strategic
Defense Initiative. That research and development program ultimately led to the rudimentary
U.S. homeland defense system now deployed to protect against North Korea’s long-range
ballistic missiles, but not against Russian or Chinese missiles.

The goal of defending American citizens, infrastructure and nuclear forces may seem self-
evidently sensible. That, however, is a naive view given long-standing U.S. missile defense
policy. Since 1976, no Republican or Democratic administration has deployed missile defenses
to ease or even challenge the condition of homeland vulnerability to Russian or Chinese
strategic missiles. Americans typically react to this harsh reality with shocked disbelief;2 why
else should U.S. taxpayers spend hundreds of billions of dollars on defense every year if not—
at a minimum — to protect the country from attack?
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Washington’s archaic policy against deploying anything beyond a minimalist homeland
defense against North Korean missiles is dangerous given the looming nuclear threats of a
Russian, Chinese, and North Korean “axis of upheaval” that has the clear goal of overthrowing
the liberal world order, by force if necessary. Russia has explicitly lowered its threshold for
using nuclear weapons and frequently issues coercive nuclear threats; China’s leadership has
identified 2027 as a possible timeline for taking Taiwan,® and has not ruled out the use of
nuclear weapons to do so, if necessary. Both have been engaged in an extensive expansion of
their nuclear forces for well over a decade.

Republican and Democratic administrations foolishly expected the post-Cold War
international system to be a cooperative “new world order,”4 governed by a near-universal
liberal enlightenment. To the dismay of Western capitals, Russia, China, and North Korea (and
Iran) instead see themselves at war with the United States because it is the impediment to their
common goal. Washington and the West are only now awakening to the harsh reality of this
war.

An American homeland defense against all opponents” missiles, now labeled “Golden
Dome” by the Trump Administration,’ is an urgent step Washington must take to strengthen
deterrence and, concurrently, to prepare for the possibility that deterrence will fail, i.e., both to
prevent war and prepare for the possibility of war.

Golden Dome and the Deterrence of War

As described by the Executive Order and Pentagon, Golden Dome will “progressively” protect
U.S. citizens, critical infrastructure and nuclear capabilities.® No one should expect Golden
Dome to emerge fully mature to defend against all opponents’ missiles. But moving
progressively to protect citizens, infrastructure and nuclear forces will help preserve the
credibility of U.S. deterrence strategies that must serve to keep the peace. The more effectively
the United States provides this protection, the more able it will be to deter war. How so?

First, a basic necessity for deterrence is that U.S. nuclear forces and infrastructure are able
to survive any nuclear first strike intended to destroy them; they must be able to pose an
enduring threat of retaliation. Golden Dome’s protection of U.S. nuclear forces and
infrastructure may become increasingly key for the fundamental requirement that U.S. forces
be survivable. As Russian and Chinese long-range nuclear missile capabilities continue to
expand, and Moscow and Beijing increasingly coordinate and cooperate, the potential nuclear
strike threat to eliminate U.S. retaliatory deterrence capabilities will become severe, and the
active defense of those U.S. capabilities may be essential for their survival and capacity to pose
a retaliatory threat.

More specifically, also necessary for deterrence is the U.S. capability to “tailor” deterrence
by holding at risk those particular assets that opponents value most.” Golden Dome’s potential
protection of U.S. ICBMs and nuclear infrastructure will help preserve the U.S. capability to
threaten the many hardened and underground military and political sites that likely constitute
the highest values of Russia’s, China’s and North Korea’s autocratic rulers—their “tools of
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power and control.”® The need for such a deterrent capability against Moscow was recognized
as far back as 1983 by the bipartisan President’s Commission on Strategic Forces. Its report
concluded that, for deterrence, the United States “...must be able to put at risk those types of
Soviet targets —including hardened ones such as military command bunkers and facilities,
missile silos, nuclear weapons and other storage, and the rest —which the Soviet leaders have
given every indication by their actions they value most and which constitute their tools of
power and control.”? This basic deterrence principle almost certainly applies to today’s
autocratic rulers. Golden Dome’s unique protection of the specific U.S. capabilities needed to
pose such a deterrent threat, and thereby tailor deterrence to contemporary autocratic foes, is
likely to become key to preventing great power war.

Second, Russian and Chinese regional “theories of victory” over U.S. allies and partners
include coercive nuclear threats to America intended to destroy the U.S. will to act in defense
of allies, and thus the credibility of U.S. deterrence commitments.l0 The priority goal is to
paralyze U.S. leaders with fear of Russian and/or Chinese nuclear escalation or, if necessary,
to destroy the U.S. military infrastructure needed for U.S. power projection abroad — either way
leaving U.S. allies without American support and highly vulnerable to defeat. The 1962 Cuban
Missile crisis and the contemporary war in Ukraine both demonstrate U.S. leaders’
understandable fear of nuclear escalation against U.S. territory,!! and the potential effectiveness
of opponents’ coercive nuclear threat strategies. U.S. leaders, Republican and Democrat, have
repeatedly expressed the fear of escalation as their reason for great caution with regard to
support for Ukraine. As Russia and China expand their cooperation “without limits,”
protecting U.S. citizens and military infrastructure against Russian and Chinese coercive
nuclear threats intended to destroy U.S. will and power projection capabilities will become
increasingly critical for the credibility of America’s extended deterrence “umbrella” for allies.

Russian and Chinese commentators have charged that America’s Golden Dome will upset
deterrence “stability” and must be rejected. However, the fact that both Moscow and Beijing
have long pursued their own missile defense shields and, in fact, that Russia has a long-
standing nuclear-armed national missile defense system, shows their criticism of Golden Dome
to be agitprop intended to stop an American defensive program that threatens to strengthen
U.S. deterrence capabilities against their respective theories of victory.

Golden Dome and Preparation for Conflict

Deterrence has long been the primary goal of U.S. nuclear policy and strategic forces. However,
the increasing potential for deterrence failure or irrelevance is likely given multiple, dedicated
opponents who are willing to risk military conflict, emphasize the role of nuclear weapons, and
have the common goal of overturning the existing global order. Nuclear escalation in a regional
conflict is perhaps most likely. This is an unprecedented threat context in which the United
States must prioritize both deterrence and the preparation for deterrence failure. In the event
of war, Golden Dome’s defense of citizens, infrastructure and nuclear forces could uniquely
save lives, reduce damage and contribute to the resiliency of U.S. military forces and
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operations. Deterrence must, of course, remain a priority goal; but the preparation to defend
in the event of war also must be a priority. Fortunately, the more capable U.S. defenses are in
the event of war, the more likely Washington will be able to deter war. There are no trade-offs
in this regard.

The Arguments Against Golden Dome

Critics of Golden Dome now repeat tired arguments against homeland missile defense that
date to the 1960s.12 These arguments are that: 1) mutual vulnerability to nuclear destruction is
necessary for “stable” deterrence, and thus Golden Dome’s protection must be rejected as
“destabilizing”; 2) missile defenses will not protect perfectly, and short of near perfection, they
are not worth the cost; and, 3) the deployment of Golden Dome will start an “action-reaction”
arms race, while rejecting homeland missile defense enables nuclear arms control.’> In short,
critics argue that Golden Dome would be imperfect, “destabilize” deterrence, and cause an
arms race, while the continuing absence of serious homeland defense is the basis for arms
control. These are the standard arguments rolled out once again to reach the desired conclusion
that continued vulnerability to Russian and Chinese nuclear missiles is preferable to missile
defenses.

These arguments have driven U.S. missile defense policy for decades. But for all their
repetition and policy influence, they were suspect during the Cold War and are demonstrably
bogus in the contemporary threat context. Each can be addressed in order.

First, as should be most obvious, American homeland vulnerability is not necessary for
deterrence. In fact, homeland vulnerability is detrimental to U.S. deterrence strategies. It is the
vulnerability of opponents to U.S. deterrence threats that enables U.S. deterrence strategies to be
effective, not U.S. vulnerability to opponents’ threats. Defending U.S. civilians, infrastructure
and nuclear forces will strengthen the credibility of those deterrence threats for the reasons
discussed above. The well-worn critique that U.S. homeland missile defense is somehow
detrimental to U.S. deterrence goals is logically incoherent, but that does not seem to
discourage critics from advancing it.

Second, Golden Dome need not protect perfectly to be of great value— perfection rarely
exists and is a contrived standard by which to criticize U.S. missile defense. Golden Dome’s
“progressive” protection of U.S. citizens, critical infrastructure and nuclear capabilities, even
though imperfect, will contribute to the credibility and capability of U.S. deterrence strategies.
And, in the event of war, less than perfect defenses could help limit damage to U.S. society,
particularly in the event of limited coercive nuclear attacks, and strengthen the resiliency of
U.S. nuclear and non-nuclear power-projection forces —thereby contributing to the forward
defense of allies and defeat of opponents.

Third, history demonstrates conclusively that the U.S. deployment of homeland missile
defenses does not preclude arms control, nor does the absence of U.S. missile defense somehow
reliably enable effective arms control. The 2002 Moscow Treaty with Russia imposed deep
nuclear reductions and was negotiated and implemented concurrently with the U.S. decisions
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to deploy homeland defenses for the first time in decades. And, the 1972 ABM Treaty, which
effectively precluded homeland missile defense and was rationalized as the basis for ending
further Soviet nuclear expansion, was immediately followed by an enormous increase in Soviet
nuclear forces —despite continuing U.S. arms control efforts. In fact, Soviet officials said that
the ABM Treaty was welcomed in Moscow because reduced spending on missile defense
enabled them to expand Soviet nuclear forces.’* Confident predictions to the contrary, the
absence of U.S. missile defense actually promoted an increase in Soviet offensive nuclear forces,
not arms control.

In short, it is clear from empirical evidence that U.S. homeland missile defense did not
preclude nuclear arms control in 2002, nor did its absence with the ABM Treaty enable effective
arms control. The aged arms control criticisms of missile defense, that Golden Dome will
preclude arms control, while its absence would reliably enable arms control, are fully
inconsistent with historical realities. Again, that historical fact does not discourage continued
claims that arms control and homeland missile defense are mutually exclusive.

Conclusion

In conclusion, every past or prospective deployment of strategic forces has pro and con
arguments. That is the nature of the subject. That said, in the looming, unprecedentedly
dangerous threat context, the need for Golden Dome’s homeland missile defense to strengthen
deterrence and prepare for possible conflict is overwhelming. In contrast, the aged arguments
against homeland missile defense, now replayed yet again against Golden Dome, are
demonstrably bogus or logically incoherent. Those arguments do not reflect thoughtful
analyses, but a long-standing political agenda opposed to U.S. missile defense. 1If, as seems
likely, U.S. technological innovation, in cooperation with allies, can make Golden Dome for the
American homeland and allied lands practicable, there should be no going back.
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