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CLARK MURDOCK:  Well, I’m hopeful that the intense conversation during the 

intermission reflected excitement over the first panel rather than a desire to postpone the 
beginning of the second panel.  

 
Our second panel is going to be on missions and capabilities.  I just want to repeat one 

thing from – two things, actually, from the first panel.  We did have a discussion of some sense 
that missions and capabilities are the flip sides of the same issue.  Capabilities perform missions.  
Missions need capabilities.  And this time we’re asking for people to think about priorities in 
terms of both missions and the capabilities to perform those missions. 

 
I quote from one of our later speakers, Gordon Adams, who has made the point that 

essentially the financial discipline, budget discipline is mission discipline.  It’s deciding what 
you’re going to do and what you’re not going to do.   

 
We have three speakers today who have long histories of being involved in these issues.  

Max Boot is going to start us, from the Council on Foreign Relations, where he’s the Jeane 
Kirkpatrick Senior Fellow for National Security Studies, followed by Frank Hoffman, who has 
been a colleague of mine for years and from whom I’ve learned many things, is now a director at 
the National Defense University Press – although I’m a little leery about putting someone as 
prolific as Frank in charge of a press – (laughter) – but we’ll see how that works. 

 
FRANK HOFFMAN:  Only ink in the paper is a wonderful thing.  (Laughter.)   
 
MR. MURDOCK:  And, finally, a colleague of mine here at CSIS, Nate Freier 

(mispronounces name) – Freier, I’m sorry – who’s currently on leave up at Leavenworth but has 
graciously come back to be with us today.   

 
We’ll begin with Mr. Boot. 
 
MAX BOOT:  Do I stand up? 
 
MR. MURDOCK:  Either.  Your choice.  Most have been standing up. 
 
Oh, one last reminder.  The panelists are limited to 10 minutes.  And Kevin Kallmyer will 

be signaling you when you’ve got three minutes left and when you’re time is up.  And if you 
wander much beyond there, Nate, he’ll get more demonstrative. 

 
NATHAN FREIER:  Yeah, got it. 
 
MR. BOOT:  Well, thank you very much.  It’s a pleasure to be here with so many 

distinguished colleagues, both on the panel and in the audience.  And I feel like if I were to 
accurately sum up my feelings about where defense is headed in this age of austerity, I think you 



would probably have to cover your ears because you would hear a primal scream emanating 
from this podium. 

 
To say that I am very concerned about where we are today is the height of 

understatement.  I am truly, truly deeply worried that American primacy in the world, which has 
underwritten peace and security to the extent that it’s existed since 1942, is in very real danger of 
being lost through fiscal short-sightedness, and it could be lost in the next few months. 

 
Already we’ve seen approximately 465 billion (dollars) in defense cuts, which I think are 

a mistake but nevertheless have taken place and have been enacted.  And now we are facing the 
prospect of even deeper cuts that even somebody like Leon Panetta warns about would be a 
catastrophe, not somebody who’s been known as an extremist hardliner; somebody who has been 
known as a fiscal hawk for many years but nevertheless is warning about this catastrophe. 

 
And when you look at the actual breakdown of what this catastrophe could look like, for 

example in a study released by the majority staff of the House Armed Services Committee, your 
level of alarm, or at least – I shouldn’t say your level of alarm – my level of alarm only grows.   

 
When you see what happens if we actually were to cut defense by a trillion dollars over 

the course of the next decade, that it could lead to the Army falling from 569,000 active duty 
today – which I think is too small for the mission set it already has – to 426,000, or the Marine 
Corps dropping to 145,000, or losing another 60 or so ships from a Navy which already has the 
smallest fleet size since 1930, losing key elements of our modernization program like elements 
of the F-35 program, all of that is deeply, deeply alarming to me.   

 
And we can talk about how we should rejigger future defense capabilities, and I think we 

can have a legitimate debate about conventional versus COIN.  We can have a debate between 
manned and unmanned systems.  We can have a debate between focusing on the Middle East vs. 
focusing on the Far East.  These are all legitimate debates to have, but the reality is we’re not 
going to be able to do vital portions of those missions if defense is slashed to the extent to which 
it may well be slashed in the next few months.   

 
I mean, the formal panel of this – the formal title of this panel has to do with missions 

and capabilities, and I just don’t think that there is much chance that the broad set of missions 
that the U.S. military has are going to change anytime soon.  The Hadley-Perry committee 
summed it up, I think, pretty well when it said, “The defense of the American homeland; assured 
access to the sea, air, space and cyberspace; the preservation of a favorable balance of power 
across Eurasia that prevents authoritarian domination of that region; providing for the global 
common good though such actions as humanitarian aid development assistance; and disaster 
relief.”   

 
Those are all, I think, pretty broad mission sets that have been bread and butter for the 

U.S. armed services for more than a half century, and I think there is a wide degree of bipartisan 
agreement that we ought to do all of those.  I don’t see anybody – I don’t see much voice in our 
political process saying, when there’s a tsunami in Japan, let’s not help our Japanese allies; or 
when there is ethnic cleansing in Libya, let’s leave the Libyans to their own fortunes; or when 



there is the possibility of a Taliban takeover in Afghanistan, let’s simply do nothing and let the 
Taliban take over. 

 
There are certainly differences on how we respond to those threats, and certainly there 

are huge debates over what troop levels should be in a place like Afghanistan, but I don’t think 
there are a lot of people who are just saying we should write it off altogether. 

 
Nor are there a lot of people, I think, who are saying we can just stand by and do nothing 

as Pakistan becomes increasingly unstable, as it moves further – in this “frenemy” equation, as it 
moves further and further into the enemy side of that equation; that we can just stand by as North 
Korea threatens its neighbors, as the rise of China threatens its neighbors, as the growth of 
extremist terrorist groups in places like Yemen and Somalia continue apace despite the setbacks 
that al-Qaida has suffered in Pakistan. 

 
All those threats are very real, and I just don’t see how we can possibly ignore any of 

them.  And yet, we will not be able to deal with these threats if the defense budget is cut to the 
extent which it is currently contemplated.  And I just don’t know who can possibly rejigger the 
missions and capability sets of the U.S. military so that we can perform only the, quote-unquote, 
“vital missions” while leaving all the others, and we can do that by spending a trillion dollars less 
than projected over the course of the next decade.   

 
I just don’t see how you can possibly make that math add up.  The reality is, I think, what 

will happen – the most likely outcome is we will try to continue performing all the same 
missions that we’re performing today; we’re just going to do it with a lot less capability.  There’s 
going to be a lot more stress on the force.  There are going to be fewer ships.  There are going to 
be fewer aircraft.  There are going to be fewer personnel.  They’re going to be driven much 
harder.  You’re going to see more of what we’ve already seen with older aircraft in danger of 
disintegration.  We’re just going to see more stress on the personnel of the force as we try to 
continue unsustainable deployment rates for decades to come. 

 
All of that is – we know where that’s heading.  We’ve seen this picture before played out 

in the 1970s.  It’s called the hollow armed forces.  And I think that’s exactly where we’re 
headed, and I just have zero confidence that there is some kind of strategic Jujitsu that we can 
perform here in Washington to say, oh, well, we can only safeguard our vital missions, and we 
can do it at a trillion dollars less.   

 
I think there will be very little agreement on what those vital missions are because, in 

fact, there is a broad set of missions that we expect the armed forces to perform.  Even if we 
certainly disagree about individual – countries’ individual commitments, the broad categories of 
missions I think stay fairly constant.   

 
And if there is one other constant, it’s that new wars come along, new emergencies come 

along.  There are new calls for the deployment of the armed forces.  I mean, certainly this has 
been a truism since the end of the Cold War.  And it doesn’t really matter whether you’re in 
Republican or Democratic administrations, there is always a need, or a felt need, in Washington 
to respond to various contingencies around the world using military force, and also to – more 



broadly, to simply underwrite global security, for which we are the greatest beneficiaries in the 
world. 

 
Again, none of that is going to change.  The world is not going to change.  It’s not going 

to – peace, love and understanding are not suddenly going to break out.  The dangers that we 
face will be constant and growing.  The balance of power will continue to shift against us in East 
Asia with the growth of Chinese power.  We face the same prospect in the Middle East with the 
nuclearization of Iran.  All those dangers will still be out there.  The only thing that will change 
will be our ability to respond to them.   

 
And I am deeply, deeply worried about what happens to American power, what happens 

to our allies, what happens to the world if we are not able to maintain the global presence; if we 
are not able to do full-spectrum operations; if we are not able to deal with contingencies ranging 
from humanitarian relief up to conventional war, and to include dealing with cyberspace, dealing 
with the defense of satellites, dealing with contingencies on the home front, dealing with 
peacekeeping and counterinsurgency operations overseas. 

 
Certainly there are one or two – there are always going to be operations at the margins 

that you may choose to forgo, but I don’t think you can just simply forgo entire mission sets, 
entire capabilities, because if we do that, the risk that we face and our allies face will simply 
grow exponentially. 

 
And so I am – I am deeply, deeply worried about the future of American power and the 

future of the world if cuts on the scale which are currently being talked about in this town 
actually materialize. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Thank you very much.  (Applause.)   
 
Our next speaker, Frank? 
 
MR. HOFFMAN:  All right, thank you very much.  Thank you for the nice invitation.  

It’s wonderful to be here.  And I see a lot of friendly faces out there.   
 
Because I’m the only government representative on the entire program today, I’m going 

to have to use the usual disclaimer:  I have had the privilege of serving in the Obama 
administration as a political appointee.  I am no longer a political appointee but I am still in the 
government.  I am not speaking for the administration, I am not speaking for the Department of 
Defense, and I’m not speaking for National Defense University.  These are my own remarks 
today. 

 
I am somewhat amused at the title of today’s conference.  Only in Washington, D.C. 

could some of the cuts that we’re contemplating be called an age of austerity.  You know, for 
those of us who have family outside the Beltway or living in Florida or living in Pennsylvania in 
the Rust Belt, you know, there one can see austerity.  There one can see unemployment at 12 
(percent) and 14 percent in my hometown as opposed to 6 percent here.   

 



It’s kind of reflective of our mindset and I think we need to get some perspective if we’re 
going to be honest about that, and be equally honest about the risks and the tradeoffs that we’re 
going to make.  We are outspending pretty much the rest of the world on defense.  There’s a 
reason for that and there’s benefits to that, but let’s acknowledge that.  Let’s be honest about it.  
We are outspending any combination of rivals by a factor of three, and we need to be honest with 
the American people about that.   

 
And, again, there are some cost differentials.  We have a better force; we have better 

R&D; we have to go to their home court, hopefully, rather than fight here and that’s expensive.  
So we can explain the differential, but we need to understand that differential and account for it.  
You know, we don’t need to spend, in real inflated terms, you know, more than we had during 
the Cold War.  I don’t see those threats out there.  Again, I have to be honest with that.   

 
We are talking about some rather significant cuts.  You know, 478 billion bucks I think is 

the ones that we basically booked and that we can expect.  And those are significant cuts, again, 
but it’s on an order of 8 (percent) to 10 percent of the Defense Department as we know it today 
over the next decade.   

 
That sort of cut, you know, 8 (percent) to 10 percent, reflects half of the historical norm 

of post-war, you know, build-downs, which have been averaging a little bit over 15 percent, I 
think, from the last study I saw.  And those cuts usually have been taken right after Word War II 
or Korea, you know, in a much more precipitous manner over a shorter period of time. 

 
So we’re only taking half as much money as we’ve cut before and we’re spreading it out 

over twice as long, as long as we stay to this current plan.  And like Max and some folks on the 
Hill, I agree that the sequestration issues, you know, are quite catastrophic.  I think they’re 
designed to be catastrophic to force people to have an honest conversation and have some 
decision-making in this town.  And hopefully they’re not going to come to some implementation. 

 
Another thing we need to be honest about, you know, defense spending around $530 

billion a year is something we’re not currently paying for.  We borrow a lot of that, by my 
estimate about $200 billion a year.  The American people are being asked to foot the bill for 
something but they’re not really paying for it.  We borrowed it, and we borrowed it for – you 
know, for a decade now, since 2001, the last time we had a balanced budget. 

 
So we spent over a trillion dollars on a war.  We spent a trillion dollars to build up 

defense and we’ve borrowed all $2 trillion of it.  So the idea that defense is immaterial to the 
deficit and it’s immaterial to the fiscal discipline of the country is something you need to be, 
again, a little bit honest about.   

 
There’s $9 trillion of publicly held debt.  More than $2 billion of that went into security 

and went into defense.  And we can argue about how well spent it was, but there’s a lot of 
arguments that it was not well spent, and that’s going to undercut our ability and our credibility 
of retaining defense at where the administration is currently trying to take us.   

 



You know, the only real austerity I think was what Michael pointed out.  It’s in the 
starting pitching of the Red Sox.  (Laughter.)  Otherwise we’d have some interesting playoffs for 
my Yankees to beat up on them again, and I’m really upset that I’m not going to have that 
opportunity. 

 
We’re not in a crisis, we’re not in an age of austerity, but we are creating for ourselves, 

you know, a fiscal discipline exercise.  I think it’s a wonderful opportunity for strategic 
readjustment; not a crisis, not a chaos, but a well-needed, orderly but outdated now, opportunity 
for strategic readjustment that we’ve not seen. 

 
I wanted to use my time today to talk about my options for how to get there, which is a 

combination of strategy missions and some force structure implications.  I’ve been advocating 
for some period of time in a couple different forums.  Basically what many of us would know is 
the British form of offshore balancing.  It’s a maritime-based grand strategy.  It was used by 
Britain for some period of time with some success and perhaps some failures in the 20th century.  

 
Because offshore balancing has been used by a lot of different people across the political 

spectrum in a lot of different ways, that term has really lost a lot of utility, and I’m now using 
“forward partnerships” to best describe what it is I’m trying to do.  I’m not trying to be so far 
offshore that we’re back here ashore in CONUS and disengaging and withdrawing from the 
world.  I want to be forward and I want true partnerships with people, and I want to exploit 
American advantages with naval and air power and SOF and space rather than manpower-
intensive ground forces forward stationed in forward countries.   

 
I think this strategy of forward partnership allows strategic freedom of action for the 

United States and avoids fixed entanglements that are just costly and don’t allow us to maneuver 
from place to place or crisis to crisis.  We’re not very good at predicting the character of crises 
and we’re not very good at predicting the location of crises, so strategic freedom of action and 
maneuver is very, very useful as long as you’re still reflecting commitment to your partners in 
Europe and in Asia.   

 
I think we need to focus on critical national interests in the global commons especially.  

And, again, a maritime-based strategy would facilitate that better than most other options.  I want 
to leverage U.S. competitive advantages, particularly in space and undersea operations, to effect 
the sea control that I want to operate.   

 
I do want to reassure allies around the world and I want to build up partners, but I don’t 

want to have client states, vassal states or weak sisters that I’m propping up.  I want true 
partnerships in my strategy.  I want to reserve the relationships that we have to the degree that 
they’re necessary for our interests, and I want to leverage the capabilities of these partnered 
regional powers and build them up as necessary through training, interoperability, foreign 
military sales and what have you. 

 
If you were to operationalize that kind of a strategy, you’d end up – I’ll be unabashed 

about it – placing a priority on naval forces, SOF and some aerospace capabilities, but not in the 
proportions that we’ve had in the past.   



 
Naval forces would ensure our ability to gain access into certain areas and to secure the 

global commons, particularly in key strategic chokepoints where trade, energy flows are most 
vital to us and to all of our allies.  Naval forces would be structured to ensure sea control – not 
necessarily power projection but sea control –and also some power projection for strategic 
reassurance in areas, again, with naval attack submarines and undersea capabilities.   

 
Some tailored naval expeditionary forces would be used to be postured for crisis response 

in areas that need that kind of response or where our interests might be risked – again, exploiting 
any national resources we currently have in space, cyber, ISR and the soft community, which I’d 
probably leave untouched in its current level. 

 
I would minimize forward footprint station to shore in countries, particularly Korea and 

most of Europe.  I would maintain relationships, airfields, points of embarkation and 
debarkation, training exercises, command and control relationships, ISR sharing, et cetera, as 
much as possible, again to reflect our commitment and to maintain interoperability with our 
allies.   

 
Let me jump on.   
 
To be, again, very explicit, the kind of missions and capabilities I’d like to have, from 

this morning’s I’ve added honesty is something that would probably be a capability I’d like to 
increase.  (Laughter.)  TACAIR is something I’d like to decrease significantly from our current 
program forces.  I would place a decreased emphasis on strategic deterrent as a capability to 
mission area.   

 
I would not be investing in the current Navy budget profile for the boomer program.  I’d 

operate somewhat differently in that realm.  I’m not interested in continuous at-sea deterrent to 
the degree that we have it today.  I’d save that $80 billion and use it for some of the other areas 
or to pay for some of the cuts.  But I would preserve our competitive advantage in undersea 
maneuver forces and attack submarines. 

 
There’s probably some options in diplomacy that we can achieve with some of our 

antagonists in the nuclear world.  We might be able to arrange an arms control agreement to 
arrange something on that, but I would definitely push back on the investment we’re going to 
have in the strategic boomer force.   

 
That 80 (billion dollars) to $100 billion of investment and the $350 billion of operating 

costs is something that’s really going to undercut the Navy and shrink the size of the fleet 
significantly.  Fixed forward presence down; flexible forward activity up to some degree for 
strategic reassurance and crisis response.   

 
And then, to conclude, I’d like to avoid the mistakes of the mid-1990s when we got a 

little bit enthusiastic about technology and we did not get really realistic about enemies and 
uncertainty in the world.  Many policymakers and a lot of military experts in rooms like this 



thought we could reshape war in our own terms.  And I think the last decade proved that that 
was, if not ridiculous, somewhat hubristic.   

 
I found General Petraeus’ retirement remarks very, very germane.  He warned us – again, 

another warning about hubris, a warning that we should not believe that we need to prepare only 
for the wars we’re inclined to fight or the ones we prefer to fight.  Thank you. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Thank you very much.  (Applause.)   
 
Nate? 
 
NATE FREIER:  Thanks, Clark.  Kelley, thanks for your patience, accepting some charts 

at 10:30 or 11:00 last night.   
 
I think – I mean, obviously everybody has expressed the same point, that this is an 

extremely important debate and discussion as to what’s going on.  I’d like to actually neck down 
a little bit and talk about what I think are some of the major priorities based on my view of the 
environment going forward.  So if you’ll indulge me, I will actually use a couple of charts, but 
I’ll talk very quickly, briefly, and I hope to keep these remarks very short. 

 
First, I think one of the great dangers for DOD in the choices that they make going 

forward is that they’re going to revert to what I call sort of their bias, their traditional bias about 
what war actually is.  I mean, it’s very easy in all the service departments, quite frankly, go to 
back and justify all their programs and what I would call sort of a classical definition of war, not 
to get – not to get philosophical but just to make the point. 

 
And what is that – what are those traditional biases?  First, that war has to always be 

violent in nature.  And today that means – sort of from “Pentagonese” that means major combat 
operations, or whatever they’re called today.  Counterinsurgency and counterterrorism are 
basically in the war club and the other things sort of have been excluded or are excluded. 

 
It has to be binary in character.  There has to be – it’s a we against – you know, there’s us 

against them – you know, us on one side and them on the other, and that the enemy or the 
insurgents are the single focus of our efforts.  It has to be organized by our standard.  It has to 
look like it has a wiring diagram, you know, a center of gravity, et cetera.   

 
It has to have internal logic, meaning, you know, given that we have an us-versus-them 

sort of mentality, they obviously have to have some strategic objectives.  They have to obviously 
have some grand design that they’re going – that they’re using to employ against our interests. 

 
And then, finally, war has to have a beginning and an end, right?  It has to – we will have 

victory in the war on terrorism, or the war in Iraq will end in a certain way, when obviously 
reality is showing us that sort of – our commitments are ending but the wars aren’t necessarily 
ending themselves. 

 



Above all, according to, I mean, this sort of traditional bias, real wars, in DOD’s view, 
has to be military in its origin, right?  It has to be sort of – when ultimately they revert back to 
what they’re most comfortable with, it goes back to the military forces of competitor states 
focused against an interest that can somehow be defended by the military forces of the United 
States.  And, again, I think one of our greatest risks going forward as we make some of these 
choices is that the service departments and the department overall will sort of revert back to 
some of these biases.   

 
I think that we have a much more unconventional future, and I use “unconventional” here 

in a very broad sense.  It includes, obviously, the wide range of threats de jour that we’ve all 
talked about over the last decade – terrorists, insurgents, you know, capable criminal 
organizations, proliferators, et cetera.   

 
But it also includes states who have opted, in many respects, to actually develop just 

enough sophisticated military capability to keep the United States preoccupied with that sort of 
niche military competition while in fact the real competition is occurring somewhere else, in the 
economic, social, political realm, or somewhere else, and we actually had sort of myopically 
focused elsewhere on the military problem. 

 
Obviously there’s a new skepticism, based on the wars, about extended commitments 

abroad and the costs associated with them.  Again I point out the traditional defense biases.  
They’re slowly but surely re-emerging.  In fact, I think Frank Hoffman actually just pointed this 
out.  There is kind of what I see as sort of a return of some of the “Rumsfeld revolution” in the 
language, both inside the department and some of those commenting on the department’s work 
from outside.  We obviously have flat or declining defense resources, and that will obviously 
mean fewer forces and smaller forces.   

 
We also have to face up to the fact that the whole of government, the vaunted whole of 

government, is not actually going to materialize, and therefore, you know, if you think that the 
defense budget is going down, certainly the State Department’s budget is not going up.  And, 
therefore, all the hopes that nonmilitary – you know, the gaps in non-military responsibilities that 
have been filled by the military in deployments will be filled by sort of the interagency.  That 
hope is quickly being undermined and dashed. 

 
I do think also, sort of based – we have this burgeoning sort of expansion of 

unconventional threats, but at the same time – and my apologies to my friends in DOD – we 
have what I call the new – if missile defense was a theology maybe in the last administration, 
then prevention has become somewhat of a theology in the current one.  And I think that 
realistically we can’t prevent – much of what I’m about to talk about we can’t prevent and we’ll 
have to, in some way, respond to.   

 
And then, finally, there is clearly a declining allied consensus in what threats are, and 

there’s declining allied capabilities in responding to those threats as well.   
 
Very quickly, from the last QDR – you are probably all familiar with the six key 

missions.  This is sort of how DOD sees their sort of priority list right now.  And I do think, 



actually, in my mind, DOD has sort of reoriented in what I think is – has recognized – if you 
accept that the A2AD threat falls sort of in the unconventional club, has recognized that they are 
facing a somewhat less conventional future. 

 
OK, so my four new MCOs.  I mean, if you’re talking about priorities – and I’d put – 

“MCO” is obviously in quotes – my four major combat operations, major theater wars, whatever 
you want to call them – the four big challenges, I think, for the defense establishment and the 
wider national security establishment when it comes to the fourth are these.  So, if I’m setting 
priorities, I’m setting them on these. 

 
First, a catastrophe in the U.S. or Western Hemisphere.  I mean, I’m talking about a real 

catastrophe.  I mean, we always have placed homeland security at the top of our list, but in 
reality we recognize that we build forces for foreign contingency operations and the homeland 
security mission, with the exception of certain niche capabilities, is a lesser-included case.  I do 
think we should place this a little more front and center.  This is both natural and human disasters 
as well as some purposeful attack on the United States.   

 
Strategically significant foreign disorder, OK?  In this case, I’m talking about a failure, a 

civil war in an important state, contagious violence in an important region, et cetera, et cetera.  I 
mean, I actually – I have to admit, I would like to say that I – well, I did actually – this slide – 
these slides were produced well in advance of the “Arab spring,” but – so I’d like to say that I 
ran this out and vetted this and, you know, sort of was well ahead of my time, and I was to a 
certain extent, but unfortunately I didn’t give it at such an auspicious group.  (Laughter.)   

 
Anyway, the third is the threat of unfavorable order, and this is the sort of commonly 

talked about now A2AD threat in Northeast Asia, in the Persian Gulf, et cetera. 
 
And then, finally, the idea of war without warfighting.  And this is actually sort of – this 

is the idea of unrestricted warfare, an attack against the United States and its interests that’s 
perpetrated by a collection of adversaries and a – an adversarial collection of adversaries, and 
they do so in a way that leaves the United States without any casus belli, in effect leaving the 
Department of Defense completely on the sidelines and sort of not useful in response to the 
problem. 

 
So, anyway, those are my four MCOs. 
 
Now, what I do believe – and I’ll do this very rapidly.  This is an eye chart, but let me 

just actually talk in general about the two major real contingencies that I talked – foreign 
contingencies that I talked about, that of disorder and unfavorable order.   

 
I do think, actually, from a capabilities perspective and missions perspective, we are 

seeing what I call an emerging division of labor between the services, inside the joint community 
and between the services.  And what I see is – on the one hand you see the United States Air 
Force and the United States Navy increasingly focused on problems of unfavorable order – 
coercive campaigns focused on righting sort of an unfavorable balance of power in a region 
that’s important to the United States. 



 
Again, it’s a joint – it’s a joint world.  I’m not excluding the Army and the Marine Corps 

from that problem but I’m saying, in general, sort of they’re focused at slightly different points 
on the spectrum of conflict.  On the other hand you have the Army and the Marine Corps 
increasingly focused on problems of disorder – again, civil war or failure of an important state, 
insurgency, counterterrorism, intervention in a developing – in the developing world, for a 
variety of reasons.   

 
And then, the capabilities necessary to actually perform both of those functions – they 

obviously overlap, but in the event that – in the lower-probability event that you would need to 
do a larger-scale major combat operation somewhere in the world against a state opponent, you 
basically aggregate the capabilities necessary to do these two missions basically in the middle, 
and that’s where you see the gray patch in the middle. 

 
What that really means, though, is it actually means that major combat operations are 

now the lesser-included case.  What we classically view as major combat operations are now the 
lesser-included case.  And that the Navy and the Air Force are pointed at a piece of the spectrum, 
the Army and Marine Corps are pointed at another piece of the spectrum, and they do overlap 
obviously in this area of major combat operations and they do contribute to success in the two 
other campaigns.  I mean, it’s not completely – they’re not completely divorced from one 
another. 

 
I mean – so, I mean, that’s kind of the bottom line of my capabilities and missions, and 

I’m happy to talk about that later.  But let me just hone in finally on intervention.  Oh, got it.  
And I have to wrap up.  Bottom line on intervention is I do believe we’re going to have to show 
much more discretion in where we intervene and what we do when we intervene.  Thanks.  
(Applause.)   

 
MR. MURDOCK:  I would like to begin with a couple of questions for the panelists, first 

for Max. 
 
Chris Preble, in the first panel, argued for restraint as a way of saying essentially that 

there’s lots of things that are happening in the world that affect global security and global 
stability but are not really directly germane to U.S. national interests, and we’ve just got to 
become much more disciplined about not doing things. 

 
And yet your position is, well, the set of missions that we have aren’t changing very 

much.  We can’t really not do what it is – I’d like you to comment sort of on that again and then 
ask the other panelists to indicate to me which of the positions are they closer to. 

 
MR. BOOT:  Well, I think we’ve had a sort of controlled experiment, or as close to a 

controlled experiment as one can get in the uncertain field of international relations.  The 
experiment concerns whether the U.S. does a lot in the world or does a little.  Prior to 1942, we 
did not do a lot in the world.  Since 1942, we’ve done a lot in the world. 

 



What did America showing restraint – what did that lead to in the world?  It led to World 
War II.  It led to the Holocaust.  It led to the worst conflict in human history.  What did America 
showing less restraint and taking a more active role in underwriting global security, what did that 
lead to?  It led to the peaceful implosion of our greatest adversary.  It led to the greatest spread of 
freedom, democracy and prosperity the world has ever seen over the course of the last half 
century. 

 
I ask all of you, which is the safer course to pursue: an active America that underwrites 

global security and that takes an expansive view of our interests around the world and tries to 
protect and defend a Pax Americana, or an America that retreats into its bunker and takes refuge 
in a strategy of offshore balancing? 

 
Now, I commend Frank and others for at least making a case for a different American 

role in the world.  And you certainly can make the case, but I confess I don’t find it all that 
compelling.  For example, Frank said he favors a policy of offshore balancing on the British 
model, which he said worked pretty well for Britain except for some failures.  Well, those 
failures include World War I and World War II, so those were pretty big failures, I would say. 

 
And if you look at why World War I and World War II occurred, it was essentially 

because Britain did not have a land army sufficient to deter German aggression.  Bismarck was 
asked what he would do if the British army landed in Northern Germany.  He said he would send 
a constable to arrest them.  (Laughter.)   

 
Because the British relied on their offshore balancing, they could not affect the balance of 

power on the continent of Europe.  And that gave a green light to German aggression, which in 
turn led to the demise of British power, because even though Britain managed to win World War 
I and World War II with a big assist from us, it bled itself dry.   

 
And if you look at simply the long-term health of British power, I submit to you that 

Victorian England would have done better to have a larger army sufficient to deter German 
aggression, because in that case the wars may never have happened and British power and 
Britain today might be the greatest power in the world instead of – and also ran in the European 
Union.   

 
There was a point that Frank made that I deeply agree with.  It was at the every end 

where he said we should not be enthusiastic about our own technology; that we can’t shape war 
on our own terms, essentially that we can’t just prepare for the wars that we want to fight, that 
the enemy gets a vote.  I think all of that is very, very true, but all of that mitigates against the 
very strategy that he and others advocate. 

 
If you talk about focusing on naval forces, on special operations forces, on aerospace, 

that to me is trying to reshape war on our terms, where we have a qualitative advantage over 
potential adversaries.  Well, our adversaries are probably not going to be obliging enough to play 
our game.   

 



And if the last decade has taught us anything – and this is a point that Frank has made 
very eloquently here and elsewhere – is we get the kind of wars that we don’t necessarily expect.  
I mean, who, after all, on September 10th of 2001 could have expected that we would be fighting 
a land war in Afghanistan, probably the last place on Earth anybody would have expected that 
we would be committing ground forces? 

 
Can anybody here today sit and confidently predict to me that in the course of the next 10 

years we will not be sending land forces to places like Somalia, Yemen or Iran?  Maybe we will; 
maybe we won’t.  I don’t know.  Or even to Pakistan?  What happens if there’s another 9/11 
emanating from Pakistan?  Will the American people say, that’s OK?  Will they say, let’s bomb 
a few targets?  Or will they say, we want to send in ground forces?   

 
I honestly don’t know the answer to that question, and you’d have to look at it – it’s hard 

to visualize that even before it happens, but I think we certainly have to take cognizance of the 
fact that there will be unpredictable demands for American power in the future.  And, yeah, we 
will make mistakes when we over-commit.  There are certainly wars that we’ve gotten wrong, 
mistakes that we’ve made, casualties that we’ve suffered that we shouldn’t have suffered.   

 
All that is true.  But I think the far greater risk runs in pulling back from the world an 

assuming that the world will take care of itself, because if there’s anything – if there’s anything 
that history teaches, it is that the world will not take care of itself, that in the absence of 
American leadership you will see a global disorder which will wind up threatening our interests 
far more than the relatively paltry amounts we spend on defense, which is less than 5 percent of 
GDP, less than 20 percent of the federal budget.  That is not the source of our fiscal woes. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Well, that was certainly passionate enough.   
 
Frank and Nate, if you would comment first on the issue of sort of restraint in the mission 

set and the inescapability of the mission set. 
 
MR. HOFFMAN:  Yeah, and I might make a little distinction because Chris and I have 

done this in the past.  I’m in favor of a more discriminant application for interventions, and also 
the kinds of interventions we get involved in.  So I use the word “discriminant.”  I don’t like the 
word “restraint” per se.   

 
And I don’t like the way – some of the literature Barry Posen and Chris have articulated 

that.  I think it’s too far offshore to the point it’s offshore.  That’s why I emphasize being 
forward and trying to work the conditions in the international arena as much as we can with the 
forces and the money I think we’re going to have available.   

 
So I’m trying to square the circle.  I’d rather be with Max in kind of the spending we’d 

like to have, but I don’t think we’re going to have that, so I’m trying to move the debate on to 
making the kind of choices that are necessary. 

 
To make a real distinction, however, with Max, I think we’ve had the greatest controlled 

experiment over the last 10 years.  We’ve spent $2 trillion, we lost 5,000 people, and we are far 



worse off for it.  If you go into the Gulf, the power that won in the Gulf War is not Iraq, it’s 
certainly not the United States; it’s Iran.  And if you go into the foreign policy survey and you 
ask people who’s winning in the global situation, particularly in Asia right not, it’s not the 
United States; it’s the Chinese.   

 
So we’ve had the experiment – over-engagement, indiscriminant spending and 

indiscriminant and ill-disciplined applications of force.  It hasn’t made the world safer and it 
hasn’t increased our standing in the world morally, politically or security-wise.  Max has said the 
point – I have a paper coming out on this – the British failures in World War I or World II.  A 
grand strategy that works for 50, 60 or 70, 80 years is still not bad, in my view, wasn’t 
necessarily Pax Americana by the 21st century. 

 
If you do have a rising land power, then you might want to adapt to that capability.  And I 

would argue the Brits were a little bit slow on that.  But it wasn’t necessarily the size of the 
Army; it was the preparation of the Army, it was the intellectualization of the Army, it was the 
capabilities that they bought and the relationship they had with the French.  You know, it’s a 
failure to execute a strategy; it was not necessarily the strategy itself.  And we can have a long 
argument, I think, on the history of the 20th century. 

 
But if someone sees an emerging land power to which we want to spend 10 or 12 

divisions in a land war someplace against some opponent which vital interests will be at risk, 
please help me identify that, because I’m not going to buy that capability for the next decade and 
borrow all the money to do so.  Thank you. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Nate? 
 
MR. FREIER:  Yeah, I mean, I think I find myself somewhat actually in between these 

two.  (Laughter.)  I think I should have been positioned between them. 
 
My brief point would be, look, I just think we need to be realistic in our view of what we 

can or should do about any specific problem.  I think that there’s, quite frankly, this false 
either/or distinction that goes on in discussions – contemporary discussions about future military 
operations, et cetera, between sort of the, you know, high-tech revolution in military affairs, sort 
of hit them from afar, “Rods from God” approach, to the, you know, down and dirty 
counterinsurgency, stay for 10 years, build up foreign security forces, et cetera. 

 
I mean, I think that that’s a false choice.  I mean, I think what’s actually much more 

realistic and what actually in a study we’ve been doing here on land forces is that – the truth is 
it’s the messy middle, and what happens in the messy middle. 

 
And so, I think, to Frank’s point, I would agree; the costly aspect of intervention is 

actually staying, and staying for an extended period of time, and what that calls for is a much 
more disciplined approach to applying force.  And it means actually leaving under conditions 
that are not ideal but actually acceptable.   

 



And that’s – unfortunately that runs counter to the instincts of Americans.  We want to 
leave someplace better than it was when we got there, and what we – I mean, I would agree, and 
Afghanistan is a perfect example of a situation where it’s not that whether we should or 
shouldn’t have gone to Afghanistan; it’s what we should have done when we got there. 

 
And the point is, you know, Afghanistan – Afghanistan is a textbook example of mission 

creep.  I mean, we went there as what we now call in sort of the lexicon of our upcoming report – 
we went there in a deny sanctuary role, and essentially we stayed to rebuild Afghanistan, and that 
evolved over time. 

 
So I think I would actually argue for much more discrimination, but I would put myself 

very much between the two, because in one case I would say there are cases for large ground 
forces intervening in places of great strategic import for the United States, but they don’t always 
involve opposing land armies. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Thank you.  Another question for the two panelists, but I want to start 

this time with Frank and with Nate. 
 
Frank, you talk about forward partnership, and Nate talks about deter and prevent conflict 

and build partnership capacity.  And I think one of the debates that we had in the first panel was 
often there’s not much “there” there when you’re talking about partnership capacity.  And I think 
an implicit portion of Max’s argument is that if we leave the rest of the world to the rest of the 
world, we get disorder, because there isn’t real capacity and the will to use real capacity to 
provide a public good like stability and security.   

 
And I wonder – I asked the same question to Chris in the first panel, about how do you 

persuade your partners to actually build more capacity?  How many Rwandan tragedies do you 
have to let happen before they find the will to take action of those things happening on their 
doorstep? 

 
To use another example, I’ve always been amazed at how long the Europeans were 

willing to accept what was unfolding in Yugoslavia before they did anything.  So, where do we 
get this partnership capacity that we keep talking about?   

 
MR. HOFFMAN:  It’s certainly not from conditioning our friends that we’ll carry all the 

burden all the time.  And that’s the issue.  That’s why I call it forward, because you’re out there 
engaged.  You’re not detached.  You’re not uncommitted.  You’re not absent.  You’re not 
indifferent necessarily, but you’re just not going to take on the full burden of the responsibility 
by yourself.  And I think that’s one of the distinctions on Chris and I. 

 
And I don’t want to, again, get back so far in the balancing that I’m back in CONUS and 

I’m not committed and I’m not reflecting and I’m not sharing anything, but our idea of 
partnerships apparently is us carrying everything and doing things for them.  It’s not true 
partnership building or partnership capacity. 

 



Some people don’t have the means or the interest, and so a lot of those places, quite 
frankly, don’t necessarily engage critical or important interests.  I won’t get hung up on vital 
interests only because those are probably very few for us, but there’s many places where friends, 
partners, allies, we can help, and we should, but we just shouldn’t be doing it ourselves and 
thinking that a Pax Americana is a burden that the American taxpayer has got to write the check 
for all the time. 

 
But where we do have partners and where we do have friends, then we should be 

committed.  If that’s diplomacy, if that’s foreign military sales, if that’s outright grants – and 
we’ve done that in the past and we should continue to do so in places where we have important 
friends or allies or treaty partners. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Nate? 
 
MR. FREIER:  Yeah, I have to actually admit being somewhat of a skeptic on the BPC 

revolution.  I think Frank’s – that’s a very good point.  I mean, the first step, actually, in breaking 
addiction – in this case addiction to U.S. sort of help – is basically making the other side accept 
that they have a problem, right?  

 
But I don’t think that – I think that right now there is – again, I use the word 

“theological.”  I apologize if that’s too strong, but there’s a theological sort of belief that the 
more we put in PowerPoint charts that we’re going to build the capacity of others, and the more 
we talk about it, and the more we include countries of interest on combatant commanders theater 
security cooperation plans, and the more we have the combatant commanders fly around and 
engage with heads of state and things like that, the more we’re going to actually take off our 
plate.  And, frankly, I don’t necessarily think that that bears out in experience.   

 
What I have said commonly about the building partner capacity conundrum is the places 

that we probably really want or need to do it, for a variety of reasons – political sensitivity, sort 
of not wanting, you know, U.S. forces present on the ground to be seen interacting with, you 
know, the indigenous forces – for a variety of reasons the places we want to do it we can’t do it, 
and therefore we end up doing it in the places we really don’t need to do it, or aren’t as important 
in the places we should be doing it. 

 
So, you know, I think what we have to do is we have to have a balance.  But what I will 

say is for every – you have to recognize that for every dollar soldier, airman, Marine, Coast 
Guardsman, sailor that you spend preventing conflict will be – exclusively preventing conflict in 
some kind of BPC security force assistance role, et cetera, will be one less that you have for 
contingency response.  And you have to actually accept that tradeoff and, with eyes wide open, 
sort of evaluate that risk.   

 
MR. BOOT:  All right.  Let’s jump in here –  
 
MR. MURDOCK:  Yes. 
 
MR. BOOT:  – on the issue of partnership.   



 
I mean, I was struck, for example, this summer when Secretary Gates delivered that 

blistering address to NATO about how you guys need to do more; we’re not going to bail you 
out, et cetera.  And, sure, we can all applaud that; yeah, we all agree we wish the Europeans 
would do more, but it’s not going to happen – we have to be realistic about that – because, as 
somebody on the previous panel mentioned, they just have a structural reason why they can’t 
afford to spend more on defense, because they have this cradle-to-grave welfare state.  The 
government takes roughly 50 percent of GDP. 

 
So it’s physically impossible for them to spend more on defense because if they tried to 

cut the welfare state, they’d have rioting in the streets, as in fact Greece has at the moment.  So 
it’s not going to happen, and we have to grow up and realize it’s not going to happen.  I wish it 
would happen.  It’s not going to happen. 

 
 But you have to ask yourself, nevertheless, is it still in our interest to position troops in 

Europe?  Is it still in our interest to have all these military capacities which redound to the benefit 
of the Europeans as well as to ourselves, and the answer is yes because we are the biggest 
beneficiaries of this global secure state that we underwrite, and if we pull back, we will be 
suffering the most disastrous consequences. 

 
For example, if you look at what happens if we pull back in East Asia; what if we take 

our forces out of Japan and South Korea, what happens next?  Well, I think the most likely 
scenario is that Japan and South Korea are going to go nuclear.  We’re going to have a nuclear 
arms race between Japan and South Korea involving Japan, South Korea, probably Taiwan as 
well, and China.   

 
It’s hard to imagine a greater recipe for catastrophe, reminiscent in some ways of the pre-

World War I naval arms race, except on steroids.  Those are the sorts of contingencies that we 
don’t really think very hard about, but which in fact the simple presence of American troops 
prevents from happening. 

 
And so, I think the budget savings from pulling back will be largely an illusion because 

our allies actually underwrite some of the costs of keeping our troops there and building up new 
base capacity and so forth in the United States would be extremely costly.  But, more to the 
point, I think the geostrategic benefits we derive from our forward presence around the world, 
our ability to deploy to hot spots, our ability to deter trouble before it occurs, all of that far 
outweighs any unease we may feel about so-called free-riding among our allies. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Thank you.   
 
I’ll throw it open for questions now.  First question right here, and then to you, Chris. 
 
Q:  Thank you.  Richard Downie from the Center for Hemispheric Defense Studies.  And 

thanks for three great presentations.  And I’m sure a lot of people in the audience were thinking 
the same thing I was in terms of categorizing your three perspectives.  And in fact, Frank, you 



mentioned Barry Posen, guys like Hans Binnendijk, have these grand strategic options available 
to the U.S.: primacy, selective engagement, offshore balancing, isolation.   

 
I mean, just categorically to discuss – and if I had to place each of your discussions in 

one of those categories, Max, I’d say you were arguing for primacy.  Frank, as you mentioned, 
you said offshore balancing or the British equivalent.  And, Nate, you said, I’m kind of between 
these guys, so I’m assuming you are – and I think from your presentation you were saying 
selective engagement. 

 
Well, given those perspectives – and my question is really one that Frank obliquely 

asked.  And, Max, it was, you know, given the fact that we are – we see this trajectory of 
downward budgets, it seems like a reality – OK, primacy would be great if we can continue – 
you argued all those benefits that would be available, but it looks like we’re not going to be able 
to maintain that.  Shouldn’t we, in an orderly planning fashion, look towards a more realistic 
approach in one of these other options? 

 
MR. BOOT:  Well, all I would say in reply is that realism is not always realistic.  What 

do I mean by that?  Well, look at the consensus in the 1970s when sages like Dr. Henry 
Kissinger and others were saying that American decline was inevitable and we just had to figure 
out how to cushion it and get the best deal for ourselves that we possibly could, and we had to 
adjust to these realities. 

 
And, you know, I call forth the great memory of Jimmy Carter’s “malaise” speech and all 

those other signs of the times, when there was an assumption that we were doomed to a decline, 
whether general or otherwise.   

 
You know, people thought Ronald Reagan was nuts when he said – when he basically 

refused to accept that.  When he said, I’m not going to make a deal with the Soviet Union; I’m 
going to bring down the Soviet Union, they thought he was a warmonger, he was unrealistic, he 
was – he did not understand the limits of American power.  But it turned out the guy who was 
supposedly so unrealistic was, after all, right.   

 
In the present day, I don’t think we have to accept limits on American power because I 

don’t think there is any law of nature which says we have to cut defense spending, certainly not 
by a trillion dollars.  Our economy is inherently strong.   

 
What we are suffering from right now is a temporary lack of economic growth that I 

think, if we had better policies in Washington – and it wouldn’t take that much – I think we 
could goose up the economy.  I think we could deal with some of our debt problems which come 
out of the entitlement state, which come out of Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, those 
programs.  They don’t come out of the Department of Defense. 

 
I don’t think it would take radical adjustments.  It would be like little tweaks like 

converting some Social Security accounts into IRA accounts or raising the retirement age.  I 
mean, all these things – this is far from my field of expertise, but all these things that have been 
talked about for years in Washington, it would not be a social revolution.  I think it would be 



some tweaks on the margin, which would deal with our fiscal woes, which I don’t think are – 
which are certainly serious, but the fundamentals of our economy are, I think, extremely sound.   

 
The innovation, the hard work of the American people remains, I think, second to none in 

the world.  Our population will continue to grow.  There is no reason why we cannot continue to 
support a defense establishment which takes less than 5 percent of GDP, which is considerably 
less than we were spending during the Cold War. 

 
So I would just counsel all of you in this room – and I’ve said this to folks – senior folks 

in the military as well – don’t accept the current political consensus in Washington as being a 
long-term given.  It doesn’t have to be.  All we need is some new leadership.  And I think that 
the way that we look at the world may change rather dramatically. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Chris, we’ve been taking your name in vain on this panel.  “Mr. 

Restraint.”   
 
Q:  Thank you.  “Mr. Restraint.”   
 
Nate and Frank both alluded to, in the future, being a bit more discriminating in how we 

use the military around the world, and they differ in terms of how that would be.  And in 
response, Max, you said, well, in retrospect there were certainly some instances where, knowing 
what we know now, there were wars that we probably shouldn’t have fought, or there were 
casualties that we needlessly suffered.  I’m just wondering if you can give me a couple of 
examples. 

 
MR. BOOT:  Sure.  Absolutely.  I think, you know, clearly our interventions in Beirut 

and in Somalia were ill-advised because we did not have any willingness or desire to make a 
long-term commitment there.  And I think that’s one of the major points that jumps out at you 
when you look at American military history.  The longer we stay in a place, the more successful 
we tend to be. 

 
We were extraordinarily successful in places like South Korea, Germany and Japan, not 

just because we brought overwhelming force to bear and then left the next day; it’s because we 
stayed for half a century or more and we shaped conditions on the ground and made those states 
able to develop in a peaceful and democratic manner.   

 
When we have these episodic engagements – or in Haiti is another one, by the way – 

where we go in there, we leave and we improve things a tiny bit while we’re there and then they 
go to hell in a hand basket as soon as we leave, to me that’s counterproductive.   

 
And I think we need to be grown up about this and understand that if we are going to 

make a major military commitment in a place, we’ve got to do it for the long term.  And maybe 
that means we will not make some military commitments, but I think once we do, we should be 
there for the long term. 

 



So I think it’s very ill-advised right now, after we’ve already paid this huge cost in Iraq to 
turn around the war effort and make possible a successful outcome, to now pull out altogether or 
leave only 3,000 troops, a token force.  That risks sacrificing the gains that so many have 
sacrificed to achieve.  I think that’s counterproductive, and it’s not necessary.  I don’t think it’s 
mandated that we do that.   

 
I think it just requires, again, some political leadership to say, you know, let’s understand 

that if we’re going to be successful we have to stay there for the long term.  And I think, 
conversely, if we’re not willing to stay for the long term, there are places where we should stay 
out of. 

 
MR. HOFFMAN:  To Dr. Downie’s comment, in my range – and I’ve written the same 

kind of article that’s kind of the classic Barry Posner kind of thing.  Barry’s moved from 
selective engagement all the way to restraint.  He puts restraint where some people would 
pejoratively use the term neoisolationist or something.  I’m actually offering discriminant 
response as more of a play on selective engagement. 

 
And if you were to array this in terms of spending – you know, I’d kind of like to hold 

defense at 500 (billion dollars) or so – I don’t think we can afford or explain or sell primacy per 
se in global meliorism everywhere.  Some of the discrimination is both in the interventions one 
gets into, but it’s also discrimination about where troops are forward positioned and where we 
work, in most.   

 
So it’s two aspects of where you’re forward and then where you respond.  You largely 

will have to surge and be an expeditionary force from CONUS, unless there are some vital 
interests in place.  And we can argue about whether our European friends are threatened to the 
east or not, and then what’s the best way of dealing with that threat.  Is it, you know, some token 
ground brigades?  Does that really help, that expense?  

 
And I think I’m incorporating my already-projected incerant (ph) cuts in the ground 

forces from those particular locations, so I’m prioritizing those as not amenable by American 
ground forces.  We have other capabilities to defend our allies and be discriminantly in our 
response in those areas.   

 
And, obviously, from the Korean example, having forces in these countries doesn’t stop 

certain crazy people in the north from doing really crazy things.  We’re obviously not being very 
discriminant in response.  We should change our pattern of behavior there with the South 
Koreans, perhaps, and be a little more maybe offensive or something, if we need to contain that. 

 
But I do share Max’s concerns about nuclear proliferation in Northeast Asia.  I think 

that’s an important risk that we should probably debate a little bit further.  I think that’s a really 
solid point.  But I’m more of a selected engager, you know, what I call discriminant response. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Let me actually draw both you and Max out on it.   
 



In your – in answer to a previous question, you said, Frank, we spent $2 trillion, lost 
5,000 people, and we are not better off for it; we’re weaker for it.  Now, we didn’t spend those 
kind of resources, as Max might imply, on Somalias and Beiruts and Haitis –  

 
MR. HOFFMAN:  That’s right. 
 
MR. MURDOCK:  – we spent them in Iraq and Afghanistan.  So I’m assuming you’re 

saying we shouldn’t have done Iraq and we shouldn’t have done Afghanistan in the way that we 
did it.  And Max is saying we should have done Iraq, we’ve just got to stay the course.  Now, is 
that a fair characterization of your two positions? 

 
MR. HOFFMAN:  I’m also looking at where we are today and where we’re going to be 

in six years as opposed to where we were 10 years ago when the defense budget was balanced 
and we weren’t $14 trillion in the hole –  

 
MR. MUDOCK:  OK.   
 
MR. HOFFMAN:  – so I’m arguing for a strategy of the future, not taking my proposals 

now and going back a decade and trying to apply them.   
 
So I think that would be an erroneous interpretation of my remarks to go backwards that 

far.  And we need to be honest, again, where we are, both in those countries and where we are 
fiscally.  I heard, I think it was Jay, talking about 30 years down the road, but we’re not 30 years 
down the road from being where the Europeans are; we’re at the end of this decade.   

 
And I haven’t heard anybody own up on the fiscal reality.  We’re not, you know, in a 

sound fiscal position.  We do have a great system and we can perhaps grow, but that growth is 
going to be a burden.  In a few years we’re going to be spending $700 billion a year not on 
Medicare, not on entitlements, not on defense or security or any other kind of government 
capability; we’re going to spend $700 billion a year on paying on interest on debt.  And that’s 
going to continue to grow for – we’re going to spend more on debt load than we are on defense.   

 
We’ve had our bonds downgraded.  This is part of our position in the world right now.  

You know, we’re not quite at Greece’s level, but we’re actually – in terms of percentage, we 
actually have more debt as a percentage of our economy than they do.  It’s just that nobody in the 
world thinks that they can recover from it, and everybody believes we can.   

 
And I share some of Max’s more positive views if we get the political dysfunction and 

get our priorities organized.  We can grow a little bit and we certainly have to get at the 
entitlement state.  The world which we created is not sustainable, given our demographics, you 
know, 10 years from now.  It’s going to require much sharper change in the social system in this 
country than in defense, and we’ll be far better off with our security and economic foundation 
established first rather than that. 

 
But we’ve got to be honest with the American people.  You’re going to have to tell 

people like my mother – you know, she’s in her mid-70s – that, you know, when she goes out to 



the end of the mailbox at the end of the month – my mother is used to seeing a little check come 
every month, and also used to having her bills covered, and she’s going to have to have that 
rationed a little bit differently in the future.   

 
And when Harlan and I go off to our, you know, well-deserved vacations, wherever 

we’re going to have them – mine apparently is going to be in South Carolina – I’m going to have 
to get used to the same thing.  You know, I’m not going to be as well off economically and I’m 
going to have to, you know, pay for my own health care to some degree.  And we need to be 
honest about that if we’re going to have security that we absolutely need, you know, to preserve 
in the future.   

 
This country certainly can afford 3 (percent) and 4 percent for GDP indefinitely if it so 

chooses to.  The American people are just going to have to make that choice at some point in 
time, and that’s not going to happen probably in the next two years.   

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Next question?   
 
Q:  Thank you.  Frank Oliveri, CQ again.   
 
The way this discussion goes, we seem to be largely speaking in terms of, you know, 

absolutes.  And I’m wondering if this is – maybe some of you have viewed this as a contraction 
and then perhaps an expansion over time.  The way the cuts – so-called cuts are structured, you 
bring it down to fiscal ‘11 numbers, and then the Pentagon anticipates, you know, slight to flat 
growth over a 10-year period to get to that number.  If you get to sequestered, it’s a different 
story. 

 
But is this an argument about whether we’re just sort of contracting in the short term, and 

then, as we have always seen, the defense budgets again will begin to climb?  And so I just 
wanted some thoughts on that.  And then, as you talk about that, I was curious to know if there 
are missions – Mr. Hoffman mentioned a couple, but are there missions that the Defense 
Department currently does that maybe it shouldn’t be in the business of doing? 

 
MR. BOOT:  Well, if I could address the first part of the question, I think you’re 

absolutely right.  I don’t think that we’re going to see a terminal decline in the defense budget.  I 
think sooner or later it’s going to be reversed.  If the pattern of history holds, and I think it will, 
what normally happens is we think that suddenly peace is dawning after every one of our wars, 
and now we’re doing it even before the war is actually over.  We think peace is breaking out and 
we can turn our swords into plowshares.  

 
And then all of a sudden we get surprised by a Fort Sumter, by a Pearl Harbor, by a 9/11 

and all of a sudden we realize, wait a second; we don’t have the kind of forces we need to deal 
with the dangers that we face, and we rapidly try to build up and deal with these dangers.  But as 
a result of that, what typically happens is we lose the first battles of a war, we suffer unnecessary 
and needless casualties early on because we were not well-prepared for the conflict that we 
confronted.  What I’m trying to suggest to you here today is, let’s break out of that pattern.   

 



Let’s actually try to do something really radical and learn from history and realize that 
it’s cheaper in the long term to have a large, capable military that can deter threats and deal with 
threats when they arise rather than disarming to some degree and trying to rapidly rebuild those 
capacities once the next round of shooting breaks out.  That’s a dysfunctional pattern that I fear 
we are doomed to repeat. 

 
MR. HOFFMAN:  Two really good questions on patterns.  What I’d like to see is, of 

course, some kind of program growth over time, even if we have a short-term adjustment of 
some type. 

 
You know, there’s things in the department’s top line that historically, just as a matter of 

fact, we’ve seen people costs go up, we’ve seen O&M go up, even as we’re buying newer gear.  
Some pieces of hardware actually cost more to maintain and operate than previous systems, and 
maybe we can get to some energy efficient systems and maybe we’ll actually get serious about 
long-term life cycle costs – but we haven’t. 

 
We also have hardware costs that seem to go up.  So even if defense spending was flat, 

say, for five or six years, you know, that pressure underneath would eat away and corrode that.  
So, it is something to hope for that that is, you know, going to be recognized and people will 
pump that into the defense top line, so it won’t be going down. 

 
But that’s what I want to have happen.  If you want me to give you my assessment on 

what will happen based on 25 years in town – and I’ll tell you, I had a really unfortunate 
education as an economist, and it makes me really pessimistic and really dismal.  They don’t call 
it the dismal science for nothing.   

 
I have a degree in economics from a cheap school up in West Philadelphia that 

specializes in making people really, really pessimistic.  So I’m a pessimist, and there’s a reason, 
and let me view it from another education, from an historian.  The context between some of these 
life cycles that Max described and today is important.  You need to recognize the discontinuities 
in history.   

 
We made this mistake coming out of World War II and dropping really down, and we 

had a debt level that we had – you know, pretty much what we have right now, 110 (percent), 
120 percent of GDP projected, you know, five years from now of debt.  And we grew out of that.  
We grew out of that when the average age of America was, like, 35 years old.  And we had a GI 
Bill to pump in education.   

 
We were a country that spent 1 percent of its economy on health care.  We exported 

energy.  Our economic competitors in both Europe and in Asia were crumbled down to rubble 
and couldn’t produce anything, so we could be 50 percent of the world’s manufacturing base and 
make a profit on it.  And we were the world’s largest creditor nation and we made money at it. 

 
None of those conditions exist for the next 10 years.  We spend 16 percent of our 

economy on health care today.  We import energy and we borrow our money to pay for our 
defense from China, which I find, you know, humorous.  You know, we have concepts in this 



town to borrow $100 billion to operationalize a concept for technology, and we get all the money 
from Beijing to do so. 

 
And probably if the Chinese let us borrow that $100 billion, they’re either really 

mercantilistic about it or they think that we’re wasting our money, and we might want to sit back 
and think about that, if you’re an OSD policy or strategy kind of thing. 

 
So I’m really pessimistic that the kind of curve that we climbed out of in the past, you 

know, is – we really have the grounds, you know, for.  We’re now the world’s largest debtor 
nation and we import 15 (percent), 30 percent of our energy and we will continue to do so for a 
long period of time, despite whatever we get from Canada, Mexico or the House of Saud.  It’s 
not a good situation. 

 
So the system, in terms of capital allocation, political adaptability, innovation of the 

American culture and business world, Max has nailed that right.  I mean, there is the potential 
there.  That system is there.  But the historical continuities and discontinuities should make 
somebody very, very scared. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  Nate? 
 
MR. FREIER:  Yeah, the first thing I’d say is the reductions – in my mind the reductions 

have to be – have to have built into them the capacity for reversing them.  And I’ll give you one 
concrete example.   

 
When we did the reductions in the ‘90s, using a ground force example, we tended to 

basically open the door and let anybody who wanted to get out, get out.  Now, actually, sort of 
walking back a little bit on my BPC security force assistance sort of commentary a little bit, I 
mean, if you really want to do that right, what you have to do is, as you reduce ground forces, 
you have to keep – you have to keep in the force, an excess of senior-level officers and 
noncommissioned officers than you actually need in your fighting units.   

 
That was something we didn’t do in the ‘90s, and therefore when – in the early part of 

this decade when you wanted to expand your force, you basically had promotion rates go to 100 
percent, so we promoted everybody because we needed them, without actually putting a quality 
cut on them.  So that’s one thing I’d say. 

 
The last thing I would point out is the problem with this cyclical thing, in my mind, is 

that 9/11 was so visceral to the United States that it actually triggered a buildup that was 
hundreds of times out of proportion to the actual size of the threat – size and nature of the threat, 
OK?  We basically truly did treat what was less than a nail with a very, very, very large hammer.   

 
I mean, it’s a philosophical approach:  Was it a military problem or a law-enforcement 

problem?  I’m not coming down on the side of that.  What I’m saying is the expansion of the 
national security state that occurred after 9/11 we are basically stuck with out of fear that it’s 
going to happen again, right?  And so I think that we have to recognize that that going forward is 
going to be a problem for us in making rational reductions.   



 
Q:  May I follow up? 
 
MR. MURDOCK:  Yeah. 
 
Q:  Mr. Boot, during the Clinton administration, 30 billion (dollars) was cut out of 

defense in the early part of the administration.  Thirty billion (dollars) was added at the end of 
that administration.  And then shortly thereafter, a few years later, 9/11 happened.  Are you 
saying that if defense had not been cut during the Clinton administration, 9/11 wouldn’t have 
happened?  You made the link. 

 
MR. BOOT:  I can tell you’re a member of my former profession in the news media 

because you’re an expert at leading questions.  Caught you. 
 
The Army of the United States was cut by roughly a third in active duty strength during 

the 1990s.  And a lot of that was on the assumption that the road was a much more peaceful 
place.  A lot of it was on the assumption that the revolution in military affairs meant that we no 
longer needed to have a large number of boots on the ground, that we could do it all with 
technology from stand-off distances.   

 
And we thought that was kind of working when we sent cruise missiles to pound al-Qaida 

tents in Afghanistan.  Then 9/11 happens.  We saw that it wasn’t working.  And before long, we 
wound up in two major ground wars we did not anticipate in Iraq and Afghanistan.  And I would 
argue part of the reason why we fared so badly in both Iraq and Afghanistan in the early going 
was we did not have enough boots on the ground to actually control the situation. 

 
Part of that was there were strategic reasons why I think Rumsfeld and the generals 

thought it would be counterproductive to have boots on the ground, but part of it was also just 
the limitations of the force because we didn’t have a lot of boots to send.  And so they were 
trying to make the best use of an Army that was too small.   

 
And once we realized that the small-footprint approach was backfiring, we wound up 

trying to increase the size of both the Army and the Marine Corps, and still, I think, not to 
adequate sizes, but we did increase it because we saw that we were stressing out the force and we 
just didn’t have enough troops to deal with those contingencies.   

 
And what I’m suggesting here today is let’s learn the lesson of that history and 

understand that there will be unforeseen contingencies in the future.  And if we write off the 
possibility of needing large numbers of ground forces in the future, if we don’t prepare for that 
contingency, I guarantee you that contingency will become more likely to occur. 

 
MR. MURDOCK:  One more question?  Harlan, last question. 
 
Q:  I have an observation I will try to put into a polite question.   
 



It seems to me if you take a look in a much larger context, that there’s no doubt that 
American relative power and influence is in the decline and probably will decline further.  We 
have a government that, at best, is broken, with an absence of strong leadership, and 
economically our situation is critical and could be a lot worse. 

 
Now, Max Boot may be right.  As Beethoven said, “We shall hear in heaven.”  But I’m 

just concerned that, given the way the world is evolving – and it would be interesting to see some 
bright spots someplace for us – do you think you all are underestimating the difficulty of our 
position and therefore not suggesting options and alternatives that really conform with actually 
how bad this might be? 

 
MR. BOOT:  I don’t – again, to reiterate what I said earlier, I don’t see our position as 

being all that difficult.  I think we’ve made some bad political choices.  We spent a little too 
much in the last two years and clearly we have a debt level and a deficit which are unsustainable, 
but I don’t think it’s impossible to bring those down. 

 
We were certainly talking about our deficit problems in the 1980s.  Who would have 

imagined that within a decade we would be running a budget surplus?  It’s not inconceivable that 
we could do the same thing in rather short order today if we impose some limitations on our 
entitlement spending; at the same time do some other things such as perhaps to stimulate the 
economy and increase economic growth, which will fill the coffers of the government fairly 
rapidly, as occurred in the 1980s. 

 
I think the fundamentals of the economy are sound.  Our innovation is strong.  Our 

private sector leads the world in technology and numerous other fields.  All you have to do is 
look at operating systems for cell phones where two American companies, Google and Apple, 
have more than 50 percent of the market share, and that’s true across the board in most major 
high-tech sectors. 

 
So there’s no reason why we can’t continue to stay strong.  Our population is relatively 

youthful compared to our major competitors.  It’s not aging as rapidly as in China or Japan or in 
Europe.  In fact, we’re growing.  Our ability to assimilate immigrants is one of our greatest 
strengths. 

 
There is a lot – there is a lot right about America, and I simply refuse to accept the fact 

that there’s anything inevitable about our decline.  I think there’s no reason why, with slightly 
better political leadership, a few more difficult choices made in this town – which is not 
impossible.  We’ve made difficult choices before.  Who would have imagined that we could 
have reformed welfare, for example, in the 1990s?   

 
I think, with a few tweaks here and there, there’s no reason to think that the 21st century 

can’t be an American century as well. 
 
MR. MURDOCK:  Nate, last word for the panel, and then we’ll close. 
 



MR. FREIER:   I’d say, just briefly, I echo Max’s belief that – I’m not necessarily 
completely negative on the United States’ economic trajectory, although I am, by no means, in 
any position to make judgments on that.  Frank might be, as an economist, but I’m not.  
(Laughter.)  But what I will say is that a smaller military that is more efficient in the way it 
spends its money is not necessarily an automatic indication of American decline.   

 
MR. MURDOCK:  All right, we’re going to take a break now for lunch.  I would 

encourage people to get their food as rapidly as possible because 12:10 or 12:15, Secretary 
Cohen will address us. 

 
 
 
 
 


