
“Defense is no longer a ‘high-tech’ venture but an institution 
like Ford or Chrysler” 

WHO’S THI” G ABOUT 
NATIONAL SECURITY? 

by Garry D. Brewer and Paul Bracken 

Prior to World War 11, American national security policy 
was formed by a loosely connected elite that generally 
operated from a business-financial base in the northeastern 
United States. It was from this group that secretaries of 
state and war were drawn and among this group that serious 
long-range thinking on important security issues was un- 
dertaken. The power of this community continued after 
the war, probably reaching its zenith in the 1950s. when 
an important change occurred. Unversities like Harvard, 
Yale, and Chicago gained prominence at this time, but the 
more interesting phenomenon was the emergence of so- 
called “defense intellectuals” at places like the Rand Cor- 
poration and other think tanks. 

The shift did not actually challenge any status quo in 
national security thinking. Revolutions in weapon destruc- 
tiveness and the cost of defense, including managing what 
had previously been a small peacetime military establish- 
ment, made it clear that traditional ways of analyzing de- 
fense problems were inadequate-and, in the nuclear age. 
probably even dangerous. Quite simply, there was no status 
quo to challenge because too much had changed. The 
period 1956-63 stands out as a time of creative ferment in 
American national security thinking, a time when some 
first-rate people were offering useful ideas about security 
in the nuclear age. Rereading some of the vintage works 
of this era shows how little that is new has been added to 
our understanding of security problems in the years fol- 
lowing. 

The supply of new ideas in security and strategic studies 
has dried up since the mid-1960s. But the need for them 
has grown enormously. The character of the nuclear powers 
today is fundarpentally different from what it was in the 
early 1960s. New security problems of energy and eco- 
nomic interdependence, nuclear proliferation, the econom- 
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ics of defens-these and other problems all loom much 
larger than they did in the heyday of the defense inteljec- 
tuals. Yet for several reasons a mismatch between supply 
and demand for first-rate thinking in national security has 
developed, one whose consequences are dangerous for both 
national security and world order. It is this mismatch that 
American universities can ignore no longer. 

Beginning in the mid- 1960s. serious problems began to 
affect the level and quality of defense discussions in the 
United States. There are few signs that these problems are 
abating. Indeed, quite the opposite is true, particularly 
when long-term rather than immediate policy problems are 
considered. One unnoticed consequence of the Vietnam 
war and the Watergate abuses is that they drove some of 
the best people away from careers connected with national 
security. Educational programs were shunned in the 1965- 
80 era, and the result is literally a lost generation of national 
security analysts. For many budding scholais and analysts 
of the time, the “best and the brightest” symbolized what 
was to be avoided--or fought. The steady flow of talented 
and well-trained graduate and professional students slowed 
to a trickle. 

Falling student interest occurred just as another impor- 
tant change was taking place. In the late 1960s the think 
tanks were being put on much shorter leashes by their 
governmental funding sponsors and their quality began to 
erode seriously. This trend was little remarked by either 
the public or the media, but it has continuing and important 
implications for how our country creates and chooses its 
security policies. In the late ’60s too, scores of new “con- 
sulting” firms were set up by private entrepreneurs to serve 
the government’s defense needs. While these firms may 
originally have concentrated on relatively technical issues, 
by the early 1970s they were being funded to examine the 
broadest questions of national security policy. These pri- 
vate-for-profit firms are located overwhelmingly in the 
Washington, D.C., metropolitan area. Many are to be 
found near the Washington beltway and are known as 
“beltway bandits,” signifying more concern for the cor- 
porate “bottom line” by keeping sponsors happy than for 
providing independent analysis and advice. 

The leading nonprofit think tanks of the 1950s and ’60s 
have declined in importance, largely under competitive 
pressures that threaten their survival. Recently, for ex- 
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ample, Secretary of the Navy John Lehman moved to 
reduce the independence of the Center for Naval Analyses, 
a nonprofit, University of Rochester-operated think tank. 
In essence, the University of Rochester was “fired” and 
the administration of the Center moved to tighter control 
by the Navy. The New York Times lamented this change 
in a recent editorial, pointing out that yet another source 
of outside and independent advice on security matters was 
being eliminated. 

ESTABLISHED ESTABLISHMENTS 
These trends are directly relevant to American universities. 
In the absence of university involvement in strategic studies 
and training, other organizations have filled the void, even 
though their work and personnel are motivatd by many 
factors other than independence or quality of thought. One 
can see the effects in current national security debates in 
the United States. Both quality and creativity have declined 
drastically. 

Those in government and in consulting firms think and 
act as if they have seen it all before in dozens of briefings, 
reports, and articles over the years. Another briefing on 
ICBM vulnerability or another paper on the “warfighting” 
versus “deterrence” debate prompts more yawns than fresh 
insights. This may be inevitable. After all, it is hard to 
sustain high-quality interest in an event that has not oc- 
curred in over tturty-five years of thinking, planning, and 
preparing for it. One must wonder if the American national 
security community has become so jaded that it is no longer 
capable of surprise. There is something terribly dangerous 
at work here. Nuclear weapons, once new and captivating, 
as were the organizations established to plan, acquire, and 
use them, are old hat-accepted and settled. Defense is 
no longer a “high-tech” venture but, rather, an institution 
that better resembles Ford or Chrysler-mature and set in 
its habits and ways. 

Two important features characterize mature complex 
organizations and typify the American defense establish- 
ment of the 1980s. First, such an organization tends to 
take on a life of its own and hence is difficult to change. 
As vested interests build up, responsiveness to direction 
is replaced by self-justification. We are saying something 
more here than that bureaucratic politics is important. As 
the American security establishment has matured over the 
last thirty years, it has become increasingly incapable of 
rising to the challenges facing it. The 1970s, involving the 
torturous exit from Vietnam and culminating in the botched 
lran rescue mission, present a sorry record of incompe- 
tence, as dangerous as it is unsatisfying. 

When President Eisenhower recognized the importance 
in the missile age of surprise first-strike attacks, he ordered 
the construction of an early-warning radar network known 
as the Ballistic Missile Early Warning System. Thirty-one 
months after site selection, the most complex man-machine 
system ever built was in place and radars in Greenland 
were feeding the warning information back to the United 
States. Compare this performance with the current MX- 
missile debacle, where, after ten years of organizational 
infighting, there is still no coherent deployment plan. The 
question arises: What if MX had really been needed-as 
Presidents Ford, Carter, and Reagan have stated in turn? 

A second feature of the mature and complex defense 
establishment is that there is seldom m m  to think about 
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anything but urgent issues. Issues are either classified as 
high priority or receive little or no attention. The resultant 
pathologies would be comic if their consequences were 
not so serious. For fifteen years the government devoted 
no fundamental thinking to the basic problems of command 
and control. The ability of the United States and the Soviet 
Union to go on simultaneous alert safely has never once 
been studied at any level of security classification. The 
most likely devolution of command authority in a nuclear 
conflict has never been studied or gamed by the government 
or any other group. And the weakest links in command 
and control, the theater nuclear forces in Europe, have 
never been exercised-not even in a training simulation. 

Now the government has discovered command and con- 
trol and made it a high priority issue. Some $18 billion is 
being thrown at the problem, despite the lack of even 
rudimentary criteria for how to spend the money wisely. 
Command and control is important-and a mess. But its 
initial neglect, and present importunateness, represents 
deeper, more fundamental, and more general shortcomings 
of the aged defense structure and policy process. At pres- 
ent, any problem that is not urgent does not exist; unfor- 
tunately, this nearly always leads to enormous difficulties 
when it comes to implementing policies. Without adequate 
prior thought and consideration, decisions taken in the 
crisis of the moment have very little reason to be wise, 
efficient, or even feasible. And distressingly, in case after 
case, this is so. 

The routine and easily predictable results emanating from 
military analysis “shops” merely underscore the social costs 
of allowing the services to pursue one-sided advocacy of 
their interests unchallenged by informed discussion, tech- 
nically competent analysis, and tough debate. It is not hard 
to provide a number of explanations for how these problems 
began, and in various renditions the American university’s 
abdication of responsibility figures prominently. 

A typical Pentagon analysis shop will be filled with well- 
trained, bright, career-motivated young captains, majors, 
and colonels. Surprisingly few civilian analysts are to be 
found. And on the Washington beltway one finds the same 
sorts of people, although uniforms have been replaced by 
the three-piece suits acquired by military analysts as they 
pass through the revolving door that separates a service 
from a consulting career. Advanced degrees abound, many 
of them earned at the military postgraduate schools op- 
erated by the services themselves. Far less evident are 
studies that challenge higher authority. that deviate much 
in either tone or color from the represented service’s pitch 
or uniform hue, or that capture more than the esoteric 
technical details of problems that usually have a much 
wider range of important political, economic, or social 
aspects and human implications. 

THE PERSHING CASE 
For a variety of reasons, the university has in past years 
relinquished much of its responsibility for independent 
thought and education in national security matters-par- 
ticularly those endeavors related to the preparation of well- 
trained, professional analysts. The demand for new ideas 
and well-trained people did not abate during the 1965-80 
era. Rather, this demand was filled by the military services 
themselves and their controlled research contractors. The 
social consequences are now becoming clear. At the most 



general level, threats to the scientific enterprise have flowed 
in the wake of nonstop manipulation of analyses and pol- 
iticization of science for parochial and bureaucratic ends. 
It is very bard to appraise the prevalent military problem- 
solving process otherwise. Studies of important issues like 
the MX missile are so routinely “rigged” to show pre- 
determined conclusions that the policy process has degen- 
erated into a contest in skillful bureaucratic maneuvering. 

Witness the level of debate on the decision to deploy a 
new generation of ground-launched cruise and Pershing II 
missiles in Europe. The discussion of this issue is con- 
ducted almost entirely in terms of a contest of American 
and Soviet political willpower. The debate might as well 
be over hydroelectric plants or navigation rights as over 
nuclear weapons. Yet there are reasons to be deeply con- 
cerned about the security dimensions of this deployment, 
for the Pershing I1 missile will be able to reach targets 
near Moscow some ten minutes after launch from West 
Germany. Such a short flight time means that the Soviet 
high command will be threatened in its ability to issue 
orders to its own forces. Simply stated, the Soviet lead- 
ership will not have time to coordinate its own actions. 
The likely result? Probably much greater dejegation of 
authority by the civilian leadership to the military, because 
there will not be time for more extensive coordination in 
a crisis. Our decision to deploy the Pershing may have the 
further effect of driving the Soviets to a “launch-on-wam- 
ing” posture; the short reaction time involved here would 
leave them no alternative but to turn decision-making au- 
thority over to military computer systems. 

The Pershing case offers only one illustration of the fact 
that the most important consequences of defense policies 
often do not rise to the surface. It is not hard to understand 
why a tightly controlled government research contractor 
or one of the military’s own analysis shops will avoid this 
kind of question. But it is much more challenging to con- 
sider where in society the opportunities might exist to 
compete in that marketplace of ideas now monopolized by 
the well-funded analysis shops. Where might one go to 
learn the national security profession-including its tools, 
language, participants, institutions, and the like? The an- 
swer is: almost nowhere at the moment-a finding virtually 
guaranteed to ensure a continuation of bumbling along, 
business as usual, in defense and national security policy. 

Assigning blame here is rather meaningless. It is far 
more constructive to recognize these realities and then set 
about countering and improving them. One improvement 
is the interest in strategic and national security problems 
shown by a few university students and faculty in recent 
years. Interest is necessiq, but insufficient, to balance the 
neglect of the last decade or more. Cut off by their own 
choice for so long, many in universities are not well tuned 
to the changing and altered circumstances of the present 
day. This lag shows prominently in analytic and meth- 
odological subjects. It shows up in incomprehension of the 
everyday language of military and security affairs. (Just 
what are SEP, LNO, SEM, ORA, PA&E, DNA, and so 
forth?) And it appears in substantive fields too, even in 
those areas where matters of fact have extraordinary im- 
portance. How many “hawks” in Congress know that the 
estimates of the number of casualties produced in scenarios 
of limited nuclear war have been manipulated by removing 
command and control considerations so that the results 

show artificially low estimates of civilian casualties? How 
many “doves” understand that although a first-strike attack 
poses great uncertainties for the Soviets, the uncertainties 
about our own ability to strike back with untested weapons 
after receiving such an attack are probably far pa t e r?  And 
how many citizens are even aware that American H-bombs 
now sit on the alert aircraft of the Italian, Turkish, and 
Greek air forces? 

There are glimmerings of a turnabout. and American 
universities appear to be reemerging-or at least beginning 
to show new interest-in matters of security. This is due 
in part to increased student demand for information on 
security problems as the hangover from the Viemam era 
subsides; some students were not even born at the time of 
heightened American involvement, and most were only 
youngsters during the worst of the protests. The national 
attention given to a nuclear freeze and the general rise on 
the public agenda of military matters also fosters an im- 
proved atmosphere for thought and rational analysis of 
these complex issues. 

One can see the signs of change in the expanded support 
for security study centers at major universities such as 
Stanford, Harvard, and Yale. New courses are being cre- 
ated and offered to increasingly large and attentive numbers 
of graduates and undergraduates in diverse fields of spe- 
cialization. At Yale, for instance. a well-attended and lively 
faculty arms control seminar was launched last year and 
has resulted in proposals to seek substantial foundation 
support for heightened levels of both training and research 
on a variety of contemporary national security topics. In 
fact, quite a bit of individual scholarship had been going 
on at Yale during the drought earlier characterized, al- 
though it lacked the coherence and focus exhibited in other 
academic centers. A consequence of this renewed interest 
has been the drawing together of colleagues capable of the 
highest quality inquiry and study-many of whom had 
been working quietly and unaware of parallel and shared 
interests elsewhere in the university. In our view, these 
energies and talents are being employed not a moment too 
soon. ‘ W V ’  
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