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Ms. Harman began by pointing out that world events happen abruptly.  She asked rhetorically, 
who a week ago would have thought that war was breaking out in Lebanon.  But without facing 
unfolding threats and challenges in a clear-eyed manner, the United States will not assemble the 
materiel and willingness needed to deter and prevail in emerging conflicts.1 

Reflecting on her time in Congress, Ms. Harman recounted the triumphalism in the 1990s at 
having won the Cold War.  This led to an impulse to cut military and intelligence budgets.  Yet it 
was during this period of complacency that we missed foreseeing the rise of China, terrorism 
capable of 9-11 level calamities, and Putin’s simmering grievances. 

Ms. Harman posited that the threats facing the United States today are the most serious since 
1945.  And underlying this is the judgment that we are not prepared. 

• China is our pacing challenge.   
o What if China launched a major cyber attack on our critical infrastructure as part 

of a Taiwan operation? 
• Exacerbating the China challenge is that country’s deepening partnership with Russia – 

an axis of grievance. 
• And working together with Beijing and Moscow are other authoritarian regimes with 

considerable military capabilities such as Iran and North Korea. 

Yet despite the formidable nature of contemporary challenges, there are things Washington can 
do to improve our strength and preparedness. 

• Recognize the fabulous civilian technology base and connect it more effectively to the 
Pentagon. 

• Make better use of our Allies and partners. 
• Implement an all elements of national power strategy bringing together such things as 

military force, cybersecurity, foreign aid, etc. 

Recognizing toxic dysfunction in our national governance, Ms. Harman said that we are at a 
somber moment.  We will need to find a way to forge unity and civility in pursuing politically 
contentious tasks such as canceling legacy military platforms and raising revenue for suitable 
defense budgets (to include reform of entitlement spending). 

Paul F. Herman, Jr. 

 
1 See the final report of the Commission on the National Defense Strategy. 



 


