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Thank you very much for the opportunity to testify before you today, and to share my thoughts
on the future of national military service. The all-volunteer force has produced the strongest and
most capable military in U.S. history, and despite some challenges, it remains the best model for
transforming civilians into soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines. Yet, as has happened
throughout the nation’s history, the United States may find itself fighting a future war whose
scale exceeds the number of volunteers. No matter how unlikely that might seem, the United
States must nevertheless remain prepared to conscript citizens into the military during a dire
national emergency. The Selective Service System fills that role today, but its mechanisms must
be updated to ensure that the military can rapidly access the complex range of skills necessary
for warfare in the 21% century.

The Enduring Strengths of the All-Volunteer Force

The United States fields the most strongest and most capable military in the world, which is
largely due to the strengths of the all-volunteer force (AVF). The men and women who serve in
uniform are highly motivated and deeply dedicated to their mission. They are better educated
and more racially diverse than the U.S. population as a whole.! The quality of the force is higher
than it has ever been, which enables it to excel the highly critical, complex tasks that characterize
modern warfare. The AVF has proved adaptive and resilient since it was adopted in 1973,
through the Cold War, Desert Storm, the peacekeeping operations of the 1990s, and the lengthy
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. During the early years of those wars, there were great concerns
that the AVF would “break,” that repeated deployments to demanding combat environments
would leave the military unable to recruit and retain enough volunteers. Yet despite the very real
stresses that the wars placed on those in uniform, the AVF rose to the challenge, and the force
has remained very well disciplined and effective.

The AVF does face a number of challenges, which must be addressed to ensure that it maintains
(and even improves) its high quality and capabilities into the future. It needs to invest more
resources in recruiting young Americans across the entire country, especially from the coastal
and urban areas which are significantly underrepresented. It needs to provide more flexible
career paths, so those in uniform can move more freely across the active component, the reserve
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component, and civilian society.? The military might need to create very different policies and
organizations structures to attract those with expertise in particularly critical skills, such as
establishing a Cyber Force as a new military service.> And it remains expensive, which requires
a sustained national commitment to adequately fund the Department of Defense.

Despite these challenges, the AVF remains the best model for staffing the U.S. military.
Conscription would erode almost all of the current strengths of the force, replacing highly
motivated and educated professionals with people who are not serving willingly and most likely
with shorter terms of service. At a time when the challenges to U.S. national security are
increasing and warfare is growing more technologically complex, a return to conscription would
severely undermine all of the current strengths of the force and leave the nation unacceptably
vulnerable. And though the AVF is and will continue to be expensive, as Secretary of Defense
Jim Mattis has recently noted, “America can afford survival.”™

A Mechanism for Conscription Remains Necessary as a Hedge

There’s an old joke in Washington that only three groups of people oppose a military draft:
Democrats, Republicans, and independents. Recent survey data suggests that only 29 percent of
all voters support the idea of returning to a draft, with the rest either opposed or unsure.’> That
deep unpopularity, combined with the remarkable performance of the AVF during the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, has led to numerous calls to get rid of compulsory service altogether. In
2016, four members of Congress from both political parties introduced a bill to abolish the
Selective Service. One of the four, Rep. Mike Coffman (R-Colo.), argued that maintaining it
“simply makes no sense,” and that the “all-volunteer military has given us the most elite fighting
force in the history of this country.”® One editorial even argued, “It’s hard to imagine a conflict
in today’s world in which this nation could not rely on its volunteer forces.”’

Yet that is exactly what we need to imagine. As demanding as the recent wars have been, they
remain quite small in historical context. At the peak of the war in Afghanistan, just over 100,000
U.S. troops were deployed; in Iraq, that number was over 170,000. In Vietnam, by comparison,
the peak number was 537,000 (which was considered a limited war at the time), and in World
War 11, it was over 8 million. History shows that the United States has relied on conscription for
its large wars, no matter how strong the support of the American people. In World War I, for
example, only 300,000 people volunteered to serve in the Army, and another 2.7 million were
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conscripted. In World War II, which was arguably the most-supported war in American history,
draftees accounted for more than 60 percent of the 18 million people who served in uniform.?

A future large conflict could quickly dispel the idea that the nation will always be able to fight its
wars with volunteers. The odds that the United States would find itself in a really big war — one
with many hundreds of thousands of troops (if not more), with widespread destruction and
casualties — remains low, although the recently-released National Defense Strategy points out
that the renewal of long-term strategic competition with China and Russia may be slowly
increasing those odds. No matter how likely, though, the consequences of any such conflict
would be immense, and possibly existential. Those incredibly high stakes are why the nation
continues to invest its blood and treasure in maintaining a U.S. military that is prepared to fight
and win whatever future conflicts come its way — and why it must retain some sort of mechanism
to mobilize its citizens.

The widespread public opposition to a draft could shift far more quickly that most people realize.
In the event of a genuine national emergency, when the stakes involved are clear rather than
abstract, the American people may swiftly realize that a draft remains necessary. When I speak
on this issue, I often ask audiences to remember how they, their family, and friends felt on the
afternoon of September 11, 2001. Then I ask them to imagine that, for whatever reason,
President George W. Bush had gone on television that evening and told the American people that
a draft was needed to defeat those who had caused the attacks and the death of 3,000 fellow
citizens. I tell them that I personally believe that the American people would have supported a
draft to do so. But then, regardless of whether they agree with that, I ask them to imagine the
same scenario, but that instead of 3,000 deaths, there had been 30,000. Or 300,000. Or, if a
weapon of mass destruction had been used, 3 million. Or 30 million. At some point, the scale of
the national emergency would become so grave that there would be widespread (if grudging)
support for a draft, because the American public would understand the stakes involved. Those
types of scenarios are the reason why calls to abolish the Selective Service are so dangerous;
they could very easily require the nation to rapidly expand its military force to address a severe
or even existential threat.

Updating Selective Service for the 21%* Century

One of the reasons why the draft remains so unpopular with the American people is that they
assume that people would be conscripted in the same ways that they were in Vietnam — the only
draft that they or most people in their family can remember. The Vietnam draft was widely
perceived as unfair, and by the end of the war, the U.S. military suffered from severe problems
with discipline, drug use, and racial tensions. That’s why many Americans, and especially those
who serve or have served in the military, believe that conscripts would make the force far less
capable and effective. Any future draft could — and should — look very different. Issues of
fairness and equity, for example, must addressed to ensure that all citizens share in bearing the
burdens of war. But even deeper changes are needed to the Selective Service system in order to
provide the type of force that is capable of winning its future wars.
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The draft in Vietnam, as with its predecessors, was designed to generate large volumes of
combat forces. While those will almost certainly remain necessary in future wars, they may be
far from sufficient. A future war will require the nation will need to generate a wider range of
capabilities than ever before. Space and cyberspace are two entirely new operating domains, for
example, and are deeply changing the character of warfare in ways that we are only beginning to
grasp. Any future big war will clearly have a major cyber component, which would require
conscripting the nation’s most talented code writers, hackers, and cyber security experts into a
world-class cadre of cyber warriors. Furthermore, future adversaries may choose to fight the
United States in all sorts of non-traditional domains. In 1999, two Chinese colonels published a
remarkable book called Unrestricted Warfare, which may be even more relevant today than
when it was published. They argued that was had evolved to “using all means, included armed
force or non-armed force, military and non-military, and lethal and non-lethal means to compel
the enemy to accept one’s interests.” That might require the United States to quickly draft
financial experts to help protect the nation from economic warfare, for example, or social media
gurus to conduct information operations, or other types of expertise that we cannot yet imagine
would be required during wartime. Doing so would require the Selective Service to register
citizens by their profession or expertise, and to update that information over time. Plans to do so
have existed at least since the 1990s, but have garnered very little interest.!® Yet this is one clear
way to reform the Selective Service system in order to ensure that the nation can quickly access
the talents that already exist throughout American society during a time of national emergency.

Another vital reform is requiring women as well as men to register with the Selective Service.
Although the debate over this issue frequently becomes politicized, it is absolutely critical to
ensure that the military can access all of the nation’s talent in times of crisis. Exempting 51
percent of Americans from registration means exempting more than half of the nation’s talent — a
price that the United States cannot and should not have to pay. Requiring women to register will
also help restore the principles of equity and fairness into the conscription process. Since all
combat positions are now open to women who meet the requirements, continuing to exempt
them from Selective Service registration is deeply unfair. Now that American women have the
right to serve in all combat positions, they must share equal responsibility for protecting and
defending the nation.

Conscription and the Responsibilities of Citizenship

The AVF has been a tremendous success, but it has had one very dangerous and unintended
consequence: it has severed the link between military service and the vast majority of the
American people. After more than 40 years and two protracted wars, most Americans now
expect the nation’s wars to be fought by other people, the 1 percent of their fellow citizens who
volunteer to serve. The American people hold the military in very high esteem and even
venerate those in uniform, as demonstrated by ubiquitous yellow ribbons, generous commercial
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discounts, and countless thanks for their service. Such nearly universal adulation is far
preferable to the contempt with which those in the military were treated after Vietnam, of course,
but it exacerbates the perception of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines as others, as different
from the rest of us, as those who fight on the nation’s behalf. Yet defending the nation in times
of crisis is perhaps the most profound obligation of citizenship and a fundamental tenet of
American democracy. The Constitution gives we, the people, many rights, but also charges us
with providing for the common defense. Yet the AVF has made it all too easy for Americans to
forget that fundamental responsibility. It has also made it too easy for them to support going to
war, since they have no personal stake in the outcome. It is much easier to send other people’s
sons and daughters into harm’s way if you know that yours will remain safely at home.

There is no easy way to address this problem. Replacing the AVF with conscription is too high a
price to pay, because it would undermine the great strengths of today’s military. One possible
way to reconnect the American people with the nation’s wars might be to require that every use
of military force be accompanied by a lottery that drafts up to 10,000 men and women, who
might or might not end up being deployed. That number, while small, should be enough to
trigger a serious national debate about whether the nation should be fought, since almost every
family would include someone at risk of being drafted. It would thus retain most of the
advantages of the AVF while still sharing the burdens of war a bit more evenly throughout the
country.!! At the very minimum, however, the Selective Service must be retained. It is the only
remaining thread in American society that connects all (male) U.S. citizens to their military, and
also provides a vital mechanism for mobilizing the full population in times of national
emergency.
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