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Andrew Bacevich is Catholic, 
but the “Sacred Trinity” he 
writes about in his new book 
is not the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. The College of 
Arts & Sciences professor of 
international relations and his-

tory is referring to what he calls the three 
tenets of U.S. security policy: a military 
stationed around the globe, configured 
to project its power internationally, and 
charged with intervening anywhere, 
against threats real or perceived.

In Washington Rules: America’s Path 
to Permanent War (Metropolitan Books, 
2010), Bacevich says these unquestioned 
principles have produced little security 
to justify their enormous costs, financial 

and human. A former U.S. Army colonel 
and West Point graduate, the author 
writes from personal experience. His son, 
Andrew (CGS’01, COM’03), an Army first 
lieutenant, was killed in Iraq in 2007.

Bacevich, a self-described conserva-
tive critic of current military policy, pro-
poses a new trinity: first, use the military 
to defend the United States and its vital 
interests, rather than police the world. 
Second, withdraw troops from places 
such as the Persian Gulf and central 
Asia. Third, disavow George W. Bush’s 
preventive war doctrine (sanctioning an 
American attack on a potential foe that 
hasn’t attacked or planned an attack on 
us) and fight only in self-defense, and as a 
last resort.

Bostonia talked with Bacevich about 
his proposals and their implications for 
handling crises ranging from terrorism to 
humanitarian disasters, such as the 1994 
ethnic slaughter in Rwanda.

Bostonia: You call for cutting the U.S. 
military to just the forces needed for 
self-defense. Defi ne self-defense.
Bacevich: There’s room for 
argument about what self-defense 
requires, and I’d like to see the 
argument engaged in by the American 
public and leadership. The point is 
to challenge the common practice 
and expectation that global policing 
defines the mission for the armed 
forces. That purpose vastly outstrips 
the capabilities of U.S. forces and 
implies demands on our resources 
as a nation that we are unwilling and 
probably unable to provide. I can 
make an argument that in the late 
1940s or 1950s, when the strategy 
was containing the Soviet empire, 
that approach made a certain amount 
of sense. But it’s foolish to assume 
principles defined in the 1940s remain 
relevant today.

You advocate withdrawing from the Gulf 
and central Asia. What would prevent a 
terrorist group from securing a haven in a 
weak state, as in Afghanistan before 9/11?
It’s the famous question Stalin asked 
about the Vatican—how many divisions 
does the pope have? How many divi-
sions does Osama bin Laden have? 
He can command some number of 
followers, but what I find preposterous 
is the notion that this has such appeal 
to the Islamic world that it can prevail. 
Al-Qaeda is more like the Mafia than 
Nazi Germany. An international police 
effort would have to be sustained, very 
well resourced, and ruthless to root 
out this network. Could that involve 
stationing small numbers of U.S. 
troops somewhere? Yes. But that gets 
into tactics rather than strategy. It’s 
in the realm of strategy where we’re 
desperately in need of debate.

Would pulling back allow us to prevent, 
for example, another Rwanda?
People tend not to take on board the 
costs involved in trying to save other 
people. Somebody’s kid has to get on 
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Andrew Bacevich’s 
new book: United 

States can’t be 
the world’s cop
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the C-17, and some of those kids are 
going to get killed. And the loudest 
voices calling for a humanitarian 
response aren’t necessarily the same 
people encouraging their children to go 
see their local Army recruiter. Beyond 
that, I would hope others, notably the 
Europeans, would take on a greater 
share.

The Europeans failed miserably in Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Rwanda.
There’s a need to encourage the 
Europeans to spend more on security 
capabilities. As long as we shoulder 
those responsibilities, why should 
they spend more? The U.S. military 
presence in Europe is unnecessary 
and redundant. We should, over maybe
a decade, gradually disengage from 
NATO and convert NATO into a Euro-
pean security arrangement.

There are times when, in response 
to horrific events, there’s an obligation 
to intervene, and Rwanda certainly 
met those criteria. That said, we should 
recognize that you can stop the killing, 
but it doesn’t follow that you’re going 
to eliminate the conditions that led to 
the killing.

Would a draft make the public less willing 
to have a huge military projected all over 
the globe?
Probably the result would be a bit of a
brake on the inclination to intervene. 
But there is zero likelihood that con-
scription’s going to be reintroduced. 
The military doesn’t want conscription, 
students at Boston University don’t 
want conscription, the parents of the 
students don’t want conscription.

You’re hard on Bush’s doctrine of preven-
tive war.
Say that the Japanese carriers are 
about to launch bombers to attack 
Pearl Harbor. In that circumstance, 
nations have a right to defend them-
selves preemptively. That’s not the 
circumstance that existed in 2003 
in Iraq. 

It’s important to distinguish be-
tween preemptive war and preven-
tive war, the one legitimate, the 
other illegitimate and stupid, as 
the events of the Iraq war suggest. 
RICH BARLOW

Driving on Comm 
Ave late at night is 
a perilous business. 
Avoiding pedestrians, 
bicyclists, and other 
cars is just one of the 
challenges. 

But now, thanks to
some College of Engi-
neering students, night 
drives may become 
much safer. The group
has designed a night
vision driver assis-
tance program that 
displays “threats,” 
such as pedestrians, 
road signs, and other
obstacles, on a dash-
board-mounted touch 
screen, warning driv-
ers of their presence 
with a beep. Called 
NightHawk NVS, the 
system was developed 
as a senior design 
project by electrical 
and computer engi-
neering students Luis 
Carrasco (ENG’10,’11), 
Sehrish Abid (ENG’10), 

 WEB EXTRA  Watch 
a test run of the 
NightHawk NVS driver 
assistance system at 
bu.edu/bostonia.

Andrew Sarratori 
(ENG’10), York Chan 
(ENG’10), and Wesley 
Griswold (ENG’10).

The idea came 
from Mikhail Gure-
vich (ENG’07), an 
entrepreneur and 
director of internet 
startup ZepFrog. But 
rather than trying 
to build the system 
himself, Gurevich 
turned his plan over to 
ENG students, hoping 
they could bring the 
device to fruition.

“Our system was 
both accurate enough 
and fast enough to be 
helpful,” says Carrasco, 
“whereas teams in the 
past could not do this.”

Central to the sys-
tem is a high-quality 
night vision camera 
mounted on the out-
side of the car. The 
camera collects real-
time information 
about objects that 
have a high likelihood 
of entering a vehicle’s 
path. The students say 
the system is intended 
to run at 30 miles per 
hour and has been 

successfully tested at 
speeds up to 70 miles 
per hour. The project 
took over 1,000 hours 
to complete, and 2,500 
lines of code were 
written to program it.

“Integrated with a 
GPS, the system could 
serve as an augmented 
reality navigation sys-
tem,” says Carrasco, 
who imagines that a 
future iteration will 
use infrared cameras 
and display visual 
information on a car’s 
windshield rather than 
a touch screen.

At this point, the
system exists only on
one laptop, but Car-
rasco says a company 
has expressed interest 
in taking it to market. 
He’s heard that GM, 
Ford, and Audi are 
working on similar 
programs, but he says 
their products were 
tested on unrealistic 
roadways.

“We tested our 
system on the craziest 
roads in America,” he 
says. “In Boston.” 
AMY LASKOWSKI
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Engineering students’ system displays 
“threats” to moving vehicles
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