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Introduction 

Good afternoon. This is Barbara Van Allen, President of the Economic Club. Thank you 

for joining us today. We’re going to get started in exactly two minutes. Thank you. 

 

Chairman John C. Williams  

 

Well, good afternoon, and welcome to the 562nd meeting of The Economic Club of New 

York in our 113th year. I’m John Williams, I’m Chairman of the Club and President and 

CEO of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. With a distinguished history, since 

1907, The Economic Club of New York is the premier nonpartisan forum for timely 

discussions on a wide range of issues facing New York, the United States and the 

world. Our mission is as important today as ever as we continue to bring people 

together as a catalyst for sharing diverse points of view. And particularly during these 

challenging times, we proudly stand with all communities seeking inclusion and mutual 

understanding.  

 

So I’d like to take a moment to recognize those of our 312 members of the Centennial 

Society that are attending today. Their contributions continue to be the financial 

backbone of support for the Club and help enable us to offer our wonderful, diverse 

programming now and in the future. We’d also like to welcome members of The 

Economic Club of New York 2020 Class of Fellows. It’s a select group of rising, next-
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gen business thought leaders as well as graduate students from the NYU Stern School 

of Business and Pace University.  

 

So it’s an honor for me to introduce our special guest today, H.R. McMaster. H.R. 

McMaster is the Fouad and Michelle Ajami Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institution and 

Stanford University. A native of Philadelphia, H.R. graduated from the United States 

Military Academy in 1984. He served as an Army officer for thirty-four years and retired 

as a Lieutenant General in 2018. He remained on active duty while serving as the 26th 

Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs. He taught history at West Point 

and holds a PhD in history from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.   

 

In his recent book, BATTLEGROUNDS, H.R. McMaster describes efforts to reassess 

and fundamentally shift policies while he was National Security Advisor. 

BATTLEGROUNDS is a reassessment of America’s place in the world, drawing from his 

long engagement with these issues, including his 34 years of service with the U.S. Army 

and multiple tours of duty in battlegrounds overseas and his 13 months as National 

Security Advisor.  

 

The format today is a conversation in which we’re fortunate to have the Vice Chairman 

of the Club and retired Chairman of Citigroup, Mike O’Neill, doing the honors. We’ll end 

promptly at 2:45. Any questions that were sent to the Club from members in advance 
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were shared in advance with Mike. So as a reminder, this conversation is on the record 

as we do have media on the line. I’ll turn it over to Mike. 

 

Conversation with General H.R. McMaster 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Thank you John. And thank you, General, for 

joining us here. As I told you earlier, I have just finished your book and found it a very 

meaty read and rather different than the other books that are being written by former 

members of the Trump administration, and I think it really is a terrific piece of work. Let 

me begin by really quoting you. I mean I think you made the statement that improving 

the U.S.’s strategic competence is critical to maintaining our security, freedom and 

prosperity. And you basically wrote the book in order to see that that occurs.  

 

As I read the book, there are a couple of themes that come through. One is that our 

strategies have – more often than not – been a result of strategic narcissism rather than 

strategic empathy, which would have made them more effective. Can you elaborate on 

that? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Well, thanks Mike. And thanks John and Barbara for the 

real privilege of being with all of you. And thanks to all of you who are joining today. 

Mike, that’s why I wanted to write the book, is to help improve our strategic competence 
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and our confidence. I’m concerned that as we are at each other’s throats these days 

from a partisan vitriolic perspective in terms of the discourse that we’re witnessing, and 

as we are engaged in kind of a triple crisis of the pandemic and the recession 

associated with the pandemic and the social divisions laid bare by George Floyd’s 

murder, that none of these crucial challenges to our security and our prosperity and 

influence are going away. And what I recall from my service in Afghanistan and Iraq is 

that oftentimes I’d be on the receiving end of policies and strategies developed in 

Washington that made no sense based on the realities that I was experiencing in places 

like Afghanistan and in Iraq. And as I began to think about it and reflect on it, I think that 

our policies have been undercut by strategic narcissism. And that is the tendency to 

define the most crucial challenges to our security and prosperity only in relation to us 

and to assume that what we do or decide not to do will be decisive to accomplishing a 

favorable outcome.  

 

The problem with this is it doesn’t grant agency or influence or authorship over the 

future to the other, especially rivals, adversaries and enemies. And as a result, our 

plans and policies are then based really on wishful thinking. We’re subject to optimism 

bias, for example, and our strategies are based on what we prefer to do rather than 

what the situation demands. 

 

Strategic empathy is what I recommend, first and foremost as a corrective to this 
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tendency towards strategic narcissism. And strategic empathy is a term I borrowed from 

the historian Zachary Shore to emphasize the importance of considering the ideology, 

the emotions, the aspirations that drive and constrain the other. And I told the history of 

this in the book from somewhat of a personal perspective, Mike, having witnessed 

firsthand the end of the Cold War as we were patrolling the East-West German border 

and we saw the Iron Curtain collapse to the overwhelming victory in Desert Storm.  

 

And I characterized the 90s as a period of optimism but really over-optimism and 

therefore complacency based on these assumptions about the post-Cold War period 

that turned out not to be true. And those assumptions were in many ways a setup, a 

setup for, I think, profound disappointments and shocks in the 2000s beginning with the 

mass murder attacks on 911, the unanticipated length and difficulty of the wars in 

Afghanistan and in Iraq and, of course, the 2008-2009 financial crisis.  

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Well, thank you for that. I think this bears some 

drilling down into, you talk about, you go into some detail, as a matter of fact, on six 

areas of the world, six countries, six regions. And in each of them you are – at the end 

of the day – critical of some of the things that were done in the past. The book is really 

part history, part memoir, and then part prescriptive. And if we could, let’s just go down 

the list of those countries that are all hot spots and get your sense on what we’ve done 

poorly and what we might do to improve our competitive position. Let’s start with 
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Russia. 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Right, okay, so I think, of course there was the failure of 

the reform period in Russia as it transitioned from a statist Communist economy, we 

had hoped, to a free market economic system. I tell the story obviously of the financial 

crisis of 1998,the loss in confidence of Boris Yeltsen, the attempted coup and then, of 

course, Vladimir Putin entering the stage at the turn of the century. And the criticism that 

I have really of three administrations, going back to the George W. Bush administration, 

is this assumption that we can get Vladimir Putin to change. Right? That we will get 

Vladimir Putin to recognize that Russia’s future lies in good relations with the west and 

to abandon, to abandon this sustained campaign of really political subversion against 

Europe and the United States. 

 

What I argue in the book is, okay, that’s not going to happen because we have to 

consider Vladimir Putin, the man, and the particular emotions and ideology that’s driving 

his actions. And what I argue in the book is he is driven mainly by a sense of honor lost  

after the collapse of the Soviet Union and a determination to restore Russia to national 

greatness. But he’s aware of the significant constraints associated with the material he 

has to work with. Right? His economy is stagnating at best, especially now dealing with 

Covid and the collapse of oil prices, the economy is the size of Texas or Italy’s. 

Demographic trends are not in his favor. He can’t compete with Europe and the United 
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States head to head.  

 

So his strategy is to drag us all down under the theory that he will be the last man 

standing in Europe. And what he wants to do is polarize our societies within European 

countries, within the United States, pit us against each other and reduce our confidence 

in our democratic principles and institutions and processes and indeed who we are as a 

people. And I think he’s pretty effective with this. He employs, what I describe in the 

book as a strategy of disruption, disinformation, and denial.  

 

And what we have seen since, at least 2016, is an intensification of a sustained 

campaign associated with cyber-enabled information warfare. I describe that in context 

of the broad range of Russia’s activities to bring us down, what I characterize as Putin’s 

playbook. And, of course, the first thing we ought to be able to do, we need to be able to 

do is to pull the curtain back on it, become aware of this campaign, what the purposes 

of this campaign are, and not be our own worst enemies. I mean we are, in many ways, 

making it far too easy for Vladimir Putin and the Kremlin and the SVR and GRU, the 

follow-ons to the KGB that are operating under the auspices of this internet research 

agency.  

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: What should we do here in order to improve the 

situation with Russia? I mean there’s still a significant group of people, I think, or maybe 
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not significant anymore, that think that the whole Russia hoax issue was just that, a 

hoax. You’re very clear that that is not your perception. But what actions should we take 

here to ensure that we are doing the best we can with Russia? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Well, in the book I note that the greatest strength of our 

nation is to educate a populous. We have to educate ourselves about the nature of this 

threat and the degree to which Russia wants to exacerbate these divisions in our 

society. We have to really understand better the nature of the campaign. We tend to 

conflate three separate questions. I think the President conflates three separate 

questions. Did Russia meddle in the election? Heck yes, they did. Right? There’s the 

answer. The second is did they care who won? Were they trying to favor Donald Trump 

over Hillary Clinton? I really don’t think they cared who won. What the real objective is, 

is to ensure that we lack confidence in the result.  

 

I’ll just give you an example. I think the Kremlin was as surprised as maybe Donald 

Trump was when he won the 2016 election. And they had ready to go a campaign that 

said, yes, Hillary Clinton won the election but it was because it was rigged, the election 

was rigged. And then they started that campaign and then when it was revealed that 

President Trump won, they had to quickly shift that narrative to, well, President Trump 

would have won the popular vote if the election wasn’t rigged. And then, of course, the 

third question is did they have an effect? We’ll never know the answer to that.  
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But I think we have to recognize what they fundamentally want to do is drive us down. 

So I think we’ve all been susceptible to this. I mean I write in the book how the 

Democratic Party and the Trump campaign or Republican Party were both susceptible 

because they were willing to compromise integrity to a certain extent for political 

expediency or partisan political objectives.  

 

I think it’s pretty clear in retrospect our Justice Department and FBI handled this really 

poorly. And so we have to learn from not only 2016 but really this sustained campaign 

of subversion against us. Eighty percent, Mike, of the internet research agency traffic 

was on issues of race, to divide us on race. Well, they picked a winner there apparently, 

right? And then a distant second was on issues of gun control and immigration. They 

were kind of interchangeable. Polarize us, pit us against each other, weaken us from 

within.  

 

Now, we did learn a lot, Mike. I mean one of the things I’m proud of when I was National 

Security Advisor, we really did convene an inter-agency effort to secure our election 

process and to counter the cyber-enabled information warfare. I write in the book about 

the difference between the 2016 election and the 2018 election really for two main 

reasons. First of all, we said, okay, we’re going to protect the infrastructure. Now, as 

you know, we have a very decentralized system of 54 different systems out there, 58 or 
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something. And it’s very important for us to set federal standards but then assist the 

states and localities in meeting those standards. But what really paid off in 2018 was the 

recognition that a good cyber defense requires a cyber offense. And, you know, I can’t 

say more about it than that. But I think policy changes made us much more effective 

and that’s going to pay off. Those changes are going to pay off in 2020, in a few weeks 

here as well. 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Well, so you’ve categorized Russia as not a 

potential hegemon given their economic and demographic constraints, but a spoiler, a 

disruptor. Henry Kissinger, who we spoke to about two weeks ago, did the same thing, 

precisely in the same terms so you are in good company. China is a different story and 

one that I found particularly difficult to read, your book, that is. It is a painful, it’s a 

painful read because we’ve got a lot do to catch up. Talk to us about China. 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Okay, thanks Mike. So what I write about in the book is 

how the hopes, the aspirations we had for China in the 1990s and in the 2000s turned 

out to be false hopes, right? The assumptions on which we had based our policy toward 

China, I think, could be summed up in the base assumption that China, having been 

welcomed into the international order, would play by the rules. As it prospered, it would 

liberalize its economy. And then over time, liberalize its form of governance. Well, it’s 

really clear, I think inescapably clear that under Xi Jinping that’s not the case. I think it 
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goes back to Hu Jintao in terms of we should have come to this realization earlier.  

 

And, therefore, these strategies, and I know these labels are only of limited utility, I 

describe them more fully in the book, but the strategy of cooperation and engagement 

with the Chinese Communist Party turned out to be really the worst strategy we could 

have employed because China took full advantage of our hopes while doing exactly the 

opposite of what we had anticipated would be the Chinese Communist Party’s actions. 

And I think it’s quite clear at this stage that China wants to promote its authoritarian 

mercantilist model at our expense.  

 

And I describe in the book the strategies that they are employing to do so, and I 

describe it broadly again, a little bit more alliteration here, Mike, which is a strategy of 

co-option, coercion, and concealment. Co-opt our businesses, I’m sure many of your 

members have had this experience, by the lure of access to the Chinese market with 

the lure of short-term profits, but with a price, a price for transferring our intellectual 

property and sensitive technologies and doing so in a way that gives China a 

competitive and unfair advantage over us based on their statist economic model. Could 

co-opt countries with the promise of Chinese investment which essentially lays a death 

trap for those countries and thereby creates servile relationships with countries in 

strategic locations or allows China to control, for example, communications 

infrastructure across which the world’s data will flow and will give China an unfair 
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advantage, a differential advantage in the emerging global data economy. 

 

The strategies that China is employing to really establish areas of primacy, exclusionary 

areas across the Indo-Pacific and to challenge the United States globally are three-fold. 

The umbrella is military-civil-fusion. We tend to mirror image. This is an element of 

strategic narcissism. We treat their companies like they’re a normal company. Well, 

they’re not a normal company because they have to act by law as an extension of the 

Chinese Communist Party. And so military-civil-fusion is something we have to 

recognize. This is why there are calls now for meeting the reporting and transparency 

requirements for listing on U.S. exchanges. We are funding the People’s Liberation 

Army’s efforts to modernize such that they could overmatch us in future war. I mean 

we’re doing it to ourselves, Mike.  

 

And so military-civil-fusion is one of the strategies I go into detail over. I talk about it and 

describe, and as you mentioned it is painful detail, of PLA, People’s Liberation Army, 

Ministry of State Security, infiltration into some of our most sensitive research projects 

and efforts at universities and government-funded research and so forth.  

 

And then a related strategy to this is Made in China 2025 where China wants to be the 

leader in advanced manufacturing. I relate a story, it’s our last meeting in the Great Hall 

of the Republic before the, you know, the big dinner and performances that night during 
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President Trump’s visit. And Li Ka-shing, who I know a lot of you know, he’s been 

viewed as pro-Western, but it was a shocking soliloquy that he delivered. And he 

essentially basically said, you know, we used to need you, we don’t need you anymore. 

And if you’re worried about trade deficits, then what you should do is just sell us more, 

you know, raw material and soybeans and we’re going to dominate advanced 

manufacturing. Just get used to it, basically. I mean it was profoundly arrogant, Mike. 

But it was clarifying. It was clarifying. It wasn’t anything we didn’t know. But I think this 

is, I think, a very confident Chinese Communist Party reflecting the message that Xi 

Jinping delivered in the October 2017 address to the Chinese Communist Party 

Congress. So it’s Made in China 2025 and then finally One Belt One Road, which is the 

external arm.  

 

What the party is doing, it’s quite clear now, is that they feel that this may be a fleeting 

window of opportunity that they have to take center stage, to achieve national 

rejuvenation. It’s maybe closing a little bit more quickly. They’re becoming more 

aggressive in two areas. The first, extending and tightening the party’s exclusive grip on 

power internally with a campaign of cultural genocide in Xinxiang, with repressing 

human freedom in Hong Kong. But they’re also becoming much more aggressive 

externally as well, right?  

 

And you see this, the troubling signs of this aggression with not only the way that the 
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Covid-19 breakout was handled, not only with the subversion of the World Health 

Organization, the “wolf warrior” diplomacy, but I mean how about bludgeoning Indian 

soldiers to death on the Himalayan frontier? How about accelerating the effort to 

achieve the greatest land-grab, so to speak, in history in the South China Sea? How 

about massive cyber-attacks  on our pharmaceutical companies, our research facilities, 

in the midst of the pandemic. The massive attacks on Australia in that connection, the 

threats to Taiwan and Japan, so I could go on.  

 

So when I frame it in the chapters in the book, that’s why the subtitle is, The Fight to 

Defend the Free World, this isn’t just a U.S.-China problem. This is a Free World-China 

problem. And what I recommend maybe first and foremost is deepening our 

international cooperation especially with the world’s largest economies – Japan, the 

European Union, now the U.K., but others as well – so that we can compete more 

effectively. 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Let me follow up on that. I mean you mentioned 

the importance of alliances just now. That doesn’t seem to be the view that this 

administration has. How important do you think it is to have a joint alliance to offset 

some of this centralization that China uses to such great advantage? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: It’s vitally important, Mike. And, you know, it’s not as bad 
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as everybody thinks, right? I just have to tell you. I mean I know when I was at the job, 

for sure we worked very hard together with like-minded partners and our allies on this 

problem set, on the Russian problem set, on others and effected a very high degree of 

coordination. I think you see evidence of the U.S. shift toward competition, right? Away 

from cooperative engagement to competition and recognizing that China is a strategic 

rival.  

 

And I’ll just give a few examples of that, I give these examples in the book. In December 

2018, I think 12 countries joined together in sanctions and indictments on APT10. This 

is the cyber espionage hacking organization of the Chinese Communist Party, the 

People’s Liberation Army. That was unprecedented. You see a great deal of 

cooperation on issues of unfair trade and economic practices. Japan is taking the lead, 

for example, in WTO actions that we’re joining with them on. The standards on 

transparency in infrastructure investments, for example, I think are immensely 

important, and Japan and others have taken a lead on it. 

 

You’ve seen also, this has been kind of a clarifying moment for countries. The U.K. has 

now banned Huawei which is long overdue. I think Europe is now awake to the dangers, 

you know, I think the question to ask our allies is, hey, do you really expect the Chinese 

Communist Party to treat your citizens better than they treat their own people? Of 

course not. And you see the momentum in India certainly with the banning of about 100, 
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I think, Chinese apps. And the strengthening of the quad format which is largely in 

response to Chinese Communist Party aggression lately in India, but that’s India, 

Australia, Japan, and the U.S. working together to galvanize others – the height of 

international support for countering this authoritarian statist mercantilist model with 

democratic free market, a democratic and free market economic model. 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: You mentioned in the book that you saw some 

problems with TPP but would not have pulled out were it up to you. Is that, how big a 

setback do you think that was? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: You know, Mike, it was like, you know, ___ said it’s only 

worth discussing what is in our power. I think that whether it was going to be Donald 

Trump or Hillary Clinton, they were both going to pull out of TPP. And I think we’re in an 

era now of deep skepticism about multilateral trade deals. And so I think the best course 

of action is what Bob Lighthizer, who all of you know, is a hyper-competent...I think it 

would just be great if the Biden administration kept him on, if he was willing to do it. 

Because he started so much important work that he, I think, maybe even take 

somebody, it’s just, he’s a hard guy to replace. But I think that these bilateral 

agreements, I mean thank goodness, you know, we did one with South Korea. The 

Japan agreement, I think, is really an important one because it can be used as a model.  
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And what I’d like to see, Mike, now is let’s take portions of the TPP, how about data 

standards, for example, and privacy standards and so forth and try to get more 

countries to sign up for portions of the TPP that will allow us to compete more 

effectively. And then using some of the other agreements that we’ve worked on that, 

you know, that Bob Lighthizer is working on. I think he’s working on Kenya now as an 

Africa model, and then Thailand and others. But I think it was, to some extent, a missed 

opportunity certainly, but I just think it was going to happen. So we have to go for what 

we can achieve. There was a concern also, Mike, I should note that China would figure 

out some way to subvert it. You know, like if we entered it, that they would figure out 

some way to join in some capacity and then subvert its purpose which is what they do 

typically with international organizations broadly, and agreements.  

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Let’s move, we could spend a lot of time on Iran 

and maybe we’ll do so in the next session – on China I should say – let’s talk about Iran, 

which is a particularly interesting case. I mean I think the Obama administration was 

very proud of the Iran nuclear deal. You are not a fan. But what can we do? Is there a 

way to ease the tension there? Or is it really only about sanctions and being the tough 

cop? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Yes, I think that there is really on way to foster a positive 

relationship as long as, as long as the Iranian regime maintains its hostility to the United 
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States, to Israel, the Arab monarchies and the West broadly. And what I write about in 

the book is this tendency of us to neglect really two fundamental aspects of the 

relationship with Iran.  

 

The first of these is the nature of the government and the ideology that drives it. I mean 

these are true believers. This is the Supreme Leader, the Guardian Council, the 

leadership within the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, they’re true believers in the 

ideology of the revolution and they need to export that revolution. They’re also believers 

in reestablishing or establishing a new kind of Persian Empire, at least Iranian 

hegemonic influence across the region.  

 

The strategy they’re employing to do that is to keep the Arab world perpetually weak 

and enmeshed in a sectarian conflict so they can extend their influence by having weak 

governments in power that are dependent on Iran for support while they grow militias 

and other __ groups that can be turned against that government if that government acts 

against Iranian interests. This is the Hezbollah model. This is the Assad model. It’s what 

they’re trying to do in Iraq or in Yemen. And the object of that is to push us out of the 

Middle East as the first step, I think, for the destruction of Israel and placing a proxy 

army on the border of Israel. This is what they have been pursuing.  

 

And so it’s very important for us to recognize, to recognize the nature of the regime, 
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what’s driving it, and to view Iran’s latest actions and our efforts to advance our interests 

vis-a-vis Iran to place it in context of the four-decade long proxy war they’ve been 

waging against us.  

 

And what I describe in BATTLEGROUNDS is really our approach to Iran has generally 

been one of conciliation, all the way back to 1979, prior to the students and the regime 

taking our embassy members, the 77 hostages. So, you know, I think the problem with 

the JCPOA is it divorced, it divorced the nuclear program, the nuclear weapons program 

from those two fundamental aspects of the regime: its ideology and the waging of a 

four-decade long proxy war.  

 

And therefore, the big payoffs, the relaxation of sanctions, it just allowed the regime to 

intensify that war against us. And I give the statistics and the details of that in the book. 

And so I describe the JCPOA as a political disaster masquerading as a diplomatic 

triumph. I believe that’s what it was. Now, I argued – when I was in the job – to stay in 

longer, because I thought that it would be a way, staying in would be a way to 

incentivize others, in particular our European allies, to sanction Iranian behavior that laid 

outside the deal, right? And this would be, you know, the missile program, the 

development of other weapons, but really their heinous actions in support of terrorist 

organizations and this proxy war that they’re waging across the Middle East.  

 



The Economic Club of New York – General H.R. McMaster – October 14, 2020         Page 20   
 

 

I know you could set your watch by how long we’d stay in it when John Bolton 

succeeded me. But the argument I made to the President is, hey, you can always get 

out. You can always get out. Why not try to use this leverage now to get others to do 

more? And as soon as we do get out, the whole discourse will shift toward us and how 

bad we are for getting out instead of keeping the spotlight on Iranian behavior.  

 

But now that we’re out, now that the sanctions have, you know, have snapped back, 

now that it’s clear that countries don’t want to risk doing business with us to do business 

with Iran, which is really doing business with the bunyads and the RGC, I think it’s a net 

positive. I do think we have to keep the pressure on the regime because it’s really, it’s 

permanent hostility thus far to us. 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: There have been new recent developments in 

the Middle East which I think are promising in a region that has been a very difficult one 

for us over many years. I was struck by one of your comments in the book that said, 

playing off on the Las Vegas jingle, what happens in the Middle East doesn’t stay in the 

Middle East. The argument being that if we don’t participate in a meaningful way there, 

it is at home that we may well pay the price. Does that continue to be your view? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Mike, it does. Just when you think, hey, it can’t get worse 

in the Middle East, it does. It does get worse. Now, as you mentioned, there’s some 
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good news coming out lately and this is, I think the good news is the United Arab 

Emirates and Bahrain normalizing relationships with Israel. And this was not an 

accident. I think whenever something good happens in the Middle East, we ought to 

take the time to celebrate it because we don’t get good news out of the Middle East that 

often.  

 

So I think this is vitally important for two reasons, right? First of all, I think it 

demonstrates a long-term approach to the region within the Trump administration.  You 

remember when President Trump went to Riyadh, everybody was like, what the heck is 

Donald Trump going to Riyadh for? Well, if you look at that speech and then King 

Salman’s speech, that set us on a course. It set us on a course to separate Jihadist 

terrorists from sources of ideological support. So here’s the country that’s been 

proselytizing the extremist ideology, the war, the perverted ideology that is used to 

recruit terrorists into these organizations and to commit heinous acts against all 

humanity after they’re brainwashed and mobilized into the Jihad against us and their 

own people.  

 

It’s immensely important that the normalized relations occur such that it’s clear that 

these are not conflicts of religion. These Jihadist terrorists are criminals who use a 

perverted interpretation of religion to advance their criminal and political agendas.  

And so I think this is immensely important and it ought to be momentum to be 
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capitalized on. It also recognizes the threat to the region posed by Iran and the 

alignment of Iranian, I mean of Arab monarchy and Israeli interests.  

 

And I love the name, this Abraham Accords, you know that means we’re all people of 

The Book. And I think that helps, that helps isolate these terrorists and extremists from 

sources of support. And, of course, you know, it at least delayed, it probably at least 

denied in the short-term, annexation of the West Bank, which could have led to a whole 

series of events that would have been disadvantageous to Israel and security in the 

region. 

 

But, you know, remember in the Syrian Civil War, the Obama administration said, hey, 

you know, we can just contain that. We just can’t get involved. Well, our options 

diminished over time and especially with the unenforced Red Line. That humanitarian 

crisis there, the largest humanitarian crisis, I think, since the end of World War II, not 

only affected the countries in the region, but affected Europe, you know, its role of 

political polarization in Europe to a large extent. I mean Russia, who was pouring fuel 

on the flames of this really serial episode and mass murder in Syria, you know, got a 

win-win, right, in terms of supporting Assad and guaranteeing Russian interests, he 

hoped, in a post-Civil War Syria, but also creating a political crisis in Europe at the same 

time. So this is just one example of how interconnected the Middle East is with other 

competitions. Disengagement from the region is not an unmitigated good. That comes 
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with a cost as well. Now, we need a reasonable and sensible and sustained approach.  

 

I tell the story in there about Putin’s Potemkin Peace Plan. How’s that for alliteration? 

But this is a peace plan for the Middle East that should have no traction. But the only 

reason it does, even with Israel, you know, is because countries in the region think 

we’re going to disengage. And so they’re hedging, they’re all hedging their bets and 

they think they have to keep a decent relationship with Putin for the time when the U.S. 

does disengage.  

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: I’m going to skip over North Korea in the interest 

of time here, although I found that a particularly interesting part of the book. Let me 

move on to the arenas that you’ve described where successful participation is going to 

be critical to our long-term strategic success. And at the end of the day, I think toward 

the end of the book you think that education, an education shortfall that we suffer here 

is perhaps the biggest hole that we need to close. Is that fair? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: It is fair, Mike. It is. And I think this is, of course, it’s an 

educated populous, right, that helps develop therapies and vaccines for a pandemic. 

Right? It’s an educated populous, I think, that restores confidence in who we are as a 

people, that recognizes the great gift of our experiment in democracy while recognizing 

that, as our founders did, that it was an experiment that always required us to nurture it 



The Economic Club of New York – General H.R. McMaster – October 14, 2020         Page 24   
 

 

and to make it better. You know I think it’s an educated populous that helps us 

understand better these crucial challenges from the perspective of others, through the 

study of history and an understanding of other cultural and social and economic 

dynamics that affect our interests internationally.  

 

So that’s where I see the greatest deficit. I’m concerned, Mike, about this dissipation of 

confidence, not just in our ability to affect a sustained and sensible foreign policy, but in 

who we are as a people, in our democratic principles and institutions and processes. 

And I think we all have a role in this. You know I talk about, you know, that we’re never 

fully educated, right? This book for me, I mean it was, this was an exercise in self–

education in many ways for me. And I hope if it meets its purpose, it’s a book that will be 

read and discussed so that people have a deeper understanding of the crucial 

challenges we face, ideas about what we can do to build a better future for generations 

to come. And we’re missing that. We’re missing the kind of civil discourse that all of us 

value and have learned from across our careers, and we need to rekindle that.  

 

Social media is particularly pernicious in the business model and the drive for more, for 

advertising revenue, it results in an effort to get people to click more on material that is 

more and more extreme and it pulls us further and further apart from each other. So I 

think we have a lot of work to do as a society. I think it takes all of us. I think your Club 

is a great example of a place, of an organization that is playing and has to continue to 
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play a positive role in that connection. 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Let me ask you this. We have a China that 

basically is a monolithic statist organization and we have the United States which 

historically has valued its independence and separation of church and state and 

separation of business and commerce. To what extent is that preference of ours a 

detriment to matching the Chinese? 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Well, you know, the Chinese are using it against us, 

right? And they’re using it against us by extracting sensitive technologies, intellectual 

property and applying them within a statist economic model in a way that is unfair and 

allows them to pursue their strategies at the expense of U.S. companies and workers. 

They are taking advantage of our openness in academia and so forth. But in the chapter 

on what we do about the China challenge, it’s entitled, “Turning Weakness Into 

Strength,” I think we have an opportunity, Mike, to take what the Chinese Communist 

Party views as weaknesses, what would be weaknesses within their own society and 

make them into our competitive advantages, right?  

 

What does the Chinese Communist Party fear? They fear freedom of expression and 

freedom of the press. Let’s strengthen that in our society. Why don’t we have, you 

know, more faith in authoritative sources of information? Why the heck, if you’re from 
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one political persuasion, you go to one cable TV news station and if you’re from another 

one, you go to a different one. That can’t be healthy for us. You know, why is there an 

orthodoxy that’s dominating within the New York Times Op-Ed section, editorial 

section? That can’t be good for democracy. So we need to strengthen our own 

institutions. I’m just using the press as an example.  

 

The Chinese Communist Party fears rule of law. Right? Because that would challenge 

rule of the party. So strengthening rule of law within our own country, confidence in due 

process of law and equal treatment under the rule of law, that strengthens us. And also 

giving support to those, to peoples abroad, to countries abroad who want to strengthen 

rule of law within their countries. And then, of course, fundamentally our strength is, 

hey, our people, we all have a say in how we’re governed. I mean the radical idea of the 

American Revolution was that sovereignty lies with the people. Confidence in our 

democratic processes is a source of great strength for us. That is what the Chinese 

Communist Party fears the most. And actually it has been through democratic 

processes, it’s been through rule of law, it’s been through investigative journalists 

reports that countries have countered Chinese Communist Party aggression effectively.  

 

So I think that, you know, we have to defend against elements of Chinese aggression. 

For example, industrial espionage, we have to stop being naive about that. But also, we 

have to strengthen, we have to strengthen ourselves, I think through the appropriate 
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investments in research and development, but research and development that’s 

safeguarded in an appropriate way. I think some of the recommendations in the book 

people will find counterintuitive, right? For example, I think we ought to have more 

Chinese nationals on H-1B visas and even special benefit parole visas. I think a 

provision like if a Chinese national employee of a U.S. company and their family is 

subjected to coercion by the Chinese Communist Party, then we should grant them a 

visa to come to the United States.  

 

And I use as an example, George H.W. Bush’s announcement after the Tiananmen 

Square massacre when there were only 58,000 Chinese students...no, there were 

58,000 students in the United States that took advantage of it. There were far fewer 

students in the United States then than there are now. And he said, hey, any Chinese 

student who is here in the United States gets a green card if you want one. And 58,000 

took him up on it. They are now some of our greatest citizens. They’ve been some of 

our most productive entrepreneurs and investors. So I think, you know, I just think that 

we have to have more confidence and really try to turn what our adversaries see as our 

weaknesses, turn them into our strengths as they always have been. 

 

VICE CHAIRMAN MICHAEL O’NEILL: Thank you sir. I have to bring this to a close 

unfortunately, or John will give me the hook here. I very much appreciate your coming 

to talk to us, and again congratulations on what I found to be a very, very interesting 
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and useful book. 

 

GENERAL H.R. MCMASTER: Thanks Mike. What a privilege it’s been to be with you. 

Thank you so much. 

 

CHAIRMAN JOHN C. WILLIAMS: Well, you’re right, Mike. We are coming up to the end 

of the time we have. So, first of all, let me add my thanks to both H.R. and you, Mike, for 

really a fascinating conversation covering a broad range of really important issues. And 

I hope you too enjoyed the conversation as I’m sure everybody who was able to listen in 

today.  

 

So I’m going to look forward. We have some great events coming up in the next few 

weeks and we encourage you to not only attend but invite friends as guests to our 

event. So tomorrow we’ve got Tom Barkin, my colleague, who is the President and CEO 

of the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond. He’ll be speaking with the group at 2:00 

tomorrow. And over the next few days, we’ve got Charlie Cook from The Cook Political 

Report, Deanna Mulligan from Guardian Life Insurance. We’ve got James Gorman from 

Morgan Stanley, Mark Zandi, Chief Economist at Moody’s. We have Jay Clayton, 

Chairman of the SEC. And LL Cool J, Chief Executive Officer of Rock the Bells. So, as 

you can see, we’ve got a really big, exciting, robust fall calendar of events and we’re 

looking forward to adding more and more. So please watch the website and we’ll be 
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sending emails as usual with updates. So again, thanks everybody for joining us today 

for today’s event and looking forward to seeing you at future events. Have a great day.  

 

 




