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This world at arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children.


—President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
“Cross of Iron” speech, 1953















INTRODUCTION


THE UNITED STATES OF ARMAMENT


“I will expel the warmongers. We have these people, they want to go to war all the time. You know why? Missiles are $2 million apiece. That’s why. They love to drop missiles all over the place.” So said candidate Donald Trump at a September 2024 rally in Mosinee, Wisconsin—just six weeks before going on to defeat Biden administration Vice President Kamala Harris in the November presidential election.


“I had no wars,” Trump reminded those at the rally in Wisconsin. And so, he promised, “I will expel the warmongers from our national-security state and carry out a much needed cleanup of the military-industrial complex to stop the war profiteering and to always put America first. We put America first. We’re going to end these endless wars.”1


It was Biden’s support of “these endless wars”—and, indeed, the support of nearly the entire Democratic political establishment, including Harris—that let Trump (falsely) claim the mantle of peacemaker. To his credit, Biden did pull US troops out of Afghanistan, but he didn’t end the war on terror; he just freed up resources that could be used for counterterror operations in other parts of the world. And he stepped up arms and military aid to Israel, even as it committed what many independent experts have described as a genocide in Gaza and even as the American public’s support for Israel’s military actions in Gaza cratered. Biden’s administration urged Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to avoid hitting civilians and to stop blocking humanitarian-aid shipments. But it failed to do the one thing that would have gotten Israel’s attention: cut off US arms and military aid to Israel as leverage to get it to support a ceasefire in Gaza and end its escalation of the war into Lebanon and Iran. Meanwhile, Biden vocally supported the very weapons companies that were profiting from US-backed wars in Gaza and Ukraine. He even praised the companies and their workers as “the arsenal of democracy,” a characterization that doesn’t hold up to scrutiny once one looks at the list of repressive regimes that get arms and military training from the United States.2 All this left it open for Trump to offer one of the most fiery denunciations of the arms lobby in living memory, whether he intended to follow through on his rhetoric or not. Rhetoric aside, President Trump wasted little time announcing plans to further expand America’s “military-industrial complex”: the vast confluence of money and influence and power that continues to force Americans toward war even as they long for peace. On April 7, 2025, Trump pledged to increase the Department of Defense’s budget to $1 trillion, a boost of more than $100 billion in just one year.


Although Trump and Biden may differ on many metrics, they have both turned out to be staunch supporters of the US war machine, fueled by a Pentagon budget that has been rapidly approaching $1 trillion per year.3 And they are certainly not alone. The pattern of US presidents talking peace but waging war goes back decades.


The fact is that, since the administration of Dwight D. Eisenhower—who first coined the term “military-industrial complex” (MIC), in 1961—the United States hasn’t been led by a single president—Republican or Democrat—who truly stood up to the war machine, consistently prioritized diplomacy over war, or shifted the government’s focus away from fighting foreign wars and toward the needs of the American people. In short, in the war for US foreign policy, the war profiteers have almost always won. This book asks why.


One reason it is so hard for presidents to follow through on promises of a less militarized foreign policy is that today’s war machine has greater reach and more concentrated political power than the MIC that President Eisenhower warned of in his waning days in office. He was primarily concerned about the combined, coordinated political power of the uniformed military and the arms industry, a partnership that put intense pressure on him to spend more on the Pentagon and fund weapons he didn’t think were needed, including a costly new nuclear bomber. But the current war machine has far more influence over more sectors of society than the Eisenhower-era MIC. It consumes more tax dollars, sustains firms of a size Eisenhower could not have imagined, and has pervasive political and cultural effects through its influence on think tanks, universities, sports, Hollywood, the gaming industry, and the mainstream media.


But even as the war machine’s political power remains strong, its ability to provide an effective defense at an affordable price is being called into question. Why is it that we are spending more and more every year on the US military and getting less and less from it? Controlling for inflation, we now spend $100 billion more on the military than we did at the height of the Cold War, yet compared to that time, we now have about half the number of active-duty service members in the military, half the ships in the Navy, and half the planes in the Air Force.4 We have built a nearly trillion-dollar war machine, and that machine is broken.


More than half of the Pentagon budget goes to private firms, not military personnel.5 Meanwhile, even as arms-company CEOs earn $20 million per year or more, there are military families whose budgets are so stretched that they rely on food banks to make ends meet.6 There are also hundreds of thousands of veterans of America’s post-9/11 wars suffering from physical and psychological damage and high levels of suicide.7 And despite sharp increases in the budget of the Veterans Administration—which now receives more than $360 billion per year—essential services needed to support returning military personnel are often inadequate.8


When all the impacts of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan are taken into account, they cost US taxpayers a staggering $8 trillion, according to estimates by the Costs of War project at Brown University.9 Much of that spending went directly to Pentagon contractors. The “Big Five” contractors alone—Lockheed Martin, Raytheon (now RTX), Boeing, General Dynamics, and Northrop Grumman—split an astonishing $2.1 trillion in Pentagon contracts in the two decades after the 9/11 attacks as they benefited from soaring military budgets.10 The spending spree continues, with a near-record Pentagon budget for fiscal year 2025 of $895 billion. At this rate, military spending will soon hit the trillion-dollar mark, as Trump has pledged.


Every year, more money is spent on the Department of Defense than on the departments of Homeland Security, Veterans Affairs, State, Justice, Commerce, Education, and Labor, combined.11


If those same funds had been spent on domestic needs, they would have transformed American society almost beyond imagination. They could have financed big changes that we’ve been repeatedly told we cannot afford. Those eight trillion dollars that the US spent on the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan would have been enough to decarbonize America’s entire electrical grid (cost: $4.5 trillion), which would have been a huge step forward in combating climate change. And there would have been enough money left over to erase all student debt (cost: $1.7 trillion). And even after that, there would still be enough funding left to quadruple the Biden administration’s investment in developing green energy and other greenhouse gas–reducing measures over the next ten years (cost: $1.4 trillion).12 But the $8 trillion for the US wars of this century has already been spent or obligated. The real question is whether the United States as a society can make better choices going forward.


To do so, we’ll have to find a way to slow down America’s out-of-control war machine. In this self-perpetuating system, Pentagon contractors receive hundreds of billions of taxpayer dollars every year, then use part of that money on lobbying and other influence efforts to ensure that they obtain even more taxpayer dollars next year. Repeat that cycle every year for the past eighty years, and you arrive at the moment we have today: Pentagon contractors receiving more than half of all Pentagon funding every year yet few in Washington daring to question why. Part of the reason is that so many in DC benefit from these corporate subsidies. In fact, in 2024 alone, Pentagon contractors spent more than $148 million on lobbying and had more than 945 lobbyists working on their behalf, nearly two-thirds of whom have gone through the “revolving door,” with prior experience in the legislative or executive branch. Taken together, today’s war machine fields almost two lobbyists—and more than $275,000 in lobbying spending—for every individual member of Congress.13 Given that nearly all representatives and senators have a salary below $200,000 per year, Pentagon contractors are actually spending far more money to influence members of Congress than those members are making themselves.14


No wonder, then, that America is perpetually at war. We have built a war machine, one that is dragging us toward more conflict, more arms deals, and more tragedies like Gaza. What’s worse, it’s dragging us away from another America: one that is safe and prosperous, equitable and sustainable, with good jobs, health care, childcare, and housing for all.15 When the military-industrial complex that Eisenhower warned of was at its peak, millions of Americans were stuck in poverty and the world barely avoided a devastating nuclear conflict. If left unchecked, the new, trillion-dollar war machine might end life as we know it, whether quickly through an accidental war sparked by an AI-driven nuclear arsenal or slowly by lavishing on war and preparation for war resources that could have been used to address the existential threats by pandemics and climate change.


Yet the greatest cost of this misguided approach cannot be tallied in dollars spent, but in its effects on the people killed and wounded in America’s wars, from civilians in the target nations to the US troops sent to fight in these deadly conflicts. America’s overseas wars have resulted in nearly a million casualties since 2001, including the deaths of nearly four hundred thousand civilians.16 These figures include deaths inflicted by all sides of the conflicts, not just US forces. In addition to enemy and civilian deaths, more than fifteen thousand US military personnel and private contractors have died in the conflicts, and hundreds of thousands of US veterans have suffered physical and psychological damage, from lost limbs to traumatic brain injuries to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).17
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The military-industrial complex is on the verge of radical change. Today, leaders in the tech sector are using their newfound influence to boost Pentagon spending on emerging tech: no matter how unproven, how expensive, or how likely it is to malfunction in the heat of battle.18 Prior to Trump’s election, representatives of Silicon Valley defense start-ups often bitterly complained about the disproportionate amount of research, development, and procurement money that goes to the major players to produce big-ticket items such as aircraft carriers and land-based nuclear-armed missiles that are increasingly irrelevant in the potential conflicts of the future. As a founder of a defense-tech start-up told the Financial Times, “It is still incredibly hard to sell to the U.S. government; founders are up against a stack of unfair advantages and lobbyists [for the big defense contractors].”19 Trump’s administration, which is filled with big players in the tech sector, is out to change that. Major tech firms, including Anduril, Palantir, and Elon Musk’s SpaceX, have formed a consortium to jointly bid for military contracts and oppose the legacy (“prime”) Pentagon contractors.20


The Silicon Valley “upstarts” bring baggage of their own. Although some of their new military tech can reduce the need to put troops in harm’s way, it can also vastly increase the risk of catastrophic errors and automated slaughter of civilians, as we’ve seen in Gaza, where Israeli drones directed by artificial intelligence have indiscriminately killed large numbers of civilians.21 New-age militarists like Peter Thiel of Palantir and Palmer Luckey of Anduril are also much more vocally hawkish on China, much more virulently antigovernment, and decidedly more partisan, as evidenced by the willingness of military-tech leaders like Musk and Luckey to throw millions toward electing Donald Trump.22 Perhaps most troubling of all, the leaders of Silicon Valley’s military renaissance believe that there are few limits to what technology can accomplish, from enabling (select) individuals to live forever to creating viable human colonies in space.23 When it comes to deciding on the future of war and what technologies should be used to fight it, this level of “techno-optimism” is a dangerous trend, given the disastrous results of our past reliance on “miracle weapons” that have either failed miserably or helped persuade us to engage in wars that never should have been fought. Regardless, the split between the new entrants and the old guard in the arms industry bears watching, for it could have a decisive impact on the size and shape of the US arsenal over the coming decades.


One possible outcome of the battle for weapons funding would be that emerging tech firms gain a larger share of the Pentagon budget at the expense of old-guard firms like Lockheed Martin. Another would be that the Pentagon jacks up its budget high enough to provide ample funding to both sectors. Early indications are that the latter budgeting approach may win out, at least for a while.


The two biggest new projects of the Trump II era are the next-generation combat aircraft known as the F-47, which will involve a down payment of at least $20 billion to develop and buy the initial round of planes, with untold billions beyond that depending on how many the Pentagon chooses to build and how many problems arise in building the aircraft.24 The F-47 award is a win for a big traditional firm, Boeing, but it may come at a high cost. Given Boeing’s recent, dismal record of cost overruns and performance problems on both its civilian and military projects—discussed in more detail in Chapter 4—it is unlikely that the development of the F-47 will have smooth sailing.25 Meanwhile, the F-47 program will also pad the bottom lines of tech firms as General Atomics and Anduril compete to build drone “wingmen” to accompany the F-47 into battle.


The Golden Dome project—a favorite talking point of President Trump—could develop into one of the most wasteful programs in Pentagon history, soaking up enormous amounts of taxpayer money without adding much to the defense of the United States. As of this writing, the Golden Dome is more of a marketing tool for spending more on the Pentagon than it is a well-thought-out defense project. But if it gets up and running, it could consume hundreds of billions of dollars in the decades to come pursuing the impossible dream of an impenetrable shield against everything from hypersonic weapons and next-generation drones to intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). It is even more ambitious than Ronald Reagan’s failed pledge to build a flawless shield against ICBMs, which consumed tens of billions of dollars before it was determined to be physically impossible by both independent experts and former Pentagon officials. If generously funded, Golden Dome will also have plenty of contracts for traditional arms makers and emerging military tech firms—hardware for the old guard and software for surveillance, communications, and targeting for the Silicon Valley defense firms.26


Led by the ever-present Musk, whose SpaceX stands to earn tens of billions from the new military-tech revolution, the Silicon Valley militarists have already achieved an unprecedented level of corporate capture of a sitting administration: vetting appointments to key agencies, gaining access to sensitive private and financial information, and winning dismissal of government employees who try to slow down their plans.27 Much of this has been spearheaded by the Musk-directed Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), but the corporate fingerprints of Silicon Valley reach right into the White House in the person of Vice President JD Vance, who was employed and mentored by Peter Thiel, founder of the increasingly influential military-tech firm Palantir. Thiel also helped finance Vance’s successful 2022 run for the Senate from Ohio.28


Whichever faction of the arms industry wins the budget wars to come, it will be operating in a favorable environment shaped by decades of influence exerted by the war machine. Nearly every facet of American life is touched by militarism. Go to a sporting event, and see a taxpayer-funded flyover of military aircraft designed to dazzle the public with the wonders of US defense technology, and maybe even to convince some fans to join the Air Force.29 Go to see an action movie, and you’re likely watching a film that the Pentagon reviewed the script of in exchange for providing shiny new weapons systems to be used in the film—likewise for action-packed TV shows. Follow foreign-policy commentators on TV, on radio, or in print, and more likely than not you’re listening to someone who has financial ties to the arms industry or works at a think tank that’s funded by it.30 Play a video game, and you could be enjoying a Pentagon-funded product. The military’s reach extends to Kennedy Center plays, social media posts, and on, and on… to the point where Americans are now fully immersed in the military-industrial complex. It’s no longer just about traditional methods of influence like lobbyists, campaign contributions, and the revolving door between government and industry, all of which we discuss in this book. The war machine is now embedded in the very structure of our society.


Arms-industry advocates also regularly point to the jobs created by Pentagon spending to justify the war machine. But this jobs argument—just like the argument that Pentagon spending “supports the troops”—is belied by the facts.31 When the opportunity costs of investing in weapons and war rather than basic needs are taken into account, overspending on the Pentagon actually costs jobs. Research by Heidi Peltier of Brown University’s Costs of War Project has shown that spending on other priorities such as clean energy, health care, or public education creates between 9 percent and 250 percent more jobs than the same amount of spending on the military.32 And the case for Pentagon spending as a job creator is getting worse over time: It’s a classic case of diminishing returns. As we will demonstrate below, direct jobs in weapons manufacturing have dropped dramatically since the mid-1980s because of outsourcing, mechanization, and the production of fewer numbers of weapon systems.


The bottom line is that the US drive for military dominance makes us less safe by increasing the risk of catastrophic wars abroad and by undermining Americans’ needs at home—all of which will hasten a decline of US power and influence. Overspending on the war machine doesn’t increase security, but it does undermine the foundations of our democracy, safety, and prosperity as it enriches big weapons companies and their allies.
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The US policy of attempting to amass unmatched military capabilities as the foundation of American global influence was not created at the behest of the arms industry, but its role in shaping Pentagon spending and fostering a “military-first” ethos makes it easier for presidents and members of Congress to launch overseas wars. Elsewhere in this book we will discuss the tools of influence that the arms lobby uses to promote increases in Pentagon spending and reductions in regulations of US global arms sales: corporate political contributions, lobbying, funding of think tanks, serving on government advisory panels, and hiring former government officials to advance their agenda. These activities are critical contributors to sustaining and expanding the war machine that is the foundation of an interventionist foreign policy. The degree to which arms firms are responsible for the US penchant for going to war may be open to debate, but the fact that they profit massively from these conflicts is unquestionable.


In the remainder of this book, we explore all of these topics and more in hopes of understanding why America continues to spend more and more in pursuit of national security while getting less and less of it. We investigate the crisis of the war machine and its perverse incentive structure that enriches special interests while endangering the interests of the American people. We then explore the costs of the broken war machine—from the physical and mental costs of the brave service members who fight America’s wars to the financial costs of America’s hyper-militarized approach to foreign affairs. We next explain how the war machine has hidden these horrific costs from the American people by establishing false narratives about its impacts even as it insinuates itself into nearly every aspect of American life. From the political takeover of the war machine’s lobbyists in DC to its control of media and foreign-policy “experts” to using Hollywood and video games as propaganda, the war machine has immersed Americans in a Matrix-like world that blinds us from the truth—the war machine has made us less safe, not more. Finally, we investigate the future of the war machine. This includes the budding battle between the old-guard Pentagon contractors and their new rivals in the tech sector that seem poised to upend the way the Pentagon does business. And perhaps even more importantly, it includes a look at the military veterans, good-government groups, and other organizations and individuals working against militarism that can come together to form a powerful movement to ensure that US strategy and spending are less focused on the financial security of special interests and more focused on the genuine security of the American people.
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Part One


The Broken War Machine















1


“WE DON’T APOLOGIZE”


HOW THE UNITED STATES BECAME THE TOP ARMS DEALER IN THE WORLD


The news from Gaza is heart-wrenching: As of this writing, the direct death toll there is fifty thousand and rising, and the war has spread to the West Bank, Lebanon, and Syria. Indirect effects of the war have killed tens of thousands more, including more than sixty-two thousand from starvation.1 The vast majority of those killed have nothing to do with Hamas or its heinous attack on Israel on October 7, 2023. But Israel’s war crimes in Gaza, which some independent experts have deemed a genocide, are not the responsibility of the Israeli government alone.2 This unconscionable slaughter could not have occurred without weapons supplied and paid for by the United States.


The arming of Israel’s war effort has had impacts far beyond Gaza. The war there has prompted responses from Iranian-backed militias in Iraq and Syria and from the Houthi rebels in Yemen that have put US military personnel stationed in the region at risk and increased the prospects of a regional war, prompting hundreds of US air strikes in response. Few arms transfers have done more to undermine stability, enable civilian casualties, or delegitimize US diplomatic efforts around the world than unrestrained US military aid to Israel.


No one knows exactly how much US weaponry has gone to Israel since the start of the Gaza war. And the US government would like to keep it that way. The Biden administration did everything it could to obscure the details. For example, as The Washington Post first reported, the Biden administration struck a hundred arms deals with Israel from October 2023 through March 2024, but the transactions were split up into packages small enough that there was no requirement to report them to Congress.3 Still, investigative reporting has been able to calculate that total US military aid from the time of the October 7 attacks through September 2024 was roughly $18 billion, plus an additional $20 billion in deals for weapons that will be delivered over the next few years.4 The deadly flow of weaponry to Israel has continued. In early 2025 the Pentagon announced a new offer of more than $8 billion in new bombs, missiles, and other munitions to Tel Aviv.5 Reports from the war zone indicate that US aircraft, missiles, bombs, and surveillance systems have been essential to the Israeli offensive in Gaza. It could hardly be otherwise, given that Israel’s entire inventory of combat aircraft was supplied by the United States.


America’s role as Israel’s primary arms supplier goes back decades, to the late 1970s. In fact, since Israel’s founding in 1948, the United States has provided Israel with more than $250 billion in military aid, adjusted for inflation, including billions in new military aid since the start of the Gaza war.6 Large parts of the Israeli arsenal and the Israeli arms industry have been made and paid for by the United States. Simply put, Israel could not wreak destruction on the scale it has done in Gaza and Lebanon without the support of the US government and US weapons makers.


Yet Israel is not alone. Now it is the entire world whose weapons are supplied by the United States. In 2022, for example, there were forty-six distinct conflicts across the globe, and in thirty-four of those conflicts, one or more parties to the war possessed weapons supplied by the United States, meaning that sometimes US weapons were being fired on both sides of a conflict.7 And from 2020 until 2024, the United States controlled over 43 percent of the global arms market, more than three times Russia’s share and six times China’s share.8 The United States has 107 arms clients in all—more than half the nations on the planet.


Why does the United States sell so many weapons? If you asked a Pentagon or State Department official, they would likely say that US weapons enhance stability and help allies defend themselves. But in the real world, US weapons have often led to more, not less, instability. This is clearly the case today with the current US role in enabling Israel’s wars in Gaza, Lebanon, and beyond, and America’s staunch support for the United Arab Emirates (UAE)—going so far as to define it as a “major defense partner”—even as that nation supplies extremist factions and repressive rebel groups throughout the Middle East and North Africa, from Yemen to Sudan to Libya.9 And not only do US weapons fuel the majority of the world’s conflicts, but contrary to repeated claims that they are the “arsenal of democracy,” US arms are too often supplied to undemocratic regimes. From 2019 to 2024 the United States provided weapons to thirty-one countries that Freedom House has defined as “not free.”10 This list included states like Saudi Arabia, the Philippines, Egypt, and Nigeria that systematically abuse human rights.11 Therefore, claims that the US defense sector is the “arsenal of democracy” are belied by the fact that the United States has given hundreds of billions of dollars of weapons to authoritarians all over the world.


The costs of these weapons transfers to people in the recipient nations are severe, but they also impair the ability of the United States to influence other nations. US weapons in Israel have tarnished the US reputation in large parts of the globe and rendered rhetoric about US support for a “rules-based international order” laughable.
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Not only do US arms sales to repressive regimes and war zones have tragic consequences for the victims, but they also undermine US security and influence. The only clear winners from this deadly trade are weapons companies, led by big US contractors like Raytheon (now known as RTX), Lockheed Martin, Boeing, and General Dynamics. And if you’re looking for evidence that these companies are profiting from war, all you have to do is ask them. In an interview with the Harvard Business Review early in the Ukraine war, Raytheon CEO Gregory Hayes plainly stated that “we don’t apologize for making these systems, making these weapons… the fact is eventually we will see some benefit in the business over time.”12


War and preparations for war are the lifeline of America’s largest defense firms. In the two decades since 9/11, the top five—Lockheed Martin, Raytheon, Boeing, General Dynamics, and Northrop Grumman—split $2 trillion in contracts for sales to the Pentagon and foreign buyers. In all, more than half of the $14 trillion spent by the Pentagon in the twenty years after the 9/11 attacks went to private corporations.13


Today, funding of private firms is only increasing. And the proportion of defense-company profits coming from foreign sales is increasing rapidly as the United States brokers hundreds of billions in new weapons sales to countries in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Big sellers include Lockheed Martin F-35 combat aircraft, Lockheed Martin Javelin and Sidewinder missiles (coproduced with RTX), Boeing attack helicopters and guided bombs, RTX “precision-guided munitions” and attack missiles, and General Dynamics bombs and armored vehicles.14


Of course, such weapons aren’t just deadly; they cost big money as well. Consider how RTX’s Hayes explained his company’s weapons revenues on a call with Wall Street analysts. He was responding to a question from a Morgan Stanley researcher who noted that an arms package for Ukraine and Israel then being contemplated “seems to fit quite nicely with the Raytheon Defense portfolio.” Hayes replied: “I think really across the entire Raytheon portfolio, you’re going to see a benefit of this restocking… on top of what we think is going to be an increase in the [Department of Defense] top line [budget].”15


Such obscene profits alone might make one reconsider the US habit of sending weapons across the globe. But there’s a larger issue: how the industry is exploiting the wars to press for special favors it has long sought. The industry is seeking reductions in protections against price gouging, faster approval of foreign sales, and a faster Pentagon acquisition process that reduces crucial functions like independent testing of major weapons systems before they go into full-rate production.16
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Early on, the Biden administration seemed to be reining in America’s militarized foreign policy: pulling all US forces out of Afghanistan, reducing drone strikes, and pledging to end US weapons sales to Saudi Arabia that could be used in its brutal war in Yemen. Ultimately, these pledges were not so much about reducing reliance on military tools in foreign policy but were instead about a shift in military tactics. This point was underscored in a key passage of Biden’s speech marking the end of the US role in Afghanistan: “Today a terrorist threat has metastasized well beyond Afghanistan. Al Shabab in Somalia, Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, Al Nusra in Syria, ISIS attempting to create a caliphate in Syria and Iraq and establishing affiliates in multiple countries in Africa and Asia. These threats warrant our attention and our resources.”17 Contrary to major media coverage and public perception, the president was saying that the global war on terrorism would continue and that leaving Afghanistan was actually not the first step in pulling back US troops from around the world.


After Biden ended a major military intervention, arms sales came front and center in his foreign policy. Consider, for example, how the United States provided tens of billions of dollars’ worth of weapons to Ukraine to fend off a Russian invasion, as well as steadily poured bombs, missiles, and guns into Israel to support its unconscionable war in Gaza. In 2024 the Biden administration reported that major US arms sales hit near-record levels of $145 billion, tied for the highest level of such sales since World War II.18 Indeed, to the very end of his term in office, President Biden continued to step up the US military presence in the Middle East in support of Israel and to protect US troops already in the region. The United States deployed an aircraft carrier and carried out air strikes against Houthi forces in Yemen and Iranian-backed militias in Iraq and Syria. The strikes were part of an action/reaction cycle in which the Houthis and the militias attacked US troops in retaliation for the US support of Israel’s devastating attacks on Gaza. Looming in the background is whether the Netanyahu government in Israel can lure the Trump administration into joining in a large-scale attack on Iran, which could have disastrous consequences for US security as well as stability in the Middle East.


However, Biden is far from the only Democratic president to talk peace while fueling war. Nobel Peace Prize winner Barack Obama shares this distinction with his former vice president. Specifically, in 2010 the Obama administration made $103 billion in arms offers (which, adjusted for inflation, is equivalent to the arms-sales offers made by the Biden administration in 2024).19 Nearly half of the Obama administration offers went to Saudi Arabia.20 At the time that the Saudi deals were made, the Obama administration claimed that their impacts would be entirely positive and decidedly in US interests.21 Yet starting in 2014, Saudi Arabia used many of those US weapons in a brutal war in Yemen, which—through a combination of indiscriminate air strikes and a blockade on imports of vital food and medicines—has killed nearly four hundred thousand civilians.22


But perhaps the most egregious example of US weapons deals coming back to haunt us lies even further back, when the transnational terrorist groups al Qaeda and ISIS emerged from the fertile ground created by US arms sales and military interventions. In the case of al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden served as a fundraiser, recruiter, and construction coordinator for the mujahideen factions fighting to eject Soviet troops from Afghanistan. In that position, he and his cohorts received a portion of the US military aid allocated for the Afghan opposition. The foreign fighters bin Laden recruited to fight in Afghanistan became the base and original members of al Qaeda.23 In the case of ISIS, the leaders of the network met and did their initial organizing in US-run prisons in Iraq, and they gained support partly because of public opposition to the sectarian regime in Baghdad that was installed in the wake of the 2003 US intervention in that country.24 ISIS also captured enormous quantities of US-made weapons from the Iraqi military.


The role of US arms and interventions in enabling the formation of terrorist groups is just one of the impacts of a militarized foreign policy. A full count of the costs must include the deaths and disabilities suffered by US troops and people in the targeted nations caused by the wars in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan. None of these cases—whether the US intervention involved troops on the ground, covert action, or arms and training—resulted in the “peace and stability” that is so often cited as a rationale for US military action or arms transfers.


Instead, the result was violence and profit. For example, the war in Gaza has been a boon to big US weapons contractors like Boeing, RTX, General Dynamics, and Lockheed Martin. But it has also provided profits for smaller and lesser-known firms like the drone maker Aerovironment, Ghost Robotics—which makes robotic dogs used by Israeli forces in Gaza—and Leopold and Stevens, which makes rifle scopes that are widely used by the Israeli military.25 For the most part, the companies benefiting from the war have kept quiet about it, no doubt realizing that bragging about the role of their systems in killing tens of thousands of civilians runs counter to their efforts to brand themselves as the “arsenal of democracy.”


The rising military-tech firm Palantir is an exception. In a February 2024 earnings call, CEO Alex Karp told investors he was “exceedingly proud that after Oct. 7, within weeks, we are on the ground and we are involved in operationally crucial operations in Israel.”26 And in January of that year, Karp held the company’s board meeting in Tel Aviv as a sign of support for Israel and the war effort in Gaza. Karp said that part of his rationale for holding the meeting in Israel was to “embarrass other people who are pro-Israel in private but somehow not in public,” including his fellow tech executives.27


Unlike the case with some other arms-policy issues, arms companies have not yet had to do much lobbying to keep their weapons flowing to Israel, given the “Israel right or wrong” attitude of all too many administration officials and members of Congress. But the companies bear responsibility nonetheless, for it is the systems they build and profit from that are the backbone of the Israeli killing machine. And they have plenty of lobbying power to bring to bear if military aid to Israel is ever truly threatened by a surge of public and congressional opposition.


And contractor influence reaches well beyond Congress. Musk is not the only advocate for the military-tech sector embedded in the Trump administration. Stephen Feinberg, second in charge at the Pentagon, worked for Cerberus Capital, an investment firm that has a history of investing in the gun and defense industries. Michael Obadal, a senior director at Anduril, has been selected to serve as the deputy secretary of the Army. And an analysis by Bloomberg found that “more than a dozen people with ties to Thiel—including current and former employees of his companies, as well as people who have helped manage his fortune or benefitted from his investments and charitable giving—have been folded into the Trump administration.”28


Vice President JD Vance virtually owes his political career to Palantir’s founder, Peter Thiel. And Thiel is just one of the tech moguls backing Vance. An analysis by CBS News found that “Vance, a relative newcomer to national politics, has assiduously courted billionaires and Silicon Valley titans to bankroll his unlikely rise from bestselling memoirist of despair, drugs and generational poverty in Appalachia to a ticket that could seat him a heartbeat away from the presidency.”29 The conservative New York Post summarized the state of play in an article titled “Silicon Valley Cheers Vance Pick as More Tech Billionaires Back Trump.”30


Influencing Vance is just one step in Palantir’s campaign to influence government officials to do its bidding. For example, in August 2024, the company scored a major political coup when it announced that former representative Mike Gallagher, who ran a high-profile congressional committee focused on the activities of the Chinese Communist Party, was coming to work for Palantir to run its defense business.31


Palantir’s leaders don’t even seem to want to look at how their weapons are being used in Gaza, much less take responsibility for the results. For example, in May 2024, Thiel was asked how he felt about the fact that the company’s artificial-intelligence program was used in selecting bombing targets in Gaza. “You know,” Thiel easily responded, “I’m not on top of all the details of what’s going on in Israel, because I defer to Israel. It’s not for us to second guess… the IDF [is] broadly in the right.”32
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US arms transfers to Israel and Ukraine get the vast majority of attention in the media and Congress, as well as among the broader public. Unfortunately, however, there are many other examples where US-supplied weapons have done far more harm than good.


Arms transfers to the Philippines are a case in point. The United States supplied or offered billions of dollars’ worth of small arms, attack helicopters, and other weapons systems to the regime of Rodrigo Duterte. Holding power from 2016 to 2022, Duterte helmed a regime that murdered and imprisoned civilians and activists advocating for human rights and democracy, all under the guise of fighting a “war on drugs.” After Duterte left office in May 2022, his ally Ferdinand Marcos Jr. continued Duterte’s repressive policy, albeit on a reduced scale. The most recent assessment by Human Rights Watch identified widespread abuses under the Marcos regime, including extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, government-inflicted torture, life-threatening prison conditions, and arbitrary detentions.33


The sins of the Philippine government have largely been forgiven in the name of forging a de facto military alliance against China, as evidenced by a 2023 agreement to allow the US military access to key Philippine sites. The unanswered question is whether expanding US capabilities to project military force against China will make war more or less likely. Meanwhile, the Philippine government’s impunity in the realm of human rights remains.


Nigeria is a case study in how rhetoric about countering terrorism may actually strengthen terror groups while undermining security. In April 2022 the United States offered Nigeria AH-1Z attack helicopters for $997 million.34 The Biden administration decided to provide the helicopters despite the dismal record of the Nigerian armed forces in fighting terrorism.


The Nigerian military has committed torture on a massive scale and targeted civilians, which they justify as a necessary aspect of their campaign against Boko Haram, a terrorist group, and its offshoots. As Human Rights Watch noted in its World Report covering events that occurred in 2021 and before, the International Criminal Court indicated it had “reasonable basis to believe” that both Boko Haram, other terrorist groups, and Nigerian security forces have committed war crimes and crimes against humanity. Amnesty International reported that ten thousand civilians died between 2011 and 2020 from extreme neglect in prisons run by the Nigerian military.35 Amnesty described the imprisonment of civilians as “unlawful detention” because many individuals were swept up and jailed without any evidence that they had ties to Boko Haram.


The prison abuse is far from the only example of repression on the part of the Nigerian armed forces. According to aid workers in Nigeria—interviewed between February and April 2022 for a report jointly authored by the Security Assistance Monitor at the Center for International Policy, the Brown University Costs of War Project, and Interaction—“cases of civilian casualties resulting from Nigerian air strikes have increased considerably in recent years, accompanied by a notable lack of accountability and follow up to allegations by NAF [Nigerian Armed Forces].”36 Yet in November 2024, a human-rights commission handpicked by the Nigerian regime denied that the Nigerian military had committed extreme human-rights abuses against women and children. Still, the commission’s report failed to address well-documented evidence to the contrary from mainstream press outlets and independent human-rights monitors.37


Stephanie Savell, of the Costs of War Project at Brown University, has summarized the main problems with the current, overly militarized US approach to fighting terrorism in Africa and beyond:


Many governments use the U.S. narrative of terrorism and counterterrorism… to repress minority groups, justify authoritarianism, and facilitate illicit profiteering, all while failing to address poverty and other structural problems that lead to widespread frustration with the state. Thus, in a vicious cycle, what the U.S. calls security assistance actually accomplishes the opposite… it has fed insecurity, bolstering the militants that react against the government injustices exacerbated by this aid.38
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Egypt is another state where the United States has largely ignored rampant corruption and systematic human-rights abuses. Here, the reason for doing so is keeping ties with a nation that it views as an influential player in the Arab world. Toward that end, the United States provided or offered over $9.4 billion in weapons to the el-Sisi regime since it came to power after a military coup in 2013—all financed by grants provided annually as payment for making peace with Israel in the 1979 Camp David Accords.39


Despite the enormous quantity of weapons offered by the United States, the el-Sisi regime has taken numerous positions contrary to US interests. These include supporting the Assad regime in Syria, aiding rebel forces fighting against the internationally recognized government in Libya, backing antidemocratic military leaders in Sudan, and building military ties with Russia through arms sales, military exercises, and a security agreement.40


Former US Representative Tom Malinowski (D-NJ) has summarized the high costs and minimal benefits of US security assistance to Egypt as follows: “In exchange for the favors that Egypt gets from the White House, they don’t actually do anything for us. This is not a situation where we are trading off human rights for something that advances the U.S. national interest. Egypt… contributes nothing to the goals of peace and security.… [US arms transfers] do absolutely nothing to benefit Egyptian security or ours.”41


The el-Sisi regime is widely regarded as the most repressive in Egypt’s history. Its security forces have gunned down unarmed demonstrators, jailed thousands of political opponents and human-rights defenders, and routinely used torture. And its military has waged a scorched-earth counterterror campaign in northern Sinai that has killed civilians and driven thousands of people from their homes.


Scaling back or eliminating US military support for Egypt should be a central feature of US policy going forward, given the el-Sisi regime’s human-rights record and its foreign-policy positions that don’t align with US interests in the Middle East. But so long as the war machine can profit, don’t count on aid to Egypt stopping anytime soon.
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Of course, weapons firms are not merely subject to US laws but also actively seek to shape them, including exerting considerable effort to block legislative efforts to limit arms sales. Raytheon made major behind-the-scenes moves to keep a significant sale of precision-guided bombs to Saudi Arabia on track. In May 2018, then-CEO Thomas Kennedy even personally visited the office of Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chair Robert Menendez (D-NJ) to (unsuccessfully) press him to drop a hold on that deal. Raytheon also cultivated close ties with the Trump team, including presidential trade adviser Peter Navarro, to ensure its support for continuing sales to the Saudi regime even after the murder of prominent Saudi journalist and US resident Jamal Khashoggi.42


More recently, Menendez was convicted for doing favors for Egypt in exchange for cash and gifts—including gold bars. His quid pro quo for the bribes from Egypt included pushing fellow senators to lift a hold on $300 million in military aid to Egypt when he was chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.43


The Menendez case stood out in part because most deals to sell weapons to tyrannical regimes go through with little opposition. But in the case of Egypt, Congress had actually taken a step toward holding it accountable for its human-rights record, albeit by calling on the administration to hold back only around $300 million of its annual allotment of $1.3 billion in military aid.44


There appears to be a surge in corrupt practices on the part of major US weapons contractors as well. In October 2024, RTX agreed to pay nearly $1 billion in fines for a variety of corrupt acts. This was one of the highest fines in the history of Justice Department oversight of the defense sector, far from the slap on the wrist that companies usually get for breaking the law for their own financial benefit. The acts that prompted the indictment of RTX included price gouging on Pentagon contracts, bribing officials in Qatar, and sharing sensitive information with China.45


RTX’s alleged bribes to officials in Qatar were a particularly egregious case of corruption, as noted by Breon Peace, the US attorney whose office brought the charges:


Over the course of several years, Raytheon employees bribed a high-level Qatari military official to obtain lucrative defense contracts and concealed the bribe payments by falsifying documents to the government, in violation of laws including those designed to protect our national security. We will continue to pursue justice against corruption, and as this agreement establishes, enforce meaningful consequences, reforms and monitorship to ensure this misconduct is not repeated.46
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FROM ARSENAL OF DEMOCRACY TO FACTORY OF ENDLESS WAR


Three days before he would step down as the thirty-fourth president of the United States—on January 17, 1961—Dwight D. Eisenhower told Americans that their democracy was at risk.1 The reason? A permanent arms establishment that was a remnant of the huge expansion of the weapons-manufacturing base during World War II. This arms lobby was devising new ways to pad its profits first and defend the country second. And as the former World War II general warned, this new war machine was distorting our budget and undermining our democracy. That is, it was seeking more funds for systems like a new nuclear bomber, which, the president strongly believed, the American people did not need.


Consequently, these special interests were now actually seeking to shape US budgets and policies to serve their own interests. “This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is new in the American experience,” said Eisenhower. “The total influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city, every State house, every office of the Federal government.… Our toil, resources and livelihood are all involved; so is the very structure of our society.”2


This new structure of influence was identified by Eisenhower as the “military-industrial complex.” By this, he meant the phenomenon of the uniformed military and the arms industry working together to expand their own wealth and power, all at the expense of the public at large or the country’s actual security needs.


Historians disagree about whether Eisenhower initially intended to call it the “military-industrial-congressional complex” in order to capture the role of members of Congress in advancing the financial position of the Pentagon and the weapons contractors in exchange for campaign funds, the prospects of future employment in the arms industry, and the creation of military-related jobs in their jurisdictions.3 But whether or not Eisenhower considered the role of Congress, there is no question that Congress is a central player in the arms lobby, often pushing for more spending and more weapons than the Pentagon even asks for.


For the purposes of this book, we are using the term “war machine” as well as “military-industrial complex” to account for how today’s arms lobby pervasively influences not just Congress and the executive branch but also Hollywood, the gaming industry, sports, our schools and universities, and so much more. Moreover, the purpose of America’s weapons complex is to be prepared to fight wars, which America has done on a nonstop basis throughout this century, making “war machine” a more apt description than “military-industrial complex” under current circumstances.


During his tenure in office, Eisenhower was deeply angered by the blatant way that the new war machine promoted its interests. He was particularly irritated by the fact that weapons contractors were advertising their wares in major newspapers—a practice that continues today, even in 2025, with arms-company ads featured everywhere from defense and political publications to public-interest radio shows and even the Metro system in the nation’s capital. Yet few remember how, the day after his famous farewell speech, the president singled out this practice of advertising weapons as especially egregious:


I did point out last night that some of this misuse of influence and power could come out unwittingly just by the nature of the thing, when you see almost every one of your magazines, no matter what they are advertising, has a picture of the Titan missile or the Atlas [two nuclear-armed land-based missiles]… there is becoming a great influence, almost an insidious penetration of our own minds that the only thing this country is engaged in is weaponry and missiles. And, I’ll tell you that we can’t afford to do that.4


At first, Eisenhower’s warning seemed like a speed bump for the arms lobby, a swipe at its reputation that didn’t stop interventionist policies or ever-growing Pentagon budgets. The movement to end the Vietnam War eventually embraced the term “military-industrial complex,” as have many peace advocates up to this day. But in the centers of power, including Congress, Eisenhower’s cry for reform fell mostly on deaf ears. In the decades following his speech, politicians have too often promoted, or at least acquiesced in, the notion that the primary investment of the US government should be the “weaponry and missiles” referenced by Eisenhower. And despite the fact that this support was often driven by parochial economic concerns like jobs in a member’s state or district, politicians inevitably couched their efforts in the rhetoric of defense.


Such investments, however, came at the expense of other urgent national needs. After all, how could the government build houses or schools, fund health care or education, when the war machine claimed the lion’s share of all funds?


Eisenhower addressed this issue in 1953 during the first public appearance of his presidency, given before a gathering of the American Society of Newspaper Editors. In a speech titled “A Chance for Peace” (known informally as the “Cross of Iron” speech), the newly elected president warned of the dangers of a nuclear conflict, but he also spoke of how arms buildups undermined the government’s ability to address urgent domestic needs: “Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children.”5


Throwing money at the war machine was certainly a missed opportunity, diverting funds that could have been used to make the country into a better place. But perhaps more importantly, rushing to produce these weapons at all costs left Americans less safe. Even absent a shooting war, just maintaining the war machine itself posed serious risks to the public.


These risks go beyond the deaths and injuries of our troops in unnecessary wars, and the destabilizing of key regions by US or proxy forces. They also come from the nation’s own nuclear weapons. The production and testing of nuclear bombs have caused excess cancer deaths downwind from above-ground nuclear tests, and uranium miners and workers involved in producing the bomb have also suffered severe health consequences.6 Perhaps most dangerous of all have been the numerous accidents involving US nuclear weapons, as documented by Eric Schlosser in his book Command and Control.7 Many of these accidents occurred on US soil. One of the most dangerous was the September 1980 explosion in Damascus, Arkansas, where a missile silo caught on fire. The ensuing explosion actually expelled a nuclear warhead from a Titan intercontinental ballistic missile into the surrounding woods, where Schlosser notes that it came “within a hair’s breadth” of detonating and thus causing a nuclear explosion right in the country’s heartland. Just as dangerous was an accident in January 1961, when a bomber plane inadvertently dropped a nuclear bomb on Goldsboro, North Carolina. “Only a single switch,” cautioned physicist Ralph Lapp, “prevented the 24 megaton bomb from detonating and spreading fire and destruction over a wide area.”8


All too often, America’s own weapons have endangered Americans themselves. But the dangers of the war machine didn’t stop at home. Even as America spent more and more of its time, spirit, and, of course, money, on weapons, the world got more and more volatile. Some of the most dangerous developments were sparked by US policies. For example, in 1953 the United States collaborated with the United Kingdom in a military coup in Iran, overthrowing Mohamed Mossadeq, the democratically elected president of Iran. The US replaced Mossadeq with a prince from Iran’s deposed royal family, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who went on to style himself as Iran’s “shah” (king). This coup provoked decades of enmity that have continued to make the Middle East more dangerous and unstable. After all, without the coup and the rule of the shah, Iranians would never have turned to revolution in 1979, making Iran into the militarized state it is today.9


Or take Guatemala in 1954, when the United States led another coup against a popularly elected government (led by Jacobo Árbenz), replacing it with a military dictator more friendly to the US. It was this ill-advised coup that created decades of repressive rule in that nation, including a US-backed counterinsurgency campaign that resulted in hundreds of thousands of deaths. This history of antidemocratic military rule, sparked by and backed by the United States, left Guatemalan society in a state of chaos, which, in turn, made it easier for drug cartels and criminal gangs to gain a foothold. And it is these violent groups that have driven the massive immigration to the United States from Central America that continues to this day. The migrants appearing at the southern border, in fact, are fleeing to America only after US policies helped destroy their own home.10


Iran and Guatemala are examples of how a military action can reverberate for years, with unpredictable impacts on all parties concerned. Even if one were to somehow find a way to ignore the death and turmoil in the countries themselves, the fact is that by intervening, the United States hurt itself.


As early as 1961, when Eisenhower gave his famous speech, America was already in danger of being transformed from the world’s defender of freedom into a garrison state that was the world’s factory of war. Worst of all, this betrayal resulted in making the world more dangerous for Americans themselves. Nowhere were the stakes higher than in the nuclear-arms race that commenced in earnest during Eisenhower’s tenure, driven as much by the quest for funds as it was by any rational notion of defense.
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When President Eisenhower came into office, in 1953, he pursued a nuclear strategy that called for “massive retaliation” in response to “communist aggression” in Europe or Asia. He viewed this approach as cheaper than maintaining a conventional military force large enough to win a war in either of those regions. Hand in hand with this nuclear strategy was Eisenhower’s preference for covert operations, like the coups that the United States carried out against the democratically elected governments of Iran and Guatemala during his first term—moves that had disastrous and destabilizing effects in Central America and the Middle East for decades to follow.11


Eisenhower was no peacenik, but he did want to avoid policies that would radically increase US military spending—hence the doctrine of massive retaliation. Eisenhower’s approach meant that researching, building, and deploying nuclear weapons was where the money was. Still, who would get that money? Put another way, who would control the country’s nuclear weapons?


The most visible adversaries in the battle for nuclear funds were the Navy and the Air Force. As the custodian of both nuclear-armed bombers and, eventually, intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), the Air Force seemed to have the upper hand. But the Navy got into the game when it pushed for the development of nuclear-armed missiles that could be launched from submarines.


The political fight over which nuclear doctrine to choose was intense. On the Navy’s side, Admiral Arleigh Burke spoke out in favor of “finite deterrence”—a strategy suited to the less accurate missiles being developed for the Navy—at every opportunity. And to multiply his impact, Burke encouraged retired naval officers to do the same.12 The Air Force launched its own advocacy effort. “There is an all out battle going on right now,” noted Director of Air Force Plans and Policy General Hewitt Wheless. And in October 1960, Air Force Chief of Staff Tommy White sent a letter to Air Force commanders instructing them that all of their public speeches and briefings should “strongly stress the importance of our maintaining a proper strategy” and “thoroughly explain counterforce”: an approach built around more accurate land-based missiles that held out the greatest hope for steering more money to their service.13


Amid all of this, the Navy was clear that its greatest adversary was not the Soviet Union but the US Air Force. Admiral Burke denounced what he viewed as improper backroom maneuvering by Air Force leadership, saying that “they’re smart and they’re ruthless.… It’s the same way as the Communists. It’s exactly the same techniques.… They’re dishonest. They’re dishonest and they know it.” Near the end of the 1950s, the Air Force had the inside track on taking charge of nuclear targeting—which would determine what kind of nuclear forces would be needed. If the Air Force controlled targeting, Burke complained, “then our [Navy] budget is going to be in a very sad way indeed. We’ll be buying B-70s.”14 B-70s were a follow-on to the Air Force’s B-52 bomber, a system that was later canceled by the Kennedy administration.


This turf war between the Navy and the Air Force for the bigger share of the nuclear spending pie was solved not by picking a clear winner but by making an expensive compromise: the “nuclear triad.” This meant that the US would be capable of launching nuclear warheads from delivery vehicles based on three vectors: on land, in the air, and at sea. But the military necessity for such a tripartite approach was minimal; underneath all the strategic jargon, it was basically a case of dueling PR campaigns.


The fight for nuclear funding was dressed up in arguments about nuclear strategy. In fact, the Air Force and the Navy developed rival approaches, each designed to highlight the use of the kind of nuclear system they controlled. For the Air Force, that meant a “counterforce” strategy based on accurate long-range missiles that could take out key military targets in the Soviet Union.


For its part, the Navy came to prefer a doctrine known as “finite deterrence,” which called for building an arsenal of nuclear weapons sufficient to destroy a “‘finite’ group of Soviet urban industrial targets,” which it saw as sufficient to deter Soviet attacks without targeting Soviet nuclear forces. The Navy argued that submarine-launched nuclear-armed missiles, which were relatively invulnerable to attack, put leaders under less pressure to launch quickly in a crisis. In addition, because the sea-based missiles lacked the ability to take out the other side’s nuclear missiles, they would be less threatening to an adversary and therefore less likely to provoke an attack. The Navy’s parochial plea almost made it sound like it was acting as a nuclear-arms controller: The service asserted that relying on the Air Force’s ICBMs would be “a prescription for an arms race, and also an invitation to the enemy for preventive-war adventurism.”15


Ultimately, the Pentagon funded both options—bombers and ICBMs for the Air Force and submarine-launched missiles for the Navy. Rather than fighting over the budget, from then on the Navy and Air Force joined hands in pushing for Pentagon budgets large enough to finance the pet projects of both services.


Thus, “the triad grew from bureaucratic compromise,” explained Benjamin Friedman, then an analyst at the Cato Institute, “not strategic necessity.” Friedman continued:


After World War II, nukes seemed like the weapon of the future. The Air Force saw their delivery as part of the strategic bombing mission that had just given their service independence. Their ownership of that mission, and eventually land‐based intercontinental ballistic missiles, won them budget share at the expense of other services. The Navy, eager to avoid becoming something like a transoceanic bus service, found an ingenious way to get into the nuclear game: they put missiles on submarines.16


The official rationale for the triad was that by having deployments in all of those spaces, it would make it harder for an adversary to take out the whole US arsenal at once in a first strike. But this rationale was developed only after these programs were well under way. Yet today the concept of the nuclear triad has become so embedded in discussions of US nuclear policy that it is virtually impervious to criticism, at least in the Washington national-security establishment, which, perhaps not coincidentally, is often funded by the companies that make nuclear weapons, as we discuss in Chapter 8.
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Throughout the fight between the Navy and Air Force, US weapons companies were closely involved. But their most blatant push for more funding for nuclear weapons was in the campaign to convince the public that there was a dangerous “missile gap” between the Soviet Union and the United States. Allegedly, Moscow was surging into the lead in developing and building ICBMs, putting America at risk of a disarming first strike.17


The notion of a gap was widely disseminated in the media and the Congress, primarily at the urging of officials in the uniformed military, the US intelligence services, and the arms industry. Along with the campaign to build a new nuclear-armed bomber, the missile-gap controversy was an early example of the military-industrial complex at work. Democratic senators who were vying for their party’s presidential nomination—including John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Missouri Senator Stuart Symington—used the missile gap as a tool to bludgeon the Eisenhower administration for being soft on defense.18


There was only one thing wrong with the concept of a missile gap—there wasn’t one. In fact, when John F. Kennedy took office in 1961, the Pentagon determined that it was the United States that was ahead in ICBMs, and by a very large margin. As Kennedy’s secretary of defense, Robert McNamara, told reporters in February 1961, within the first month of the administration, “there are no signs for a Soviet crash effort to build ICBMs… there is no missile gap today.”19


The corporate fingerprints on the effort to promote the missile-gap myth were not always evident to the general public. The extent of the arms industry’s role may never be fully known, given that much of the lobbying happened behind closed doors. But there are clear indications of corporate influence in touting the missile gap as a way to get more funding for ICBMs. For example, Symington, a major advocate of the missile-gap theory, just happened to be a friend and former colleague of an executive at the aircraft manufacturing company Convair, which, in turn, just happened to make ICBMs. As a result, Symington lobbied hard on behalf of a Pentagon plan to build more of that corporation’s Atlas ballistic missiles, a plan that was eventually superseded by a decision to go all in for a new ICBM, the Minuteman.20


Although the public may not have been clued in, Eisenhower was well aware of the machinations of the nuclear-weapons makers. He saw the missile gap for the fiction it was or, as he put it, a “useful piece of political demagoguery” for his opponents. “Munitions makers,” he insisted, “are making tremendous efforts towards getting more contracts and in fact seem to be exerting undue influence over the Senators.”21


In the meantime, candidate John F. Kennedy touted the jobs tied to building more ICBMs in an effort to improve his chances of winning the presidency. Defense analyst Christopher Preble summarized this rationale in his book on Kennedy and the missile gap:


Kennedy believed that military spending could be used to boost regional economic development. He explicitly appealed for support from defense workers who had been adversely affected by the economics of [Eisenhower’s strategy].… When Kennedy promised to boost spending on the very weapons systems needed to close the missile gap, the men and women responsible for building those weapons understood precisely what such a policy meant for them.22


Kennedy’s ploy has been repeated many times since. Most notably, the jobs argument has figured prominently in the Pentagon’s current effort to fund its $2 trillion, three-decades-long plan to build a new generation of nuclear weapons.23 Among the most skillful practitioners of the jobs argument is a group of senators who have led the charge in Congress to fund an unnecessary and dangerous new ICBM. But before we can discuss the new rush to implement needless nuclear weapons today, we need to follow the military-industrial complex into its next quagmire.
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What came next was the Vietnam War, presided over by Kennedy, then Lyndon Johnson, and then Richard Nixon. John F. Kennedy ran for president as a hawk (and successfully outmaneuvered Nixon, who was the sitting vice president). Once in office, Kennedy pushed for increases in Pentagon spending, including the funding of large numbers of submarine-launched ballistic missiles. Most importantly, he sowed the seeds of US escalation in Vietnam: upping the number of US military advisers stationed there from seven hundred to more than sixteen thousand.24


A steady escalation of US involvement during the 1960s yielded massive casualties but little progress in defeating the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army. Soon, the United States became desperate to pull its troops from the conflict.25 So Nixon—like Biden did fifty years later, as discussed in Chapter 1—concluded that the best way to stop US troop deaths and still preserve US interests on the cheap was to sell weapons.


Nixon announced this new approach during a July 1969 stopover in Guam, where he went after witnessing the splashdown of the Apollo astronauts following the first landing on the moon. Nixon told the gathered members of the press that in the future, the United States would refrain from sending large numbers of troops to fight far from home, as it had done in Vietnam. Instead, America would arm “surrogates” like the shah of Iran to defend US interests in their regions in exchange for virtually unlimited access to US-supplied weaponry. Nixon said, for example, that in any future conflict in Asia, America’s goal would be to have “Asian boys fight Asian boys,” not US troops. Nixon’s new policy came to be known as the Nixon Doctrine.26


Within a few years, US arms sales soared to record levels. This was, of course, because of Nixon’s preference for arms sales as a tool for influencing foreign conflicts. But it was also the result of an arms-buying binge by Middle Eastern oil states, which were sitting on massive quantities of cash in the wake of OPEC oil increases.


As a candidate in 1976, Jimmy Carter pledged to support human rights and reduce arms sales. But as president, even Carter eventually took a militaristic approach to foreign policy: abandoning his quest to reduce arms sales and embracing undemocratic leaders like the shah of Iran to the bitter end. And in his final State of the Union Address, Carter announced that the United States was willing to use military force, if necessary, to defend US interests in the Persian Gulf—a stance that came to be known as the Carter Doctrine. In support of this new policy, he created a “rapid deployment force” designed to get troops to the Middle East in short order and began to negotiate arrangements to station US military personnel and weapons throughout the area, sowing the seeds of today’s extensive US military-base network in the region.27


The next big arms-sales boom came at the end of the Cold War. But this policy again came home to roost when Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein ordered his troops to invade neighboring Kuwait. It didn’t take much research to discern that Hussein had purchased weapons and weapons components from virtually every major arms supplier in the world in advance of his military’s invasion of Kuwait, including arms-manufacturing technology from the United States.28


Embarrassed by their role in building up Hussein and concerned about regional escalation, the five permanent members of the UN Security Council convened a series of meetings aimed at coming up with a plan to reduce arms sales to the Middle East. But the talks broke down when it was learned that the United States was simultaneously going on a selling spree in the region to the tune of $1 billion per month.29


The 1991 campaign to eject Saddam Hussein’s forces from Kuwait was treated as a major marketing opportunity by government and industry officials alike. When coauthor William Hartung was working on his first book, he interviewed retired General Howard Fish, an advocate for the arms industry, about the forthcoming Paris Air Show, where US weapons would be on display. Fish told Hartung that the theme of the show would be “how our weapons won the Gulf War,” and he was correct. One company had a video display of US bombs hitting targets in Iraq. McDonnell Douglas, a major aircraft producer of the time that was later absorbed by Boeing, sponsored a speech by a pilot who had operated a McDonnell Douglas aircraft in bombing raids over Iraq. The company also had giveaway items, including a beer cup that had a picture of every McDonnell Douglas system used in the war and a poster which asserted that every enemy aircraft shot down in Iraq was shot down by a plane supplied by McDonnell Douglas.30


The urge to use the Iraq war as a marketing tool extended far beyond Paris. In early 1993, Hartung and a colleague attended a conference organized by the Pentagon in Dayton, Ohio, titled “Military Exports in the Post-Desert Storm Environment.” The meeting was basically a brainstorming session among the Pentagon and key contractors aimed at coming up with a plan to parlay the performance of US weapons in Iraq into billions in new arms sales.31


The atmosphere in Dayton was surreal for Hartung and his colleague; they couldn’t believe that the government’s role in pushing arms was so blatant. For most of the conference, Hartung was able to blend in and get an earful of incriminating statements from the bureaucrats and executives running the show. But at a reception one evening as Hartung was talking to a representative of a European company seeking to sell long-range artillery systems to Middle East autocracies, a Washington lobbyist who knew Hartung well from regular debates in Washington came up to the executive and said, “Be careful what you say to him; he’s a dangerous arms controller.” Dangerous, perhaps, to the profits of the arms companies, not dangerous to the lives of human beings.
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Presumably, part of the rush to capitalize on arms sales was that by this point the Cold War was over and the Reagan military buildup of the 1980s was ending as well, after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Yet Bill Clinton, who portrayed himself as an opponent of “boots-on-the-ground” involvement in conflicts, waged an extensive bombing campaign against the Milosevic regime in Serbia and began the process of ratcheting the Pentagon budget up again after it had dipped in the few years after the end of the Cold War. In his 1995 State of the Union address, he proposed cutting every other federal discretionary program by 20 percent while leaving the Pentagon untouched. Clinton had already pledged a $25 billion, multiyear increase in Pentagon spending in late 1994, and by the end of his administration he was proposing to up the department’s budget by $112 billion over six years, setting the stage for even larger increases under the administration of George W. Bush. Perhaps the most enduring element of the Clinton defense policy was the decision to encourage and subsidize defense-industry mergers, a move that opened the way for the creation of giant firms like Lockheed Martin and Raytheon (RTX). Defense-industry consolidation ultimately gave arms companies even more bargaining power: The ranks of major defense contractors shrank from fifty-one to just five.32


The militaristic bent of Clinton’s successor, President George W. Bush, is well-known, given the disastrous results of the endless wars he started in Iraq and Afghanistan. But Bush was far from alone in presiding over these conflicts. Obama campaigned against “stupid wars” like the US intervention in Iraq. But once in office, he increased US troop levels in Afghanistan, increased the use of drone strikes, and posted the two highest Pentagon budgets since World War II. After winning the Nobel Peace Prize, President Obama ordered “the surge” in Iraq and Afghanistan, and he oversaw eight years of US combat in both countries that led to the deaths of thousands of US service members, and tens of thousands more injured, without ending those wars, let alone winning the war on terrorism.33


The pattern of boosting Pentagon spending regardless of promises made on the campaign trail persisted into the era of Donald Trump. During the 2016 presidential campaign, and during the period before he took office, Trump gave the impression that he was prepared to crack down on weapons contractors that he accused of ripping off the taxpayers. But within months of taking office, Trump warmly embraced these very same companies.


It all started when Trump decided to make Saudi Arabia the destination for his first foreign trip as president. He wanted to use the trip to show that he was an unparalleled dealmaker who could bring jobs and profits back to America. The vehicle for making the case would be a massive arms-sales package worth an alleged $110 billion. In true Trump fashion, the size of the deal was greatly exaggerated, but the logic held true: If he could get a foreign country to spend billions of dollars of its own money on US products, American workers and the American economy would benefit.34


In order to assemble his huge arms package, Trump had to enlist the aid of the very weapons contractors he had vilified on the campaign trail. He wanted to include an $18 billion missile-defense system in the deal—a price that might even cause sticker shock for the oil-rich Saudi regime. So Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, called Lockheed Martin CEO Marillyn Hewson and asked if her company could knock a few billion dollars off the price so it could be included in the Saudi package. Given the need to curry favor with the new administration, Hewson immediately agreed to do so.35


Trump proceeded to exploit the Saudi sale for domestic political consumption, claiming at one point that arms sales to the kingdom were supporting five hundred thousand American jobs. Although the real figure was ten to twenty times less than what Trump was claiming, his message that arms sales meant American jobs was getting through.36 This led Trump to go to any lengths to tout the economic benefits of arms sales. The most notorious example was during an Oval Office visit by de facto Saudi leader Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) when Trump pulled out a chart that included a map with figures for jobs across the United States tied to Saudi arms sales.37


A measure of the depth of Trump’s newfound commitment to big weapons makers came in 2018, after the Saudi regime murdered a US resident who was a Saudi dissident journalist: Jamal Khashoggi. The killing generated global outrage and strong pressure in the United States to suspend arms sales to the kingdom. Instead, Trump put out a statement that acknowledged “the crime against Jamal Khashoggi was a terrible one” but also made it clear that he had no intention of suspending arms sales to the Saudi regime:


After my heavily negotiated trip to Saudi Arabia last year, the Kingdom agreed to spend and invest $450 billion in the United States. This is a record amount of money. It will create hundreds of thousands of jobs, tremendous economic development, and much additional wealth for the United States. Of the $450 billion, $110 billion will be spent on the purchase of military equipment from Boeing, Lockheed Martin, Raytheon and many other great U.S. defense contractors. If we foolishly cancel these contracts, Russia and China would be the enormous beneficiaries—and very happy to acquire all of this newfound business. It would be a wonderful gift to them directly from the United States!38


While Trump was pushing massive sales to the same government contractors he had once decried and bending over backward for the Saudi regime, his 2020 political rival Joe Biden was pledging to treat the Saudi regime as a “pariah” and claiming he’d get the United States out of Afghanistan.


Unfortunately, much like Trump, Biden’s journey from presidential candidate to president is a prime example of the influence of the war machine. Whereas candidate Biden called Saudi Arabia a “pariah,” President Biden tried to forge a defense pact with the kingdom that could have required US troops to fight and die defending MBS. The offer of US security guarantees was part of the effort to persuade the Saudis to join the Abraham Accords, adopting an approach that was the brainchild of Trump son-in-law Kushner. The accords were designed to promote normalization of relations between Israel and its neighbors while leaving the needs and rights of the Palestinians out of the agreement. Part of the strategy for winning support for the accords involved increasing weapons sales to Arab states in the region, so much so that at least one critic called them “The Arms Sales Accords.”39
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In January 1961, when Eisenhower took the occasion of his farewell address to the nation to warn of “unwarranted influence” exerted by the military-industrial complex, he would never have dreamed how powerful the alliance of military leaders, politicians, and weapons makers would become. Six decades later, the complex gets more tax dollars than ever, and it regularly gets its way with Congress when it presses for more funding or less regulation. And through its funding of think tanks and universities, the arms lobby helps shape the foreign-policy debate, often in the direction of more hawkish policies that increase the risks of war. But despite this enormous influence, not everyone agrees that the military-industrial complex is even a problem worth dwelling upon.




OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781645030652.jpg
William D. Hartung
Ben Freeman

MACHINE

How Runaway Military Spending
Drives America into Foreign Wars
and Bankrupts Us At Home





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
ﬁaow TYPE BOOKS





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
" e Froaman THE
TRILLION
DOLLAR
WAR
MACHINE

How Runaway Military Spending
Drives America into Foreign Wars
and Bankrupts Us At Home

)
@BOLD TYPE BOOKS

New York





