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Introduction: US Security Policy Is (Really) Outdated


WITH NATIONAL DEBT exceeding 120 percent of US GDP, the US government, still trying to police the world, is terribly overextended overseas.1 The United States accounts for less than 16 percent of world GDP2 but 40 percent of the world’s military spending, even though we are not directly involved in a major war. The current United States military budget equals what the next nine highest-spending countries combined allocate to their militaries; amazingly, most of these nine countries are our wealthy allies.3 If a major or even minor war breaks out, that 40 percent will rapidly rise.

Yet now the United States faces a hostile Russia and China, a situation which is largely the unintended consequence of intervention by post–Cold War American administrations.

After the Cold War ended, even though the political and military threat to the free world had declined dramatically, the United States actually undertook to expand the number of countries under its defense umbrella.4 The US government expanded the NATO alliance right up to Russia’s borders and enhanced US alliances in East Asia to contain a rising China. Thus, US policy itself, ironically, has directly and substantially contributed to the current hostility of these great powers.

What should have happened instead? After the Cold War, the United States should have weaned now-wealthy US allies in Europe and East Asia—the two regions of the world, other than North America, with the greatest economic and technological value—from the US defense umbrella. (The European Union accounts for almost 15 percent of global GDP, and East Asia accounts for about 33 percent of the world’s GDP.)5 In fact, the opposite happened. These outdated NATO and East Asian alliances could very well, formally or informally, drag the United States into unwanted wars going forward. Even informal alliances, such as implicit promises to provide military aid or to help defend Taiwan, Ukraine, and Israel, can put the United States at risk of that escalation, as recent events have shown. In the Middle East, keeping expensive US military forces in the region to “defend” oil that will flow into the world market anyway—because the producers want to sell—is highly questionable. The policy is even more ridiculous given that the United States is no longer a net importer of energy. By the end of the first decade of the new millennium, the evolution of fracking technology greatly increased domestic natural gas and oil production in the US. This technological revolution has transformed the US energy industry and has made the United States into a net energy exporter.

The founders of the United States wanted to avoid permanent and entangling alliances because they realized the intrinsic security of the United States—being separated by two great ocean moats from the centers of the world’s conflicts—could be undermined by alliances that dragged the country into unnecessary wars. The world’s most capable nuclear arsenal has, since 1945, augmented intrinsic US security. The founders also knew that unneeded wars would lead to bigger government at home, higher taxes or debt to pay for it, executive tyranny, and an erosion of civil liberties, as well as lower long-term economic growth.

The recent wars in the Greater Middle East demonstrate these ill effects. They have significantly contributed to the federal government’s yawning debt. Also, excessive military spending takes money away from private sector investment and consumer spending, thus reducing the standard of living of American citizens.

Finally, wars tend to centralize power in the commander in chief. President George W. Bush peddled a theory of the unitary executive. The theory claims, ahistorically and likely unconstitutionally, that all executive branch agencies are solely controlled by the president, diminishing the role of Congress and the federal judiciary in affecting executive actions. He used this theory to claim exorbitant presidential power not found in the Constitution and not intended by the nation’s founders. The founders believed that the executive’s role should be mainly to check the power of Congress, which was to be the premier branch of the federal government. The executive’s role was to be confined mainly to negotiating treaties for Senate approval, commanding troops on the battlefield after Congress had decided to initiate war, vetoing legislation subject to congressional override, and faithfully executing and enforcing the laws passed by the legislative body.

However, wars of the twentieth century have led to the unconstitutional rise in the power of the executive, initially to a first among equal branches of government, and then to an imperial presidency. George W. Bush, for example, used the 9/11 attacks to stretch Congress’s authorization for retaliation against al Qaeda and the Taliban into an undeclared global war on terrorism that restricted Americans’ civil liberties at home. He ordered illegal surveillance against Americans without constitutionally required, judicially approved search warrants; unilaterally suspended the ancient right of habeas corpus (the right to legally challenge detention by the government) for terrorism suspects; approved the torture of such detainees; and formed unconstitutional military tribunals to try terrorism suspects instead of the constitutionally required trials by a jury of their peers. Bush’s restriction of civil liberties during wartime were egregious, but not out of the ordinary in American history. Severe violations of American civil liberties during conflicts occurred in the 1798–1800 Quasi-War with France, the Civil War, World Wars I and II, and the Cold War.

Although most Americans are too young to remember, as late as the eve of World War II, American spheres of influence were limited to Latin America and parts of the East Asia/Pacific region. During World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt did not believe that the American military would need to be stationed in Europe after the war. His successor, Harry Truman, did not create a large permanent US military presence in Europe until after North Korea invaded South Korea in 1950. Dwight D. Eisenhower stated that if the US military presence in Europe were to become permanent, American policy would have failed. Yet the United States still has troops stationed in Europe and is augmenting them again. By Eisenhower’s standard, then, American policy has failed.

During the Second World War, FDR—who was somewhat less idealistic than his predecessor Woodrow Wilson, who had initiated US involvement in World War I—at first envisioned an interim “four policemen” concept for the postwar world. In FDR’s thinking, a concert of wartime allies—the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and China—would monitor and control defined spheres of influence, many left over from the first global conflict of 1914–1918, until an indefinite future date. After this date, the new United Nations would develop a permanent multinational force that would police the world. The United Nations was born, but the multinational police force, thankfully, died, later morphing into sporadic, ineffective multinational “peacekeeping” forces generated specifically for arising “crises.” More important, FDR died before the end of the war, and almost immediately after the conflict ended, the more hawkish and interventionist Truman discontinued FDR’s attempt to maintain a cooperative relationship with the Soviet Union. Truman, in fact, launched an unnecessary and costly worldwide crusade against communism—thus tossing aside the four policemen concept.

In this book, I reinvigorate the concept of publicly negotiated and defined spheres of influence in a proposed concert of great powers. The idea is that the United States would reduce its sphere from the entire world to Latin America, the Caribbean, the Western Atlantic, and the Eastern Pacific. Thus, the United States would return to the idea of US vital interests that was held by the US government prior to World War II. Doing so would require admitting more great powers to the United Nations Security Council. That council now includes only the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom. India, Japan, and Germany should be added to the council, which would become a forum for transnational issues, such as international air and sea lanes, transnational environmental pollution, jurisdiction over ocean mineral and oil deposits, and any boundary issues involving the previously defined spheres of influence for the great powers. Since the founding of the United Nation at the end of World War II, these added countries have been rising economically and deserve to be recognized as great powers or incipient ones.

I then propose a much smaller and tighter US military posture, using a bottom-up approach to delineate the forces needed to keep the peace in Latin America, the Caribbean, and the two ocean buffers surrounding North America. Attaining the much smaller force needed for fewer international commitments and the more restrained and flexible foreign policy of US Independent Internationalism (USII) (a new policy that would gradually end permanent, entangling, and unneeded US alliances) would mean cutting the Navy by half, the Marine Corps by three-fourths, and the Army and Air Force by two-thirds. Doing so would thus cut the services’ research, development, and procurement budgets. The resulting budget for the Department of Defense would then be about $390 billion, which is about 46 percent of the projected fiscal year 2025 budget of $850 billion.6 The USII budget is a budget for national defense and security, not for an informal global empire.

Specifically, in Chapter 1, I show that we are in an incipient multipolar world. No longer is the United States the only major power. The power centers are the United States (in North America), the European Union and the United Kingdom (in Western Europe), Russia (in Central Asia), India (in South Asia), China (on mainland East Asia), and Japan (in the islands of East Asia). For such a multipolar world, the US foreign policy of policing the world is outdated and unsustainable. In Chapter 2, I show that US forces and defense budgets are not arrived at by a rational process because of the politicized nature of a Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex (MICC). In Chapter 3, I introduce another way of thinking about defense: using rational analysis not tied to the MICC but, instead, tied to the country’s true vital security interests. Even as recently as the eve of World War II, US security interests in the world were defined much more modestly. This book harkens back to that way of thinking. In Chapter 4, I outline a security strategy based on FDR’s “four policemen” strategy, using his vision of the great powers providing security in their own regions and cooperating on transnational issues. In Chapter 5, I propose a more modest US military force needed to implement this new strategy of a restrained and more flexible American foreign policy, called “Independent Internationalism.” In Chapter 6, I assess the weapons needed to carry out the more restrained strategy. In Chapter 7, I calculate the smaller annual defense budget needed for the reduced force and strategy. This analysis is more realistic than the Pentagon’s because it is based on more accurate unit-costing data by the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO). In the final section, I make concluding remarks.






1 Relearning the Basics


BEFORE ALL ELSE, a nation’s security policy should safeguard the country’s territory, people, system of governance, economy, and way of life. However, after the United States emerged from the massive destruction of World War II with 50 percent of the world’s remaining economic output (then measured in terms of Gross National Product or GNP), the US foreign policy elite abruptly decided that American security required the US government to rebuild Europe and East Asia, create new international organizations to help it run the world, and conduct a worldwide crusade against communism. The threat of communism, with its unworkable economic system, was publicly exaggerated, as Harry Truman’s Secretary of State Dean Acheson later admitted1 to justify America’s post–World War II policy of creating an informal global empire.

Truman initiated an expensive American global war on communism to “contain” the movement’s postwar expansion in the world. US diplomat George Kennan, in his famous Long Telegram2 advocated this strategy. It eventually succeeded, but that was mainly because the Soviet Union’s clearly dysfunctional economic system eventually collapsed. But containment was not the only option at the time.

There was a less expensive way to facilitate this collapse. It would have started with policy makers realizing that communism, contrary to its own ideology, appealed mainly to people in poor countries that, because they were poor, were hardly strategic to US national security. The expensive containment policy was designed to repel the expansion of Soviet power worldwide until its fragile economy collapsed from its own “contradictions.” A cheaper way to induce this effect would have been to allow the communists to take over the economic basket cases of the developing world—such as Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Angola—thereby draining Soviet resources by foisting the military, economic, and administrative costs on these countries’ main communist benefactor. Such attempts by the Soviet Union to expand communism in the developing world likely would have hastened that superpower’s inevitable overextension.

However, Stalin, trying to resuscitate a war-devastated Soviet Union, was less enthusiastic about spreading communism worldwide than Vladimir Lenin had been and so was not as eager to expand its reach. But some US effort might have been made to shore up the developed, but war-devastated, areas of Japan and Western Europe against the Soviet threat, as was done. By the early 1960s, though, these countries were wealthy enough to again begin standing together against that threat without a permanent American military presence. Unfortunately, that presence created an enduring security dependency that continues in both Western Europe and Japan to this day and will likely remain even if recent initiatives by Western countries to increase their defense spending over the longer term bear fruit.

The expansive thinking by the American foreign policy establishment in launching a global war on communism differed markedly from the more modest beliefs about what US security had required throughout American history. In short, in the post–World War II period up to the present, US foreign policy makers became much more ambitious than simply trying to achieve the basics of national security. The American elite became drunk with its superpower status and tried to remake the world, not because it needed to, but merely because it could. The many negative consequences of such American overseas interventionism have been detailed in the author’s earlier book, The Empire Has No Clothes: US Foreign Policy Exposed.3

Those consequences include the massive US defense budget of about $850 billion per year, much of which could have been spent on other commercial and societal wants and needs; the more than 100,000 American lives lost in needless brushfire wars since World War II; and the potential to be dragged into even more unnecessary wars by wealthy allies that should be providing their own security, which could include possible escalation to a nuclear conflict with China, Russia, or North Korea.

The founders of the United States saw clearly that having an informal global empire would have even more important domestic ill effects. But if they ever knew that lesson, both the post‒World War II elites and most of the public have forgotten it. US involvement in wars abroad distorts the balance of power between the constitutional branches of government, leading to an excessively powerful presidency at the expense of Congress; larger and more centralized government domestically, even in areas seemingly not related to the military; economic drag by higher taxes or debt needed to pay for bigger government; and governmental restrictions on American civil liberties. In short, empire abroad erodes the constitutional republic at home.



A Brief History of Modern US Interventionism Abroad

Profligate US interventionism overseas began with the Spanish-American War of 1898, which historians regard as the United States’ coming-out party as a great power. President William McKinley set a precedent by justifying the commencement of war with Spain over Cuba as a “humanitarian” mission to help the hardly blame-free Cuban rebels. However, in the end, the war permitted the annexation of Hawaii; led to the conquest of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Guam; and resulted in 200,000 US-inflicted Filipino deaths during a long counterinsurgency conflict to pacify the Philippines. Also, the victorious war set the stage for a presidential intervention in China in 1900 against the Boxer Rebellion, an intervention that, because it lacked congressional approval, was unconstitutional.

The Spanish-American war also became the model for further US interventions in Mexico and the Caribbean in the first decades of the twentieth century to support American territorial and commercial interests. This, in turn, contributed to the needless US entry into World War I in 1917, the consequences of which helped trigger the rise of Adolf Hitler and the instigation of World War II. The US interventions in Mexico and the Caribbean relied on the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. This led to US military action or presence in Cuba, Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, and Panama. Panama had been part of Colombia; US military intervention helped rebels “liberate” Panama for the construction of a US-built canal. Many of these interventions were initiated by Woodrow Wilson, the most interventionist president in American history; in no way helped these countries; and created a lot of animosity toward the United States that lingers today. The Monroe Doctrine tried to keep European powers out of the Western Hemisphere—to establish an American sphere of influence in Latin America—and the United States out of European affairs. The latter portion of the unilateral presidential proclamation has been long forgotten because it became defunct after the United States entered the Great War in Europe (World War I) in violation of the doctrine.

Prior to President Woodrow Wilson and Congress’s entry into World War I in 1917, the United States preferred to stay out of European wars. Although Germany lost the war and was unfairly blamed for starting it in 1914, France, Russia, and Serbia also were culpable for causing the Europe-wide war that no country really wanted.4 Britain, the premier naval power of the era, jumped into the war because of its secret entente with France and threw up a hunger blockade in the waters around Germany to starve it into defeat. To retaliate, Germany used submarines (U-boats) in war zones in British and French waters to interrupt commerce to those adversaries; it used U-boats near Italy to interdict seaborne commerce and war material destined for Britain and France. Because of US protests over the deaths of a small number of US citizens recklessly traveling on the belligerents’ ships carrying munitions through war zones (for example, the Lusitania), Germany abandoned its first unrestricted U-boat campaign against Britain. In early 1916, the Germans resumed restricted U-boat operations around the British Isles, prohibiting attacks on passenger ocean liners; the only ships on which it permitted attacks outside the war zone were armed merchant ships. Yet Wilson audaciously claimed the right of Americans, as citizens of a then-neutral nation, to safely travel on belligerent ships carrying war materiel through the war zones near Europe.

Wilson and his chief advisor, Colonel Edward House, were Anglophiles, with House pledging to Britain as early as 1915 that the United States would not let Britain lose the war.5 According to political scientist Benjamin O. Fordham, who quantitatively analyzed congressional votes leading to American belligerency, the export boom from the European war was very large and its progress corresponded closely with those decisions and Wilson’s threats to go to war if Germany resumed unrestricted submarine warfare (thereby increasing the danger to those wartime exports).6 The underlying reason the United States eventually entered the conflict was that fully recovering from the economic recession of 1914 depended on money from selling agricultural products and war material (before entry, 63 percent of US exports went to the allies) and lending money to Britain to buy those exports, thereby giving the United States an interest in Britain winning the war. Prior to the war, US trade and lending to Germany were substantially less than US trade and lending with the countries that eventually became its wartime allies. After the European war started, because of the British hunger blockade of Germany, even that commerce with Germany shrank dramatically. When the Germans resumed unrestricted submarine warfare in early 1917 to try to win a war that was stalemated on land, the United States declared war on Germany. The resulting infusion of loans and a million fresh troops helped the exhausted and broke British and French to narrowly prevail over Germany in the war.

Wilson had promised the Germans a benevolent war settlement, based on his idealistic 14 points (such as open vs. secret agreements among nations, free trade, democracy, and self-determination). Yet, at the Versailles Peace Conference, from which Germany was excluded, in order to get his idealistic League of Nations (which eventually became a failure because the United States did not join), he let his British and French allies bleed Germany for all they could get—severe war reparations, a chunk of German industrial production, and a German war guilt clause in the peace treaty. In addition, Wilson demanded the abdication of the German Kaiser, thereby later easing the path to power of Adolf Hitler. Also leading to the rise of the Nazis and World War II were the economic ill effects of the war, including rampant hyperinflation in Germany.

Thus, World War II should really be called the World War, Part II. Many historians believe that World War I was the most significant event of the twentieth century because the war led to World War II and the Cold War. Had Wilson not entered World War I on behalf of Britain and France, the war probably would have resulted in a negotiated settlement rather than ending with a humiliated Germany and the new civilian Weimar government being discredited by the defeat, thus creating the conditions for the rise of Hitler. Even if the negotiated settlement had favored Germany, the borders of Europe likely would not have changed much from those existing prior to the war.

Furthermore, after the overthrow of the czar in Russia because of the massive ill effects of the ongoing war, Wilson and the allies offered the new Alexander Kerensky government aid money if Russia stayed in the war against Germany. Vladimir Lenin and the Bolsheviks then used the continuing unpopular war to instigate the October Revolution of 1917, overthrowing Kerensky, which brought almost three quarters of a century of Soviet communism, including the Cold War years.

Prior to World War II, excepting World War I, US interventionism abroad was confined mostly to Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, and parts of the Pacific; after World War II, the US worldview dramatically changed to a grandiose global effort to police the world against communist advancement and, later, terrorist groups. This book concentrates on, and advocates, scaling back this overgrown conception of US security needs to previous levels.

US involvement in World War II (1941–1945) required weapons production on such a massive scale that the American military industry metastasized from cities to medium-sized towns and even rural areas. Once the war ended, the diversified and flexible economies of cities recovered from reduced military production, but the less resilient economies of medium-sized cities and rural areas lobbied their members of Congress to continue elevated military production during peacetime. Thus, a peacetime Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex7 was born for the first time in American history.8 Previously in American history, civilian factories that converted to military production during wartime would return to commercial production after the conflict ended. After World War II, much of this did occur, but a large, dedicated, permanent defense industry remained.

The now permanent MICC consists of the potent “iron triangle” of the military, the lucrative armaments industry, and the many members of Congress in whose districts and states those arms industries provide jobs and significant local economic boosts. The three powerful domestic interest groups scratch each other’s backs to slather taxpayer dollars to research, buy, and build excessive numbers of weapons systems used to prosecute costly, unneeded wars abroad; the profligate military interventions provide the political justification for what really is “security” pork and corporate welfare. The groups lobby hard for concentrated benefits at the expense of geographically dispersed taxpayers who pay the bill; each taxpayer has his or her taxes raised only slightly for each unneeded weapon system bought or costly military intervention undertaken. Should any taxpayers start complaining about extravagant aggregate military spending, however, the MICC bolsters its lobbying by playing the “patriotism” card. It equates patriotism with supporting the military against the government’s demonized and overrated enemy du jour.

Over the decades since World War II, these convenient enemies have included leftists and communists everywhere (especially in the smaller and then-strategically unimportant nations of Greece, Korea, Cuba, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Chile, Angola, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Grenada, etc.); the mullahs of Iran; Muammar Gaddafi of Libya; Manual Noriega of Panama; Saddam Hussein of Iraq; al Shabab of Somalia; Slobodan Milosevic of Serbia; Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda; ISIS in Syria, Iraq, and other places; Vladimir Putin of Russia; and Xi Jinping of China. The Founding Fathers and generations of US leaders for much of American history—many of whom realized that unneeded wars, requiring large standing armies to fight them, eroded domestic liberty—would roll over in their graves at equating such militarism with “patriotism.”

However, the foreign policy elite wanted to rev up the broader military industrial base, left dormant after World War II ended in 1945, for the Cold War but needed a spark. It came with the North Korean invasion of South Korea in 1950. At the time, that country was then poor and had been written off strategically by the US Joint Chiefs of Staff as eventually coming under communist control because of its proximity to the Soviet Union and newly communist China. In fact, the United States initially had withdrawn its military forces from the Korean peninsula after World War II.

Yet after the North Korean invasion, Harry Truman, who was relatively inexperienced in foreign policy and much more hawkish toward communism than his predecessor, Franklin D. Roosevelt, jumped into the Korean conflict with both feet. One factor in Truman’s decision was that he already had been unfairly criticized for losing the more significant China in 1949 to the culmination of a long running communist revolution. US military production spiked because of the war and because Truman built up US forces in Western Europe to deter the Soviet Union from taking advantage there of the needless heavy US involvement in the Korean brushfire conflict. Thus, the permanent MICC became firmly established during the Cold War under the auspices of Truman and his successor, Dwight Eisenhower, even though Ike recoiled in horror, in his Farewell Address, at what he had helped create.9 In the end, some success in pushing back the North Koreans led the United States and South Koreans to overreach and get too close to the Chinese border, resulting in a humiliating retreat in the face of an invading Chinese Army. The front was finally stabilized into a stalemate at roughly pre-war lines, making the deaths (the United States alone suffered 37,000 fatalities and both Koreas many more) and destruction for all parties seem in vain.

Even the most dangerous armed episode during the Cold War could have been avoided. In 1962, Cuban dictator Fidel Castro installed Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba to achieve two goals: first, to counter nuclear-armed US Jupiter missiles installed near the USSR; and second, to deter another US‒sponsored invasion of the communist island after President John F. Kennedy’s disastrous Bay of Pigs fiasco in 1961. Despite JFK’s hyping of the Soviet missiles, which, not coincidentally, occurred just before the midterm elections early the next month, the Soviet missiles in Cuba did not alter the very favorable strategic nuclear balance that the United States enjoyed versus the Soviet Union at the time—and JFK knew it. In a recorded conversation, JFK admitted that if he had never tried to dissuade the Soviets from implanting the missiles in Cuba by threatening “the gravest issues,” he never would have had to do anything about them.10 Because no missile defenses existed at the time, in any nuclear war, Soviet missiles in Cuba would have landed in the United States only a few minutes earlier than the ones coming from the USSR. Thus, JFK escalated the most dangerous altercation between the nuclear armed superpowers during the Cold War conveniently just before election time.

In Vietnam, the US quagmire began in 1950 when Truman began to help the French to reassert control over their colony after the Japanese occupation in World War II. After the French defeat in 1954 and the country’s split into the communist North and the autocratic South, Dwight Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy used “advisers” to militarily help the South Vietnamese. In 1965, Lyndon Johnson chose to massively escalate a war, even though he believed he could not ultimately win.11 He feared he would be blamed for “losing Vietnam,” just as Harry Truman was tagged with “losing China” in 1949. Yet LBJ had just won the 1964 presidential election by a landslide, and there was no public pressure to escalate. Indeed, most Americans couldn’t even point out Vietnam on a globe.

LBJ’s successor, Richard Nixon, after pledging during the 1968 presidential campaign to end the unpopular counterinsurgency war, further escalated the bombing of North Vietnam, expanded the war into Laos and Cambodia, and took four years to get the same peace agreement he could have gotten in 1969. In the war in Southeast Asia, 58,000 Americans, millions of Vietnamese, hundreds of thousands of Cambodians, and tens of thousands of Laotians died in a futile attempt to suppress an insurgency in which the opponents were as much nationalists, wanting to run their own affairs, as they were communists.

Like the Korean and Vietnam wars during the Cold War, the many post–Cold War foreign adventures—with their various dubious “security” justifications—had the specter of the US Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex (MICC) hovering above them.

After the Eastern Bloc and Soviet Union collapsed (in 1989 and 1991, respectively), the hubris of the American elites became even more evident. They bragged about winning the Cold War (the USSR really lost it with the collapse of the decrepit Soviet communist economic system) and reveled in flexing US muscles further during the “unipolar moment” as the “world’s only remaining superpower.” In the Middle East, President George H. W. Bush wanted to build a “New World Order” with the lone superpower at its head by using military force. He wanted to ensure that the United States and its allies had enough cheap oil, which could have been more inexpensively obtained by merely letting the global oil market function instead of using economic sanctions and destructive military action against Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. These measures took more oil off the world market than Saddam Hussein likely would have done even if he had invaded Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates in addition to Kuwait (although he had no plans to do this). After all, oil exports are lucrative, and Saddam’s initial invasion of Kuwaiti oilfields was motivated by his need for money after his costly war with Iran during the 1980s.

Yet, despite the United States’s smashing first victory against Saddam in 1991 using US military forces based in Saudi Arabia, the employment of such overseas US hegemonic power came at the heavy price of blowback against basic security at home. A small band of al Qaeda terrorists (mainly Saudi nationals) retaliated against the continued American military presence in the Islamic holy land of Saudi Arabia and US interventions in other Muslim countries by killing almost 3,000 people in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania on September 11, 2001. Al Qaeda itself had grown out of US military support for the radical Islamist Afghan Mujahideen against the Soviet invasion and occupation during the late 1970s and 1980s late in the Cold War. This US intervention, like many others, seemed like a good idea at the time but brought about many undesirable future consequences.

Instead of undertaking quiet introspection to conclude that US hegemony overseas was becoming counterproductive to US security in the homeland, the American foreign policy elites doubled down and concluded that what was needed was a broad “Global War on Terrorism.” This war on terrorism went way beyond merely neutralizing the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks (Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda) and those who harbored them (the Taliban government of Afghanistan). The ambitious global effort included a ground invasion of Afghanistan (2001), which turned into an expensive and failed nation-building effort in that country over a two-decade period; an invasion of Saddam’s Iraq (2003), which had nothing to do with the 9/11 attacks and ultimately led to a subsequent long and costly counterinsurgency conflict that failed to bring viable democracy there and even caused terrorism to spike; the ouster of Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi (2011), which threw that country into chaos and made it a haven for Islamist terrorists; and US involvement in many other brushfire wars against Islamists around the world. One especially virulent Islamist terror group, the Islamic State, which arose from opposition to the US invasion and occupation of Iraq, took over large parts of that country and Syria, leading to yet another major US military intervention to kick it out of those nations. Many of those counterterrorism interventions in the Global War on Terrorism had less to do with US security—in fact, they sometimes were aimed at Islamist groups that did not initially focus their attacks on US targets, thus increasing the chances of more revenge blowback—and more to do with the foreign policy elites rationalizing continued excessive high military spending long after the Cold War had ended.

The Eastern Bloc and the USSR dissolved at the end of the Cold War, drastically reducing the primary longstanding, but exaggerated, threat to American security. Despite the demise of the Soviet threat, US military spending fell only a quarter in the 1990s. Such spending then began increasing again in 1999.12 This surprising funding hike came largely through the efforts of a long-permanent MICC, which put its economic interests ahead of the nation’s now more limited genuine post–Cold War security interests.

Then the MICC got a much-needed shot in the arm from the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Terrorism is fairly inexpensive to fight if done properly using sporadic small commando raids, limited drone and air strikes, and a more restrained foreign policy overseas to avoid blowback. But President George W. Bush and subsequent presidents used the Global War on Terrorism as an excuse to run major wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Libya, and to keep military spending higher than Cold War levels.
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