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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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