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America’s Dilemma at 250: A Budget of the Pentagon,
By the Congress and For the War Profiteers

The first sentence of Thomas Paine’s classic 1776 essay, Common Sense, urged the American people to challenge the legitimacy
of the English Crown, something that had never been challenged before. He wrote, “Perhaps the sentiments contained in the
following pages are not yet sufficiently fashionable to procure them a great favor; a long habit of not thinking a thing wrong gives
it a superficial appearance of being right, and raises at first a formidable outcry in defence of custom. But the tumult soon
subsides. Time makes more converts than reason.” Two hundred and fifty years later, time and reason strongly suggest that the
U.S. “defense” budget is out of control, unsustainable and absent of accountability. Only the American people can rein it in.

The “defense of custom” in this case will come from the Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex (MICC) of which President
Eisenhower warned us in 1961 in his farewell address, and drove home the consequences of in his famous “Cross of Iron” speech
in 1953. In his 1953 speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors, Eisenhower said the following:

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. The cost of
one modern heavy bomber is this: a modern brick school in more than 30 cities. It is two electric power plants,

each serving a town of 60,000 population. It is two fine, fully equipped hospitals. It is some fifty miles of
concrete pavement. We pay for a single fighter with a half-million bushels of wheat. We pay for a single
destroyer with new homes that could have housed more than 8,000 people... This is not a way of life at all, in

any true sense. Under the cloud of threatening war, it is humanity hanging from a cross of iron.

All of these forces benefit by exaggerating threats to our national security which justify a huge U.S. “defense” budget, larger than
the next eight nations (most of whom are allies) in the world combined, while American citizens lack health care, childcare and
other basic needs.

The defense industry’s lobbyists team up with U.S. politicians, who receive campaign financing from the industry, to draft the
annual National Defense Authorization Act, which sets military policy, the expensive weaponry to be purchased, and the overall
military budget. The industry takes the ensuing windfall and puts it toward stock buybacks, which increase the share price,
making the rich richer; dividend payments for shareholders; eight-figure annual compensation packages for corporate executives;
and the continual political graft (campaign contributions and lobbyists) that keeps the wheel spinning. Incredibly, some contracts
stipulate that only the contractor may repair and maintain equipment. The most embarrassing example of this practice is the F-35
Stealth Fighter, which is grossly over budget, behind schedule and is only 25% fully mission capable.

The principal beneficiaries of the MICC’s practice of vastly overstating foreign threats are the Pentagon and the invertebrate
senior uniformed bureaucrats who occupy it and secure lucrative post-retirement employment with the MICC. The massive
Pentagon budget provides the Pentagon with a premier position within both the government and society. Money talks in America,
but few members of Congress choose to talk about the $39 trillion national debt to which military spending is a major contributor.

Unfortunately, the uniformed bureaucrats lack the courage to stand up against a draft dodger and a Rambo-wannabe in order to
protect their profession or the institution of the military. Government employees, including military officials, are fired for
specious reasons and no one, not even those who were fired, dare speak up regarding the negative impact on morale, discipline
and readiness. Nor do they speak up when the U.S. supports genocide in Gaza, extrajudicial murders in the Caribbean, or attacks
the Uniformed Code of Military Justice.

These recent developments will serve to accelerate a decline in the U.S. military’s performance. Since WWII, the U.S. has won
one war (the first Gulf War), lost four (Viet Nam, Iraq, Afghanistan and Iran) and tied one (Korea). Iran may be as much an
embarrassment as a loss. The United States has failed to achieve its stated objectives in any recent war, despite having a military
budget larger than the next eight countries combined and being easily the most defensible of any peer nation (with two friendly,
stable nations to its north and south and oceans on its east and west). What football coach could keep his job with a 1-4-1 record?

Additionally, the Pentagon cannot tell the American taxpayer where the money went, since it is unable to pass a financial audit as
required by law -- something every other department of the federal government is able to do. Now, they are requesting a 50%
increase in the defense budget to $1.5 trillion. This is equivalent to your child asking for more money a day after receiving his/her
allowance. When you ask what happened to the money he/she received yesterday, the child can’t answer the question, but you
give him/her more money regardless.

This represents a level of arrogance and incompetence that the American people should not be asked to tolerate. Thomas Paine
understood something that seemed impossible in 1776. On paper, the American colonies had no chance against the greatest
empire on Earth. Britain possessed the world's most powerful military, immense wealth, and overwhelming resources. The
colonies had none of those advantages. What Paine recognized as "common sense" was that wars are not won by budgets alone.
They are won by legitimacy, purpose, and the willingness of a free people to defend their own liberty.

The $1.5 trillion Pentagon budget request represents more than $9,000 per individual taxpayer. If we Americans are tired of seeing
our tax dollars spent on endless wars, bombing campaigns, and military excess while our own communities struggle with the costs
of health care, child care, education, and infrastructure, then the time has come to do what Thomas Paine asked Americans to do
250 years ago: challenge the assumptions that have become accepted simply because they are old. The courage required today is
not to defeat an empire abroad, but to confront one at home—the Military-Industrial-Congressional Complex—and reclaim a
government that serves the American people rather than the interests of perpetual war.
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