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S
hould the enormous US military budget—which is 
more than double the combined levels of military 
spending by China, the United Kingdom, France, 
Russia and Germany—be cut? This question is finally 
on the table, thanks to the winding down of combat 

activities in Iraq and Afghanistan and to Washington’s obsession 
with tamping down the federal deficits that have arisen from the 
Great Recession. Many who would like to protect the military 
from the budget knife raise economic arguments to make their 
case: Won’t cutting military spending be bad for jobs, just when 
we need to maintain focus on reducing unemployment? Won’t 
it threaten the country’s long-term technological capabilities?   

The matter assumed increased urgency in November after 
the Congressional supercommittee failed to agree on a deficit-
reduction plan. This failure set in motion an agenda for auto-
matic cuts—or “sequestration” of funds—from military and 
nonmilitary budgets beginning in January 2013. According to 
the sequestration scenario, absent the adoption of a large-scale 

deficit-cutting plan, military and nonmilitary spending would 
face $55 billion per year in automatic cuts over a decade, rela-
tive to previously established spending levels. If Congress and 
the White House devise a way to exempt the Pentagon from 
the automatic cuts—as seems increasingly likely—the cuts will 
instead be taken from healthcare, education, social spending, 
infrastructure and the environment. 

Of course, framing the deficit issue in terms of military ver-
sus social spending cuts ignores other options, such as raising 
taxes on the wealthy. It also erroneously assumes that reducing 
the federal deficit is necessary now, before the economy has 
settled onto a sustainable recovery path out of the recession. 
Even more fundamental, today’s debate largely skirts the ques-
tion of what the military budget needs to be after Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and fails to grapple honestly with the impact that 
major military spending reductions would have on the econ-
omy, especially in terms of job opportunities and technology.   

Members of today’s military-industrial complex—the constel-
lation of forces, including Democratic and Republican politicians, 
weapons manufacturers, lobbyists and the Pentagon leadership, 
whose influence President Eisenhower warned against in 1961—
claim that significant reductions in the military budget would 
decimate US defenses and inflict major damage to the economy. 
In fact, these claims are demonstrably false.  

Benefits of a Slimmer Pentagon
Despite claims to the contrary, cutting military spending could actually boost the economy. 

Robert Pollin, professor of economics and co-director of the Political Economy 
Research Institute (PERI), is the author of the forthcoming Back to Full 
Employment (MIT Press). Heidi Garrett-Peltier is assistant research pro-
fessor at PERI. The authors gratefully acknowledge the financial support on 
this issue from Ben Cohen.

keeping people in a prison situation.”
A number of groups are devoted to reforming youth sentenc-

ing. But in the realm of criminal justice activism, life sentences 
have not been a focus (indeed, many opponents of the death 
penalty have pushed life without parole as the best alternative 
to executions). “A good deal of [advocacy] focuses on removing 
low-level, nonviolent offenders from jails and prisons because 
they comprise such a large proportion of the incarcerated 
population,” says Ashley Nellis, an analyst with the Sentencing 
Project. Whereas the obvious excesses of the drug war have met 
resistance, when it comes to violent crimes, even young defen-
dants have comparatively few advocates in their corner. 

T
he spot where the Harveys lived is now a vacant lot. On a 
Saturday in April, a minivan was parked in it, surrounded 
by debris. A number of houses in the neighborhood were 
boarded up, some with foreclosure notices out front.

Linda Garnett lives two miles from Spruce Street in 
the adjoining suburb of Brookhaven. When I arrive at her home, 
she is holding a set of jacks. Only one of the red balls is left. As 
she tells it, young Trina was playing with them, and in a fit of 
frustration, bit the other ball in half. Jacks are not allowed in the 
visiting room at Muncy. But at home they are Linda’s touch-
stone, the single item she salvaged from her years with Trina. 

“Everyone who knew Trina, if they’re not deceased, they 
probably can’t remember her,” says Linda. Sometimes she’ll 
run into former inmates who recognize her from Trina’s pho-
tos. “And then they’ll say, ‘You know, I used to be at Muncy 
with Trina—and she’s all right.’” 

Linda goes to Muncy with Edy, Lynn and her brothers every 
few months. Like them, she describes joyful visits where they 
relive the best parts of their childhood. “We still hug and kiss 
and rub our faces together like we did,” she says. They buy her 
candy bars and soda—“things that will make a child happy.” 
When not reminiscing, “we talk about the things she would like 
to have done. She would like to have graduated from school, and 
be able to pick out her graduation dress—you know, things like 
that. Things like a normal teenager would have wanted to do. 
Have a home. Be able to pick out furniture for her own home.”

If the Supreme Court decides to limit life without parole for 
juveniles—whether by drawing a line above age 14, or striking 
down mandatory sentencing statutes, even abolishing it alto-
gether—Trina would be entitled to a resentencing hearing. Her 
family hopes this will be her ticket home.

“We would probably all want to take her,” says Linda, 
smiling, adding that Trina would likely choose to go to 
Harrisburg, where Rodney lives. Regardless, Linda says, “she 
would never worry about a place to stay—ever.” � n
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The Proposed Spending Cuts Are Modest
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta has stated that the planned 

cuts in the military budget would result, over a decade, in “the 
smallest ground force since 1940, the smallest number of ships 
since 1915 and the smallest Air Force in its history.” Panetta 
has said repeatedly that the cuts would amount to nearly  
$1 trillion. That does indeed sound like a lot, given that the 
annual level of total military spending is about $700 billion.

But what Panetta and others call $1 trillion in cuts is actually 
an annual $100 billion reduction added up over ten years to 
produce the huge-sounding $1 trillion figure. In reality, mov-
ing from a roughly $700 billion to $600 billion annual budget 
is hardly extreme, especially when we consider that this includes 
cuts tied to ending the US combat role in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
The 2012 budget for these two wars alone is $115 billion, and 
the planned budget for 2013 is $88 billion, even after combat 
is over. The Pentagon has also included for 2014 onward a 
baseline contingency budget of $44 billion annually for any 
carryover fighting in Iraq or Afghanistan, or new wars else-
where. Thus, by the Pentagon’s own estimate, winding down 
Iraq and Afghanistan will end up saving $44 billion a year after 
2013. In the unlikely event that the budgetary sequestration 
cuts are carried out, an additional $55 billion per year would be 
cut. That’s how we cut our way from a $700 billion to $600 bil- 
lion annual military budget.

The graph on page 17 provides some perspective on these 
figures. As we see, last year’s $700 billion military budget rep-
resented 4.7 percent of the country’s GDP. This was higher 
even than in 2008, Bush’s last year in office, when defense was  
4.3 percent of GDP. In 2000, Bill Clinton’s final year in office 
and before the 9/11 terrorist attacks, military spending was  
3 percent of GDP. In today’s economy, the difference between 
a military budget at 3 percent of GDP versus 4.7 percent is 
$260 billion. Thus, if we were to return just to the 2000 level 
of defense spending as a share of the economy, that would itself 
entail “budget cuts” of about $1 trillion over four years (i.e., 
$260 billion per year for four years).

If all the cuts being discussed today were enacted—including 
the $55 billion in sequestration cuts, which, again, seems highly 
unlikely—the military budget would return to about 3 percent 
of GDP in 2017, according to the Defense Department’s 
budget forecast as well as the Congressional Budget Office’s 
projections. This is assuming—perhaps implausibly—that the 
United States does not engage in new wars between now and 
2017. If we do end up fighting more wars, the budgets to pay 
for them would be exempt from spending caps. The sky would 
be the limit. In short, aside from winding down the Iraq and 
Afghanistan wars, the military cuts being considered are mod-
est and easily reversible.

Better Ways to Create Jobs
The primary economic argument made by members of the 

military-industrial complex against cutting the Pentagon bud-
get is that it would produce major job losses. One widely cited 
report by Stephen Fuller of George Mason University found 
that 1 million jobs would be lost through the annual cuts set by 
the sequestration agreement. The Pentagon claims that military 
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cuts in the range of $1 trillion over the next decade would raise 
unemployment by one percentage point per year—from, say,  
8 to 9 percent. It is hard to assess the accuracy of either of these 
claims, since neither Professor Fuller nor the Pentagon has pro-
vided details about how these estimates were reached. 

In any event, it is indisputable that the Pentagon is a major 
employer in the US economy. How could it be otherwise, given 
that the Pentagon’s $700 billion budget is equal to nearly 5 
percent of the GDP? In fact, Pentagon spending as of 2011 was 
responsible for creating nearly 6 million jobs, within the mili-
tary itself and in all civilian industries connected to it. In addi-
tion, because of the high demand for technologically advanced 
equipment by the military, a good share of the jobs created are 
well paid and professionally challenging.

However, the crucial question is not how many jobs are cre-
ated by spending, for example, $1 billion on the military. Rather, 
it is whether spending that $1 billion creates more or fewer 
jobs when compared with spending $1 billion on alternative 
public purposes, such as education, healthcare and the green 
economy—or having consumers spend that same amount of 
money in any way they choose.

In fact, compared with these alternative uses, spend-
ing on the military is a poor source of job creation. As 
we see in the graph (right), $1 billion in spending on the 
military will generate about 11,200 jobs within the US 
economy. That same $1 billion would create 16,800 jobs 
through clean energy investments, 17,200 jobs within the 
healthcare sector or 26,700 jobs through support of educa-
tion. That is, investments in clean energy, healthcare and 
education will produce between 50 and 140 percent more 
jobs than if the same money were spent by the Pentagon. 
Just giving the money to households to consume as they 
choose would generate 15,100 jobs, 35 percent more than 
military spending.

To make these estimates, we considered three distinct chan-
nels through which spending on any project creates jobs. First 
are the jobs directly involved with the project in question—for 
example, building an F-35 fighter jet, or undertaking an energy-
efficiency retrofit of the government’s existing building stock. In 
addition, new jobs result when the F-35 or building retrofit proj-
ect buys supplies. The supplying industries would include steel, 
glass, tire and electronic producers for building an airplane; and, 
for the retrofit project, firms that produce windows, insulation, 
and heating and cooling equipment. Finally, job opportunities 
will expand when the people newly hired for the F-35 or retrofit 
project start spending more money, since they now have more 
in their pockets. This could include a newly hired computer 
programmer on the F-35 project finally feeling financially able 
to replace a clunker car, or a window installer on the retrofitting 
project taking a previously unplanned vacation.  

But why do we get so many more jobs per dollar of spending 
through investments in healthcare, clean energy and education 
than through the military? The reasons are straightforward: 

§ Spending on people versus everything else. Retrofitting build-
ings entails hiring lots of electricians, carpenters and roofers, 
with a relatively modest level of spending on machinery, 
energy, land and heavy-equipment hauling. Building the F-35, 

by contrast, entails heavy investments in electronic equipment 
and carefully treated steel, glass and other materials, with less 
need to hire people.   

§ Spending within the US economy versus other countries. Even 
with the ending of direct involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
the overall amount of overseas spending by the US military and 
its personnel will remain far higher than when funds are spent 
on domestic investments in healthcare, clean energy and educa-
tion. When a higher proportion of a given pot of money is spent 
within the country, more jobs are provided for US workers.

§ Differences in pay scales. Average pay for all the jobs con-
nected with military spending—including directly employed 
personnel and those working for military suppliers—is about 
$60,000 per year. By contrast, with healthcare, clean energy 
and education, the average annual pay is closer to $50,000, or 
20 percent less. If there is a given pot of money available for 
hiring workers, when you pay each person a higher wage, that 
will create fewer—if better compensated—jobs.

Does this mean military spending creates more good jobs? 

Actually, no. Because spending on clean energy, healthcare and 
education creates so many more jobs overall—as much as 50 to 
140 percent more—these investments also create larger num-
bers (if lower proportions) of decent- to good-quality jobs than 
the military, as well as many more low-paying jobs. 

Considering only jobs paying at least $32,000 per year, 
clean energy and healthcare both generate well more than 
the military, while the figure for education spending is more 
than twice as high. Considering a still narrower category of 
jobs—only those paying $64,000 or more per year—the totals 
for clean energy and healthcare are roughly comparable to 
the military’s, while the figure for education is double that for 
military spending. 

We should also not dismiss the jobs paying below $32,000, in 
which the totals for clean energy, healthcare and education are 
all at least twice that for the military. It is certainly better to have 
more low-paying jobs available than no jobs at all. Low-paying 
jobs can be improved through union organizing, job training 
and a reasonable minimum wage, which should be $12 per hour 
today. Also, prospects for organizing to improve these jobs will 
rise when there are more low-paying jobs available. It is much 
harder to fight for improving job quality when the jobs are not 
there in the first place.
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We Need New Industrial Policies 
This past January a New York Times article presented the view 

that the most serious negative economic consequence of the 
impending military budget cuts would not be on job opportuni-
ties but rather on the economy’s capacity to sustain a successful 
high-technology growth path. The Pentagon’s achievements in 
nurturing the Internet, jet aviation and other transformational 
technologies from inception to commercial success are indeed 
significant. However, given the massive resources the military 

has devoted to technology development, should we expect any-
thing less? Since the end of World War II, the Pentagon has 
spent more money on R&D than any other entity on the face 
of the earth. For 2011 the Pentagon’s R&D budget was about 
$81 billion. This was more than half of federal spending on 
R&D and fully 20 percent of all R&D spending—public and 
private—in the economy. Moreover, the Pentagon’s share of 
total US R&D spending had been significantly higher still dur-
ing the cold war era.

Yet even these R&D spending figures understate the scope of 
the Pentagon’s investments in technology development. This is 
because the key factor in the success of the program has not been 
R&D spending by itself. Equally important has been the way the 
Pentagon’s procurement policies create and sustain huge guaran-
teed markets for the products emerging from its R&D programs.  

This is the main theme of the late Vernon Ruttan’s book 
Is War Necessary for Economic Growth? Ruttan’s answer to that 
question is that war is not necessary for economic growth but 
that industrial policies based within the Pentagon have been a 
primary, irreplaceable force for advancing US technical prog-
ress. Ruttan saw this combination—huge amounts of direct 
R&D spending along with maintaining guaranteed markets 
for the high-tech products being developed—as the foundation 
undergirding the Pentagon’s successful industrial policies. This 
is what enabled emerging technologies such as the Internet to 
incubate slowly over time rather than have to prove their value 
prematurely to private businesses and consumers. The incuba-
tion period for the Internet was about thirty-five years. The 
R&D work around such projects could therefore remain focused 
on developing high-quality products rather than on achieving 
big-profit payoffs as quickly as possible. By contrast, no private 
business firm operating on its own could possibly survive long-
term without being laser-focused on profitability. 

But in recognizing the Pentagon’s achievements in industrial 
policy, we also need to acknowledge its outsized failures. The 
Pentagon has a long record of handing out noncompetitive, 
gold-plated, cost-plus contracts to its favored weapons suppliers 
such as Lockheed Martin and General Dynamics. The Defense 
Department itself reported in 2010 that nearly one-fourth of 
all service contracts put out to competitive bidding had only 
one bidder. Under such cozy arrangements, it is not surprising 
that cost overruns on military procurement projects—the dif-

ference between what procurement was contracted to cost 
and what it actually did cost—reached around $70 billion 
over 2009–10. This figure is roughly equal to the State 
Department’s entire foreign affairs budget for that period. 

Such cost overrun figures do not recognize the still more 
fundamental matter that continuing to maintain the gigantic 
military-industrial complex is not the most effective means 
of advancing national security. As Miriam Pemberton and 
Lawrence Korb write in their study “A Unified Security 
Budget for the United States,” “The death of Osama bin 
Laden was accomplished by means that resembled a police 
action…. The decade of war the United States launched in 
response to the 9/11 attacks, at the cost of a trillion-plus dol-
lars and many thousands of lives, has failed to accomplish a 
goal that was finally achieved at a tiny fraction of these costs, 

through a coordinated action of investigative work, diplomacy, 
and minimal military force.”  

W
hat are the lessons here? The United States certainly 
needs to continue advancing large-scale industrial 
policies to promote the development of cutting-
edge technologies. But the most pressing areas for 
technological development are not in ever more 

dazzling weapon systems but in clean energy, mass transporta-
tion and high-end manufacturing. Given these priorities, there 
is no reason that such industrial policies should continue to 
be controlled by the Defense Department. Indeed, as Ruttan 
concluded—and as Seymour Melman has also demonstrated 
in Pentagon Capitalism, The Permanent War Economy and other 
works—having industrial and technology policy dominated by 
the Pentagon has imposed heavy costs on the economy. As one 
example, research that would lead to the production of cheap 
solar energy has languished for a generation, with no significant 
public support and certainly nothing like the guaranteed markets 
the Pentagon provides for weapons producers. 

The broader lesson is also clear. If we are going to advance 
beyond the past decade of war and the wreckage caused by the 
Great Recession to build a stable, secure and environmentally 
sustainable society, we need to break the grip of the military-
industrial complex on the $700 billion military budget. That 
is, we need to take seriously President Eisenhower’s warnings 
about the “disastrous rise of misplaced power” wielded by this 
nexus of forces. To advance its aims, the military-industrial 
complex is creating a seriously distorted picture of the effect of 
military spending cuts on national security and the economy. 
The way to fight back begins with the simple task of presenting 
the facts—and advancing policies for a widely shared economic 
revival grounded in these facts. � n
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