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The Military-Industrial Complex,
Sectoral Conflict, and the
Study of U.S. Foreign Policy
oy

David N. Gibbs

Bureaus have an inherent tendency to expand, regardless of whether or not
there is any genuine need for more of their services. In fact, all organizations
have inherent tendencies to expand.

—Anthony Downs, Inside Bureaucracy

The defense establishment now devotes a large share of its efforts to self per-

petuation. ... War justifies the existence of the establishment. ... Standing closely

behind these [military] leaders, encouraging and prompting them, are the rich

and powerful defense industries. Standing in front, adorned with service caps,

ribbons, and lapel emblems, is a nation of veterans—patriotic, belligerent, ro-

mantic, and well intentioned, finding a certain sublimation and excitement in
their country’s latest military venture.

—General David M. Shoup, Former commandant,

United States Marine Corps,

“The New American Militarism”

The miIitary—indﬁstrial complex is a very healthy thing.
—Elbridge Durbrow, Vice Chairman,
American Security Council

The question of the military-industrial complex provides an interesting case
in the sociology of knowledge. During the 1960s and 1970s, scholars di-
rected considerable attention toward the phenomenon of military-industrial
linkages, and numerous titles contained the phrase “military-industrial com-
plex.” The attention to this approach was, at least to some extent, correlated
with a loss of prestige by the military and, indeed, the entire executive branch
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of government, due to the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, the Church
Committee hearings on the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency), and other
memorable events of that period. Much of the writing on the military-indus-
trial complex was polemical and journalistic, but there were also serious
empirical studies, which tested the approach under controlled conditions.
Some well-kriown and respected political scientists and economists, includ-
ing Murray Weidenbaum, Samuel Huntington, Robert Art, Bruce Russett,
and James Kurth, published research on the subject.’ In 1973, Steven Rosen
concluded that, despite some contrary findings, “it is remarkable how well it
[the military-industrial complex approach] has withstood critical evaluation,
some of it from an obviously skeptical perspective. ... We conclude that the
theory of the military-industrial complex is a most useful analytical con-
struct for both research and policy evaluation purposes.”?

The phrase “military-industrial complex” (MIC) was first used, of course,
in Eisenhower’s 1961 Farewell Address, but its basic formulation is usually
attributed to C. Wright Mills’s The Power Elite, which examines the social
and political significance of military institutions and weapons procurement
companies and treats these groups, collectively, as a vested interest.® The
concept of the military-industrial complex has been applied to a wide range
of empirical questions. Most research on the MIC emphasizes U.S. policy
during the cold war era, although some studies analyze the MIC during ear-
lier periods of U.S. history.* In addition, the approach has been applied, with
some modifications, to military policy in the (former) USSR.?

However, research on the military-industrial complex has fallen out of
fashion in recent years. Since 1980, there has been almost no scholarly atten-
“jon to military-industrial linkages, their implications for the functioning of
the military, or their overall significance for foreign policy.® Instead, the main-
stream of the international relations literature has focuséd overwhelmingly
on realist approaches, which emphasize international factors over domestic
politics as the driving force behind war. Government officials in the military
and throughout the foreign policy apparatus are seen as “autonomous” from
interest group pressures, according to the realist approach; foreign policy

" decisions are made to suit the “national interest,” not the interests of the

military-industrial complex or of any other pressure group.” It is ironic that
studies of the military-industrial complex disappeared precisely at the time

“of ‘one of the largest military buildups in U.S. history, when the military

reached exceptional levels of influence and prestige during Reagan’s presi-
dency. Despite its fall from fashion, the MIC approach retains considerable
value. The approach has been endorsed by several high-ranking officials,
and some of these, such as Dwight D. Eisenhower, were certainly well placed
to evaluate its validity.

This chapter reevaluates the military-industrial complex perspective. Spe-
cifically, it is argued that the military and its associated private sector con-



The Military-Industrial Complex, Conflict, and U}’,S.'Foreigrz Policy 43

tractors constitute a political lobby, one that favors international tension
consxderations of military mdustrial 1nterests sxgmficantly influence the sub- / o
stance of policy, with regard to “low polmc‘” issue areas, such as defense \
conduct of,military action. I test these proposmons in a case study of U.S.
responses to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan during the late 1970s. In my

view, the military-industrial complex remains a useful analytical tool.

Toward a Military-Industrial Complex Approach

To develop a detailed mxhtary—mdustnal complex model of U.S. foreign
policy, we must first look at the © mllltary side of the construct. The MIC
approach essentially views the military as an interest group (or a cluster of
interest groups). Accordingly, conflicts of i interest will inevitably emerge be-
tween the military’s commitment to furthering national security, on the one
hand, and its interest in advancing the concerns of itself and its individual
members, on the other hand. The MIC approach focuses primarily on the
uniformed military, but it ‘also “takes into account the interests of civilian.
employees in the Departrnent of Defense, who have an interest in augmented
military expenditures, as well as ofﬁcers from the CIA who hold sxmllar‘
connections, such as the Rand Corporation, can be considered a part of the
military-industrial complex. In short, a wide range of personnel comprise
the military-industrial complex, and this complex, because of its sheer size,
constitutes a potent pressure group.

Officers view the world through the lens of their own services, and their
views will not always correspond to what an objective observer might con-
clude. The literature on bureaucracy has firmly established that all institu-
tions are Hiotivated, to some extent, by considerations of self interest, and
the older notion of a self—sacriﬁcmg bureaucrat has long since been modi-
fied, if not outright discarded. Anthony’ Downs,,for example, wrote that
“bureaucratic officials, like all other agents in society, are significantly—
thongh not solely—motivated by their own self interests.”® One of the most
important interests, common to nearly all bureaucrats, is the desire to ex-
“pand their agencies o, at least, to preserve them from contraction. The mili-__ ¢/7

tary will surely seek to increase military expenditures and to protect itself -
against potential budget cuts, . Military officers lobby for augmented budget
‘allocations for ever-greater amounts of federal land devoted to military ex-
“ercises, and for continually more up-to-date weapons systems. Most vari-
ants’ of the MIC model emphasize these expansionist tendencies.” And, in
general, it is emphasized that the military Will seek such expansion even
when it contributes little or nothing to national security in any objective

A
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sense;_bureaucratic expansion has its own logic. Some approaches, such as
that of Alin Wolfe, also emphasize the importance of rivalries among the
four services in the military and how these rivalries will intensify the de-
mands for increased military expenditures.'

Despite all of these considerations, it would be mistaken to assume that
military personnel always act in a consciously cynical way. It has been gener-
ally ‘accepted among sociologists; ever since the publication-of Karl
Marnmheéim’s piorieering work on ideology, that individuals and groups tend
‘ ir own interests as universal interests. Vernon Aspaturian analyzes
the matter this way: “Perception itself is frequently a reflection of self inter-
est rather than objective reality,” and there inevitably is some “unconscious
distortion of the objective situation through the prism of individual or group
self interest.”"! Or as a U.S. admiral once put it, very subtly: “Any step that
is not good for the Navy;is not good for the nation.”'? Thus military officers
(reinforced, in many cases, by retired officers anwgggg’_ggg@izations)
will constitute a powerful lobby in favor of a promilitary po{i’c_XLThis power
c m the weapons industry.

The “industrial” side of the military-industrial complex has accounted
for a substantial proportion of the U.S, economy, between S and 10 percent
for most of the post-World War II period, and, in 1977, it accounted for
almost half of gross fixed capital investment.! It occupies a particularly im-
portant niiche among science-based and advanced technology industries such
as microelectronics. In 1982, some 30 percent of U.S. scientists and engi-
neets worked for the federal government, and the government funded about
half of all research and development in the United States; according to one _

overwhelming bulk of this [federal research] effort is related to

study, “the
defense.”™* It is also worth noting that the military industries tend to be
concentrated in specific statés, and some of these states—such as Califor-
nia—are of special political importance.'s In addition, the military procure-
ment corporationis, or the “defense” industry as it is usually termed, com-
prisé some of the largest companies in the United States, including such gi-
ants as Boeing, Lockheed, McDonnell-Douglas, General Dynamics, and
United Technologies. o

'Theé economic importance of the military-industrial complex has been
widely debated. Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy argue that defense spending

_constitutes a kind of “military keynesianism,” and that these expenditures

stiriulite the whole macroeconomy.2¢ Other analysts, such as Seymour
Melman, suggest that military expenditures are really a drag on the economy,
which reduce living standards for large parts of the population. Finally, Betty
Hanson and Bruce Russett argue that major segments of the business com-
munity clearly do not benefit from excessively high military expenditures."”
Conversely, Ann Markuson et al. present evidence that the defense budget
does contribute to the prosperity of at least some regions of the United States
{despite deleterious effects on other regions).'®
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% The relationship between military spending and the macroeconomy is

V,»"clearly a complex one, and it would go beyond the limits of this chapter to

explore these effects in detail. For purposes of this discussion, I will eschew
macroeconomic analysis and, instead, focus on how the MIC affécts indi-

~vidual companies. It will be argued that, whatever its effects on the economy

overall, specific companies clearly do benefit from high military expendi-
tures. Certainly, contractors that obtain a major share of profits from: de-
fense procurements have a vested interest in military expenditures. Also,
manufacturers of basic weaponry components, especially electronics, will
have similar interests. Mining companies, too, will benefit at least indirectly,
since defense spending usually augments demand for basic metals.!® In addi-
tion, certain types of foreign investors, particularly those with large capital
investments in unstable regions (oil companies in the Persian Gulf, for ex-
ample) may also favor increased military expenditures.?’ These companies,
collectively, will constitute a pro-military bloc within the business commu-
nity. We would expect such companies to mobilize in support of the uni-
formed services, all in favor of augmented military spending.

Thus the mllxtary industrial complex represents those segments of the
government and the private sector that have vested interests in increasing
military expenditures. Both elements—the mxlltary and industrial compo-

"nents——can coordinate thelr activities to some extent, due to the career pat-

terns of mxlltary personnel. In the well-known revolving-door - “pattern, offic-
ers often retire and then work as executives for the weapons procurement
companies. The practice is widespread and well established. A 1969 con-
gressional study found that some 2,000 former officers, many of flag rank,
were employed with the largest defense contractors.?! The interlinking of
powerful bureaucratic and private interests may be viewed as a device to
overcome or reduce collective action problems in the MIC. Revolving-door
practices, in addition to social connections among former officers built up
over years of academy training and career advancement, promote collective
self-identification among disparate elements of the MIC and, accordingly, a
capacity for collective action.?? This capacity greatly increases the MIC’s
political efficacy.

Despite these resources, the military-industrial complex is far from om-
nipotent. Other elements of the bureaucracy, such as the agriculture or labor
departments, compete for funds, ‘and these agencies, too, are linked to pow-
erful constituent groups. It is also important to emphasize that the business
community is not monolithic and that some businesses clearly do not have
interests in military spendmg Defense policy will also be influenced by con-
flicts within the business community. Compames that depend on govern-
ment contracts in nonmilitary sectors—construction compames that special-
ize in urban infrastructure, for example—may oppose “excessive” military
allocations, since this would reduce spending in other areas. Moreover, com-
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‘mercial banks sometimes oppose military spending on the grounds that such
!spending can be inflationary, and inflation undermines the international
/ strength of the dollar.2? In addition, some elements of U.S. society—members
! of peace groups, for example—remain hostile toward the military on ideo-
" logical grounds. Some of these various “antimilitary” elements can work
together to oppose increased military expenditures.

Defense spending will thus provoke conflicts between promilitary and
antimilitary business factions.?* Overall, we would expect the MIC to have
distinct advantages over opponents, at least in the early stages of a contro-
versy. Defense contractors have a direct interest in supporting high levels of
defense spending, while antimilitary business interests have essentially indi-
rect interests in opposing such spending. We would expect antimilitary inter-
ests to mobilize only in reaction to excessive, potentially inflationary mili-
tary budgets, and the reactive nature of the antimilitary interests reduces
their political effectiveness. Peace groups face other constraints: They must
rely on very large memberships for their strength, and such mass movements
face serious collective action problems. The core elements in the military-
industrial complex—top officers and major executives in defense industries—
are a smaller, more cohesive group, and, as Mancur Olson has demonstrated,

: small groups have systematic advantages in overcoming collective action prob-
0 lems®

Inevitably, the existence of the MIC creates a bureaucratic pressure for
conflict and even war. It is well known that an officer must gain combat
experience in order to achieve promotion, especially to the higher ranks.*
The pressures for “action” also exist for employees of the CIA, officers of
which must organize covert operations in order to advance their careers.”’
Warfare serves yet another function: It justifies the continued existence of
the military, and, if the war is relatively easy and painless, it increases the
prestige of the services.

Obviously such uses of force carry risks, and generals will avoid reckless
operations; such caution has undoubtedly increased since the debacle of Viet-
nam. Thus, military commanders are unlikely to favor operations that entail
high risk of casualties or ones that lack clearly defined objectives (proposed
- US. intervention in ex-Yugoslavia would fall into this category). Rational

self-interest would surely militate against rash adventurism by the military.
Nevertheless, the MIC remains enthusiastic over operations that have well-
defined objectives and low risks (such as the invasions of Grenada and
Panama). General David Shoup, former commandant of the Marine Corps,
notes that “civilians can scarcely understand or even believe that many am-
bitious military professionals truly yearn for wars as opportunities for glory
and distinction that are afforded only in combat.”?® The military services,
like all bureaucratic entities, seek to demonstrate their capabilities from time
to time and to favor policies that enable them to do so.

S
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It is worth mentioning that various “radical” interpretations of U.S. for-
eign policy emphasize that wars, especially Third World interventions, serve
to protect or spread U.S. investments.?” There is some validity to this view,
and, as we have seen, the MIC approach acknowledges that foreign inves-
tors can be expected to support a strong military. Nevertheless, the MIC
-approach eschews the role of foreign investors in influencing policy and con-
siders them to be of secondary importance. In essence, the military-indus-
trial complex approach sees wars as ends in themselves, in the sense that
wars advance the political objectives of the MIC and help justify its exist-
ence, A war may or may not help U.S. foreign investors, but it augments the
fortunes and budget allocations of the military and its associated industries.
These objectives will sometimes constitute important factors in motwatmg'
war Concomitantly, members of the MIC will have a vested interest in see-
ing mtematlonal events as “crises” and as potential “threats to national se-
curity”; such perceptions flow directly from the interests of the MIC. The
mllltary, after all, is able to attract greater resources when the public per-
ceives a threat to national security. The military-industrial complex is, then,
a permanent bureaucratic pressure in favor of at least some degree of inter-
national tension.

The MIC approach to U.S. foreign policy differs markedly from realist
approaches. Hans Morgenthau nicely sums up the realist view: “Men do not
fight because they have arms ... they have arms because they deem it neces-
sary to fight.”3° The MIC approach would argue, in contrast to Morgenthau,
that the existence of a large military will constitute an independent factor,
one that will influence decisionmaking processes——mcludmg processes lead-
ing to warfare.

In the real world, of course, many factors influence defense policy, in
addition to pressures from the MIC, and these factors include genuine secu-
rity interests and assorted ideological objectives. For now, however, I will
put aside these other considerations and continue to work with the ideal
type of military-industrial complex.’! Seen as an ideal type, the approach
~ emphasizes the internal determinants of foreign policy. If this approach is
correct, then U.S. foreign and military policy is significantly influenced by
military-industrial lobbying, and the resulting actions often have little to do
with the national interest.

Application

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan is an excellent case study in the con-
text of this discussion for the simple reason that it was a decisively important
event in the history of the cold war. Itis generally agreed that it was Afghani-
stan, more than any other single factor, that ended the policies of détente
between the Umted States and the USSR.3? Both the Republican and Demo-
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crat Parties adopted strongly promilitary positions during the 1980 cam-
paign, and- a large-scale military expansion commenced during the decade
that followed that election. In short, Afghanistan was the major factor that
terminated détente and triggered policies of increased confrontation. Few

. would quibble with the following commentary by Raymond Garthoff: “The

Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan ... and the American reaction to
it marked a watershed in American-Soviet relations.”*

““The questions raised are basic: Why did the United States respond so _
strongly fo the Soviet invasion? And why was it considered such a dire threat
to Western security? In what follows, I iflustrate the use of the MIC ap-
proach, and, in accord with the methodology of ideal types, the discussion
will be deliberately one-sided. Basically, the military-industrial complex ap-
proach argues that the dramatic U.S. response to the invasion resulted, not
from security considerations, but from military lobbying. Specifically, I show
that elements of the military-industrial complex had been pressuring the public
and the Carter administration for higher levels of defense spending and for
more aggressive foreign policies to support this spending; the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan presented an ideal opportunity to generate public support for
these policies.

* First, let us explore some of the background to the case. By the 1970s, the
military had lost considerable prestige, and its influence was at a historic
low. This loss of prestige was indicated by the antiwar movement, by
antimilitary films such as Catch-22 and MASH, and by the relatively pacific
détente policies of the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations. The military’s
decline was also marked by the number of academic studies with “military-

“iridustrial complex” in the title. More important, the military was gradually

losing its share of the budget, and the prodigious growth that the military
had enjoyed during the early years of the cold war had, for the most part,
ended. Measured in real terms, U.S. military expenditures declined abso-
lutely during the period 1971-1977, and it stagnated until the end of the
decade* As a percentage of GNP (gross national product), the decline is
even more apparent: Military spending constituted 8.2 percent of GNP in
1964, rising to 9.3 percent during the height of the Vietnam War in 1968.
Thereafter, the proportion began to slide, falling to 4.9 percent of GNP in
1980.%

The military-industrial complex was also losing ground in the competi-
tion for overseas arms sales. During the 1960s and 1970s, the U.S. govern-

~ ment was reluctant to support large-scale militarization in Third World coun-

tries, and, as a result, U.S. arms exporters lost markets to aggressive Euro-
pean competitors. France became a major weapons producer during this
period, and French equipment, especially the Mirage series of fighter planes,
offered stiff competition. Latin American countries began to turn to Europe
(particularly to France) for advanced weapons, and, by 1973, the United

States accounted for only 20 percent of Latin American arms sales.* o
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U.S. arms exporters became increasingly anxious about this new competi-
tion. Various other segments of the business community were coming under -
increased pressure at this time, as well. Specifically, multinational corpora-
tions faced ever-increasing economic nationalism in the Third World, with
demands for profit sharing, purchases of domestically-produced inputs, and
diffusion of technology. Many Third World countries nationalized foreign
holdings or circumscribed their autonomy.” Finally, political instability threat-
ened foreign investments in many Third World countries, including Iran,
Nigeria, South Africa, and even South Korea. Many multinational corpora-
tions hired political advisers to help them manage these developments, and
the new field of “political risk analysis” .became a staple of the business
press.’® However, political consultants were often of questionable value and,
in any case, they were inadequate substitutes for the (now diminished) threat
of U.S. military intervention. By the end of the 1970s, many multinationals
became concerned that the U.S. government was not doing enough to pro-
tect their investments.” In 1979, Business Week ran a special issue that la-
mented “the decline of U.S. power.”*? Multinational investors thus became
one more element in a broad coalition that had a vested interest in aug-
mented military expenditures and an aggressive foreign policy.*!

The military-industrial complex model would expect these various, dis-
satisfied interests to mobilize in order to recover their previous levef of influ-
ence. We would expect that the MIC would argue for increased military
expenditures, and that, in order to justify such actions, they would cite al-
leged national security threats. Finally, we would expect certain foreign in-
vestors, especially those operating in unstable areas of the Third World, to
align themselves politically with the MIC and to join in the pressure for a
stronger military.

This is in fact what happened during the late 1970s. The military-indus-
trial complex did indeed mobilize during this period. Promilitary lobbies
included the American Security Council (ASC) and the National Strategy
Information Center (NSIC). During the 1970s, these two groups consider-
ably strengthened their financial support. The ASC increased its contribu-
tions from $910,000 in 1972 to $1,700,000 in 1977; the NSIC increased its -
contributions from $620,000 in 1971 to $1,100,000 in 1976.%* Even ac-
counting for inflation, the increased level of financial contributions was im-
pressive. These contributions may be viewed as an index of the discontent
felt by the military and its supporters. In 1976, a wholly new organization
was formed, the Committee on the Present Danger, which worked closely
with the previously mentioned groups to change the course of foreign policy.**
By the end of the 1970s, a formidable military lobby was in place. This
process of mobilization undoubtedly reflected many factors, in addition to
self-interest on the part of the military and its affiliated industries. The po-

-fitical mobilization also reflected the neoconservative movement among in-
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tellectuals; increasing anti-Sovietism among U.S. Jews; the rise of Protestant
fundamentalism (which had strong conservative and anticommunist over-
tones); and the traditional cold war views of U.S. labor organizations.**

However, there is no doubt that the military-industrial complex was also
an important factor. According to one account, the Committee on the Present
Danger was launched “by a broad cross section of leading businessmen and
onetime military figures and received a substantial start-up grant from David
Packard, board chairman of Hewlett Packard.”* One of the most promi-
nent members of the Committee was Paul Nitze, who as author of the fa-
mous “National Security Council Memorandum No. 68,” was a major ar-
chitect of the cold war. With regard to the ASC, for example, Jerry Sanders
noted that its backers included some of the country’s largest defense contrac-
tors, including:

Honeywell Corporation, General Electric, Lockheed, and McDonnell-Douglas,
as well as firms like Motorola. ... In addition, the leadership and policy com-
mittees of the Committee include many retired military men of high rank, among
them Daniel Graham, and CPD [Committee on the Present Danger] members
Lyman Lemnitzer, Andrew J. Goodpaster, and Maxwell Taylor, as well as sev-
eral congressmen with a stake in military spending. In an interview for this
book, Elbridge Durbrow, vice chairman of the American Security Council was
asked if the military-industrial characterization bothered him. His reply was
emphatic: “Hell no—if our military and industry can’t get together how are we
going to defend our country?”*

Further, an analysis of military publications from this period shows that
the military was indeed prepared to lobby for increased military expendi-
tures and major changes in foreign policy.*” Overall, the promilitary groups
spent considerable sums during the late 1970s, sponsoring various sympo-
sia, television shows, and other assorted publicity events. The various groups
also lobbied against the revised Panama Canal treaty in 1978 and against the
SALT I agreement with the USSR in 1979. The lobbying effort reached a_
particularly high level during the SALT II debate. The opponents of SALT
(Strategic Arms Limitation Talks) included military-industrial groups as well
as more ideologically oriented conservative organizations. Together, these
groups collaborated to Tobby the public and the Congress against the treaty.
According to Jerry Sanders, “The American Security Council targeted 10
million persons for its direct mail operation,” while other anti-SALT pres-.
sure groups launched separate mailing drives. A petition against the treaty
was organized in all fifty states, and a speakers’ bureau with 150 potential
speakers was organized. The Committee on the Present Danger effectively
used its prestigious membership as expert witnesses against the treaty during
congressional hearings; this testimony gained wide publicity. Finally, lobby
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groups produced anti-SALT films, and these were aired by several hundred
local television stations throughout the country.*

Examining the lobbying efforts of the period, one is struck by the consid-
erable asymmetry of resources between the promilitary and antimilitary
groups. In the case of SALT I, the promilitary groups outspent groups sup-
porting the treaty by a considerable margin. In March 1979, the Christian
Science Monitor estimated that promilitary groups outspent their opponents
by fifteen to one.* There was some business support for the SALT treaty,
especially among large financial institutions arid companies that traded with
the USSR, but it played a relatively passive role. (Such interests did, however,
become mobilized several years later, in response to the Reagan-era arms
buildup.*%) The peace groups, too, were not very active during the period of
study here, while the Carter administration was notably inept in mobilizing
support for its foreign policy objectives.5! Overwhelmingly, it was the mili-
tary-industrial complex that dominated lobbying efforts. Under the weight
of this pressure, the U.S. public was gradually moved to accept highly critical
views of the USSR, while the Carter administration, for its part, succumbed
and adopted increasingly promilitary policies.*

After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the administration aban-

“doned its relatively mild policies altogether and moved into a position of
conflict. The most immediate change in policy was an open material support
for the mujabidin guerrillas who were fighting the Soviets. And, more impor-
tant, the invasion was used to justify a generalized shift in policy. The Carter
Doctrine was declared, threatening the Soviets with war should they attack
the Persian Gulf. The SALT treaty was largely abandoned, while virtually all
commercial, scientific, or cultural contacts between the superpowers were
curtailed or discarded completely. Carter promised an arms buildup with a
particular emphasis on augmented “capability to deploy U.S. military forces
rapidly to distant areas.”*3

The incoming Reagan administration expanded these promilitary policies
further, and the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan was the administration’s
main justification. During the period 1980-1985, military spending (adjusted
for inflation) increased by 39 percent, and, during the same period, defense
spending substantially increased its share of the federal budget, accounting
for 27 percent of the total by 1985.5* There was also an increased willing-
ness to use force, with direct military actions in Grenada, Libya, and Leba-
non, as well as “covert” paramilitary operations throughout the world U.s.
arms exports were again encouraged. e

There can be no doubt that the military-industrial complex beneflted con-
siderably from these new policies. In short, the MIC approach would inter-
pret these events as follows: The U.S. government reacted so strongly to the
invasion because of the climate of tension that was created by the lobbying
effort. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was largely a propaganda issue,
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which the military lobby used to “sell” its cold war policies to the public and
to the government.

Afghanistan: A Second Consideration

There is an obvious counter-explanation to the invasion of Afghanistan,
that of the realists. According to the realist view, the invasion was inter-
preted as a major security threat because it really was such a threat. This
approach emphasizes that Afghanistan is close to the Persian Gulf, which is
where the NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) countries and Japan
obtain most of their vital petroleum supplies. Some analysts also note that
the Soviets had long sought a warm water port, with direct access to the
Indian Ocean. The occupation of Afghanistan positioned the USSR much
closer to its historic objectives, bringing the Soviets within several hundred
miles of the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean.

Virtually all analysts at the time agreed with Jimmy Carter’s conclusion
that the invasion was “the greatest threat to peace since the Second World
War.”$ The “strategic importance of Afghanistan” was immediately and
almost universally accepted. Only rarely was it challenged, and even recent
analyses still assume that Afghanistan was indeed a strategic prize.** Upon
close scrutiny, this explanation seems dubious. Afghanistan is not, in fact,
very close to the Persian Gulf; Afghanistan and the Soviet Union were actu-
ally equidistant from the Gulf. Moreover, Afghanistan’s extremely rugged
terrain, lack of infrastructure, and general economic backwardness greatly
limited its value. Declassified U.S. government documents underscore
Afghanistan’s lack of strategic importance. During the late 1940s and early
1950s, for example, the United States refused to provide Afghanistan with
military equipment and contributed only very limited economic aid.” A 1949 o

~repott by the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff succinctly noted: “Afghanistan is of
little or no strategic importance to the United States.”*®

Soviet involvement in Afghanistan was viewed in lackadaisical terms. In__
1950, the Soviet role was seen as very minor, and the U.S. National Intelli-

~gence Estimate noted that the “Soviet Union has shown no considerable in-
terest in Afghanistan.”*® Soviet influence did increase considerably begin-
ning in 1954-1955, however, when the USSR began establishing a series of
commercial and military links with Afghanistan. Thereafter, the USSR be-
came the country’s main trading partner, as well as its largest source of eco-
nomic aid and military training. During the next twenty-five years, Afghani-
stan became economically and militarily dependent upon the USSR, but U.S.
officials were fiot particularly alarmed by this development. Overwhelm-
ingly, these officials believed that the Soviet involvement in Afghanistan was
a direct response to increased U.S. involvement in the region, especially the
U.S. decision, in early 1954, to arm Pakistan. A 1954 National Intelligence
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Estimate regarded the upsurge in Soviet interest this way: “Increased Soviet
attention to Afghanistan is part of a general effort to counter recent Western
(particularly U.S.) gains in the Middle East- South Asia area.”® U.S. officials
compared Soviet influence in Afghanistan with U.S. influence in Latin
America. In 1954, CIA director Allen Dulles commented that “the Soviets
were inclined to look on Afghanistan much as the United States did on Gua-
temala.”®! In 1956, the National Security Council (NSC) explicitly decided
not to match Soviet aid activities in Afghanistan, presumably because the
country was not considered sufficiently important.é?

It is tempting, in retrospect, to view such analyses as naive; it may be
argued that subsequent events—the fact that the Soviets did eventually in-
vade the country—attest to the fact that U.S. government officials were sim-
ply mistaken and were too inclined to trust Soviet intentions in Afghanistan.
This interpretation is incorrect. U.S. analysts realized that the country had
some geostrategic significance since it bordered the USSR; it was recognized
that the Soviets were concerned about developments in border regions.®
However, U.S. officials generally believed that the Soviets gained little offen-
sive strategic value from their relations with Afghanistan.

U.S. officials also recognized that an eventual Soviet invasion of Afghani-
stan was possible (although it was considered unlikely) and were not very
troubled by this prospect. The 1954 National Intelligence Estimate for Af-
ghanistan noted that “physical occupation of the country would offer few if
any strategic advantages to the USSR.”¢* Elsewhere, the report qualified this
conclusion somewhat, noting that the country might be of some importance,
because of its location as a buffer between the USSR and the Indian subcon-
tinent, but the report also noted: “Afghanistan’s primitive economy, unde-
veloped resources, negligible military capabilities, and lack of useful strate-
gic facilities severely restrict its positive value to either side in the East-West
power struggle.”%

Despite all of these considerations, a 1954 NSC briefing paper considered
the hypothetical possibility of a Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and suggested
the following U.S. responses to such an invasion: First, the United States
should use “diplomatic measures” to encourage Soviet withdrawal. Second,
if such diplomatic efforts were unsuccessful, the United States should “de-
cide in light of the circumstances existing at the time what further action to
take through the UN [United Nations] or otherwise.”¢ The wording in this
memorandum is vague, but it is interesting to note that only diplomatic or
UN pressure is discussed; military responses or even econamic sanctions are
not mentioned at all.

The range of documents, unfortunately, becomes quite scarce for most of
the period after the 1950s, but all available evidence suggests that U.S. offi-
cials never really changed their view that Afghanistan was a very low prior-
ity. The United States continued to provide only limited aid to Afghanistan
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and never attempted to match the Soviet aid program. The general lack of
U.S. interest in Afghanistan persisted through the mid-1970s, through both
Democratic and Republican administrations. In general, observers stressed
Afghanistan’s lack of strategic importance, and dissenters were very infre-
quent. Analysts who emphasized Afghanistan’s “strategic” significance were
often dismissed in government circles.” A 1973 Wall Street Journal article
ridiculed the idea that Afghanistan was valuable and offered this caustic
assessment:

Petro-pundits tend somehow to equate Soviet influence in land-locked Afghani-
stan with Soviet control of the Persian Gulf. ... But from up close, Afghanistan
tends to look less like a fulerum or a domino or a stepping stone than like a
vast expanse of desert waste. ... A visitor perhaps may be excused for wonder-

ing why the Russians, or anyone else for that matter, would particularly want
Afghanistan.®

The article was entitled “Do the Russians Covet Afghanistan? If So, It’s Hard
to Figure Why” and referred to Afghanistan as “a vast wasteland” and a
“nation probably no one wants.”

In April 1978, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan—the Afghan
communist party—seized power, and the country quite suddenly came into
the center of world attention.®® Soviet conduct over the next ten years did

not give strong evidence that Afghanistan was strategically important for the

~West. The Soviets took no action that suggested that they would use Af-
ghanistan for further aggression in the region.” The Soviets did not mass
their troops on the border with Pakistan or Iran.” They did not bring in
strategic equipment, such as long- or medium-range bombers, which could
have been used for expansion beyond Afghanistan; nor is there any evidence
that they brought in antiship missiles, which would have been effective for
interdicting Western oil shipments in the Persian Gulf. Most important, U.S.
intelligence repeatedly indicated that the Soviets failed even to lengthen the
runways of their Afghan airfields or to make the improvements in these air-
fields that would have been necessary to accommodate long-range jets.”” The
Soviets’ postinvasion military buildup provided no evidence that they sought
to use Afghanistan as a staging area for additional aggression.

It is very interesting to note that when the Soviets finally withdrew from
Afghanistan, U.S. officials publicly acknowledged, once again, that the country
was not of major strategic significance. Shortly before the last Soviet troops
withdrew in 1989, a New York Times correspondent wrote the following:

[American officials] say Afghanistan has little intrinsic strategic significance.
p , : S . A ;

‘Thert_:s no compelling political interest there,” a senior administration offi-
cial said. ... [According to a former State Department official}, “Afghanistan
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could turn into one of those chronic third world conflicts ... and our tendency
would be to close the book.” ... “The bottom line is that Afghanistan is not
Iran,” said an administration official. “It has no oil reserves and isn’t located
on the Persian Gulf. It’s not a particular strategic prize. We have to be realistic
about that.””

U.S. views of Afghanistan have thus come full circle: U.S. officials now ac-
knowledge that Afghanistan is not very important.

In short, the realist explanation for the U.S. response is quite weak. The
Carter administration interpreted Afghanistan to be strategic, due to intense
and continuous pressures from the military-industrial complex, specifically,
the various promilitary lobby groups discussed earlier. There is no reason to
doubt that representatives of the MIC sincerely believed that the Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan was strategically important—such an interpretation was
consistent with their group interests. But their perceptions were heavily col-
ored by these interests. Overall, it seems much more plausible to view the
invasion as a pretext to justify implementation of a promilitary policy that
the MIC favored. And the invasion of Afghanistan was clearly a major asset
for the military-industrial complex, as an Air Force Magazine editorial can-
didly noted in early 1980. The editorial perfunctorily regretted the invasion,
but pointed out that, nevertheless, it would help reverse U.S. policy and would
“provide a catalyst for putting U.S. foreign and defense policy on the road to
renewed credibility.” The invasion could “be turned into opportunity and
opportunity into advantage.””*

Conclusion

This chapter is intended to be only suggestive; a full analysis of the Af-
ghan crisis would go beyond the scope here and would require access to
classified materials that are not yet available. A full account of the crisis
would surely be more complex than the sketch presented here. U.S. actions
were undoubtedly motivated by a range of different factors, of which the
military-industrial complex was only one. Yet it is interesting to note that
the MIC model seems more consistent with the facts of the case than is the
generally accepted realist explanation. Overall, the military-industrial com-
plex approach is a model that is well worth reconsidering, and it deserves far
more attention from political scientists.

The model may be especially appropriate at the present time. The U.S.
military is, to a significant extent, a product of the cold war. It was largely
created and sustained over four decades mainly for one (purported) objec-
tive: to deter and/or roll back the Soviet Union. Now that the main enemy
has literally ceased to exist, we can expect a new era of military-industrial
lobbying and the creation of new foreign “threats” and national security
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“crises.” It is worth mentioning that the 1989 invasion of Panama makes
little sense in a realist framewark. At the time of the invasion, the Economist
noted, “The security of the [Panama] canal, which matters rather less than it
did 80 years ago, was not at stake; and U.S. interests are unlikely to benefit
much from the removal of General Manuel Noriega, who, though corrupt
and brutish, posed no threat to regional stability, still less to the United States
itself.”” The military-industrial complex may have a lot to tell us about U.S.
motivations in that invasion, as well as U.S. participation in the 1991 Per-
sian Gulf War.

Anthony Downs presciently notes that “a bureau threatened by abolition
because of a decline in the social significance of its functions must either find
new functions or reinstate the importance of its present ones.” And inevita-
bly, there will be the “hunt for new business.”” We should now expect a
hunt for new business by the military-industrial complex.
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