
BOMBS AWAY: DO WE SPEND TOO 
MUCH ON THE MILITARY?

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

[SCRIPT] 

The beauty of the United States.

The blue waters of Hawaii.

The grandeur of the White House.

The endless vistas of the Southwest.

A tranquil, peaceful landscape.

Until you remember that the Japanese  
bombed this…

The British burned this down.

And during World War I, Germany almost 
convinced Mexico to reconquer this.

Largely forgotten today, the origin of this plot was the Zimmerman 
Telegram, a 1917 dispatch from Germany’s foreign minister to his 
ambassador in Mexico. The document suggested that if Mexico aided 
Germany by waging war against the United States — and thus 
distracted the U.S. from the conflict in Europe — Berlin would support 
Mexico’s rights to reclaim Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. The plan 
backfired spectacularly, however, when the message was intercepted 
and decoded by British intelligence, which helped spur the U.S.’s eventual 
entry into World War I.

Yeah, danger is never that far away. In fact, as recently as 2017 
there was a Russian spy ship off the coast of Connecticut.i 

(Presumably gathering valuable information about … I don’t know, 
tennis?)

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/do-we-spend-too-much-on-americas-military-national-defense-budget
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/document-deep-dive-what-did-the-zimmermann-telegram-say-29792028/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/document-deep-dive-what-did-the-zimmermann-telegram-say-29792028/
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And this gets at a weird dynamic in American life. On one hand, 
the military is uniquely popular. At a time when faith in almost 
all our major institutions is collapsing, more than 2/3 of 
Americans still say they’re confident in our armed forces.vi 

On the other hand, that affection is pretty abstract. One poll of 
servicemembers found that 75 percent of them said that civilians 
don’t understand the military.vii

And this leads to a lot of confusion about what our armed forces 
actually do — and how they do it. For example, in 2022, only 12 
percent of Americans said the military is stronger than it needs 
to be — but nearly 1/3 of them said we spend too much on national 
defense.viii Which feels like a really complicated way of saying 
[“I don’t know” sound]

So, which is it? Is the U.S. military too big or too small?

It’s a dangerous world out there, which is the government’s 
rationale for spending nearly $770 billion a year on national 
defense.ii

Which is way too much … according to 1/3 of the country.iii

Or not nearly enough … according to 1/3 of the country.

Or exactly the right amount according to…

…Well, you can probably do the math.

[OPENING SEQUENCE]

You’ve probably heard the expression: If you enjoy your freedom, 
thank a veteran…

…but good luck finding one.

Only about 7 percent of Americans have served in the military.iv 
And the younger you are, the less likely you are to actually 
know any of them.v

Another factor that may influence whether you know a member of the 
military: where you live. Defense Department research shows that Southern 
states (as well as the non-contiguous states of Alaska and Hawaii) are 
the most overrepresented in the military, with South Carolina having the 
highest percentage of its population in uniform. The states with the 
lowest rates of military service are concentrated in the Northeast and 
the Northern Plains. North Dakota is the state with the lowest rate of 
military participation relative to its population. 

Charleston, 

South Carolina

https://prhome.defense.gov/Portals/52/Documents/MRA_Docs/MPP/2018%20summary.pdf?ver=y4bswYqTFjhpoz1yBsAD3g%3d%3d
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Well, here’s the key: How much you think we should be spending on 
defense … really depends on what you want the military to do. And 
Americans’ answer to that question has changed a lot over the years.

Up until the middle of the 20th century, we didn’t have much of a 
peacetime force. The Founding Fathers were so spooked by standing 
armies — which they worried could be used to threaten citizens’ 
freedom — that they created a system in which everybody basically 
went home when there wasn’t a war going on. In fact, even as 
recently as the years just before World War II there were only 
about 180,000 members of the U.S. Army … ranking us 19th in the 
world … behind Portugal.ix That stings.

In the years since, of course, things have changed … a lot. 
Today, the U.S. military is the world’s largest employer, with 
more than 2.1 million service members and over 780,000 civilian 
employees.x There are nearly 5,000 U.S. military installations 
across 45 different countries.xi We spend more on defense than the 
next nine countries combined.xii And … not everybody loves this.

But here’s the thing: What that spending looks like in context … 
may surprise you. It’s true that national defense is the single 
biggest item in America’s discretionary budget — the money 
lawmakers can choose whether or not to spend. But when you put 
it in the context of all our spending … it looks a lot smaller. 
In fact, we spend more than twice as much on Social Security and 
Medicare as we do on national defense.xiii

What’s the difference between mandatory and discretionary 
spending? “Discretionary spending” refers to government 
programs where lawmakers get to decide every year whether 
to raise, decrease, or eliminate funding. “Mandatory spending” 
refers to programs where existing law requires a certain level 
of payments. The most well-known (and expensive) forms 
of mandatory spending are entitlement programs like Social 
Security, Medicare, and Medicaid. The category also includes 
smaller programs, however, such as unemployment benefits, 
student loans, and retirement benefits for federal employees.

By modern standards, the composition of the American military 
before the era of the professional army seems remarkably crude. 
Until the end of the 19th century, the federal government had to 
rely primarily on state militias to provide fighting forces (membership 
in the militias was often compulsory for able-bodied men during the 
revolutionary era, though they became largely volunteer efforts by 
the mid-1800s). Regardless of their composition, the decentralized 
nature of our fighting forces led to frequent confusion about 
whether the ultimate authority over these groups rested with 
Washington or with their respective state governments. It also led 
to huge disparities in the preparedness and capabilities of the troops.  “A Well-Discipl

ined Militia” 

1829

https://www.cbo.gov/content/what-difference-between-mandatory-and-discretionary-spending
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/tools/TL200/TL238/RR1995z1_7-30-2019.pdf
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And while the phrase “defense spending” may sound like it’s 
all going to bullets and bombs, the reality is a little more 
complicated. Actually, only about 20 percent of the military’s 
budget goes towards acquiring hardware.xiv By contrast, nearly 
2/3 of the Pentagon’s spending goes towards things like paying 
servicemembers’ salaries and keeping up maintenance on existing 
equipment.xv 

Because you know how it always seems too expensive to tune up 
your Accord? Yeah, same principle, but now it’s a B-2 Bomber.

Of course, even these costs would come down if we shrunk the size 
of the military. But if we want to consider that option, we have 
to be serious about the tradeoffs. 

In 2022, the military listed its top priority as being able to 
counter Chinaxvi. Russia was #2. Then there’s rogue nations like 
Iran and North Korea. And terrorism. 

And that’s before we even get to the fact that our military keeps 
open the trade routes necessary for a global economy and provides 
rapid response to humanitarian disasters around the world. 

So, if we want less defense spending … we have to choose which of 
those priorities we want to cut back on.

And by the way, not even our current levels of spending are 
necessarily up to all those tasks. 

The Air Force Chief of Staff has warned that China could overcome 
American air superiority within a little more than a decade.xvii 
The number of combat ships in America’s navy is shrinking, while 
the numbers in the Chinese navy are skyrocketing.xviii And a report 
from military researchers at the RAND Corporation warns that 
America faces a serious risk of losing its next war.xix

While there is a persistent stereotype that military 
pay is poor relative to the private sector, that notion 
is outdated. A 2020 study found that military pay has 
increased at a rate faster than the private sector in 
recent years. In the first 20 years of service, salaries 
for enlisted members of the military are higher than the 
salaries of 85% of comparably qualified civilians. Salaries 
for officers are higher than 77% of comparable civilians. 
Further sweetening the pot: The military’s provision of free 
health care, a benefit conservatively estimated as worth 
thousands of dollars annually.  

https://militarypay.defense.gov/Portals/3/QRMC-Vol_1_final_web.pdf
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Now, just because the military’s job is important doesn’t mean 
they shouldn’t be held to the same standards as any other 
government agency. It’s still the case that the Pentagon wastes 
a lot of money — government reports estimate that it’s lost 
billions of dollars just to fraud in recent years.xx 

How lax are the fiscal controls at the Department of Defense? 
Since 2017, the Pentagon has faced four outside audits. It 
has yet to pass one. In 2021, the audit examined 26 different 
units of the Department of Defense, only eight of which were 
given passing marks.

But nevertheless, it’s worth keeping the big picture in mind: 
Our national defense costs so much because we ask the military 
to do so much. So, our choices are probably between raising our 
spending … or lowering our expectations. 

Because defending the country isn’t cheap. 

Seriously, you wouldn’t believe how much it costs 
to change the oil in one of these things.

[END SCRIPT]
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