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The Determination of the United States M i l i t a r y Force Posture: 

P o l i t i c a l Processes and Policy Changes 

Harold K. Jacobson* 

The U n i v e r s i t y of Michigan 

How does the United States determine i t s m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture? 

How does i t decide to change i t s force posture? Are changes I n the 

U.S. force posture p r i m a r i l y determined i n response, I n some rough 

measure, to U.S. perceptions of the s t r e n g t h and i n t e n t i o n s of 

U.S. adversaries? Or are they p r i m a r i l y the r e s u l t of domestic 

f a c t o r s ; p a r t i s a n and bureaucratic processes and s t r u g g l e s and 

attempts to manage the economy? 

. The Focus of the Study and Preceding Scholarship 

This study analyzes how the United States m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture 

has been determined i n the period since the end of World War I I . 

I t seeks to understand how the United States as a l a r g e and complex 

p o l i t y , e x i s t i n g w i t h i n the framework of the contemporary n a t i o n - s t a t e 

system, determined the l e v e l and type of m i l i t a r y forces that i t would 

have. I t i a p a r t i c u l a r l y concerned w i t h e x p l a i n i n g changes i n the 

U.S. force posture. I t s purpose i s to understand the process, not t o 

j u s t i f y or c r i t i c i z e the outcome of t h i s process. Whatever one may 

f e e l about the wisdom of the outcome, understanding the process that 

produced i t i s an e s s e n t i a l step to undertaking e f f o r t s e i t h e r to 

modify or to perpetuate the outcome. 
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I n h i s careful-, thorough, and balanced a n a l y s i s , The Common 

Defense: S t r a t e g i c Programs i n N a t i o n a l P o l i t i c s , f i r s t published i n 

1961, Samuel P. Huntington showed t h a t many f a c t o r s entered i n t o the 

determ i n a t i o n of the U.S. m i l i t a r y force posture i n the period from the 

end of World War.II to 1960: perceptions of the magnitude and 

Immediacy of the dangers t h a t the U.S. faced; understandings about the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f f e r e d by cur r e n t and prospective technology; estimates 

of the impact of m i l i t a r y spending on the immediate and long-run h e a l t h 

of the U.S. economy; and p o l i t i c a l processes, i n c l u d i n g leadership and 

p a r t i s a n and burea u c r a t i c momentum and c o n f l i c t s . Although 

Huntington's a n a l y s i s devoted some a t t e n t i o n t o p u b l i c a t t i t u d e s and 

. t h e i r impact, i t concentrated p r i m a r i l y on the actions of the president 

and the executive departments and o f f i c e s on the one hand and of 

congress on the other and on the i n t e r a c t i o n s between these two 

branches of the U.S. n a t i o n a l government. 

Since' the p u b l i c a t i o n of Huntington's book, there have been many 

s c h o l a r l y analyses of the dete r m i n a t i o n of the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e 

posture or aspects of i t . Many of these have sought to answer w i t h , 

q u a n t i t a t i v e p r e c i s i o n the questions t h a t he r a i s e d . Others have 

sought to develop general explanations of the process i n the form of 

semi-abstract models. Some have continued h i s t r a c i n g of the e v o l u t i o n 

of U.S. s t r a t e g i c d o c t r i n e and have advanced general explanations f o r 

t h i s e v o l u t i o n . Hardly any have sought to broaden the focus of 

ana l y s i s beyond Huntington's primary c o n c e n t r a t i o n on the personnel of 

the n a t i o n a l government I n Washington and give g r e a t e r a t t e n t i o n t o 

other components of the American p o l i t i c a l system, such as the mass 

media and p u b l i c o p i n i o n . 

Considerable s c h o l a r l y e f f o r t has been devoted to attempts to 



3 

guage p r e c i s e l y che extent to which there has been an I n t e r a c t i o n 

between the determination of the United States force posture and 

t h e d e t e r m i n a t i o n of the Soviet f o r c e posture (For a comprehensive and 

convenient summary of t h i s work see Russett: 1983). Much e f f o r t has 

also been devoted to d e t a i l e d examinations of p a r t i c u l a r sets of 

de c i s i o n s of the n a t i o n a l government (e-g. B a l l : 1980) or of. the r o l e 

o f selected p a r t i c i p a n t s i n general classes of decisions (e.g. Kanter: 

1975). I n a d d i t i o n , s u b s t a n t i a l e f f o r t has been devoted to developing 

general mathematical models t h a t attempt to e x p l a i n the l e v e l o f ' t h e 

U.S. m i l i t a r y budget (e.g. Mowery, Karalet, and Creclne: 1980; 

Ostrun: 1978; and Padgett: 1980). Less but s t i l l s i g n i f i c a n t e f f o r t 

has been devoted t o a n a l y s i s of the e v o l u t i o n of U.S. s t r a t e g i c 

d o c t r i n e ; (e.g. Gaddis: 1982) one can assume th a t there has been an 

important r e l a t i o n s h i p between s t r a t e g i c d o c t r i n e and force posture. 

These studies have made u s e f u l c o n t r i b u t i o n s to knowledge about 

the determination of the United States m i l i t a r y force posture. Taken 

as supplements to Huntington's a n a l y s i s , they are valuable. Taken 

alone, however, they may appear — perhaps u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y — to have 

reached conclusions at variance w i t h Huntington's. Unlike Huntington's 

book, most of these s t u d i e s have concentrated .on one or a few aspects 

o f the process r a t h e r than on i t s e n t i r e t y . Their p a r t i a l explanations 

have sometimes been taken f o r comprehensive ones. Some s t u d i e s , 

s t r i v i n g f o r p r e c i s i o n and s t r e s s i n g q u a n t i t a t i v e a n a l y t i c a l 

techniques, have produced anomalous r e s u l t s t h a t ignore some of 

Huntington's s t r o n g l y documented conclusions. Whatever the 

e x p l a n a t i o n , l n c o n t r a s t to Huntington's m u l t l f a c e t e d and balanced 

e x p l a n a t i o n , the more recent studies could appear to have concluded 

t h a t domestic f a c t o r s — p r i n c i p a l l y p a r t i s a n s t r u g g l e s , o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
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momentum, bure a u c r a t i c p o l i t i c s , and the e f f o r t s of the n a t i o n a l 

government to manage the economy — have been the dominant determinants 

of the U.S. f o r c e posture and t h a t Soviet p o l i c i e s and m i l i t a r y e f f o r t s 

have had l i t t l e impact i n determining the l e v e l and type of m i l i t a r y 

f o r c e s t h a t the United States has had. 

This study draws from recent s c h o l a r s h i p , but u t i l i z e s 

Huntington's comprehensive a n a l y t i c a l framework,and attempts to b u i l d 

on h i s m u l t l f a c e t e d and balanced e x p l a n a t i o n . I t seeks and stresses 

the p r e c i s i o n of numerical analyses and uses s t a t i s t i c a l measures to 

t e s t the s t r e n g t h or l a c k of s t r e n g t h of a s s o c i a t i o n s among various 

f a c t o r s . I t r e t u r n s to Huntington's broad focus on U.S. p o l i t i c a l 

processes and goes f a r t h e r by g i v i n g g reater a t t e n t i o n to components 

beyond the personnel of the n a t i o n a l government I n Washington. I t 

asseses the impact of Soviet p o l i c i e s and m i l i t a r y s t r e n g t h , not by 

measuring the r e l a t i o n s h i p between changes i n the m i l i t a r y budgets of 

the two c o u n t r i e s , but — as Huntington d i d — by assuming t h a t the 

impact of Soviet p o l i c i e s and changes i n Soviet f o r c e l e v e l s on the 

U.S. force posture has been c o n d i t i o n e d by the f i l t e r o f U.S. p o l i t i c a l 

processes• 

The E v o l u t i o n of The U.S. M i l i t a r y Force Posture, 1946 - 1984 

Having a c l e a r p i c t u r e of the e v o l u t i o n of the U.S. M i l i t a r y 

Force Posture i n the period from 1946 to 1984 i s an e s s e n t i a l 

p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r examining the changes t h a t have occurred. Thus the 

f i r s t step i n the analysis i s to describe t h i s e v o l u t i o n i n broad 

terms. 

Annual T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l A u t h o r i t y (TOA) of the Department of 

Defense (DOD) provides a convenient s i n g l e measure of the o v e r a l l l e v e l 
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o f funds a v a i l a b l e f o r U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e s . I t i s not a p e r f e c t 

measure because, even a f t e r t a k i n g I n f l a t i o n i n t o account, the costs of 

personnel and equipment have increased over the years due to p o l i c y 

d e c i s i o n s s e t t i n g pay l e v e l s a t those of comparable c i v i l i a n jobs and 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l advances t h a t have made possible the development of. more 

complex and more expensive weapon systems. Because of these cost 

increases the number of people and the q u a n t i t y of equipment t h a t could 

be purchased w i t h a given amount of- budgetary a u t h o r i t y expressed i n 

constant d o l l a r s has d e c l i n e d . Nevertheless, TOA i s a convenient 

measure f o r roughly assessing broad trends. 

Figure 1 shows the TOA of the Department of Defense f o r F i s c a l 

Years (FYs) 1946 through 1984 i n both current and constant 1984 

d o l l a r s . [1] The c u r r e n t .dollar l i n e gives the Impression t h a t DOD's 

TOA s t a r t e d t o Increase i n FY 1950 and continued to increase v i r t u a l l y 

w i t h o u t i n t e r r u p t i o n through FY 1984. i f the e f f e c t s of i n f l a t i o n are 

taken i n t o account, the p i c t u r e i s considerably d i f f e r e n t . The 

constant d o l l a r l i n e i s one of peaks and v a l l e y s . I t shows a sharp 

d e c l i n e i n the TOA I n the years immediately a f t e r - W o r l d War I I , 

s i g n i f i c a n t increases and declines during the years of the 

U.S. Involvement I n and disengagement from the Korean and Vietnam wars, 

and f i n a l l y a s i g n i f i c a n t Increase t h a t s t a r t e d i n FY 1981. There are 

als o minor Increases s t a r t i n g i n FY 1955, FY 1961, and FY 1976. I n 

constant d o l l a r s , only i n the 1980s d i d the Department of Defense's TOA 

come near the peak of FY 1946 when the country was dem o b i l i z i n g a f t e r 

World War I I and th a t a t t a i n e d i n FY 1952 during the Korean War. 



Figure 1 About Here 

Several Important conclusions can be drawn simply from the data 

presented i n Figure 1. F i r s t , except f o r the U.S. m i l i t a r y buildup 

t h a t s t a r t e d i n FY 1981, the e x p l a n a t i o n f o r sharp changes i n l e v e l of 

U.S. m i l i t a r y forces i n the p e r i o d from 1946 to 1984 has c l e a r l y been 

involvement i n and disengagement from wars. Second, the United States 

di d make an adjustment i n the l e v e l of i t s m i l i t a r y f o r c e s , which 

Huntington described, as a consequence of the p o l i c i e s t h a t I t adopted 

a t the outset of the Cold War: the decisions t h a t put the U.S. on a 

course of attempting to c o n t a i n the Soviet Union through m i l i t a r y 

•deterrence and the decisions t h a t r e s u l t e d i n the i n c o r p o r a t i o n of 

nuclear weapons i n t o the United States arsenal. This can be seen i n 

the s i g n i f i c a n t d i f f e r e n c e i n the l e v e l of m i l i t a r y forces t h a t the 

United States maintained before and a f t e r the Korean War. Compare the 

l e v e l s of TOA i n the l a t e 1940s w i t h those i n the mid-1950s. T h i r d , 

a f t e r t h i s adjustment was made, w i t h the exception of the years of the 

Vietnam War, the l e v e l of funds a v a i l a b l e f o r U.S. m i l i t a r y forces was 

r e l a t i v e l y constant u n t i l the m i l i t a r y buildup of the 1980s began. 

An'other perspective on United States decisions about the l e v e l of 

funds t h a t would be a v a i l a b l e f o r i t s m i l i t a r y forces can be gained by 

examining the r e l a t i o n s h i p of Department of Defense's expenditures to 

the t o t a l expenditures of the f e d e r a l government, t o t a l p u b l i c spending 

( i . e . f e d e r a l , s t a t e , and l o c a l ) , and the U.S. gross n a t i o n a l product 

(GNP). Figure 2 shows these r e l a t i o n s h i p s . [2] I t I s s t r i k i n g t h a t 

a f t e r the peak t h a t occurred during the Korean War, DOD expenditures 

d e c l i n e d s t e a d i l y as a p r o p o r t i o n of a l l three aggregates u n t i l the 
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1980s w i t h only a b r i e f and s l i g h t i n t e r r u p t i o n during the Vietnam War. 

I n FY. 1946 DOD spending c o n s t i t u t e d almost 20 percent of the U.S. GNP, 

duri n g the Korean War i t rose again to 12 percent, by FY 1979 i t had 

f a l l e n to less than 5 percent. Even the m i l i t a r y b u i l d u p of the 1980s 

d i d not b r i n g DOD expenditures as a p r o p o r t i o n of U.S. GNP t o the 

l e v e l s t h a t e x i s t e d i n the period between the Korean and Vietnam wars. 

Figure 2 About Here 

I n the years since World War I I p u b l i c expenditures on s o c i a l 

w e l f a r e have increased s u b s t a n t i a l l y , e s p e c i a l l y s t a r t i n g i n the 

mid-1960s and c o n t i n u i n g through the 1970s. T o t a l governmental 

expenditures ( f e d e r a l , s t a t e , and l o c a l ) as a p r o p o r t i o n of GNP, 

however, have r i s e n only s l i g h t l y . I n 1960 government purchases of 

goods and services c o n s t i t u t e d 19.8 percent of the U.S. gross n a t i o n a l 

product. [3] I n 1980 they were only 20.4 percent of the U.S. GNP, even 

though d u r i n g t h i s 20 year p e r i o d the n o n - m i l i t a r y purchases of the 

f e d e r a l government had increased more than 7 times. The expansion of 

U.S. s o c i a l welfare expenditures during the 1960s and- 1970s was 

financed p r i m a r i l y by reducing the r e l a t i v e p r o p o r t i o n of the-

expenditures of the f e d e r a l government devoted to m i l i t a r y purposes 

r a t h e r than by i n c r e a s i n g taxes. 

The a c t u a l U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture, as opposed to a summary 

i n d i c a t o r of t h i s posture, c o n s i s t s of m i l i t a r y personnel and 

equipment. The T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l A u t h o r i t y of the Department of 

Defense, however, decermines the number of personnel t h a t can be 

supported and the amount of equipment t h a t can be purchased and 

maintained; thus the a c t u a l force posture i s a f u n c t i o n of TOA. 
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Consequently, the e v o l u t i o n of the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture r e f l e c t s 

the budgetary trends discussed above. 

Numbers of m i l i t a r y personnel, tanks, combat a i r c r a f t , and naval 

combat ships increased during the e a r l y stages and decreased during the 

l a t e r stages of the Korean and Vietnam Wars. As the Vietnam War wound 

down, these numbers dropped below those maintained before the United 

States became e x t e n s i v e l y involved i n Vietnam and decreased f u r t h e r 

u n t i l the process began to be reversed i n FY 1980 and FY 

1981. [4] There has been, however, a c e r t a i n s t a b i l i t y i n the number 

of Army and Marine Corps d i v i s i o n s t h a t the United States maintained. 

The United States had 19 d i v i s i o n s p r i o r to the Vietnam War, reduced 

t h i s number to 15 i n FY 1972, increased i t to 16 the f o l l o w i n g F i s c a l 

Year, and r a i s e d I t again to 19 i n FY 1977, where i t remained 

throughout the p e r i o d under c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

Trends w i t h respect to s t r a t e g i c d e l i v e r y v e h i c l e s and warheads 

are q u i t e d i f f e r e n t from the trends w i t h respect t o the other aspects 

of the U.S. m i l i t a r y f orce posture t h a t have been described .in the 

preceding paragraphs. The United States b u i l t up the number of 

s t r a t e g i c d e l i v e r y v e h i c l e s I n i t s i n v e n t o r y u n t i l i t reached a peak of 

2,350 i n F i s c a l Year 1965. By F i s c a l Year 1971 the number f e l l below 

2,000, and i t has s l o w l y declined since then, dropping below 1,900 i n 

FY 1984. The number of warheads, on the other hand, rose slowly u n t i l 

FY 1972, and then, as a consequence of the I n t r o d u c t i o n of m u l t i p l e 

independently-targeted r e e n t r y v e h i c l e s (MIRVS), i t jumped from 2,340 

to 7,976 i n FY 1977. I t has remained above 7,000 since then. 

Examining how the Department of Defense's T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l 

A u t h o r i t y has been a l l o c a t e d can u s e f u l l y supplement the d e s c r i p t i o n 

presented above of the e v o l u t i o n of the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture. 
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Figu r e 3 shows the shares of DOD's TOA a l l o c a t e d to the Army, the Navy, 

and the A i r Force. [ 5 ] The a l l o c a t i o n s to the three services always 

account f o r more than 90 percent of DOD's TOA. F l u c t u a t i o n s i n the 

shares of TOA th a t the services receive r e f l e c t , among other t h i n g s , 

changing s t r a t e g i c concepts. 

As Figure 3 shows, the Army's share o f DOD's TOA was sharply 

a f f e c t e d by the U.S. involvement i n the Korean and Vietnam wars. 

During the height of the Korean War, FY 1951 and FY 1952, the Army 

received the l a r g e s t share of TOA. During the Vietnam War the Army's 

share increased again, then as the war wound down, i t f e l l to what 

appears to be a peacetime normal l e v e l of about 25 percent or l e s s . 

The most s t r i k i n g f e a t u r e of the l i n e r epresenting the Navy's share i s 

t h e increase t h a t s t a r t e d i n FY 1970. From F i s c a l Year 1972, when — 

f o r the f i r s t time i n 25 years — the Navy's share reached the l e v e l 

t h a t i t had a t t a i n e d i n FY 1950, through F i s c a l Year 1983 the Navy 

received the l a r g e s t share of DOD's TOA. The A i r Force received the 

l a r g e s t share from FY 1953 through FY 1967. I t was during t h i s period 

t h a t nuclear weapons were being i n t e g r a t e d i n t o the U.S. ar s e n a l . The 

A i r Force did not r e c e i v e the l a r g e s t share again u n t i l FY 1984. Both 

the Navy and the A i r Force r e g u l a r l y receive more than 30 percent of 

DOD's TOA. 

Figure 3 About Here 

The Department o f Defense's T o t a l O b l l g a t i o n a l A u t h o r i t y can also 

be disaggregated according to major f o r c e programs. Figure 4 shows the 

amount of funds i n constant 1984 d o l l a r s a l l o c a t e d t o 5 of the 10 

ca t e g o r i e s that the DOD uses I n t h i s disaggregation: (1) S t r a t e g i c 
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Forces; (2) General Purpose Forces; (3) Research and Development; 

(4) Central Supply and Maintenance; and ( 5 ) T r a i n i n g , Medical, and 

Other General Personnel A c t i v i t i e s . [6] These 5 categories always 

account f o r more than 80 percent of DOD's TOA. 

Several observations can be made concerning the data summarized i n 

Figure 4. A l l f i v e categories were a f f e c t e d by the Korean and Vietnam 

wars. General Purpose Forces have always received the l a r g e s t share of 

DOD's TOA, even during the period when la r g e numbers of s t r a t e g i c 

nuclear weapons were introduced i n t o the U.S. arsenal. From FY 1961 

through FY 19-79 there has been a v i r t u a l l y steady decrease i n the 

absolute amount of money a l l o c a t e d to S t r a t e g i c Forces. Since the 

mid-1950s there has been a secular trend toward i n c r e a s i n g the absolute 

amount of money a l l o c a t e d , to Research and Development and T r a i n i n g , 

Medical, and Other General Personnel A c t i v i t i e s . 

Figure 4 About Here 

With t h i s rough d e s c r i p t i o n of the e v o l u t i o n of the U.S. M i l i t a r y 

f o r c e posture i n the period since 1946, we can t u r n to the task of 

attem p t i n g t o e x p l a i n the p o l i c y s h i f t s t h a t have shaped the course of 

the e v o l u t i o n . 

Factors C o n t r i b u t i n g t o Changes i n U.S. M i l i t a r y Force Levels 

From, the preceding d e s c r i p t i o n i t i s evident t h a t , except f o r the 

m i l i t a r y b uildup t h a t began i n F i s c a l Year 1981, the most s a l i e n t 

changes i n the l e v e l of U.S. m i l i t a r y forces have been the r e s u l t of 

U.S. involvement i n and disengagement from wars. With the exception of 

the m i l i t a r y b u i l d u p of the 1980s, the pronounced changes i n U.S. force 
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l e v e l s have been Che d e c l i n e a f t e r World War 11 and the increase and 

decrease i n connection w i t h the Korean and Vietnam wars. The other 

changes i n force l e v e l s , the s h o r t - l i v e d buildups t h a t began i n F i s c a l 

Years 1955, 1961, and 1976 and the secular d e c l i n e a t t r i b u t a b l e to the 

increased r e a l costs of personnel and equipment, are less s i g n i f i c a n t . 

Since i t i s not the purpose of t h i s a n a l y s i s to e x p l a i n U.S. decisions 

t o enter i n t o and leave wars, the most Important change i n force l e v e l s 

t h a t needs to be explained i s the m i l i t a r y buildup t h a t began I n F i s c a l 

Year 1981. 

How d i d the United States decide to undertake i t s m i l i t a r y b uildup 

o f the 1980s? The obvious e x p l a n a t i o n i s t h a t the 1980 e l e c t i o n 

brought to o f f i c e a p r e s i d e n t , Ronald Reagan, committed to pursuing a 

m i l i t a r y buildup. This commitment was a c e n t r a l f e a t u r e of Reagan's 

e l e c t o r a l campaign, and once e l e c t e d , he proceeded to f u l f i l l I t , 

proposing and gaining the adoption of sharply increased m i l i t a r y 

budgets. 

The-issue, however, i s more complicated than t h i s simple and basic 

e x p l a n a t i o n . Several questions a r i s e Immediately. What accounts f o r 

t h e d i f f e r e n c e between the 1980 p r e s i d e n t i a l e l e c t i o n and the preceding 

one i n 1976 when a candidate, Jimmy Carter, who was p u b l i c l y committed 

t o decreasing the' l e v e l of U.S. m i l i t a r y forces triumphed over the 

o t h e r major-party candidate, Gerald R. Ford, who i n c o n t r a s t was 

p u b l i c l y committed to increasing the l e v e l ? Even accepting the 

c o n v e n t i o n a l wisdom t h a t domestic economic issues are normally f a r more 

Important i n determining the outcome of p r e s i d e n t i a l e l e c t i o n s than 

f o r e i g n and i n t e r n a t i o n a l issues, i t would be u n l i k e l y t h a t such 

s h a r p l y opposed p o s i t i o n s on m i l i t a r y spending had no Impact on the 

e l e c t i o n s . Furthermore, a f t e r he.had been i n o f f i c e , President Carter 
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too became committed to a m i l i t a r y buildup,- so the issue i n the 1980 

e l e c t i o n was not whether there should be a m i l i t a r y b u i l d u p , but r a t h e r 

the pace and extent of such a b u i l d u p , w i t h Reagan arguing t h a t 

Carter's program was i n s u f f i c i e n t . What accounts f o r the change i n 

Carter's view and i n the p o s i t i o n of h i s a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ? 

One u n d e r l y i n g f a c t o r was a s h i f t I n U.S. p u b l i c o p i n i o n : the 

p u b l i c came to favor an increase i n m i l i t a r y spending and thus an 

increase i n U.S. m i l i t a r y force l e v e l s . Since 1950 the Gallup p o l l 

has p e r i o d i c a l l y asked respondents i f they f e l t t h a t the United States 

was spending too much, too l i t t l e or about the r i g h t amount on n a t i o n a l 

defense. Table 1 shows the r e s u l t s . Although the number of 

observations I s l i m i t e d and they are not i d e a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d over time, 

the data c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e trends. [7] One can i n f e r t h a t those who 

f e l t t h a t too l i t t l e was being spent on n a t i o n a l defense would favor an 

increase i n m i l i t a r y spending and those who f e l t t h a t too much was 

being spent would favor a decrease". Public r e v u l s i o n toward the 

Vietnam war t h a t manifested i t s e l f among other ways i n a strong d e s i r e 

to c ut m i l i t a r y spending i s obvious. Public sentiment I n favor of 

c u t t i n g the m i l i t a r y budget peaked i n 1969, and then declined s t e a d i l y 

u n t i l 1982 when i t began to r i s e again. I n p e r f e c t c o u n t e r p o i n t , 

p u b l i c sentiment f o r i n c r e a s i n g m i l i t a r y spending f e l l t o i t s lowest 

l e v e l I n 1969, then rose s t e a d i l y u n t i l i t reached a peak i n 1981 and 

then dropped back. As e a r l y as 1976 sentiment f a v o r i n g an increase i n 

m i l i t a r y spending had reached the l e v e l s t h a t I t had been a t i n 1953 

and 1960. D i f f e r e n t p o l l s and d i f f e r e n t questions have produced 

r e s u l t s t h a t , though they d i f f e r i n d e t a i l , show I d e n t i c a l t r e n d s . 

Throughout the 1970s there was a steady increase i n p u b l i c sentiment 

f a v o r i n g an increase i n m i l i t a r y spending. 
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Table 1 About Here 

There i s a strong r e l a t i o n s h i p between p u b l i c sentiment l n favor 

o f Increasing m i l i t a r y spending and increases i n the T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l 

A u t h o r i t y of the Department o f Defense. Using the p u b l i c o p i n i o n data 

displayed i n Table 1 and the c u r r e n t 1984 d o l l a r TOA data used I n the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n i n Figure 1, the Pearson product moment c o r r e l a t i o n * 

c o e f f i c i e n t between responses f a v o r i n g an Increase i n m i l i t a r y spending 

and percentage increases over the then c u r r e n t year's l e v e l i n DOD's 

TOA f o r the F i s c a l Year immediately f o l l o w i n g the date of the p o l l 

( I . e . the TOA adopted during the period of the p o l l ) I s .67 (n = 14, 

l e v e l of s i g n i f i c a n c e « .01). The Pearson c o r r e l a t i o n c o e f f i c i e n t 

between p u b l i c sentiment f a v o r i n g a decrease i n m i l i t a r y spending and 

percentage increases i n DOD's TOA i s -.51 ( n = 14, l e v e l of 

s i g n i f i c a n c e = .06). I n other words, over the years DOD's TOA has 

tended to go up when p u b l i c sentiment has favored an increase and down 

when pu b l i c sentiment favored a decrease. 

The whole process of determining the Department of Defense's l e v e l 

o f spending i s s e n s i t i v e to p u b l i c o p i n i o n . I n the 34 f i s c a l years f o r 

which data are a v a i l a b l e (FY 1950 through FY 1983) congress never 

appropriated e x a c t l y what the president and sec r e t a r y of defense 

requested, although f o r F i s c a l Year 1963 congress d i d appropriate 100 

percent of the request. [8] Congress appropriated more than the 

request f o r s i x f i s c a l years (FYs 1954, 1957, 1959, 1961, 1962, and 

1981) and less f o r the remaining f i s c a l years. The l e a s t t h a t congress 

a p p r o p r i a t e d was 88.2 percent of the request f o r F i s c a l Year 1953, the 

most was 102.6 percent f o r FY 1981, and the mean a p p r o p r i a t i o n was 97.2 



Table 1 

Pu b l i c Opinion Concern.ing M i l i t a r y Spending 

(Percentages) . 

Too L i t t l e 

Dates o f Survey (Increase) 

26.11 - 3 . I l l 1950 23 

2 6 . I l l - 3 1 . I l l 1950 63 

14.IX - 19.XI 1952 29 

1 5 . V I I I - 2 0 . V I I I 1953 22 

3 . I I - 7 . I I 1960 21 

10.VII - 15.VII 1969 • 8 

1 6 . I I - 19.11 1973 8 

21.IX - 24.IX 1973 13 

9.VI - 9.VI 1974 12 

30.1 - 2 . I I 1976 22 

8.VII - 11.VII 1977 27 

25.1 - 28.1 1980 49 

3 0 . I - 3 . I I 1981 51 

1 2 . I l l - 1 5 . I l l 1982 19 

5.XI - 8.XI 1982 16 

. Too Much 

About Right (Decrease) No Opinion 

44 15 18 

24 . 7 - 6 

25 26 20 

45 20 13 

45 18 16 

31 52 9 

40 42 10 

30 46 11 

32 44 12 

32 36 10 

40 23 10 

24 14 13 

22 15 12 

36 36 9 

31 ' 41 12 
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percent of the request. The Pearson c o r r e l a t i o n c o e f f i c i e n t s between 

congressional a p p r o p r i a t i o n as a percentage of the president's t o t a l 

request and sentiment during the period when the a p p r o p r i a t i o n would be 

considered i n congress f a v o r i n g an increase or a decrease i n m i l i t a r y 

spending are r e s p e c t i v e l y .63 ( n =» 13, l e v e l of s i g n i f i c a n c e «• .02) and 

-.72 ( n * 13, l e v e l of s i g n i f i c a n c e = .01). When there i s strong 

p u b l i c sentiment f o r greater m i l i t a r y spending the congress tends to 

respond by a p p r o p r i a t i n g a higher percentage of the president's 

request, and when there i s strong p u b l i c sentiment against m i l i t a r y 

spending congress appropriates a r e l a t i v e l y lower percentage. The 

- l a t t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s stronger than the former. The congressional 

a c t i o n i n a p p r o p r i a t i n g 102.6 percent of the president's request f o r 

F i s c a l Year 1981 i l l u s t r a t e s one aspect of t h i s phenomenon, that i n 

a p p r o p r i a t i n g 92.7 percent f o r FY 1970, the other. I n January of 1980, 

49 percent of the respondents i n the Gallup p o l l f e l t t h a t too l i t t l e 

was being spent on m i l i t a r y purposes; i n August 1969, 52 percent f e l t 

t h a t too much was being spent. Congressional a c t i o n , however, does not 

account f o r the s t r e n g t h of the a s s o c i a t i o n between p u b l i c o p i n i o n and 

the Department of Defense's spending i t merely magnifies the 

f l u c t u a t i o n s , because when p u b l i c sentiment favors an increase the 

pre s i d e n t ' s i n i t i a l request i s l a r g e r and the opposite i s also t r u e . 

I n view of the strong r e l a t i o n s h i p between p u b l i c opinion and the 

l e v e l of m i l i t a r y spending, given the steady increase d u r i n g the 1970s 

I n p u b l i c sentiment f a v o r i n g increased m i l i t a r y spending, one must 

q u e s t i o n why the m i l i t a r y b uildup t h a t s t a r t e d I n F i s c a l Year 1976 d i d 

not continue w i t h o u t i n t e r r u p t i o n , instead of being aborted and then 

resumed again I n FY 1981. I n c u r r e n t 1984 d o l l a r s DOD's TOAs f o r FY 

1978 and 1979 were less than f o r FY 1977, and th a t f o r FY 1980 was only 
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s l i g h t l y more than I percent above the FY 1977 l e v e l . The F i s c a l Year 

1978 budget was the f i r s t one f u l l y prepared by the Carter 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . I n e f f e c t President Carter f u l f i l l e d h is campaign 

pledge of reducing m i l i t a r y spending, though by the time t h a t t h i s 

occurred the r e d u c t i o n may have been more the consequence of 

underestimating i n f l a t i o n than consciously t r y i n g to cut the m i l i t a r y 

budget. 

One could, argue t h a t President Carter was elected i r r e s p e c t i v e of 

his p o s i t i o n , o n ' m i l i t a r y spending, other f a c t o r s were the dominant 

concerp of the e l e c t o r a t e , and t h a t h i s a d m i n i s t r a t i o n was out of tune 

w i t h p u b l i c sentiment concerning t h i s issue. There i s some evidence to 

support such a c o n t e n t i o n , though the evidence would support a broader 

argument to the e f f e c t t h a t n a t i o n a l leaders more g e n e r a l l y were out of 

tune w i t h p u b l i c sentiment. I n a p o l l conducted i n November 1978 f o r 

the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, the Gallup o r g a n i z a t i o n asked 

samples of the p u b l i c and of n a t i o n a l leaders the same questions. 

Thirty-two percent of the p u b l i c and 31 percent of the n a t i o n a l leaders 

favored increasing m i l i t a r y spending ( R I e l l y : 1979). Of those among 

the p u b l i c who were most informed about i n t e r n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s ( t h e 

" a t t e n t i v e p u b l i c " ) , 52 percent favored increasing m i l i t a r y spending. 

Morever, a much higher p r o p o r t i o n of the n a t i o n a l leaders than of the 

p u b l i c favored reducing m i l i t a r y spending, 28 percent as opposed to 16 

percent. The p u b l i c was more i n c l i n e d than n a t i o n a l leaders to f e e l 

t h a t the United States was f a l l i n g behind the Soviet Union m i l i t a r i l y : 

56 percent of the p u b l i c but only 39 percent of the n a t i o n a l leaders 

f e l t t h i s way. Again the gap between the " a t t e n t i v e p u b l i c " and 

n a t i o n a l leaders was even g r e a t e r : 72 percent of the a t t e n t i v e p u b l i c 

f e l t t h a t the United States was f a l l i n g behind. The data support an 
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i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t during the e a r l y years of the Carter a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

there was a d i f f e r e n c e between the views of the n a t i o n a l leadership and 

a t l e a s t the a t t e n t i v e p o r t i o n of the p u b l i c . They also show t h a t the 

deep d i v i s i o n s w i t h i n the n a t i o n a l l e a d e r s h i p (which has been 

thoroughly documented and analyzed by H o l s t i and Rosenau: 1984), were 

not as evident w i t h i n the p u b l i c . 

The Carter a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , however, may not have been out of tune 

w i t h the opinion o f the m a j o r i t y of i t s c o n s t i t u e n t s . Through the 

1950s Americans who i d e n t i f i e d themselves as Democrats tended to be 

more favorable' to m i l i t a r y spending than those who i d e n t i f i e d 

themselves as Republicans, but t h i s changed i n the 1960s, and by the 

1970s the s i t u a t i o n was reversed. Table 2 shows t h i s . Using data from 

most of the Gallup p o l l s l i s t e d i n Table 1, the numbers i n Table 2 

r e s u l t from s u b t r a c t i n g the percentage of i n d i v i d u a l s who i d e n t i f i e d 

themselves as Republicans t a k i n g a p a r t i c u l a r p o s i t i o n from the number 

o f Democrats who took the same p o s i t i o n : a p o s i t i v e number i n d i c a t e s 

t h a t more Democrats than Republicans took the p o s i t i o n and a negative 

number, the opposite. I n the 1970s and 1980s, Democrats have been 

considerably less favorable to m i l i t a r y spending than Republicans. 

They have also been more deeply d i v i d e d on the issue, but by January 

1980 even 45"percent of Democratic respondents to the Gallup p o l l f e l t 

too l i t t l e was being spent on the m i l i t a r y budget. When the Carter 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n d i d f i n a l l y request a sizeable r e a l budgetary increase 

f o r the Department of Defense, i t was a c t i n g accord w i t h i t s 

c o n s t i t u e n t s ' views as w e l l as those of a broader m a j o r i t y . There was 

cl o s e t o a n a t i o n a l consensus. 

Table 2 About Here 



Table 2 

Party I d e n t i f i e r s D i f f e r e n c e s Concerning M i l i t a r y Spending 

(Percentage of Democrats Minus Percentage of Republicans) 

Date Too Much Tod L i t t l e 

26.11 1950 -4 3 

2 6 . I l l . 1950 -4 8 

1 5 . V I I I 1953 -3 8 

2 . I l l 1960 1 9 

21. XI 1973 24 -3 

9. VI 1974 8 1 

30.1 1976 5 1 

8. V I I 1977 13 -13 

25.1 1980 10 -15 

30.1 1981 3 -4 

1 2 . I l l • 1982 25 -11 

5.XI 1982 17 -6 
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Thus f a r the a n a l y s i s has reached the u n s t a r t l i n g conclusion t h a t 

what the U.S. government has done w i t h respect to the l e v e l of 

U.S. m i l i t a r y forces has roughly been i n accord w i t h p u b l i c wishes. 

This pushes the quest f o r understanding the U.S. m i l i t a r y buildup of 

the 1980s to an a n a l y s i s of why p u b l i c sentiment toward m i l i t a r y 

spending changed, e s p e c i a l l y during the 1970s. 

I n p a r t , p u b l i c opinion responded to changes, i n the Soviet 

m i l i t a r y establishment. During the 1970s v i r t u a l l y a l l elements of the 

Soviet m i l i t a r y establishment expanded, p u b l i c sentiment i n the United 

States favoring an increase i n m i l i t a r y spending rose as t h i s expansion 

continued. Table 3 shows the Pearson product moment c o r r e l a t i o n 

c o e f f i c i e n t s between increases i n p u b l i c sentiment f o r more m i l i t a r y 

spending and increases i n various elements of the Soviet m i l i t a r y 

establishment. The c o r r e l a t i o n c o e f f i c i e n t s measure changes i n p u b l i c 

sentiment and i n the Soviet m i l i t a r y establishment i n the same year, 

b u t since the increase i n Soviet m i l i t a r y forces i n the 1970s was 

monotonic the r e l a t i o n s h i p s remain r e l a t i v e l y constant i f a one or two 

year lag i s b u i l t i n t o the a n a l y s i s to allow the p u b l i c time to absorb 

the changes i n the Soviet m i l i t a r y establishment. The r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between numbers of Soviet nuclear warheads and f e e l i n g s t h a t too l i t t l e 

was being spent on the U.S. m i l i t a r y establishment i s the strongest 

( i n f a c t , i t i s almost unbelievably s t r o n g ) , but three of the other 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s are also s t a t i s t i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t . To show the 

importance of the r e l a t i o n s h i p , t a k i n g one of the aspects of Soviet 

m i l i t a r y power, personnel, a l e a s t squares regression using i t as the 

independent v a r i a b l e and p u b l i c sentiment favoring an increase i n 

m i l i t a r y spending y i e l d s an R square of .45 (n=10, l e v e l of 
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s i g n i f i c a n c e => .04). In other words, i t explains almost h a l f of the 
variance. 

Table 3 About Here 

As i s c l e a r from t h i s a n a l y s i s , there i s not a p e r f e c t connection 

between respondents' views of the d i s t r i b u t i o n of m i l i t a r y power and 

and t h e i r f e e l i n g s about m i l i t a r y spending. While most respondents i n 

the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations 1978 p o l l (69 percent) who 

f e l t t h a t the United States was f a l l i n g behind m i l i t a r i l y f e l t too 

l i t t l e was being spent on m i l i t a r y purposes, some f e l t t h a t m i l i t a r y 

spending should be kept at the same l e v e l and others f e l t t h a t i t 

should be reduced. There was also a d i v i s i o n of views among those who 

b e l i e v e d t h a t the United States was not f a l l i n g behind. The p u b l i c ' s 

views about m i l i t a r y issues, though obviously less w e l l Informed, are 

no l e s s complex than those of the experts. Some members of the p u b l i c 

would seem to belong to the minimum d e t e r r e n t school of thought, e i t h e r 

because they b e l i e v e a minimum d e t e r r e n t i s completely adequate or 

because they b e l i e v e t h a t there are s u f f i c i e n t high p r i o r i t y 

n o n - m i l i t a r y purposes to which p u b l i c funds should be a l l o c a t e d t h a t 

they are w i l l i n g to bear whatever r i s k s a minimum d e t e r r e n t s t r a t e g y 

may e n t a i l . The connection between respondents' views about the 

d i s t r i b u t i o n of m i l i t a r y power and t h e i r f e e l i n g s about m i l i t a r y 

spending became even less t i g h t i n the 1980s a f t e r the U.S m i l i t a r y 

b u i l d u p had begun; i n 1982 only 37 percent of those who thought that 

the Soviet Union was ahead m i l i t a r i l y f e l t t h a t m i l i t a r y spending 

should be increased ( R i e l l y : 1983, p. 29). 

Public opinion appears to have been even more s e n s i t i v e t o 



Table 3 

Trends i n Public Opinion and the Soviet M i l i t a r y Establishment 

. ' (n=8) 

Pearson 
Element of the 
Soviet M i l i t a r y Establishment 

C o r r e l a t i o n 
C o e f f i c i e n t 

Level of. 
S i g n i f i c a n c e 

Personnel .76 .03 

D i v i s i o n s .85 .01 

Tanks .51 .19 

A i r c r a f t .64 .09 

Naval Vessels .56 .15 

S t r a t e g i c D e l i v e r y Vehicles ' .52 .19 

Warheads .99 .00 

(Pearson c o r r e l a t i o n c o e f f i c i e n t s between increases i n percentages 
of responses t h a t too l i t t l e was being spent on m i l i t a r y purposes 
and increases i n elements of the Soviet m i l i t a r y establishment) 
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t e l e v i s i o n treatment of the Soviet m i l i t a r y establishment than to 

a c t u a l changes i n most of the components of t h i s establishment; i t 

would be d i f f i c u l t i f not Impossible to achieve a s t a t i s t i c a l measure 

of a s s o c i a t i o n t i g h t e r than t h a t shown i n Table'3 between sentiment 

f a v o r i n g Increased m i l i t a r y spending and the number of Soviet nuclear 

warheads. The t e l e v i s i o n archive of V a n d e r b i l t U n i v e r s i t y has indexed 

the contents of the ABC, CBS, and NBC evening news broadcasts s t a r t i n g 

i n the l a t e 1960s and c o n t i n u i n g to the present. A l e a s t squares 

regression w i t h the number of hews broadcasts t h a t i n d i c a t e d t h a t the 

Soviet Union had a m i l i t a r y lead over the United States as the 

independent v a r i a b l e and sentiment t h a t too l i t t l e was being spent on 

m i l i t a r y purposes y i e l d s an R sguare of .71 (n=10, l e v e l of 

s i g n i f i c a n c e = .00). This regression explains more than 70 percent of 

the variance. I f the number of meetings held at the Council on Foreign 

Relations devoted to discussions of the Soviet-American m i l i t a r y 

balance i s added as a second independent v a r i a b l e the R square i s 

increased to .84 (n=9, l e v e l o f . s i g n i f i c a n c e = .00). This equation 

explains a l l but 16 percent of the variance. Presumably, discussions 

w i t h i n the Council engage o p i n i o n leaders and I n t h i s way have a r i p p l e 

e f f e c t on broader p u b l i c o p i n i o n . 

During the 1970s various i n t e r e s t g r o u p s — n o t a b l e among them the 

second Committee on the Present Danger—formed to promote the cause of 

Increased m i l i t a r y spending (Wells: 1981). Though i t i s d i f f i c u l t to 

demonstrate s t a t i s t i c a l l y , such groups c l e a r l y had a d i r e c t and an 

I n d i r e c t impact i n rousing p u b l i c concern about the Soviet m i l i t a r y 

b u i l d u p . The Department of Defense also made e f f o r t s d uring the 1970s 

to improve i t s p u b l i c image (Korb: 1979). 

One possible way of viewing the United States p o l i t i c a l system 
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would have i n t e r e s t groups and prominent i n d i v i d u a l s being the f i r s t t o 

note and become concerned about developments abroad; these groups and 

i n d i v i d u a l s would then s t i m u l a t e the media to c a l l a t t e n t i o n to the 

developments; media treatment would lead to a change i n p u b l i c 

o p i n i o n ; and the change i n p u b l i c o p i n i o n would lead u l t i m a t e l y to a 

change I n government p o l i c y . The data presented thus f a r would seem t o 

be co n s i s t e n t w i t h t h i s view of the American p o l i t y . I t i s impossible, 

however, to f i n d a s t a t i s t i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

changes i n components of the Soviet m i l i t a r y establishment and 

discussions on the three major networks evening news broadcasts of a 

Soviet m i l i t a r y f o r c e s . One reason i s t h a t w h i l e the Soviet m i l i t a r y 

b u i l d u p has been monotonic, and has continued i n t o the 1980s, 

discussions of t h i s issue on the evening news broadcasts have been 

sporadic, and they dropped o f f i n the 1980s. This i s also t r u e of 

discussions a t the Council on Foreign R e l a t i o n s . The a c t i v i t i e s of 

i n t e r e s t groups, l i k e the Second Committee on the Present Danger, also 

dropped o f f i n the 1980s. Many of the most important members of the 

committee accepted p o s i t i o n s i n the Reagan a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . 

This a n a l y s i s must be i n t e r p r e t e d c a u t i o u s l y because i t i s based 

on a l i m i t e d number of cases. Nevertheless, i t s t r o n g l y suggests t h a t : 

( 1 ) the l e v e l of U.S. m i l i t a r y forces i s r e l a t i v e l y s e n s i t i v e to 

p u b l i c o p i n i o n ; (2) t h a t p u b l i c opinion i s s e n s i t i v e to the l e v e l of 

Soviet m i l i t a r y f orces; and (3) t h a t t e l e v i s i o n and op i n i o n leaders 

e x e r c i s e a strong e f f e c t i n mediating t h i s s e n s i t i v i t y . The e f f e c t on 

p u b l i c o p i n i o n and media coverage of Soviet actions I n f o r e i g n a f f a i r s , 

as opposed to the l e v e l of Soviet m i l i t a r y f o r c e s , has not yet been 

I n v e s t i g a t e d . I t may be t h a t Soviet actions s t r o n g l y shape the way i n 

which t e l e v i s i o n and op i n i o n leaders play t h e i r mediating r o l e . 
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As a f i n a l comment on the f a c t o r s determining the l e v e l of U.S. 

m i l i t a r y f o r c e s , there i s no r e l a t i o n s h i p between increases i n the 

l e v e l of m i l i t a r y spending and e l e c t o r a l s t r a t e g y . There i s no 

evidence to support a claim t h a t the f e d e r a l government increases 

m i l i t a r y spending so as to improve economic c o n d i t i o n s i n e l e c t i o n 

years,. 

Factors Shaping the A l l o c a t i o n of DOD's TOA 

I n determining the United States m i l i t a r y force posture a second 

issue beyond how much force to have, and one th a t I s equally important, 

i s what type of f o r c e . I f p u b l i c o p i n i o n has been a major f a c t o r 

a f f e c t i n g the l e v e l of U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e s , i t has had a less obvious 

r o l e i n d e f i n i n g the composition of these f o r c e s . The n a t i o n a l 

government, and w i t h i n the n a t i o n a l government the executive branch, 

appears to have had the gre a t e s t impact on the type of m i l i t a r y forces 

t h a t the United States has had. 

Although i n the period since the end of World War I I congress has 

never appropriated e x a c t l y what the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n requested, the 

changes t h a t i t has made have h a r d l y ever been such as to fundamentally 

r e s t r u c t u r e the U.S. m i l i t a r y establishment according to i t s r a t h e r 

than the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s v i s i o n of the type of forces t h a t the United 

States should have (Korb: . 1973). There have been occasions when 

congressinal o p p o s i t i o n to c e r t a i n major weapon systems such as the 

a n t i - b a l l i s t i c m i s s i l e have forced the executive to abandon elements of 

.force t h a t i t at l e a s t at t h a t time sought, but these represent 

exceptional r a t h e r than usual a c t i o n s . Congress of course may have had 

an a n t i c i p a t e d e f f e c t i n t h a t executive requests may have been shaped 

w i t h Congressional views i n mind. 



22 

The l i m i t e d impact o f congressional decisions i s almost Inherent 

i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the magnitude of I t s actions and the 

magnitude of changes i n the Department of Defense's T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l 

A u t h o r i t y . For the 34 f i s c a l years f o r which appropriate data are 

a v a i l a b l e the mean value of the congressional a p p r o p r i a t i o n as a 

percentage of the president's request I s 97.2 percent; t h a t i s , the 

average congressional a c t i o n was to cut the request by 2.8 percent. 

The mean value of the change I n DOD's TOA during these years was a 10.2 

percent Increase. I f the years of the Korean and Vietnam wars are 

excluded ( n = 14), congress on the average (mean) i n the non-war years 

( n = 20) appropriated 98.0 percent of the president's request while 

DOD's TOA increased by an average.of 2.83 percent. I n about t w o - t h i r d s 

o f the years, the magnitude of the congressional a c t i o n was less than 

the magnitude of the change i n DOD's TOA. Furthermore, congressional 

changes are spread across the e n t i r e m i l i t a r y budget, not concentrated 

i n p a r t i c u l a r s e c t i o n s . Although congress f r e q u e n t l y reduces 

procurement Items, i t u s u a l l y does so by extending the period of 

purchase of p a r t i c u l a r weapon systems r a t h e r than reducing the absolute 

q u a n t i t y to be purchased. 

John L. Gaddis has noted t h a t major changes i n U.S. s t r a t e g i c 

concepts have g e n e r a l l y come w i t h changes i n ad m i n i s t r a t i o n s (Gaddis: 

1982), and one would expect changes i n s t r a t e g i c concepts to have had 

an impact on the type of m i l i t a r y forces t h a t an a d m i n i s t r a t i o n would 

seek. Analysis of DOD's TOA during the period since World War I I 

demonstrates t h a t d i f f e r e n t a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have i n f a c t sought and 

obtained somewhat d i f f e r e n t types of m i l i t a r y forces. The q u a l i f y i n g 

a d j e c t i v e "somewhat" i s important because any human and t e c h n i c a l 

s t r u c t u r e as l a r g e and complex as the U.S. m i l i t a r y force posture can 
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be changed only s l o w l y . Nevertheless, a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have sought to 

change and have succeeded i n changing the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture 

d u r i n g t h e i r tenure i n o f f i c e . The d i r e c t i o n s of these changes are 

s y s t e m a t i c a l l y r e l a t e d to the party of "the president. There are 

systematic d i f f e r e n c e s between the s t r a t e g i c preferences of Democratic 

and Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s . 

Annual change i n the Department of Defense's T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l 

A u t h o r i t y provides a standard against which changes i n a l l o c a t i o n s of 

DOD's TOA according to various disaggregation's can be measured. The 

mean value of the annual change i n DOD's TOA ( c a l c u l a t e d i n constant 

1984 d o l l a r s ) from F i s c a l Year 1946 through F i s c a l Year 1983 was a 3,3 

percent increase. The mean value of the change during the years when 

Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s were i n power ( n = 22 ) was a 6.7 percent 

increase. During the years of Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s ( n = 17) i t 

was a 1.0 percent decrease. These averages, however, are s t r o n g l y 

a f f e c t e d by the f a c t t h a t the United States became i n v o l v e d i n 'the 

Korean and Vietnam wars when Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s were I n power 

and withdrew from these wars when Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s were i n 

power. Getting i n t o and out of wars has had a strong Impact on DOD's 

TOA and on a l l o c a t i o n s of the TOA, as was demonstrated i n Figures 1, 3, 

and 4. I n searching f o r normal tendencies i t i s appr o p r i a t e to exclude 

from the analysis the f i s c a l years when DOD's TOA was s t r o n g l y a f f e c t e d 

by World War I I and the Korean and Vietnam wars ( n 3 17 ) . During the 

non-war f i s c a l years ( n =» 22) the mean change I n DOD's TOA was a 3.4 

percent increase. For these years the mean change during Democratic 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s ( n => 12 ) was a 2.4 percent increase, w h i l e t h a t 

d u r i n g Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s ( n = 10) was a 4.5 percent increase. 

.In non-war years, Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have been i n c l i n e d t o 
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increase DOD's TOA more than Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s , though both 

have on the average obtained increases. The mean values of changes i n 

non-war f i s c a l years f o r the sev e r a l post-World War I I administration's 

a r e : Truman 3.9 percent ( n - 2 ) ; Elsenhower, 2.0 percent ( n - 7 ) ; • 

Kennedy, 1.2 percent ( n - 3 ) ; Johnson, -3.2 percent ( n = 1); Ford, 

4.3 percent ( u • 2 ) ; Carter, 3.1 percent ( n - 4 ) ; and-Reagan, 

10.3 percent ( n = 3 ) . A l l of the f i s c a l years that occurred during 

t h e Nixon a d m i n i s t r a t i o n were a f f e c t e d by the Vietnam war. 

Table 4 shows the mean value of the annual percentage changes i n 

a l l o c a t i o n s of TOA ( i n constant 1984 d o l l a r s ) to the three services 

d u r i n g non-war years under Democratic and Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s . 

[ 9 ] Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have given the l a r g e s t percentage 

increases to the Army, and i n terms of favorableness of treatment 

according to t h i s measure they have ranked the serv i c e s : Army, A i r 

Force, Navy. Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s , i n c o n t r a s t , have given most 

fa v o r a b l e treatment to the A i r Force, and have ranked the serv i c e s : 

•Air Force,' Navy, Army. As Table 5 shows, the budget preferences of the 

Carter and Reagan a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have been i n accord w i t h the 

t r a d i t i o n s of t h e i r p a r t i e s . 

Tables 4 and 5 About Here 

One of the explanations f o r the d i f f e r e n t way i n which Democratic 

and Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have t r e a t e d the services i s that they 

appear to have had d i f f e r e n t preferences w i t h respect to s t r a t e g i c 

concepts. This can be seen by comparing the mean values o f percentage 

changes i n a l l o c a t i o n s of TOA t o the f i v e major force programs included 

i n Figure 4 above: ( 1 ) S t r a t e g i c Forces; (2) General Purpose Forces; 



Table 4 

Mean Annual Changes i n Service A l l o c a t i o n s of TOA During Non-War 

Years of Democratic and Republican A d m i n i s t r a t i o n s 

(percentage change) 

Democratic Republican 
(n=12) (n=10) 

Service 

TOA 2.4 4.5 

Array 3.5 .6 

Navy 1.2 5.3 

A i r Force 2.2 7.7 



Table 5 

Mean Annual Changes i n Service A l l o c a t i o n s of TOA During the 

Carter and Reagan A d m i n i s t r a t i o n s 

(percentage change) 

Carter Reagan 
(n=4) (n=3) 

Service 

TOA 3.1 10.3 

Army 3.6 9.2 

Navy 2.1 9.4 

A i r Force 3.1 15.2 
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(3) Research and Development; (4) Central Supply and Maintenance; and 

(5) T r a i n i n g , Medical,and Other General Personnel A c t i v i t i e s . Table 6 

contains t h i s comparison. [10] Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have 

stressed General Purpose Forces, and even though the annual mean 

increase under Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s i s only 4.1 percent, because 

these forces have always received the l a r g e s t share of DOD's TOA, the 

absolute amount of the increase has been s u b s t a n t i a l . Republican 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s have stressed S t r a t e g i c Forces. .There i s also a 

co n t r a s t between the rank order of "the f i v e programs i n terms of 

favorableness of treatment measured by mean annual percentage change i n 

a l l o c a t i o n of TOA. Under Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s the rank order has 

been: Research and Development;. General Purpose Forces; T r a i n i n g , 

Medical, and Other General Personnel A c t i v i t i e s ; Central Supply and 

Maintenance; and S t r a t e g i c Forces. Under Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s 

i t has been: S t r a t e g i c Forces; Research and Development; General 

Purpose Forces; Central Supply and Maintenance; and T r a i n i n g , 

Medical, and Other General Personnel A c t i v i t i e s . Table 7 shows t h a t 

Reagan.administration has acted l n accord w i t h the general tendencies 

of Republican a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s . With the exception of i t s low ranking 

of Research and Development, the Carter a d m i n i s t r a t i o n also acted l n 

accord w i t h the general tendencies of Democratic a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s . 

Tables 6 and 7 About Here 

Various explanations suggest themselves w i t h respect to the 

markedly d i f f e r e n t treatment of the a l l o c a t i o n of the Department of 

Defense's T o t a l O b l i g a t i o n a l A u t h o r i t y under Democratic and Republic 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s . When the Eisenhower and Nixon a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s came t o 



Table 6 

Mean Annual Changes i n Major Force Program A l l o c a t i o n s of TOA 

During Non-War Years o f Democratic and Republican A d m i n i s t r a t i o n s 

tpercentage changes) 

Major Force Program 

TOA 

S t r a t e g i c Forces 

General Purpose Forces 

Research and Development 

Ce n t r a l Supply and Maintenance 

T r a i n i n g , Medical, and other 
General Personnel A c t i v i t i e s 

Democratic 
(n=12) 

2.4 • 

-1.8 

4.1 

4.3 

1.6 

3.6 

Republican 
(n=10) 

4.5 

16.2 

3.0 

-10.9 

-.2 

-.4 



Table 7 

Mean Annual Changes i n Major Force Program A l l o c a t i o n s of TOA 

During the Carter and Reagan A d m i n i s t r a t i o n s 

Major Force Program 

TOA 

St r a t e g i c Forces 

General Purpose Forces 

Research and Development 

Central Supply and 
Maintenance 

T r a i n i n g , Medical, and 
Other General Personnel 
A c t i v i t i e s 

Carter 
(n=4) 

3.1 

-2.0 

5.7 

.8 

1.6 

2.1 

Reagan 
(n=3) 

10.3 

25.8 

10.7 

13.0 

8.5 

3.7 
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power the United States was i n v o l v e d i n unpopular land wars i n Asia. 

Each a d m i n i s t r a t i o n attempted to e x t r i c a t e the United States from the . 

war and to reformulate U.S. s t r a t e g i c d o c t r i n e and the m i l i t a r y f o r c e 

posture so as to minimize the p o t e n t i a l i t y of becoming involved i n a 

s i m i l a r i m b r o g l i o (Gaddis: 1982, Litwak: 1984). Emphasizing Srategic 

Forces — and the A i r Force and the Navy — was a c o r o l l a r y of the 

s t r a t e g i c concepts t h a t they adopted, as was s t r e s s i n g research and 

development. Stand-away deterrence i s also more in. accord w i t h the 

f o r e i g n p o l i c y t r a d i t i o n s of the Republican p a r t y than a s t r a t e g y t h a t 

could envisage extensive m i l i t a r y involvement outside of the Western 

hemisphere. Both explanations r a i s e the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t decisions 

concerning the type of m i l i t a r y forces t h a t the United States would 

have also may have been s e n s i t i v e to p u b l i c o p i n i o n g e n e r a l l y and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y to the o p i n i o n of the adherents among the p u b l i c of the 

p a r t y i n c o n t r o l of the executive branch, as decisions concerning the 

l e v e l of U.S. m i l i t a r y forces appear to have been. 

P o l i t i c a l Processes, P o l i c y Changes, Deterrence, and War 

This analysis has suggested t h a t the American p u b l i c has played a 

major r o l e l n shaping the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture, p a r t i c u l a r l y the 

l e v e l of U.S. f o r c e s , but perhaps the type of forces as w e l l . I t has 

a l s o suggested t h a t the changes i n the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture, 

other than those t h a t have r e s u l t e d from involvement i n and 

disengagement from wars, have been a r e a c t i o n to developments abroad, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y changes I n the m i l i t a r y c a p a b i l i t i e s of the Soviet Union 

and probably also Soviet a c t i o n s , and t h a t perceptions of these 

developments have been mediated by U.S. p o l i t i c a l processes, e s p e c i a l l y 

communication flows. 
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The evidence i s strong t h a t f o r the non-war years since World War 

I I t h i s i s the dominant explanation f o r changes i n the U.S. m i l i t a r y 

f o r c e posture. O r g a n i z a t i o n a l and b u r e a u c r a t i c momentum and p o l i t i c s 

may have had an impact but they have not been the dominant f a c t o r s 

e x p l a i n i n g changes i n the l e v e l and types of forces. Nor do the 

changes seem to have been d r i v e n by attempts at macro-economic 

management of the U.S. economy. Such f a c t o r s as these may have pushed 

the l e v e l of forces higher than some might t h i n k i t needed to be or 

pushed i t i n one d i r e c t i o n or another w i t h respect to the type of 

forces included, but they have not been the major determinants. 

This i s not to argue t h a t the U.S. m i l i t a r y f o r c e posture has been 

p e r f e c t l y s u i t e d to U.S. s e c u r i t y needs. I t may or may not have been 

app r o p r i a t e . There i s no way t h a t t h i s can be determined w i t h complete 

o b j e c t i v i t y . Any judgement about-the appropriateness of U.S. m i l i t a r y 

f o r c e s would i n v o l v e judgements about the p r o b a b i l i t y of t h r e a t s to 

U.S. i n t e r e s t s , the importance of p r o t e c t i n g these i n t e r e s t s , and the 

l i k e l i h o o d of d i f f e r e n t courses of a c t i o n warding o f f the t h r e a t s , as 

w e l l as determinations about w i l l i n g n e s s to take the r i s k s Involved i n 

and bear the costs connected w i t h these d i f f e r e n t courses of a c t i o n . 

There i s no consensus w i t h i n the United States on any of these matters; 

a l l are subject to debate. At any given time,, i f t h i s a n a l y s i s i s 

" v a l i d , the U.S. m i l i t a r y force posture r e f l e c t s the outcome of the 

debate. 

The U.S. m i l i t a r y b uildup of the 1980s would seem t o be a r e a c t i o n 

sought by the American p u b l i c to what the p u b l i c perceived as a Soviet 

m i l i t a r y buildup during the 1970s. The a n a l y s i s says nothing about the 

f a c t o r s t h a t lead to the Soviet m i l i t a r y b u ildup, though I n view of the 

f a c t t h a t , w i t h the exception of numbers of warheads, d u r i n g the 1970s 
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U.S. m i l i t a r y forces d e c l i n e d , w h i l e Soviet forces increased, i t i s 

d i f f i c u l t to see how the Soviet buildup could have been a response to a 

U.S. buildup. I t i s arguable t h a t the Soviet m i l i t a r y b u i l d u p , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y of s t r a t e g i c d e l i v e r y v e h i c l e s and warheads, during the 

1970s was a response to e a r l i e r U.S. a c t i o n s (Ward: 1984). I t I s 

d i f f i c u l t , however, to extend t h i s a n a l y s i s to conventional elements of 

m i l i t a r y power, and the argument cannot f u l l y e x p l a i n why the Soviet 

Union surpassed the number of s t r a t e g i c d e l i v e r y vehicles t h a t the 

United States'had. Soviet m i l i t a r y programs appear to have had t h e i r 

own momentum (Holloway: 1983). Given the general unwillingness of the 

U.S. p u b l i c to contemplate a c t u a l l y using m i l i t a r y force and engaging 

i n war (see R i e l l y : 1979 and 1983) i t would seem t h a t the p u b l i c views 

the buildup p r i m a r i l y I n terms of enhancing deterrence r a t h e r than 

preparing to engage i n war. 

H i s t o r y has demonstrated, however, t h a t m i l i t a r y b uildups, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y those t h a t r e s u l t i n intense arms races, can be dangerous. 

H i s t o r y has also demonstrated t h a t not having m i l i t a r y f o r c e adequate 

t o ensure deterrence can be e q u a l l y dangerous. Any e f f o r t to ensure 

t h a t the c u r r e n t U.S. m i l i t a r y b u i l d u p does not c a t a s t r o p h i c a l l y s p i r a l -

out of c o n t r o l but also to ensure t h a t the U.S. m i l i t a r y force posture 

provides adequate deterrence w i l l have to take account of the f a c t o r s 

t h a t appear to shape the U.S. m i l i t a r y force posture. The debate about 

t h e f o r c e posture i s not one t h a t engages only a narrow band of 

e x p e r t s , or a broader group of elected and appointed o f f i c i a l s ; i t i s 

r a t h e r one t h a t deeply engages the e n t i r e United States p o l i t y , as 

indeed i t should. 
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Notes 

*This paper i s based on work that I d i d during the period from 

January through August 1984 when I was p r i v i l e g e d to be a Fellow i n the 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l S e c u r i t y Studies Program of the Woodrow Wilson 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Center f o r Scholars. I am g r a t e f u l f o r the o p p o r t u n i t y 

t h a t the f e l l o w s h i p provided. Lydia Enochs, Merle Feldbaum, Todd 

Mathers, Barbara Opal, Michael Rothman, Constantine S i r i g o s , and Cindy 

Zimmerman a l l helped w i t h the" preparation of the s t a t i s t i c a l data used 

i n the a n a l y s i s . Barbara Opal also.prepared the f i n a l manuscript, and 

Merle Feldbaum prepared the f i g u r e s . I very much appreciate the 

assistance of each of these i n d i v i d u a l s . 

1. The data used i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Figure 1 are taken from: 

USA, Department of Defense, O f f i c e of the A s s i s t a n t Secretary of 

Defense ( C o m p t r o l l e r ) , National Defense Budget Estimates f o r FY 1984 

(Washington, D.C.: DOD, March 1983), Table 6-1, pp. 58-60. 

2. The data used i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Figure 2 are taken from: 

USA, DOD, N a t i o n a l Defense Budget Estimates f o r FY 1984, Table 7-8, 

p.98. 

3. These c a l c u l a t i o n s are based on data taken from: USA, Council 

of Economic Advisers, Economic Report of the President (Washington, 

D.C: GPO, 1984), Table B-1, pp. 220-221. 

4. The data on U.S. and Soviet m i l i t a r y personnel and equipment 

used i n t h i s a nalysis are taken from the annual volumes of the 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l I n s t i t u t e f o r S t r a t e g i c Studies, The M i l i t a r y Balance 

(London: IISS, 1961 - 1984). 

5. The data used i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Figure 3 are taken from 

USA, DOD, N a t i o n a l Defense Budget Estimates f o r FY 1984, Table 6-5, pp. 
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66-68. 

6. The data used i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Figure 4 are taken from 

USA, DOD, National Defense Budget Estimates f o r FY 1984, Table 6-3, 

p. 62. The other 5 categories are: (1) I n t e l l i g e n c e and 

Communications; (2) A i r l i f t and S e a l i f t ; ( 3 ) Guard and Reserve 

Forces; (4) A d m i n i s t r a t i o n and Associated A c t i v i t i e s ; and (5) Support 

of Other Nations. 

7. The data used I n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Table I are taken from 

the published r e p o r t s of the Gallup p o l l s : George H; Gallup, The 

Gallup P o l l s : P u b l i c Opinion, 1935-1971; 1972-1977; 1978; 1979; 1980; 

1981 (Washington, D.C.: Scholarly Resources I n c . , 1972, 1978, 1979, 

1980, 1981, 1982). 

8. The data on which the statements concerning congressional 

a c t i o n w i t h respect to DOD requests are based are taken from: USA, 

Department of Defense, O f f i c e of the A s s i s t a n t Secretary of Defense 

( C o m p t r o l l e r ) , "DOD Basic Budgetary A u t h o r i t y , President's Budget 

Request, Supplementary Requests, Congressional A c t i o n and 

A p p r o p r i a t i o n , FY 1950 through 1985," (Washington, D.C.: DOD, February 

1984; FAD-809). 

9. The data used I n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Table 4 are taken from 

USA, DOD, N a t i o n a l Defense Budget Estimates f o r FY 1984, Table 6-5, pp. 

66-68. 

10. The data used i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of Table 6 are taken from 

USA, DOD, N a t i o n a l Defense Budget Estimates f o r FY 1984, Table 6-3, p. 

62. 
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