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RECORDING CARCERAL LANDSCAPES

The phrase ñPrison Industrial Complexò recalls the phrase 
ñMilitary Industrial Complex.ò As far as I know, President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower coined the term ñMilitary Industrial 
Complexò in 1961 during his farewell speech as he was leav-
ing ofýce. In that speech, Eisenhower warned the country of 
a rising Military Industrial Complex, which he described as 
being a great danger to the country. Can you tell us a little bit 
about this ñMilitary Industrial Complex?ò

Eisenhower was a general in the Army for his entire adult ca-
reer, other than his eight years as President, so he had a deep 
sense of the relationship between the military and politics. He 
could see that in the aftermath of World War II, the military 
had become extremely powerful in American politics. 

Whenever I reþect on this, Iôm surprised that the militaryôs 
newfound political power worried him so much, but it did. 
It worried him for a few reasons. First, he saw that the na-
tional economy was becoming guided by big military con-
tractors. This also meant that the Pentagon was only going 
to rise with its power relative to other agencies. Remember 
that Eisenhower was a Republican, he wasnôt a big-government kind 
of guy. He believed in free-enterprise. It wasnôt that he was worried 
about what the Pentagon was doing in terms of squeezing the welfare 
state to death. Instead, Eisenhower was worried that the combination 
of the welfare state and the Pentagon would kill the entrepreneurial 

spirit that he thought made America great. He worried that our soci-
ety and economy would become dependent on these huge amounts 
of government and military spending.

By the time Eisenhower delivered his farewell speech, the military 
was already receiving a huge chunk of the governmentôs annual bud-
get. Because of that, it had become responsible for a large part of the 
nationôs economy. In Eisenhowerôs view, that meant that the broad 
range of possibilities that he imagined (however sentimentally) made 

America great would be restricted. 
He worried that this transforma-
tion of our society and economy 
meant the loss of a certain kind of 
freedom, as he imagined it. 

I donôt get romantic about Dwight 
Eisenhower, but itôs interesting 
that a guy who made his life going 
to war with everyone still imag-
ined freedom in terms of ñfreedom 
toò rather than ñfreedom from.ò 
Being free meant more than being 
free ñfrom communismò or being 
free ñfrom totalitarianism.ò At the 
end of the day, he seemed worried 
that the freedom to try something 
new - and fail - would disappear. 
Thatôs what worried him about the 
Military Industrial Complex.

In the ýrst ten or ýfteen years af-
ter the end of the Second World War, there was also a huge amount 
of paranoia in American politics. There were the McCarthy Hear-
ings, the ñbomber gapsò and ñmissile gaps.ò There was widespread 
paranoia about communism and the Soviet Union. The nuclear arms 
race was also going forward at an incredible rate. The threat of 
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nuclear war was very much a part of everyday life. Do you think that 
Eisenhower was also concerned about an environment that combined 
paranoia and fear with nuclear weapons?

Eisenhower was very afraid of the nuclear age: he couldnôt even say 
the word ñnuclear age.ò Because, for him, it meant that warfare from 
then on would be something that he didnôt know about. I think it is 
true that Eisenhower had some concern about the kinds of political 
power that the military had. He was dismayed about the growth and 
stabilization of the Pentagon in the postwar years 
as its own agency. The Pentagon did not exist be-
fore 1947. Thatôs one of the hardest things to get 
people in United States to understand these days. 
The Pentagon and the Defense Department as we 
know are relatively new things in American his-
tory.

On the other hand, I donôt want to seem to be nos-
talgic for the ñgood old daysò of hand-to-hand 
combat or something. War-making in the United 
States was increasingly industrialized in the 19th 
and early 20th Centuries. Long before the nuclear 
age, questions like ñhow can we kill more people 
with fewer shooters?ò and ñhow can we make 
weapons more efýciently?ò were constantly asked. If you study the 
Civil War for 15 minutes, you see that the fortunes of the post-bellum 
robber barons came from the Civil War. They made money off the 
Union, selling everything from boots to guns. They even sold things 
that the union never took delivery of. And thatôs how they got their 
start. If you look back earlier in the 19th Century, certain innova-
tions like the manufacture of steel came into existence because the 
British government threw a lot of money into innovations in steel 
production. They wanted to clad the hulls of their boats, or lay the 
rails for trains. Over the entire history of the modern world, the rela-
tionships between capitalism, innovation, and war-making are tightly 
connected. In a sense, when Eisenhower sings his lament in 1961, 

heôs suggesting that weôve arrived at a certain break, but itôs hard to 
see exactly what the break was other than the fact that weôd arrived 
at nuclear capability.

People still talk about the Military Industrial Complex. Where is it 
now, how has it changed, and how important is it to the U.S.?

There are a couple of things that Iôd like to talk about a little bit. One 
is that when Eisenhower lamented the development of this complex, 

he focused his attention on two areas: he was 
talking about the government on one hand, 
and a certain faction of big business on the 
other. After that speech a lot of people, from 
the sixties to the nineties, analyzed what the 
other components of the Military Industrial 
Complex were. Because, obviously, those 
two institutions, however powerful they may 
seem, couldnôt have that kind of power if there 
werenôt other forces enabling them. 

The Military Industrial Complex (MIC) re-
ally consisted of a whole shift in a relation-
ship between a certain part of the federal state 
and a certain faction of capitalists. But it also 

represented a change in the ýscal and political relationship between 
the Northeast, on one hand, and the former ñhinterlands,ò the South-
west, on the other. One of the major achievements of the MIC was to 
push a whole lot of capital out of the Northeast and spread it across 
the South, the Southeast, and the West. It had never been there be-
fore, and that money shifted the political balance of the country. It 
shifted a lot of political power away from the Northeast. 

Thereôs a reason why all of the presidents in your lifetime have come 
from the South. And that is related to the MIC. There was a big in-
vestment of money into the South, and this also meant a huge inþux 
of people to these areas out of the Northeast and Midwest. The rise 
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