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Review for Spoils of War: The Human Cost of America’s Arms Trade by John Tirman

Political scientist and foreign policy analyst, John Tirman, links America’s dependency on Middle Eastern oil and the Cold War military-industrial economic system to the human rights violations of third world countries, primarily those violations against the Kurdish peoples in Turkey. Tirman’s theme is simple: the need for oil makes the Middle East a prime interest of the United States, the Middle East’s history of strife makes it a profitable trading partner in arms, the arms sales keep American’s employed, and everyone is happy except for the people that all those weapons are used on.  Spoils of War is a disturbing yet innovative approach to accounting for what the author calls the destruction of “Kurdistan.”

Tirman divides his text into short chapters that take you back and forth from the Middle East’s past and present and the American arms’ manufacturing epi-centers such as Connecticut. Mostly chronological, this method allows the readers to see how events on different sides of the globe affect one another. While his main goal is to tell the causal history of the Kurdish plight and to champion against any further U.S. sanctioned genocide, Tirman tells  a multitude of histories such as that of general U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, the military-industrial complex, and of the development of specialized war craft such as the Black Hawk helicopter. He masterfully intertwines all of these histories into one that demonstrates how interdependent each one is upon the other.  

Tirman explains that the military-industrial complex of the Cold War created and maintained employment for many Americans for several decades. However, in times of relative peace, the prospect of job losses prompted policy makers to find non-domestic markets for military wares, rather than looking for alternative solutions such as modifying plants to manufacture non-war items. Brimming with petro dollars, the Middle East offered the United States a nearly insatiable market for weapons and war crafts. As Tirman explains though, all those new military toys were of no good if not put to use and so disturbances increased in the region. This increase in hostile activity threatened U.S. oil interests and in turn justified the re-militarization seen during the Reagan administration and added new life to the military-industrial economic system that Tirman suggests is the cornerstone of the American labor force. Throughout the discourse, Tirman reminds his reader that the victims of this cycle are the Kurds.

Highly critical of the entire system, Tirman places equal blame on all of the administrations from Nixon to the second Bush. Tirman argues that despite rhetoric of disarmament and decreasing arms trades, every administration has feared the prophesied labor and economic devastation that would befall America if arms and war craft manufacturing shut down. This fear prompted the presidents and policymakers to renege on campaign promises, or seek less transparent means of keeping the goods flowing, such as coproduction arrangements with the purchasing countries. Tirman argues that domestic economic interests drive American foreign and military policy.

One attribute of Tirman’s study that most scholars avoid is a list of suggestions on how to end this malicious system that drives the American economy and its foreign policy while simultaneously kills off the Kurdish population. The author outlines the necessary steps to take in his final chapter. He believes that American industry can shift to peaceful production with relatively little loss of jobs and that it is the government’s obligation to facilitate this switch. The government should promote a new energy policy that break’s American’s dependency on oil. Diplomacy should focus on peace-making not arms sales. If arms shipments cannot be halted entirely, then Tirman advocates for an international code of conduct that nations must abide by in order to receive the arms. Tirman even plays devil’s advocate by answer counter questions to his peace program. What if other countries take America’s place in supplying arms and war craft to third world human rights violating countries? Tirman says, “So what.” He believes that other countries cannot produce arms at the level and quality that America does, so that will lead to less arms trading. Besides, he feels that America should take the high moral road and lead by example. The benefit of this would go beyond saving the lives of persecuted populations but would also eliminate the blowback effect that has crippled America since 9/11. 



Overall, Tirman supports his main theses well. He utilizes statistics effectively without distracting from his narrative and provides ample historical background to fully explain the current situation in the Middle East. It should be noted that in 2005 the Turkish government prosecuted the translator of Tirman’s book for treason. The Turkish government denies many of Tirman’s descriptions and accusations of hostilities and violence levied against the Turkish Kurds and insists that the war ensuing within its borders is a counterinsurgency against terrorists and rebels. Tirman argues it is a bloody civil war at best, an outright genocide at worst, and it is entirely enabled by the United States.
