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President Dwight D. Eisenhower at his desk, 1957.

PRESidENT dwigHT d. EiSENHOwER’S 
FAREwELL AddRESS TO THE NATiON,  
17 JANuARy 1961 ~ AN ANALySiS OF 
COMPETiNg TRuTH CLAiMS ANd iTS 
RELEvANCE TOdAy

Introduction

E
isenhower’s farewell address is a polarizing work 
that finds promoters and detractors throughout 
the political spectrum. Although its contents 
cover much more than the one topic for which 
the speech is most famous, most analyses of this 

speech focus primarily upon the public-private defence rela-
tionship he dubbed the Military Industrial Complex (MIC). 
Eisenhower’s own handling of this subject within the address 
is superficial, and on the surface, his warning also appears 
contradictory to many of the defence related decisions that he 
made throughout his two terms as president. So it is, then, that 
over the last half-century, both ‘doves and hawks’ alike have 
been able to call upon the ghost of Eisenhower to support their 
opposing defence theses. That the speech is really a protracted 
call for balance is too often missed or ignored; and when it 
is discussed, this balance call is frequently only examined as 
a footnote to the greater MIC debate. This is disappointing. 
Within the address, what Eisenhower calls for in the specific 

is a continued balance of cooperation and partisanship within 
Congress, a renewed balance in national programs (to include 
the MIC as one among many), and a better balance between 
the wants of today and the needs of tomorrow. However, what 
Eisenhower calls for in the general is an alert and knowledgeable 
citizenry that will be capable of affecting this balance; and this, 
above all else, is the aspect of the speech most worthy of analysis. 
Indeed, the fruitfulness of this address for today’s audience lies 
in the high task of developing our own understanding of what 
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divergent truths led to this call for balance in the first place, 
so that we may be alert to just how tenuous our knowledge of 
these great subjects are today, and then perhaps, move us a little 
bit closer to becoming the ideal citizen Eisenhower envisioned.

Discussion

As a preliminary exercise, it is worth exploring how something 
like truth can be divergent in the first place. Is not truth 

by definition singular? Indeed, this is the key that unlocks the 
rest. What is truth? If asked, most citizens would probably be 
hard pressed to give anything more than circular definitions of 
the word; and as we will see, it is this lack of understanding 
about truth in general that is the high obstacle for meaningful 
debate. For starters, many of us only understand the concept 
of truth scientifically. Undoubtedly, science is a powerful tool 
that has yielded many great results, and the emotional impact 
of witnessing significant scientific advances has, within the 
western cultural psyche, led many people to believe that objec-
tive truth is not only possible, but common. The problem with 
this is that such a belief can quickly stalemate public policy 
debates, because each side will feel that they are categorically 
right in their assertions, and so close their mind to the opposite 
view. This will occur honestly enough, because each side of 
the debate will have genuinely come to believe in certain truths 
that support their own position and other truths that defeat the 
opposite view. In this way, if one believes that there can only 
be one truth, then neither side of the debate will be capable of 
being sufficiently open towards the other to possibly accept it; 
and therefore, strong emotional and polarizing divides will be 

born, meaningful debate will die, and in the void, only empty 
rhetoric will remain. 

The deeper understanding of truth is that it is simply any 
proposition that can be honestly held, consistently within the 
totality of those other beliefs experienced by an individual.1 In 
this manner, truth really is existential, and so, by approaching the 
opponents and proponents of Eisenhower’s balance calls exis-
tentially, we can better position ourselves to understand, discuss, 
and assess the relative merits of all sides. Thankfully, doing this 
is easier than it at first appears. Without delving (for the moment) 
into a nuanced philosophical discussion about something called 
a hermeneutic horizon, all which really matters is that one open 
one’s mind a little bit and recognize that no side of any argument 
speaks without a very real conviction that their position is true. 
Within this framework, let us now turn our attention to the issues 
of Congressional cooperation, the balance of national programs, 
and the balancing of the wants of today with the needs of tomor-
row. By examining the divergent truth-claims surrounding these 
issues within the context of Eisenhower’s farewell address, the 
overriding importance and difficulty of generating an alert and 
knowledgeable citizenry should be made clear.

That Eisenhower opens his address by thanking Congress for 
their propensity towards cooperation over partisanship is enough 
to ignite strong feelings of nostalgia even in those not old enough 
to recall such heady times of efficient governance. Is it true that 
this government cooperated? By all accounts it is. The record of 
agreement between the President and Congress during Eisenhower’s 
tenure is remarkable,2 but what was so special about this particular 
moment in history that this level of cooperation does not seem 
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to appear at most other points in history? Within 
the broader context of this nascent nuclear age in 
America, there are perhaps two important markers 
that can be distilled out as making this period unique: 
fear and economics.

Today, it is common to recall the Eisenhower 
presidential era as one of high ideals, nice cars, 
happy music, and a prosperous outlook on life.3 
Similarly, today, many defence planners openly pine 
for the ‘good old days’ of the Cold War, wherein the 
enemy was clear, and strategies were simple. It is 
interesting how quickly we forget that despite these 
niceties, the 1950s were also a period of tremendous 
fear of a man-made nuclear apocalypse. On one side, 
the US actively promoted a particularly positive view 
of itself, and on the other side of the iron curtain, 
the Soviet Union was demonized for its political 
philosophies and practices. This dichotomy was so 
extreme, and the fear that it produced was so intense 
that prominent US citizens would be publicly tried 
if even rumoured to hold any socialist philosophies.4 
Eisenhower himself proclaimed that “he would 
rather be atomized than communized.”5 He had even 
developed a robust if not suicidal strategy for how to actually fight 
a nuclear war with the Soviet Union, which included how to train 
the citizenry through public reaction campaigns intended to regi-
ment their response to a nuclear attack.6 This would (hopefully) 
ensure that no one would get ‘too hysterical’ after the predicted 
25-30 American cities got ‘shellacked,’ thus giving the nation 
its best hope to rebuild itself from the ashes of a nuclear attack.7 

Is it any wonder that, within this context, the president enjoyed 
overwhelming cooperation from Congress? In a similar way, the 
9-11 attacks on the US also removed many of the usual obstacles 
that normally impede presidential authority. In the wake of that 
nightmare, Congress overwhelmingly supported President Bush, 
and the Democratic opposition gave him a nearly free hand to act.8 

The difference between these two periods and most others is that 
intense fear has a way of raising common ground among otherwise 
divergent ideas, and thankfully, for the present moment, no such 
fear exists. Issues of health care, deficit spending, and the tone 
of US foreign policy are all important matters, but none of them 
alone or in concert represent any kind of clear and present danger 
around which the US population will rally. Instead, the popula-
tion feels largely secure, and therefore, they remain content to 

pursue divergent agendas, based upon their own 
personal truth-claims. Specifically, there is less 
Congressional cooperation today because there is 
no emotionally intense focus upon any particular 
thing, which can then draw our personal notions 
of truth towards some common understanding.

The issue of economics is a bit more  
complicated. Despite great pretense to the con-
trary, economics is not a science in the strict sense 
of the word. Where the physical sciences pos-
tulate hypotheses and then rigorously test their 
validity within emotionally detached, controlled, 
and repeatable experiments, economics attempts 
to describe a system that is not controllable, and 
is subject to many emotional variables. In this 
way, economics tends to propose models that can 
accurately describe past events, but which often 
fail miserably in predicting the future. This in 
itself is fine, but where things tend to go awry 
is that this field of study also likes to wrap itself 
in the nomenclature of calculus. This then gives 
economics the appearance of mathematics, and 
this can lead to great and undeserved faith in its 
often contradictory and polarizing conclusions. 

Specific to the era of Eisenhower, the ‘economic theory du jour’ 
that went a long way towards fostering accidental Congressional 
cooperation was Keynesian economics.

If feeling particularly poetic, one could describe the essential 
history of Western economics by saying that Adam Smith slayed 
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Hobbes’ Leviathan with an invisible hand and set the stage for 
capitalism. For those unfamiliar, Thomas Hobbes had suggested 
that humans needed to be ruled by an all-powerful monarch (the 
Leviathan), who would protect them from the wild and anarchic 
world around them. Adam Smith then argued that despite this 
anarchy, humans acting in support of their own self-interest would 
be guided by an ‘invisible hand’ that would then demand that they 
cooperate and help each other, and this cooperation is what will 
ultimately bring about the most prosperity for any individual. 
The problem with this invisible hand is that while it seems to 
work wonderfully in the long term, in the short game, there are 
sometimes hiccups that can cause devastation to free markets. 
This is ultimately what caused the stock market crash of 1929. In 
response, John Maynard Keynes proposed the adoption of a sort of 
‘mini-Leviathan’ in the form of government controls to help buffer 
these periods, and in the Eisenhower era, this approach seemed to 
be working quite well. 9

Ironically, bureaucratically self-serving exaggerations of 
Keynesian theory made the Republicans and Democrats of this era 
odd bedfellows. Rather than promoting the application of simple 
governmental controls on the economy, many on the left took the 
idea much further, and instead, used it to promote bigger govern-
ment in general. Included within this structure was the idea of a 
larger defence industry that would be subsidized and influenced 
by the federal government. In this way, Congressional cooperation 
of this era was to a certain degree accidental. Eisenhower was not 
a Keynesian, and he loathed the idea of big government,10 but the 
Democrats knew that he also had a weak spot for defence. Thus, 
when Congress would push for ever more spending on defence 
programs that were supplying great revenue and jobs within their 
constituencies, it was only because the President was so con-

cerned with national security that Congress normally got what it 
requested (and/or demanded).11 Taken from the point of view of 
truth, Congressional cooperation within this period is unique in 
history because of the effect that tremendous security fears had in 
generating a common ground upon which fierce opponents could 
agree. For this reason, even though both left and right each ascribed 
to different economic philosophies with respect to government 
spending, it just so happened that on the issue of defence spending, 
both sides of the debate desired the same action.

Naturally, the expedient unity on defence programs unraveled 
in the greater context of national programs, and this is what caused 
Eisenhower to fear that national programs in general were becom-
ing unbalanced. However, contrary to what some would believe, 
it is incorrect to presume that Eisenhower would have wished to 
achieve a better balance in this area by increasing funding to other 
programs. Within the text of his farewell address, it is easy to find 
traces of the President’s strong preference for private entrepre-
neurial pursuits, such as when he juxtaposes the image of a heroic 
solitary inventor tinkering in his garage with bleak task forces of 
government-sponsored scientists working to fulfill some uninspired 
external mandate. Certainly, given Eisenhower’s fundamental hatred 
of communism, it is easy to imagine how uneasy such public-private 
relationships must have made him. Eisenhower did not want the 
government involved with the economy, but within Congress, there 
was great hope that the government would play an aggressive role 
in fostering full employment for the population through greater 
opportunities within government sponsored programs.12 Thus, with 
the only programs of this nature that Eisenhower would support 
being those of defence-based industry, it is easy to see how this 
one national program grew aggressively, while virtually all the 
others languished.
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Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), by John Michael Wright. John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946).
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With Respect to the Past

The situation is no different today, and Eisenhower’s call 
for balance in national programs has not been heeded. 

This year, the US government spent more money on defence 
than on any other program, and by some calculations, has spent 
more money on defence than all other government programs 
combined.13 However, this imbalance is easily misunderstood, 
and therefore, it can be used to support a broad variety of con-
tradictory arguments, some of which were made by Eisenhower 
himself. During one speech, Eisenhower claimed,“… [that] 
every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket 
fired, signifies in the final sense a theft. The cost of one mod-
ern, heavy bomber is this: a modern, brick school in more than 
30 cities.”14 The problem is that such statements oversimplify 
the nature of government spending, which, in the end, needs 
to be viewed as an investment. Beyond the simple purchase of 
security, investing in defence industries also creates jobs and 
cash flows within the economy, and these, in turn, stoke the 
nation’s industrial engine in an immediate way that investing 
in educational infrastructure does not. 

This is not to say that investing in education is without merit. 
Clearly, it is, but public debate is degraded when arguments are 
made for their rhetorical impact, rather than their true merit. It also 
presumes that if the US government were to scale back defence 
spending, it would instead reroute this funding to other national 
programs, and this is a false notion. In the final analysis, the US 
is a nation that embraces a free capitalist economy. The imbalance 
of national programs towards defence exists primarily because 
the fear and patriotism that this area generates within the public 
imagination provides a space for agreement among US politicians, 
and ultimately, it is this unique agreement that lubricates spending. 
However, because government spending in general goes against 
an almost primordial US resistance towards big government and 
bureaucratic influence in the first place, it is unlikely that any other 

national program will ever receive strong support, regardless of the 
greater or lesser support that may be given to defence in the future. 

Eisenhower feared that this spending imbalance was robbing 
prosperity from future generations, which is an interesting fear, 
considering that he also felt that it was a very real possibility that 
there might not be any discernible future.15 Thankfully, in this 
regard, Eisenhower appears to have been mistaken. Not only has 
the world survived, but whatever ‘highs and lows’ the US economy 
has experienced over the last half-century, the level of prosperity 
enjoyed by US citizens today is far greater than what was enjoyed 
in his era. That said, this record of success does nothing to remove 
the same spending fears from entering the public debates of today, 
nor should it do so. No responsible society worthy of the label can 
conduct its affairs without an eye to the future, and this brings us 
to the general call of Eisenhower’s address: the need for an alert 
and knowledgeable citizenry. As long as meaningful political 
agreement can only be generated through intense fear, the future of 
Congressional cooperation will remain bleak. Also, as Eisenhower 
knew, the quality of public debate in general, which must be 
the arena where future national directions are charted, depends 
entirely upon society’s engagement, interest, and understanding 

of the articles debated. But, how realistic is this 
ambition for the ideal citizen? Can there be a 
common ground able to support Congressional 
productivity that is not rooted in fear? And how 
realistic is this notion of the ideal citizen? If there 
is to be an alternative, what is it? This brings us 
back to the question of truth. 

The ‘hawks and doves’ who misrepresent 
Eisenhower on the issue of the MIC probably 
also fail to grasp the complexity of his position, 
and therefore, they should at least be considered 
honest in their truth claims. This in itself is not 
problematic. In fact, what is supposed to happen 
in such circumstances is that each side would 
bring their honest positions to the other, and in 
so considering the other’s positions fully and with 
an open mind, each would then come away with a 
fuller and deeper understanding of, for instance, 
Eisenhower’s apprehension about the MIC; that 
it developed incidentally within his competing 
national security fears and pre-Keynesian ideals. 
But this is not what normally happens. Instead, 
public policy debate too often becomes debased 
to a cacophony of empty rhetoric that everyone 
derides, yet concurrently embraces. This situation 

can become utterly confusing, and within contemporary political 
literature, no one seems able to discern a practical remedy for it. 
Unfortunately, this does not provide optimism for the development 
of an alert and knowledgeable citizenry. 

It is claimed that no one can discern a practical remedy for 
this problem within contemporary political literature, but there is 
another field of study that does offer some hope because it deeply 
contemplates precisely this sort of issue. The field is called herme-
neutics, and while it unfortunately remains little studied outside of 
philosophy, due to its esoteric language and methodologies, it does 
hold some promise for generating something close to Eisenhower’s 
ideal citizen. Within this philosophy is the notion of a hermeneutic 
horizon. This kind of horizon can be pictured as the mental field 
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of view that one has when one looks out into the world around 
themselves. Specifically, it is the referential totality by which one 
is able to understand the world that they find themselves within. 
This is a difficult concept, so some further explanation may be 
warranted. Consider the fact that you cannot understand anything 
solely in terms of itself. Instead, you can only understand any 
object or idea in terms of its relation to some other object or idea. 
Take a moment to consider this. Now, if one can only understand 
something in terms of its relation to other things or ideas, it stands 
to reason that one is then only capable of understandings that are 
possible within the referential framework that that person has 
accumulated and internalized by virtue of their experiences in 
life. It is this that defines and limits the referential considerations 
of which one is capable, and the sum total of these referentials 
forms one’s personal hermeneutic horizon. Ultimately, it is this 

horizon that dictates what thoughts, ideas, and understandings are 
possible for any individual.

The mistake that people tend to make is that they presume that 
because an idea does not make sense within their personal hermeneutic 
horizon, that this idea then does not make sense in the universal. This 
can have very polarizing effects, because people will then come to 
believe that others, who hold ideas that do not fit within this horizon, 
simply hold nonsensical ideas. Clearly, this is not productive. Coupling 
this with the incredible pace of modern life, and the fact that somehow 
we now tend to believe that it is the responsibility of every citizen in a 
democracy to have opinions about everything,16and one may begin to 
understand the source of the bombastic and empty rhetoric that both 
guides and limits the polarizing public policy debates of today. This 
need not be so. While it is unreasonable, counter-productive even, 
to expect citizens to become alert and knowledgeable on the incred-
ibly broad and complicated discussions which take place within the 
public sphere, it should not be too much to ask that they understand 
how it is that they understand at all. The openness to opposing ideas, 
and the humility in one’s own thoughts that would result from this 
knowledge, is surely worth more than any specific understanding of 
a particular public policy.

Conclusion

Eisenhower’s farewell address will continue to resonate 
with those who look to understand the psyche of a nation 

grappling to cope concurrently with a surging economy and a 
near-infinite security threat. Controversial as the speech may at 
times appear, the ideas expressed therein are consistent within 
the broad context of the man and his era. Concerns with respect 
to national programs, public-private partnerships, and economic 
philosophies are interesting and worthy of real consideration, 
but it is the call for an alert and knowledgeable citizenry that 
demands the most consideration. From the wrong perspective, 
this appears to be an impossible wish. Even those who exist 
professionally within the public sphere can only hope to have 
deep understanding of certain specific subsets of the greater 
whole. But this is the wrong perspective. Instead of hoping for 
the impossible, what should be sought instead is a more com-
mon understanding of how it is that we understand anything 
at all. Armed with this, public debate should become more 
meaningful, nuanced, humble, and productive.
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The German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002), best known 
for his concept of philosophical hermeneutics.
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