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INTRODUCTION: THE VOICE OF A RELUCTANT
WARRIOR

In the annals of American military history, few figures are as
paradoxical and compelling as Major General Smedley Butler. A
two-time Medal of Honor recipient and one of the most decorated
Marines in U.S. history, Butler served his country with
unparalleled distinction for 34 years. Yet, in his later years, he
became one of the most vocal and scathing critics of the very
institution he had served. His seminal work, a short but powerful
pamphlet titled "War Is a Racket," remains a cornerstone of
anti-war literature and a stark indictment of the profit-driven
motives behind armed conflict. Butler's transformation from a
decorated warrior to a peace activist offers a unique, insider's
perspective on the true nature of war. This article provides a
comprehensive exploration of Smedley Butler, the core
arguments of "War Is a Racket," its historical context, and its
enduring relevance in a world still grappling with the
consequences of conflict. We will unpack why this phrase,
Smedley Butler War Is A Racket, continues to resonate with
historians, activists, and citizens questioning the motives behind
modern warfare.

WHO WAS SMEDLEY BUTLER? THE MAKING OF A
MARINE

To understand the weight of Butler's words, one must first
understand the man. Born in 1881 in West Chester, Pennsylvania,
Butler left school at a young age to join the Marine Corps during
the Spanish-American War. Over the next three decades, he
became a legendary figure in the Corps, known for his bravery
and tactical acumen.

A Career of Intervention

Butler's career was not spent in the major world wars of the 20th
century in the way many might assume. Instead, he was a key
instrument of American foreign policy in Latin America and the
Caribbean. He participated in military interventions in:

e Honduras

e Nicaragua

Mexico

Haiti

The Dominican Republic

e China (the Boxer Rebellion)

It was this experience—witnessing firsthand how U.S. military
power was used to protect American business interests, secure
loans, and install friendly governments—that would later inform
his radical critique of the military-industrial complex. He famously
referred to himself as a "muscle man for Big Business" who had
helped make Haiti and Cuba "safe for the National City Bank
boys." This candid self-assessment is the bedrock upon which the
argument of "War Is a Racket" is built.

THE CORE THESIS OF "WAR IS A RACKET"

Published in 1935, Smedley Butler War Is A Racket is a
concise, 22-page pamphlet that distills his complex critique into a

simple, powerful argument: war is not a noble endeavor fought
for freedom or democracy, but a criminal enterprise designed to
enrich a small minority at the expense of the vast majority of
citizens and soldiers.

Defining the Racket

Butler begins by defining what a "racket" is: a scheme for making
money by deceiving and exploiting others. He argues that war
perfectly fits this definition. He breaks down the profiteers of war
into a clear list, including:

1. The Munitions Makers: Companies that manufacture
weapons, artillery, and ammunition.

2. The Banking and Finance Sector: Financiers who loan
money to governments for war and profit from the interest.

3. The Steel and Chemical Industries: Corporations that
supply the raw materials for war machinery.

4. The Food and Clothing Suppliers: Businesses that
contract with the military to provide provisions.

5. The Shipbuilders and Transporters: Those who build
the ships and transport troops and materials.

Butler argued that these entities were the true beneficiaries of
war. They had no stake in the conflict's outcome beyond their
own financial gain. They did not fight, they did not bleed, and
they did not lose sons and daughters. Their "patriotism" was
measured in dividends, not in sacrifice.

The "Sucker" and the
"Profiteer"

In Butler's stark worldview, the world is divided into two groups:
the "sucker" who is sent to fight and die, and the "profiteer" who
stays home and gets rich. He had little patience for the
romanticized notions of war that were popular in his time. He
wrote from the perspective of a man who had seen the ugly
reality of combat and the cynical manipulation behind it. His
argument was not just about economics; it was about a profound
moral betrayal. The nation asks its young men to make the
ultimate sacrifice, he argued, while allowing a small, corrupt class
to make a fortune from their blood.

BUTLER'S PROPOSALS TO END THE RACKET

The pamphlet is not merely a critique; it also offers a series of
radical solutions to dismantle what Butler saw as the "war
racket." These proposals were designed to remove the profit
motive from conflict.

Key Solutions Proposed by
Butler

» Drafting Wealth: Butler proposed that in times of war, the
government should take all profits from war industries. He
believed that if a man is drafted to fight, his capital should
also be drafted. This would include excess profit taxes and
the seizure of manufacturing facilities.
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e War Referendum: He advocated for a constitutional
amendment requiring a national referendum before the
country could declare war. This would ensure that the
people who actually fight and pay for the war would have a
direct say in the decision.

e Limiting Terms of Service: He suggested limiting
military service to one year, preventing the indefinite
conscription of soldiers.

e Strict Penalties for Profiteering: He called for severe
punishments, including life imprisonment or execution, for
those found quilty of war profiteering.

Butler believed that if these measures were implemented, war
would become far less attractive to the powerful interests that
start them. If there is no money to be made, he reasoned, there
would be far fewer wars.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE 1930S AND THE NYE
COMMITTEE

The publication of "War Is a Racket" did not occur in a vacuum. It
was part of a wider national conversation in the 1930s about the
role of the United States in world affairs and the causes of the
First World War. The Nye Committee, formally the Special
Committee on Investigation of the Munitions Industry, was a U.S.
Senate committee chaired by Senator Gerald Nye. Its purpose
was to investigate the role of the banking and munitions
industries in drawing the United States into World War I.

Smedley Butler was a star witness before the Nye Committee. His
testimony was explosive. He detailed how he had been used as a
"gangster for capitalism" and explained the mechanics of how
American corporations had provoked conflicts to protect their
investments. The committee's findings largely corroborated
Butler's claims, revealing that major munitions companies had
engaged in bribery, price-fixing, and even fomented international
tensions to boost sales. The phrase Smedley Butler War Is A
Racket became a rallying cry for non-interventionists and anti-
war activists who were appalled by the Nye Committee's
revelations.

ENDURING LEGACY AND MODERN RELEVANCE

Nearly a century after its publication, the arguments in "War Is a
Racket" remain startlingly relevant. In the post-9/11 era of
endless wars, military contractors, and the "military-industrial
complex" (a term popularized by President Eisenhower, which
Butler essentially defined 25 years earlier), Butler's critique is
frequently cited by analysts, journalists, and peace activists.

The Modern Military-
Industrial Complex

The "racket" that Butler described has become institutionalized
and vastly more sophisticated. The defense budgets of modern
superpowers are massive, and the line between national security
and corporate profit is often blurred. Consider the following
modern parallels to Butler's arguments:

* Defense Contractors: Companies like Lockheed Martin,
Raytheon, and Boeing operate on a massive scale, with
significant lobbying power to influence government
spending.

¢ Revolving Door: High-ranking military and political
officials frequently move into lucrative positions on the
boards of defense contractors, creating inherent conflicts of

interest.

e Cost of War: The human and financial cost of the "War on
Terror" has run into the trillions of dollars, while defense
contractor executives have seen record profits.

¢ Permanent War Economy: The United States maintains a
global network of military bases and a permanent state of
readiness that creates a self-perpetuating cycle of spending
and conflict.

A Warning Without Heed

Butler's most profound insight may be his understanding of how
public sentiment is managed. He argued that the public is easily
manipulated into supporting wars through propaganda,
patriotism, and fear. This observation is just as relevant in the
age of 24-hour news and social media. His call for a war
referendum remains a distant dream, but it highlights a
fundamental democratic deficit: those who make the decision to
go to war are rarely the same people who pay for it with their
taxes or their lives.

CRITICISMS AND COUNTERARGUMENTS

No article on Smedley Butler War Is A Racket would be
complete without addressing its criticisms. Detractors argue that
Butler's view is simplistic and cynical. They point out that:

e War is sometimes necessary: Conflicts like World War Il
against Nazi Germany are often cited as "just wars" that
could not have been won with a limited, profit-free
mobilization.

¢ Profit is a driver of innovation: The profit motive in
defense can lead to technological advancements that have
civilian applications and enhance national security.

* National security is a genuine concern: Protecting a
nation from aggression is a legitimate function of
government, and a strong defense requires resources and
industry.

e Oversimplification of complex geopolitics: Reducing
all wars to a simple economic racket ignores the complex
interplay of ideology, religion, nationalism, and genuine
strategic threats.

However, even Butler's critics often concede that his core
warning about vested interests and profiteering remains a
necessary check on the power of the military-industrial complex.
His work serves as a powerful antidote to blind jingoism and a
reminder that citizens should always question the motives behind
the drumbeat of war.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS WARNING

Major General Smedley Butler's "War Is a Racket" is far more
than a historical curiosity. It is a timeless, passionate indictment
of the forces that profit from human misery. His journey from
decorated Marine to outspoken anti-war activist gives his words a
unique authority. When we hear the phrase Smedley Butler
War Is A Racket, we are hearing the voice of a man who saw
the machinery of war from the inside and was horrified by what
he discovered. He did not oppose all violence, nor was he naive
about the dangers of tyranny. But he demanded that before a
nation sends its young people to die, it must be certain that the
cause is just—and not simply profitable for a privileged few. In an
era of global instability, privatized warfare, and staggering
defense budgets, Butler's call to "draft wealth" alongside
manpower is a radical but compelling thought experiment. His
pamphlet remains a crucial part of the American literary and
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political tradition, a short but searing work that challenges us to look beyond the flags and the speeches and ask the most
important question of all: Who profits?



