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Who Was
Smedley
Butler? The
Most
Decorated
Marine
Turns Critic

To understand the full
weight of the phrase
Smedley D Butler
War Is A Racket, you
must first understand
the man behind it.
Smedley Darlington
Butler was not a pacifist
sitting in an ivory
tower. He was a career
officer in the United

States Marine Corps, a
two-time Medal of
Honor recipient, and at
the time of his death,
the most decorated
Marine in American
history. He served for
34 years, participating
in military interventions
in the Philippines,
China,

America,

Central
the
Caribbean, and Mexico.

Butler saw war up close.
He lived it, breathed it,
and led men through it.
Yet, by the end of his
career, he had become
one of the most vocal
critics of American

militarism and
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Rackétt? This
transformation from a
decorated warrior to a
fierce anti-war advocate
gives his words a
credibility that few
others can claim. When
he wrote his famous
pamphlet and later
book, War Is a Racket,
he was not speculating.
He was reporting from
a lifetime  of
experience. His core
argument remains
startlingly relevant
today: that war is not
fought for noble ideals

but for profit.

Understandi
ng the
Pamphlet:
What Is
"War ls a

First published in 1935,
Smedley D Butler
War Is A Racket is a
short, sharp indictment
of the
industrial complex, a

military-

term that would not be
popularized until
President Dwight D.
Eisenhower used it
decades later. The
distills
experiences

pamphlet
Butler's
into a simple, brutal
thesis: war is a business,
and like any business, it
is run for profit.
However, Butler argues
that the profits go to a
very small group of
people, while the costs

are paid by the masses.

Butler defines a
"racket" as something
that is not what it seems
to the majority of the

public. It is a scheme
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run for the benefit of a
few at the expense of
many. He applies this
definition directly to
warfare. He argues that
the average citizen is
told war is for defense,
for freedom, or for
democracy. In reality,
he claims, it is for
bankers, arms
manufacturers, and
industrialists who stand
to make enormous

fortunes.

The 1935 Context:
Post-WWI
Disillusionment

To fully appreciate the
pamphlet, one must
understand the era.
World War I had ended
less than two decades
earlier. The "Great
War" had been sold to
the American public as
a war to "make the
for

world safe

In the
years that followed,

democracy."

however, congressional
investigations (like the
Nye Committee
hearings) revealed that
many American banks
and munitions
companies had profited
massively from the war
and had even pushed
the United States
toward entry. Butler's
pamphlet was part of a
larger wave of
isolationist and anti-war
sentiment that swept the
United States in the
1930s. His voice was
powerful because he
was an insider. He had
been one of the tools

used by these interests.

The Core
Argument:
How the
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Operates

Butler's argument in
Smedley D Butler
War Is A Racket is not
merely philosophical; it
is structural. He breaks
down exactly how the
system works. He
identifies  the  key
players and their
motives. The racket,
according to Butler,
operates in a
predictable cycle.

e Creation of a
Crisis: He
suggests that
political and
financial elites
often exaggerate
or manufacture a
threat to justify
military action.

e Propaganda
Campaign: The
public is fed
patriotic slogans

Rigeket
evoke fear and
national pride.
The true
economic
motives are
hidden behind
the flag.
Mobilization:
Young men are
sent to fight,
often in distant
lands for causes
they do not fully
understand.
Profit Taking:
While soldiers
die, corporations
profit from
supplying the
military with
uniforms,
weapons, food,
and transport.
Banks profit
from war loans.
Tax Burden:
The cost of the
war, including
the long-term
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Q ucte fmAeterans,

is passed directly
to the taxpayer,
often for
generations.

Butler was particularly
scathing about the role
of the "international
bankers." He argued
that
would lend money to

these financiers
one country to fight
another, and then lend
money to the enemy as
well. The result was a
guaranteed profit
regardless of the
with the

human cost borne

outcome,

entirely by the soldiers
and their families.

Smedley
Butler's
Most
Famous

Confession

The most enduring
passage from Smedley
D Butler War Is A
Racket is a confession.
It is a list of his own
career achievements,
reframed not as acts of
heroism but as acts of
service to corporate
interests. This passage
is frequently cited by
historians, activists, and
critics of foreign policy
to this day.

Butler states that he
spent 33 years and 4
months in active
military service, and
during that period, he
worked as a "high-class

muscle man" for Big

Business, for Wall
Street, and for the
bankers. He

summarized his service
in the following way:
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1. He helped make
Mexico safe for
American oil
interests in 1914.

2. He helped make
Haiti and Cuba
decent places for
National City
Bank boys to
collect revenues.

3. He helped clean
up Nicaragua for
the international
banking house of
Brown Brothers
Harriman.

4. He helped make
Honduras safe
for American
fruit companies.

5. He helped purify
the Dominican
Republic for
American sugar
interests.

This raw honesty is
what gives the book its
lasting power. He was
not accusing others. He
was confessing to his

own role as a tool of the
"racket." He describes
himself as a
"racketbuster” for the
capitalist system. This
reframing of his own
medals and honors as
badges of service to
corporations is a
devastating critique of
American foreign

policy.

The
Business
Plot:
Butler's
Direct
Encounter
with the
Racket

No discussion of
Smedley D Butler
War Is A Racket is
complete without

mentioning the
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"Business Plot" of
1933. In 1934, Butler
testified before the
House Un-American
Activities Committee
(HUAC) that a group of
wealthy businessmen,
including
representatives from
major corporations like
DuPont and J.P.
Morgan, had
approached him to lead
a coup d'état against
President Franklin D.
Roosevelt.

The plan, as Butler
described it, was for
him to lead a march of
veterans on
Washington, D.C., to
install a fascist-style
government that would
protect the interests of
big business. Butler was
a popular figure among
the
plotters believed he
could rally them. Butler
refused and reported

veterans, and

the plot to Congress.
The committee found

Butler's testimony
credible, and the details
were published.

However, the story was
largely buried by the
press, and no one was
prosecuted.

This event directly
informs the arguments
in Butler's pamphlet. It
belief
that the racket of war

confirmed his

was not just about
foreign policy but also
about domestic control.
The
willing to overthrow the

"racket" was
American government
to protect its profits.
This episode adds a

chilling layer of
authenticity to his
writings.
Modern
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Why

Butler's

Message
Endures

It has been nearly a
the
publication of Smedley
D Butler War Is A
Racket, yet the book is
more popular than ever.

century since

It has been rediscovered
by a new generation of
who

readers see

parallels between
Butler's era and our
The  specific

companies and conflicts

own.

have changed, but the
structural dynamics
remain the same. The
term "military-
industrial complex,"
which Eisenhower
warned about in 1961,
is simply a more polite
term for what Butler

called :Réfevance:

Consider the modern
defense budget. The
United States spends
hundreds of billions of
dollars annually on
defense. This spending
flows to a small number
of large defense
contractors: Lockheed
Martin,
Northrop Grumman,

Raytheon,

Boeing, and General
These
spend

Dynamics.
corporations
millions on lobbying
and political donations
to ensure that spending
continues or increases.
They have a financial
interest in the existence
of conflict. This is the
racket that Butler
described, operating on
a scale he could barely
have imagined.

Conflict and the
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Urittivigines of
Butler's
helps explain why the

United States has been
in a near-constant state

framework

of war since World War
II. If war is a racket,
then peace is bad for
business. If the racket
requires a crisis to
function, then the
system will generate
crises. Butler argued
that the military was not
a force for defense but
a tool for corporate
expansion. This analysis
is easy to apply to
conflicts in the Middle
East, where oil and
regional influence have
been consistent factors,
or in the ongoing "War
on Terror," which has
generated trillions of
dollars for defense
contractors.

Butler's
Thesis

While the argument in
Smedley D Butler
War Is A Racket is
powerful, it is not
without its critics. Some
historians argue that
Butler's view is too
They
contend that while

simplistic.

profit is a factor, it is
not the only factor
driving nations to war.
Geopolitical strategy,
national security,
ideology, and the desire
to spread democratic
also play

significant roles. Critics

values

argue that reducing all
profit
motive ignores the

conflict to a

complexity of
international relations
and the genuine threats
that nations sometimes
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face.

Furthermore, some
argue that the defense
industry is not a
monolith. Many people
working in defense are
motivated by a genuine
desire to protect their
country. However,
Butler would likely
respond that good
intentions do not
change the structural
the

system. A system that

incentives of

profits from war will
inevitably produce
more war, regardless of
the intentions of the
individuals within it.

Lessons for
the Future

Reading Smedley D
Butler War Is A
Racket is an
uncomfortable

experience for any

patriotic American. It
challenges the core
narratives that are
taught in schools and
repeated in media.
However, Butler did not
write the book to
destroy America. He
wrote it to save it. He
was a patriot in the
truest sense of the
word: someone who
loved their country
enough to criticize it.
He the
American people to see

wanted

through the propaganda
and demand a foreign
policy that served the
many, not the few.

Butler
solutions. He advocated

proposed

for a military that was
strictly limited to
defense. He suggested
that war profits should
be nationalized,
meaning that no private
individual or

corporation should
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profit from conflict. He
believed that if the
financial incentive for
war was removed, wars
would become far less
These
proposals were radical
in 1935, and they
remain radical today.

frequent.

They challenge the very
foundation of the
economic system that
sustains the American
war machine.

Conclusion:
The
Enduring
Power of a
Racket

Smedley D Butler
War Is A Racket is
more than a historical
document. It is a lens

through which to view
the world.
challenge to every

It is a

citizen to ask the
question: who benefits
from conflict? When a
nation goes to war, is it
for the safety of its
people or for the profit
of a few? Butler's voice,
coming from a man
who had seen the worst
of war and participated
in it, is a powerful
antidote to the easy
patriotism that so often
precedes bloodshed. His
confession is our
warning. The racket he
described has
disappeared; it has
simply grown larger and

not

more sophisticated. The
responsibility  to
recognize it, and to
resist it, falls on each
new generation that
reads his words.
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