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 Warriors for Peace  
He who saves one life saves the world.

Hebrew proverb

THIS IS THE STORY OF TWO VERY 
BRAVE BUTLERS.
   We’re not talking about white-gloved 
gentlemen dressed in tailcoats holding silver 
platters, but two U.S. military generals: 
USMC General Smedley D. Butler and 
USAF General George Lee Butler. 
Although their lives overlapped by only a 
single year, they share in common a deeply 
held contempt for the business of war.

*****
   Smedley Darlington Butler was born in 
1881 in a suburb of Philadelphia. Raised as 
a Quaker, he defied his parents and his 
pacifist roots to enlist in the Marines Corps 
shortly before he turned 17, lying about his 
age in order to earn an officer’s commission.

Veterans for Peace: Smedley D. Butler Brigade, Boston

   Serving in the Spanish-American War, 
the Philippine-American War, the Boxer 
Rebellion in China, the ‘Banana Wars’ in 
Central America, and World War I, Butler 

rose swiftly through the ranks, becoming a 
Major General at the young age of 48. 
He served valiantly, receiving 16 medals 
during his 34 year career, making him the 
most decorated Marine in American history.
    By the time of his retirement from the 
service in 1931, however, Butler was 
thoroughly disillusioned with the military. 
Calling himself “a high-class muscle man” 
for big business and the banks, he would 
later write, “I was a gangster for capitalism 
…operating on three continents while the 
best Al Capone had was three city districts.”
    In 1933—after a brief foray into politics
—Butler was involved in a alleged political 
conspiracy known as the ‘Business Plot.’  



   Butler claimed that he had been recruited 
by a group of wealthy businesmen to lead a 
fascist coup against President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, backed by an army of 500,000 
ex-soldiers and bankrolled by J. P. Morgan. 
(A Congressional investigation dismissed 
his ‘whistleblower’ claim, but confirmed 
that a conspiracy had indeed been planned.)   
   Butler went on to become an acclaimed 
antiwar speaker and a tireless activist for the 
rights of veterans. His highly regarded 
1935 booklet War Is a Racket—culled from 
hundreds of his lectures and speeches—
remains a classic exposé of the corrupt ties 
between big business and war, arguably 
more relevant today than ever.
   Despite being denounced by his peers as a 
leftist, isolationist crank, Butler maintained 
a punishing speaking schedule until his death 
of cancer in 1940 at the age of 58.

*****
   Just one year earlier, George Lee Butler 
was born in Fort Benning, Georgia. An Air 
Force pilot in the Vietnam War, he also 
swiftly worked his way up through the ranks. 
Promoted to four-star general in 1991, 
Butler assumed control of the nation’s entire 
land and air-based nuclear arsenal as the 
commander in chief of the Strategic Air 
Command, where he served until it was 
dissolved under his direction in 1992. 
(At the time, angry opponents of the 
reorganization did a brisk business selling 
T-shirts that read: The Butler did it.)
   Butler left the service in 1994, but like his 
namesake Smedley, not to a comfortable 
retirement playing golf and reminiscing. 
Ironically, he has since become one of the 
most vocal  activists in the global nuclear 
disarmament movement, calling the super-
powers’ continuing strategy of nuclear 

deterrence “a death warrant for our species.”  

   Beginning with an impassioned speech at 
the National Press Club in 1996, Butler has 
tirelessly advocated for the elimination of 
nuclear weapons—and more recently, has 
been warning about a renewed nuclear arms 
race fuelled by lobbying pressure from the 
ever more powerful weapons industry.   

*****
   Two of the most decorated and high-
ranking officers of their time, Generals 
Smedley Butler and George Lee Butler are 
a rare exception, as sadly, very few retired 
generals in U.S. history have ever openly 
opposed the American war machine. 
   In fact, of nearly 1, 000 generals on active 
duty and hundreds more in retirement, not a 
single one demonstrated strong public 
opposition to the two decade long series of 
disastrous wars in the Middle East. 
The only visible dissent has come from a 
small cadre of retired junior officers and 
former enlisted servicemen and women, 
those who ultimately have the most at stake.
   No doubt this is in large part due to the 
revolving door between the officer corps 
and the ‘military-industrial complex,’ first 
identified by Smedley Butler in 1935 and 
eloquently denounced a quarter century later 
by retiring president Dwight D. Eisenhower.
   For all his dismay at the corrupt nexus of 
corporate profits and warmaking—“in which 
profits are reckoned in dollars and losses in 
lives”—Smedley Butler could never have 
imagined today’s trillion dollar military 
budgets, funding an arsenal of weaponry so 
powerful that it could end life on Earth.
   For his part, George Lee Butler—now a 
spry octogenarian—is still hard at work 
sounding the alarm, warning all who will 
listen that we have escaped a nuclear 
holocaust only by “some combination of 
skill, luck and divine intervention.” ◾


