
George Norris: The Profits of War (1917)  

Support for the declaration of war in 1917 was overwhelming but by no means unanimous. Several prominent legislators, 
most of them from the Midwest, criticized President Woodrow Wilson's actions, claiming that American national interests 
were not at risk and that the impetus for war was coming from the selfish interests of American munitions makers and 
bankers eager to maintain a lucrative war trade with the British and French. Republican senator George Norris of Nebraska 
led the opposition in the Senate. 
  

From Congressional Record, 65th Cong., 1st sess., 1917, 55:213-214 .  

 

. . . We have loaned many hundreds of millions of dollars to the allies in this controversy. While such 

action was legal and countenanced by international law, there is no doubt in my mind but the enormous 

amount of money loaned to the allies in this country has been instrumental in bringing about a public 

sentiment in favor of our country taking a course that would make every bond worth a hundred cents on 

the dollar and making the payment of every debt certain and sure.  

Through this instrumentality and also through the instrumentality of others who have not only made 

millions out of the war in the manufacture of munitions, etc., and who would expect to make millions 

more if our country can be drawn into the catastrophe, a large number of the great newspapers and 

news agencies of the country have been controlled and enlisted in the greatest propaganda that the 

world has ever know, to manufacture sentiment in favor of war.  

It is now demanded that the American citizens shall be used as insurance policies to guarantee the 

safe delivery of munitions of war to belligerent nations. The enormous profits of munitions manu-

facturers, stockbrokers, and bond dealers must be still further increased by our entrance into the war. 

This has brought us to the present moment, when Congress, urged by the President and backed by the 

artificial sentiment, is about to declare war and engulf our country in the greatest holocaust that the 

world has ever known.  

*** 

To whom does war bring prosperity? Not to the soldier who for the munificent compensation of $16 

per month shoulders his musket and goes into the trench, there to shed his blood and to die if 

necessary; not to the broken-hearted widow who waits for the return of the mangled body of her 

husband; not to the mother who weeps at the death of her brave boy; not to the little children who 

shiver with cold; not to the babe who suffers from hunger; nor to the millions of mothers and daughters 

who carry broken hearts to their graves.  

War brings no prosperity to the great mass of common and patriotic citizens. It increases the cost of 

living of those who toil and those who already must strain every effort to keep soul and body together. 

War brings prosperity to the stock gambler on Wall Street-to those who are already in possession of 

more wealth than can be realized or enjoyed. Again this writer says that if we cannot get war, "it is 

nevertheless good opinion that the preparedness program will compensate in good measure for the loss 

of the stimulus of actual war”: That is, if we cannot get war, let us go as far in that direction as possible. 

If we cannot get war, let us cry for additional ships, additional guns, additional munitions, and 

everything else that will have a tendency to bring us as near as possible to the verge of war. And if war 

comes do such men as these shoulder the musket and go into the trenches?  



Their object in having war and in preparing for war is to make money. Human suffering and the 

sacrifice of human life are necessary, but Wall Street considers only the dollars and the cents. The men 

who do the fighting, the people who make the sacrifices, are the ones who will not be counted in the 

measure of this great prosperity that he depicts.  

The stockbrokers would not, of course, go to war, because the very object they have in bringing on 

the war is profit, and therefore they must remain in their Wall Street offices in order to share in that 

great prosperity which they say war will bring. The volunteer officer, even the drafting officer, will not 

find them. They will be concealed in their palatial offices on Wall Street, sitting behind mahogany desks, 

covered up with clipped coupons-coupons soiled with the sweat of honest toil, coupons stained with 

mothers' tears, coupons dyed in the lifeblood of their fellow men.  

We are taking a step today that is fraught with untold danger. We are going into war upon the 

command of gold. We are going to run the risk of sacrificing millions of our countrymen's lives in order 

that other countrymen may coin their lifeblood into money. And even if we do not cross the Atlantic and 

go into the trenches, we are going to pile up a debt that the toiling masses that shall come many 

generations after us will have to pay. Unborn millions will bend their backs in toil in order to pay for the 

terrible step we are now about to take. We are about to do the bidding of wealth's terrible mandate. By 

our act we will make millions of our countrymen suffer, and the consequences of it may well be that 

millions of our brethren must shed their lifeblood, millions of broken-hearted women must weep, 

millions of children must suffer with cold, and millions of babes must die from hunger, and all because 

we want to preserve the commercial right of American citizens to deliver munitions of war to belligerent 

nations.  

REVIEW QUESTIONS  
1. Explain what Norris meant by "artificial sentiment."  

2. According to Norris, who really suffered during wartime? How?  

3. What did this speech suggest about the influences on foreign policy decisions? Do you agree?  

 


