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One of the many evils of our current political climate is a propensity for tossing around big words without much thought and with even less sense of history.  “Socialist,” for instance, has become an epithet, especially for Republican candidates and their shadowy network of extremist supporters.  It doesn’t have to mean anything specific.  Just calling the new Healthcare law “socialist,” for instance, is enough to condemn it as somehow anti-American.

But there was a time in America when being a Socialist was not only popular, it was noble.

Remember Eugene V. Debs?  Maybe a dull clank of a remote bell somewhere back in the old days when they taught classes in Civics and Government in high school?  On Saturday, November 12, 2011, Ernest Freeberg, a professor at the University of Tennessee/Knoxville gave a lecture at the Minnesota History Center as part of its series on the Constitution.  Freeberg’s thesis is that Debs played a crucial role in the debate about one of our most popular civil rights -- freedom of speech and the right to dissent.

Debs was the most respected orator in an age of great orators that included, among others, William Jennings Bryant, Theodore Roosevelt and Billy Sunday.  He ran for president five times, including 1912 when his Socialist Party got 6% of the vote, and 1920 when he got a million votes -- while he was in jail.

Freeberg’s lecture sought to answer a key question:  How did Debs get a million votes from a prison cell at a time of conservative backlash in the country and when there were only about 20,000 Socialists Party members?  “Something else must have been going on.”  That something else was a populist re-awakening to civil rights after the extreme restrictions imposed during Word War I.  

In 1920 Warren Harding was elected president on the slogan, “return to normal.”  The Republican platform was pro-business, pro-banking and anti-immigrant.  It was in step with other conservative movements, including the first “Red Scare” after the Russian revolution and the rise of the Ku Klux Klan.  Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1924 and effectively shut down the great wave of immigrants who came to America after 1890.

Debs was the fly in the ointment.  He was born in Terre Haute, Indiana in 1855 and had served in the state legislature.  While helping to organize railroad workers he was jailed during the Pullman Strike of 1894.  He had a revelation in jail.  He thought that both major parties were in thrall to the powerful forces of capitalism and neither of them was capable of representing the working class, 60-70% of which, at the turn of twentieth century, was composed of first and second generation immigrants.

In 1900 Debs founded the American Socialist Party.  His goal was to bring America back to the democratic traditions expressed by Thomas Paine, Walt Whitman and John Brown.  While power brokers on Wall Street and in Washington were asking, “what is the problem with the unemployed?”  Debs asked, “what is the problem with capitalism?” He thought that the concentration of wealth had corrupted our political system (sound familiar?)  It was later discovered that the judges who had convicted him and others during the Pullman Strike had been bribed by the railroads.

Debs wanted to build a “cooperative commonwealth” where the means of production would be controlled by the government so that all citizens could share in the benefits.  To that end he toured the country before WW I on his “Red Special” train.  In 1912 the Socialist Party filled Madison Square Garden and received 6% of the vote. The support was widespread -- Jewish immigrants from the East Side of New York; German immigrants from Milwaukee and Chicago; Populist farmers from Oklahoma and Texas. Teddy Roosevelt declared Debs “one of our most undesirable citizens” and at least one Catholic priest declared it would not be a sin to “put a bullet in his head.”

In 1914 Debs and the Socialists joined the mainstream advocating an isolationist stance for the U.S. In 1916 many Socialists voted for Woodrow Wilson because he had promised to keep America out of the war.  In April 1917, a few months after his inauguration, Wilson committed America to the war in Europe.  

Time was short.  Both the Allies and Axis powers were near exhaustion and the end of the war was predicted to be a matter of months.  The goal was to get 4 million troops in uniform and over to the front.  The fledgling advertising industry was recruited to run one of the biggest propaganda campaigns in history.  The famous “Uncle Sam Wants You” poster was part of the recruitment effort, and posters demonizing “the Hun” were created by some of America’s best artists and copywriters. But only 100,000 men volunteered. So Wilson instituted a draft.

We remember the posters today and the monuments for fallen soldiers in “the war to end all wars” and it can seem like everyone got behind the war effort.  But the country was deeply divided.  Isolationists in the South and Midwest cited Washington’s admonition about entangling alliances and repeated the refrain “God gave us the Atlantic for a reason.”  German immigrants (the largest group of Americans, then as now) were not all thrilled about fighting against Germany.  Jews who had fled Russia were not happy about our alliance with the Czar.  The Irish didn’t want to find themselves fighting for England.

The Socialists rallied these various groups and declared Wilson’s war “a crime against the people of the United States.”  They saw the conflict as a war between imperial powers trying to protect their colonial holdings and a war to defend the interests of Wall Street financiers, many of whom had large stakes in the war effort.  The Civil War slogan was resurrected -- “it’s a rich man’s war, but a poor man’s fight.”

This, of course did not sit well with people in power.  The Espionage Act of 1917 was designed to hunt down spies (none were ever prosecuted) and sparked a national outbreak of violence and vigilanteism against anyone who questioned the war effort.  Local Committees on Public Education were established. People were tarred and feathered and sometimes lynched. Presses were smashed, books burned and newspapers were driven into bankruptcy for publishing anti-war cartoons.  The U.S. Postal Service was empowered to give local postmasters the right to censor and hold delivery of material they deemed insufficiently supportive of the war.  Minnesota’s Committee on Public Safety was among the worst, with local officials going after teachers and professors.

In June,1918, Debs gave a speech in Canton, Ohio.  He had been giving the same basic stump speech for 20 years and was aware that he had to be “careful.”  “I won’t say anything I don’t believe, but I won’t say everything I think.”  Nevertheless he was arrested and put in jail.  Prosecutors claimed he was disturbing the peace and inciting people to avoid the draft (no eligible person in the audience was found without a draft card.)  The defense cited Thomas Jefferson and a long line of others, but it had little impact on the judge and jury.  Debs was sentenced to 20 years.

He took the case to the Supreme Court where his conviction was upheld in 1919. Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes cited limitations in the right to free speech guaranteed by the First Amendment. It’s not an absolute guarantee and doesn’t protect fraud, libel, obscenity, etc.  Holmes argued that freedom of speech had to be considered in the context of the times and it was different in times of peace and war.  It had to yield --in Holmes’ famous phrase -- when there was “a clear and present danger” to the nation. 

There was an immediate uproar from legal scholars and professors, as well as from a variety of groups, including Christians and civil libertarians who supported the rights of conscientious objectors.  They were hampered by not knowing exactly what Debs had said because no newspaper would print the speech.  

After Armistice Day an “Amnesty Movement” to free Debs and others who had been jailed during the war gained wide support.  Thousands of letters to Congress were sent (a rare and under-valued resource now kept in the National Archives).  Unions, realizing that the same laws could be used to jail their leaders, started a postcard campaign featuring Debs. Over 100,000 signatures (including some of the most famous people of the era) were collected on a petition that was paraded up and down Constitution Avenue.  Kate Richard O’Hare, an advocate for conscientious objectors, organized a march on Washington by the children and wives of political prisoners.  These efforts eventually led to the formation of the American Civil Liberties Union.

The backlash was predictable.  The American Legion lobbied to keep Debs in jail and organized groups of thugs to break up Amnesty demonstrations.  The Ku Klux Klan kidnapped Kate O’hare.  One Supreme Court Justice said the First Amendment was “not a suicide pact” that could be used to destroy the Constitution. Even John Dewey argued for a balance between free speech and public safety in time of war (a stance he later retracted.)  Wilson, who had suffered a debilitating stroke and was kept away from the public by his inner circle, held an increasingly bitter grudge against Debs and refused to pardon him when he left office.

Debs ran for president in 1920 from his prison cell.  One campaign button featured his picture and the slogan “For President: Convict #9653.”  He got over 1 million votes -- about 3% of the total -- many of them from newly enfranchised women voters. 

With the war over, the amnesty movement growing, and support from various Christian groups, President Harding was looking for a way out.  He was also influenced by an increasing number of charges of war-profiteering that supported Debs’ claims about the war benefiting the wealthy and financiers.  He signed an amnesty, though he offered no apology.  Debs ended up serving 3 years of his sentence.

Freeberg noted that Debs “was a remarkable man and a remarkable prisoner.”  He was famous for delivering speeches in his shirt sleeves because he had given his coat to needy members of earlier audiences. Every warden supported him because of his efforts to work with inmates, help their families and rebuild their lives. When he was released from the penitentiary in Atlanta the warden let the prisoners out of their cells so they could watch Debs leave.  They cheered so loud they could be heard a mile away.  Debs stopped and tipped his hat.  He later said that moment was the highlight of his career.

Debs’ health had suffered in prison and his Socialist party was split.  Some of them advocated the Bolshevik line -- that revolution and violence was necessary to overturn entrenched capitalism -- but Debs couldn’t make the leap from Socialist to Communist.  He was one of the founders of International Labor Union, but he also split with the unions in their attempt to form international alliances of workers. 

Debs’ real legacy, Freeberg argued, is not so much about socialism and the American socialist Party, but  how his activities sparked the debate over free speech.  Before Debs there was no clear body of law that anchored the First Amendment.  Now there is and it came about because of Debs resistance to the oppressive limits on dissent during WW I.

Six months after Holmes coined his “clear and present danger” phrase, he backtracked. In another 1919 case he clarified his intention -- “clear and present” meant “immediate” and “danger meant a real threat to the nation’s security.  He added that we needed to be “eternally vigilant” against attempts to check civil liberties in the name of short-term national situations.  In this sense, Debs never posed a clear and present danger to the country.

Q&A
* How did Debs address all those people in Madison Square Garden before there were amplified sound systems?  One of the requirements for being a public figure back then was to have a loud and powerful voice.  Debs was one of the best.

* Were there similar situations during World War II?  There was a lot less dissent and Franklin Roosevelt, learning from Wilson’s mistakes, and took a more flexible attitude toward it.  There were ways to accommodate conscientious objectors and fewer reactionary forces, though pro-Nazi and pro-Hitler speakers were frequently silenced.

* What changed between 1914 and 1917 to turn the country around to accepting the war?  The propaganda campaign played a part as did German aggressiveness -- sinking American ships, etc.  Wilson, like many of his circle, were strong Anglophiles and were inclined to take England’s side.

* What connections do you see between the Espionage Act of 1917 and the Patriot Act?  Every war has its own technological and legal challenges, but it’s now possible to have a “more organized conversation” about free speech in time of war.

* What role did Wilson play after his stroke?  Many people believe he was irrational and not attentive after the stroke, which is why he was kept out of the public spotlight. Wilson had a long standing personal grudge against Debs and it was shared.  Debs used to say he felt safer in prison than out in “Wilson’s country.”

*  Why was the propaganda campaign so effective?  This campaign has sparked a number of studies and was the reason many universities founded Communications Departments.  Walter Lippman argued that perhaps democracy couldn’t survive if a simplistic but clear message could move so many voters.  

-- When Debs was brought to trial after the Canton speech, the key prosecution witness was a reporter from a Cleveland newspaper.  But he was moved by Debs’ personal honesty and commitment to his ideas.  He became a correspondent covering the war and found that many of Debs’ claims were true.  He later went on to found an institute for propaganda studies.  In 1952 he was called before the McCarthy commission and questioned about whether he supported the Soviet Union.

* How do you see free speech in the light of the Citizens United ruling?  We face a struggle between competing interests.  This is not the first time in American history that the pendulum swings a bit too far and we may have to pull back.  We have competing values in this country.

Comment.
Freeberg is not as good a speaker as the previous lecturer.  He tended to pause at awkward moments and to consult his notes more frequently.  His reticence in answering questions about the Patriot Act and Citizens United was also awkward -- as if he was being especially careful about saying anything that could be held against him.  Maybe that’s because he works in Tennessee, or maybe he just has a conservative bias (both speculations), but it seemed out of place given his subject.  

Debs is largely forgotten now, or seen only as a kind of antique novelty -- a Socialist with a capital “S.”    But Freeberg made a convincing case for his importance in establishing the basis for free speech during times of national emergency.  His argument that garnering a million votes at a time when Debs’ party consisted of less than 20,000 members (and its leader was in jail) certainly points to a dramatic awakening of Americans to the issue.  It’s still with us, of course.  

I have no free-speech objections to Republicans throwing around words like “socialist” and “liberal” as if they were epithets.  But we need to remember the efforts of people like Debs.  Given their sacrifices the least we can do is call out simplistic, misleading messages from people who think they are qualified to lead the country.

One final note:  the World War I propaganda campaign left another important legacy.  The effort brought together some of the first leaders of what would become modern advertising.  They pooled their resources to support the war effort and created impressive work.  Among other things, they helped promote and establish the fledgling American Red Cross as a national organization.  After the war, these same people got together and formed what would become the American Association of Advertising Agencies -- which still sponsors major campaigns for non-profit causes.

