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outside of Atlanta Federal Prison in October 1920. From Socialist Party of
America Papers in ProQuest History Vault.

0 O @ proquest.com

To talk to the sales department, contact us at
1-800-779-0137 or sales@proquest.com.



https://www.proquest.com
https://www.facebook.com/proquest
https://www.twitter.com/proquest
https://www.linkedin.com/company/proquest/
https://www.instagram.com/proquest/

One hundred years ago in the 1920 presidential election,
Eugene V. Debs became the first person in U.S. history to

run for president while imprisoned. Debs was a well-known
labor activist, Socialist, and, at the time, imprisoned for his
political beliefs. History Vault's Socialist Party of America Papers
can be used to examine this fascinating story from several
perspectives.

Socialist Party Platrorm

Adopted by National Convention, May 1968 and by Membership Referendum August th, 1908
Amended by Referendum September 7th,1809
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Issued by the National Executive Committee Socialist Party. 205 W. Washington Street, Chicago.

. . Human life depends upon food, clothing and shelter. Only with these assured are

Prlucq)les freedom, culture and higher human development possible. To produce feod, cloth-
ing or chelter, land and machinery are needed. Land alone does not satisfy human needs, Human labor
creates machinery and applies it to the land for the producticn of raw materials and food. Whoever has
control of land and machinery controls human labor, and with it human life and Lberty.

To-day the machinery and the land used for industria! purposes are owned by a vapidly decreasing
minority. So long as machinery is simple and easily handled by one man, its owner cannot dominate the
sources of life of others. But when mackhinery becomes more complex and expensive, and requires for its
effective operation the organized effort of many workers, its influence reaches over wide circles of life.
The owners of such machinery become the domirant class. B

In proportion as the number of such machine owners compared to a1l other classes decreases, their power
in the nation and in the world increases. They bring ever larger masses of working people under their
control, reducing them to the point where muscle and brain are their only productive property. Millions
of formerly self-employing workers thus become the helpless wage slaves of the industrial masters.

As the economic power of the ruling class grows it becomes less useful in the life of the nation. Al
the useful work of the nation falls upon the shoulders of tiae class whose only property is its manua! and
mental labor power—the wage worker-—or of the class who have but little land and little effective ma-
chinery outside of their labor power—the small traders and small farmers, The ruling wninority is steadily
becoming useless and parasitic. .

A bitter struggle over the division of the products of labor is waged between the expioiting propertied
classes on the one hand and the exploited propertyless class on the other. In this struggle the wage work-
ing class cannot expect adequate relief from any reform of the present order at the hands of the dominant
class.

The wage workers are therefore the most ined and i of the ruling class.
They suffer most from the curse of class rule. The fact that a few capitalists are permitted to control all

World War | Causes Controversy

Debs' imprisonment was due, in no small part, to dissension
over the role of the U. S. in World War I. In April 1917, President
Woodrow Wilson encouraged the United States to fully enter
World War |, declaring, “The world must be made safe for
democracy."? Congress agreed, and on April 6, the United States
declared war against Germany.

The United States also ratified the Espionage Act in 1917, which
played a part in many interesting and contentious legal battles,
Eugene V. Debs' trial among them. The Act was created with
World War I'in mind, as war with Germany put the loyalty of
German Americans and others in question.

Among the Act's provisions was the ability to convict individuals
who “... willfully cause or attempt to cause insubordination,
disloyalty, mutiny, refusal of duty, in the military or naval forces
of the United States” with “a fine of not more than $10,000 or
imprisonment for not more than twenty years, or both."

However, not all of the United States' citizens endorsed U. S. entry
into World War I. Eugene V. Debs, noted ‘radical, Socialist, and
activist, was vehemently against the war. On June 16, 1918, while
on a speaking tour, Debs gave a rousing speech in Canton, Ohio at
the Ohio Socialist Party's annual picnic. Among the statements he
made included the following:

They have always taught and trained you to believe it to be your
patriotic duty to go to war and to have yourselves slaughtered
at their command. But in all the history of the world you, the
people, have never had a voice in declaring war, and strange as it
certainly appears, no war by any nation in any age has ever been
declared by the people.*

In September, this speech would form the bulk of the evidence
against him as he stood trial under the Espionage Act.

Sedition or Free Speech? The Trial of Eugene V. Debs

Debs was an avid anti-war campaigner, and his Canton speech
could be construed as a federal offense. However, Debs believed
that the Espionage Act itself was unconstitutional, and he rested
his defense on this. History Vault's Socialist Party of America
Papers has significant documentation of the trial, with pamphlets
on the trial and transcripts of Debs’ courtroom defense.

In the courtroom, he defended himself:

I believe in the right of free speech, in war as well as in peace.

I would not, under any circumstances, gag the lips of my
bitterest enemy. | would under no circumstances suppress free
speech. It is far more dangerous to attempt to gag the people
than to allow them to speak freely of what is in their hearts.

[..] If the Espionage law finally stands, then the Constitution

of the United States is dead. If that law is not the negation of
every fundamental principle established by the Constitution,
then certainly | am unable to read or to understand the English
language.®

In Democracy's Prisoner: Eugene V. Debs, the Great War, and the Right
to Dissent, historian Ernest Freeberg describes the question of

the trial as this: “What the jury had to determine, then, was what
Debs intended when he spoke in Canton. Was he simply sharing
his political views with his fellow citizens, or did he mean to
encourage men to avoid the draft? Was he simply providing useful
information on an important public issue, or was he inciting his
followers to break the law?"

Debs was ultimately sentenced to ten years in prison.
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His lawyers brought the case to the Supreme Court, once more
arguing the unconstitutional nature of the Espionage Act. In
March the Supreme Court unanimously confirmed the guilty
verdict. Debs would go to prison.

And thus, Debs' statement at Canton that “I would rather a
thousand times be a free soul in jail than to be a sycophant and
coward in the streets” proved prophetic.” It is, of course, quite
possible that Debs went into this speech knowing that he would
be arrested for its contents, and fully intending to go to court and
even to prison to emphasize the wrongness of the law.®

Presidential Candidate and Convict No. 9653:
Debs’ 1920 Election Campaign

Deb's incarceration did not stop the Socialist Party of America
from nominating—and to great applause—Eugene V. Debs for
President of the United States. This was the fifth and final time
Debs ran for President. Records of the 1920 Socialist Party
National Convention can be found in History Vault's Socialist Party
of America Papers.

Imprisonment also did not stop Eugene V. Debs from accepting
the presidential nomination or from campaigning as best as he
was able, from jail. In his book, Walls and Bars, which is included
in the Socialist Party of America Party Papers in ProQuest History
Vault, Debs admits to feeling somewhat reluctant about running,
writing that he “at first positively declined to be considered a
candidate,” but that ultimately, he “yielded to the wishes of the
delegates."

His campaign work was limited. During the campaign, the
attorney general permitted him to issue a weekly statement of
500 words. Debs sent these statements through the mail to his
home in Terre Haute, where they were typed and sent onward

to the headquarters of the Socialist Party of America. The party
then distributed these messages to press associations and party
newspapers. Debs writes, “In this manner the convict candidate’s
messages were given a wide and ofttimes sympathetic reading."°
Some of Debs’ communications from prison as well as the
Socialist Party's official platform are available in the Socialist Party
of America Papers.

In response, Debs received letters and the occasional visitor.

No one, Debs most of all, expected a victory in the 1920 election.
Debs received 3.5 percent of the vote, or approximately 919,000
votes. He writes that, “the sincere regret expressed the following

DEBS’ ARGUMENT TO THE JURY

ay it please the court, and gentle-
men of the jury:

For the first time in my life I appear
before a jury in a court of law to answer
to an indictment for crime. I am not a
lawyer. I know little about court pro-
cedure. about the rules of evidence or
regal practice. I know only that you
~entlemen are to hear the evidence
brought against me, that the court is to
inatruet vou in the law. and that you are
then to determine by your verdict
whether I shall be branded with crim-
inal guilt and be consigned, perhaps to
the end of my life, in a felon’s cell.

Gentlemen, I do not fear to face yoa

day by my prison mates that | had not been transferred from
Atlanta to Washington by the American people would have
compensated me for any disappointment | might have felt over
the conduct of the campaign and its final results."

A Christmas Present for the Nation: Eugene V. Debs’
Release from Prison

Throughout Eugene V. Debs' three years in prison, people
campaigned for his release. Upton Sinclair, Mae West, and
Katherine Richards O'Hara (after her release for prison under the
same Espionage Act) were among those who campaigned for his
release. History Vault's Socialist Party of America Papers includes
extensive documentation of the campaign to free Debs and other
political prisoners.

Woodrow Wilson complained to his secretary in private that
“While the flower of American youth was pouring out its blood to
vindicate the cause of civilization, this man, Debs, stood behind
the lines, sniping, attacking, and denouncing them. [...] This man
was a traitor to his country and he will never be pardoned during
my administration."?
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After Warren G. Harding was elected, Bertha Hale White, Director
of the Amnesty Campaign at Washington, presented a petition
asking for Debs released, which was signed by more than 30,000
people. In this petition, she asked for Debs to be released as “a
Christmas gift to the Nation."®

On Christmas Day, 1921, President Warren G. Harding released
Eugene V. Debs and several other political prisoners from prison.
Harding's decision to release Debs cannot be explained merely by
courtesy. World War | was over, and President Woodrow Wilson
had finished his eight years. The release of Debs coincided with a
call to the nation to return to normalcy, symbolically moving away
from World War | and its concerns.

Debs served nearly three years in prison.

He wrote about his exit: “As the noon hour approached the Warden
and Deputy Warden called to inform me that the time had come
for me to take my leave. [..] For a moment | was rooted to the spot
and shaken with emotion. | felt as if | was deserting my friends
and a sense of quilt gripped my conscience. | could see their
anxious eyes peering at me from all directions, and how could |
turn my back on them and leave them there!"*

Debs lived another five years, dying in 1926. However, his legacy
would live on.

The Socialist Party of America wrote about him extensively,
including the following compliments:

‘Oh, how he was hated by those clinging insecurely to power

and wealth, by the pompous, by the status-seeking, by the
money-grubbing, by conservatives and by the Big Business press
which ritualistically terrified their gullible readers with frantic
denunciations of that 'red, that radical, that labor agitator, that
strike leader who would destroy private property, the most sacred
of all the icons in the temple of America."”®

The story of Eugene V. Debs’s imprisonment and 1920
presidential campaign is just one of many episodes that
researchers can investigate in the Socialist Party of America
Papers. Like Debs, Victor Berger was arrested and tried for violating
the Espionage Act of 1917 and records from the Berger trial can be
found in the collection. Other topics that researchers can explore in
the Socialist Party of America Papers include the Socialist Party's
response to the Great Depression and the New Deal; internal
disputes within the party; Norman Thomas's leadership of the
Socialist Party; role of women in the Socialist Party; role of 3rd
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parties in American politics; the Party's efforts on behalf of civil
rights for Black Americans, especially in the 1940s through 1960s;
and the evolution of the Party in the 1960s and 1970s.

Researchers interested in the Socialist Party and the American
Left can find relevant documentation in other History Vault
modules. Workers, Labor Unions, and the American Left in the 20th
Century includes material on the prosecution strategy in the

case of U.S. v. Eugene Debs and Department of Justice and U.S.
Military investigations of the Industrial Workers of the World.
Labor Unions in the U.S., 1862-1974: Knights of Labor, AFL, CIO, and
AFL-CIO includes the papers of Adolph Germer who was involved
with the Socialist Party early in his career. The Papers of Socialist
Party members A. Philp Randolph and Bayard Rustin can be
found in History Vault's Black Freedom Struggle in the 20th Century:
Organizational Records and Personal Papers, Part 1.

ProQuest’s E-Book Central can also be a useful tool for
researchers. Titles on the Socialist Party include H. Wayne
Morgan's 2019 Eugene V. Debs: Socialist for President, Ernest
Freeberg's 2008 Democracy’s Prisoner: Eugene V. Debs, the Great
War, and the Right to Dissent, and Jack Ross's 2015 The Socialist
Party of America: A Complete History. Ross's book is particularly
notable for its coverage of the Socialist Party after World War II,
a period that has received less attention from historians. Finally,
researchers might investigate the Socialist Party's relationship
with the Communist Party by using the Socialist Party Papers in
History Vault together with the American Communist Historical
Newspapers that are available in the ProQuest Historical
Newspapers collection.
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