










governing in many localities. In 1912 the Socialist Party con
trolled the administrations of 33 American cities, including 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Bridgeport, Connecticut and Berkely, 
California-and Victor Berger, a Socialist leader, was a mem
ber of the United States Congress. 

By 1917, however, with America's entry into the first 
World War and with the advent of the Russian Revolution, 
the Socialist Party began to decline. There were members who 
left the Party because of their disagreement with the Party's 
opposition to the war, but there were many others who left 
because they were simply afraid-afraid for their lives, afraid 
for their jobs, afraid of their government. 

During times of war -it is customary for the ruling class, in 
order to gain support for its war position, to whip up a patri
otic hysteria among the people-and there has probably been 
no worse example of this in the United States than during, 
and immediately after, the first World War. In 1917, federal 
legislation was passed making opposition to the war illegal, 
newspapers opposing the war were barred from the mails , 
censored and closed down, Socialist Party and trade union 
offices were wrecked, and large numbers of people were in
discriminatelyarrested. 

In New York, in 1920, five members of the Socialist Party 
who were democratically elected to the State Legislature were 
refused admission to that body, and throughout the country 
workers who voiced opposition to the war were fired from 
their jobs. 

Band 10. The Speech That Sent Debs To Jail 

In September of 1915 Gene Debs gave his views of the war 
then raging in Europe: 

"I am not a capitalist soldier. I am a proletarian revolu
tionist ... I am opposed to every war but one; I am for that 
war with heart and soul, and that is the worldwide war of the 
social revolution. In that war I am prepared to fight in any 
way the ruling class may make necessary, even to the barri
cades. That is where I stand and where I believe the Socialist 
Party stands, or ought to stand, on the question of war." 

In June of 1918, with American troops now fighting in 
Europe, Debs spoke to a socialist gathering in Canton, Ohio. 
In this, his most famous speech, he outlined the socialist 
opposition to the war and gave his unqualified support to the 
Russian Revolution which had just taken place under the 
leadership of Lenin and Trotsky. 

This was also the speech for which he was sentenced to jail. 
"In the middle ages the feudal lords and barons, the 
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economic predecessors of the capitalists of our day, declared 
all wars . And their miserable serfs fought all the battles. The 
poor, ignorant serfs had been taught to revere their masters; 
to believe that when their masters declared war upon one 
another, it was their patriotic duty to fall upon each other and 
to cut one another ' s throats for the profit and glory of the 
lords and barons who held them in contempt. And that is war 
in a nutshell. It hasn't changed. The master class has always 
declared the wars; the subject class has always fought the 
battles . The master class has had all to gain and nothing to 
lose, while the subject class has had nothing to gain and all to 
lose-especially their lives. 

"The ruling class has 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 his
tory 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. 
And here let me emphasize the fact-and it cannot be 
repeated too often-that the working class who fight all the 
battles, the working class who make the supreme sacrifices, 
the working class who freely shed their blood and furnish the 
corpses, have never yet had a voice in either declaring war or 
making peace. It is the ruling class that invariably does both. 
They alone declare war and they alone make peace. 

Yours not to reason why; 
Yours but to do or die. 

This is their motto and we object on the part of the awakening 
workers of this nation." 

Two weeks after he gave his Canton, Ohio speech, Gene 
Debs was arrested and charged with violating the Espionage 
Act. Two months later he was tried, found guilty of the 
charges, and sentenced to ten years in prison. 

Band 11. The Last Days Of Eugene V. Debs 

In 1920, while in the federal penitentiary in Atlanta, Debs 
was nominated for the fifth time as the Socialist Party's 
candidate for President. With a campaign that consisted of 
one press release a week, he received close to a million votes. 

In 1921, after serving 2 Y2 years of his term, the 66 year old 
Debs, in poor health, received a pardon from the newly 
elected President, Warren G. Harding, and returned home 
to Terre Haute. 

On October 20, 1926 Eugene Victor Debs, the greatest 
leader in the history of the American working class, died-as 
people stood silently at the thousands -of memorial meetings 
held in his honor throughout the country, some of them may 
have remembered what he said in Canton, Ohio. 

"The little that I am, the little that I am hoping to be, lowe 
to the Socialist movement. It has given me my ideas and 
ideals; my principles and convictions, and I would not ex
change one of them for all of Rockefeller's bloodstained 
dollars. It has taught me how to serve-a lesson to me of 
priceless value. It has taught me the ecstasy in the handclasp 
of a comrade. It has enabled me to hold high communion 
with you, and made it possible for me to take my place, side 
by side with you, in the great struggle for the better day; to 
multiply myself over and over again, to thrill with a fresh
born manhood; to feel life truly worthwhile; to open new 
avenues of vision; to spread out glorious vistas; to know that 
I am kin to all that throbs; to be class conscious, and to 
realize that, regardless of nationality, race, creed, color or 
sex, every man, every woman who toils, who renders useful 
service, every member of the working class without exception, 



is my comrade, my brother and sister-and that to serve them 
and their cause is the highest duty of my life." 

The American People's Historical Society is a newly 
formed, non-profit organization producing audio-visual ma
terial from a radical point of view. As our nation becomes in
creasingly controlled by multi-billion dollar banks and giant 
corporations it is getting harder and harder for young people, 
and all Americans, to learn the truth about the history of their 
country - and about the men and women who have risked 
their lives to protect the interests of working people against 
capitalist greed. Day after day our television screens are filled 
with the likes of Starsky and Hutch and Wonderwoman but, 
not too surprisingly, no corporation or advertising agency 
seems terribly eager to sponsor a program dealing with the life 
and ideas of a man like Eugene V. Debs - a man who believed 
that working people should own and control the society in 
which they lived. 

This record is the original sound-track of the video-tape 
"Debs" which is available for purchase or rental from the 
American People's Historical Society. For more information 
write the American People's Historical Society. , 295 Yz Maple 
Street, Burlington, Vermont 05401, or call 802-864-7061 

Bernard Sanders 
Director 
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