
Your verdict can only add to the opinion of the world as to whether or not jus-
tice and liberty are a living force in this country or a mere shadow of the past. 

Your verdict may, of course, affect us temporarily, in a physical sense—it can
have no effect whatever upon our spirit. For even if we were convicted and found
guilty and the penalty were that we be placed against a wall and shot dead, I should
nevertheless cry out with the great Luther: “Here I am and here I stand and I can-
not do otherwise.” 

And gentlemen, in conclusion let me tell you that my co-defendant, Mr.
Berkman, was right when he said the eyes of America are upon you. They are
upon you not because of sympathy for us or agreement with Anarchism. They
are upon you because it must be decided sooner or later whether we are justified
in telling people that we will give them democracy in Europe, when we have no
democracy here? Shall free speech and free assemblage, shall criticism and opin-
ion—which even the espionage bill did not include—be destroyed? Shall it be a
shadow of the past, the great historic American past? Shall it be trampled under-
foot by any detective, or policeman, anyone who decides upon it? Or shall free
speech and free press and free assemblage continue to be the heritage of the
American people?

Gentlemen of the jury, whatever your verdict will be, as far as we are concerned,
nothing will be changed. I have held ideas all my life. I have publicly held my
ideas for twenty-seven years. Nothing on earth would ever make me change my
ideas except one thing; and that is, if you will prove to me that our position is wrong,
untenable, or lacking in historic fact. But never would I change my ideas because
I am found guilty. I may remind you of two great Americans, undoubtedly not
unknown to you, gentlemen of the jury; Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David
Thoreau. When Thoreau was placed in prison for refusing to pay taxes, he was vis-
ited by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Emerson said: “David, what are you doing in
jail?” and Thoreau replied: “Ralph, what are you doing outside, when honest peo-
ple are in jail for their ideals?”

• • •

One of the most eloquent and uncompromising voices against war was that of
Eugene Debs, the railroad union organizer and leader of the Socialist Party. On June
18, 1918, he addressed a mass rally of workers in Ohio, knowing very well that
his words could lead, as they did, to his arrest and imprisonment. Speaking to the
jury before it began its deliberations, he said: “I have been accused of obstructing
the war. I admit it. Gentlemen, I abhor war. I would oppose the war if I stood alone.”
He was found guilty by the jury of violating the Espionage Act, which made it a crime
to “obstruct the recruitment or enlistment service.” His sentence of ten years was
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upheld by a unanimous Supreme Court. Here is the speech that led to his arrest,
and then his statement to the court before sentencing.

Two Antiwar Speeches by Eugene Debs (1918)

“THE CANTON, OHIO, SPEECH” (JUNE 16, 1918)5

Sam Johnson declared that “patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel.” He
must have had . . . [the] Wall Street gentry in mind, or at least their prototypes,
for in every age it has been the tyrant, the oppressor and the exploiter who has
wrapped himself in the cloak of patriotism, or religion, or both to deceive and over-
awe the people.

They would have you believe that the Socialist Party consists in the main of dis-
loyalists and traitors. It is true in a sense not at all to their discredit. We frankly admit
that we are disloyalists and traitors to the real traitors of this nation; to the gang that
on the Pacific coast are trying to hang Tom Mooney and Warren Billings in spite
of their well-known innocence and the protest of practically the whole civilized
world. . . .

Every solitary one of these aristocratic conspirators and would-be murderers
claims to be an arch-patriot; every one of them insists that the war is being waged
to make the world safe for democracy. What humbug! What rot! What false pre-
tense! These autocrats, these tyrants, these red-handed robbers and murderers,
the “patriots,” while the men who have the courage to stand face to face with
them, speak the truth, and fight for their exploited victims—they are the disloy-
alists and traitors. If this be true, I want to take my place side by side with the trai-
tors in this fight. . . .

Max Eastman has been indicted and his paper [The Masses] suppressed, just as
the papers with which I have been connected have all been suppressed. What a won-
derful compliment they pay us! They are afraid that we may mislead and con-
taminate you. You are their wards; they are your guardians and they know what
is best for you to read and hear and know. They are bound to see to it that our
vicious doctrines do not reach your ears. And so in our great democracy, under our
free institutions, they flatter our press by suppression; and they ignorantly imag-
ine that they have silenced revolutionary propaganda in the United States. What
an awful mistake they make for our benefit! As a matter of justice to them we
should respond with resolutions of thanks and gratitude. Thousands of people
who had never before heard of our papers are now inquiring for and insisting
upon seeing them. They have succeeded only in arousing curiosity in our litera-
ture and propaganda. And woe to him who reads Socialist literature from curios-
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ity! He is surely a goner. I have known of a thousand experiments but never one
that failed. . . .

How stupid and shortsighted the ruling class really is! Cupidity is stone blind.
It has no vision. The greedy, profit-seeking exploiter cannot see beyond the end
of his nose. He can see a chance for an “opening”; he is cunning enough to know
what graft is and where it is, and how it can be secured, but vision he has none—
not the slightest. He knows nothing of the great throbbing world that spreads out
in all directions. He has no capacity for literature; no appreciation of art; no soul
for beauty. That is the penalty the parasites pay for the violation of the laws of life.
The Rockefellers are blind. Every move they make in their game of greed but has-
tens their own doom. Every blow they strike at the Socialist movement reacts
upon themselves. Every time they strike at us they hit themselves. It never fails.
Every time they strangle a Socialist paper they add a thousand voices proclaiming
the truth of the principles of socialism and the ideals of the Socialist movement.
They help us in spite of themselves. . . .

Wars throughout history have been waged for conquest and plunder. In the
Middle Ages when the feudal lords who inhabited the castles whose towers may
still be seen along the Rhine concluded to enlarge their domains, to increase their
power, their prestige and their wealth they declared war upon one another. But they
themselves did not go to war any more than the modern feudal lords, the barons
of Wall Street go to war. The feudal barons of the Middle Ages, the 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 one another 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. The master class has always declared the wars; the sub-
ject class has always fought the battles. The master class has had all to gain and noth-
ing to lose, while the subject class has had nothing to gain and all to
lose—especially their lives.

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.

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

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

If war is right let it be declared by the people. You who have your lives to lose,
you certainly above all others have the right to decide the momentous issue of
war or peace.

STATEMENT TO THE COURT (SEPTEMBER 18, 1918)6

Your Honor, years ago I recognized my kinship with all living beings, and I made
up my mind that I was not one bit better than the meanest on earth. I said then,
and I say now, that while there is a lower class, I am in it, and while there is a
criminal element I am of it, and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free. . . .

I believe, Your Honor, in common with all Socialists, that this nation ought to
own and control its own industries. I believe, as all Socialists do, that all things that
are jointly needed and used ought to be jointly owned—that industry, the basis
of our social life, instead of being the private property of a few and operated for
their enrichment, ought to be the common property of all, democratically admin-
istered in the interest of all. . . .

I am opposing a social order in which it is possible for one man who does
absolutely nothing that is useful to amass a fortune of hundreds of millions of
dollars, while millions of men and women who work all the days of their lives
secure barely enough for a wretched existence.

This order of things cannot always endure. I have registered my protest
against it. I recognize the feebleness of my effort, but, fortunately, I am not
alone. There are multiplied thousands of others who, like myself, have come to
realize that before we may truly enjoy the blessings of civilized life, we must
reorganize society upon a mutual and cooperative basis; and to this end we have
organized a great economic and political movement that spreads over the face
of all the earth.

There are today upwards of sixty millions of Socialists, loyal, devoted adher-
ents to this cause, regardless of nationality, race, creed, color, or sex. They are all
making common cause. They are spreading with tireless energy the propaganda
of the new social order. They are waiting, watching, and working hopefully
through all the hours of the day and the night. They are still in a minority. But
they have learned how to be patient and to bide their time. They feel—they know,
indeed—that the time is coming, in spite of all opposition, all persecution, when
this emancipating gospel will spread among all the peoples, and when this minor-
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ity will become the triumphant majority and, sweeping into power, inaugurate the
greatest social and economic change in history.

In that day we shall have the universal commonwealth—the harmonious coop-
eration of every nation with every other nation on earth. . . .

Your Honor, I ask no mercy and I plead for no immunity. I realize that finally
the right must prevail. I never so clearly comprehended as now the great struggle
between the powers of greed and exploitation on the one hand and upon the other
the rising hosts of industrial freedom and social justice.

I can see the dawn of the better day for humanity. The people are awakening.
In due time they will and must come to their own.

• • •

The writer and social critic Randolph Bourne broke with his friends Charles Beard
and John Dewey over their support for World War I. Here is a section of an unpub-
lished essay on “The State,” discovered at the time of his early death, in 1918.
In it Bourne exposes the way in which war expands the repressive power of the
state against its people.

Randolph Bourne, “The State” (1918)7

The moment war is declared . . . the mass of the people, through some spiritual
alchemy, become convinced that they have willed and executed the deed them-
selves. They then, with the exception of a few malcontents, proceed to allow
themselves to be regimented, coerced, deranged in all the environments of their
lives, and turned into a solid manufactory of destruction toward whatever other
people may have, in the appointed scheme of things, come within the range of
the Government’s disapprobation. The citizen throws off his contempt and
indifference to Government, identifies himself with its purposes, revives all his
military memories and symbols, and the State once more walks, an august pres-
ence, through the imaginations of men. Patriotism becomes the dominant feel-
ing, and produces immediately that intense and hopeless confusion between
the relations which the individual bears and should bear toward the society of
which he is a part. . . .

Wartime brings the ideal of the State out into very clear relief, and reveals atti-
tudes and tendencies that were hidden. In times of peace the sense of the State
flags in a republic that is not militarized. For war is essentially the health of the State.
The ideal of the State is that within its territory its power and influence should be
universal. As the Church is the medium for the spiritual salvation of man, so the
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