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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Protesting the
First World War
by Colby Smart

Evocative primary source documents are especially important to our discussions
of World War I. While any analysis of the war “to make the world safe for democ-
racy” demonstrates the downward spiral into militaristic violence that ushered in
a century of unparallel destruction, most traditional discussions are devoid of anti-
war voices and actions. Yet without this perspective, students leave the subject of
World War I thinking that the vast majority of Americans willingly fought in the
war and/or unquestioningly supported the war effort. As historians, we know that
such was not the case.

In Chapter , students are exposed to first-hand accounts of how Americans
opposed the war and the trend toward militarism. These voices not only illustrate
the widespread nature of the antiwar movement, they also highlight the federal gov-
ernment’s calculated reaction to the movement and the way in which the war influ-
enced art and literature among the generation who survived the war. Our students
will learn of the dynamic nature that comprised the antiwar appeal to the imperi-
alistic foundation of the war, and they will come away with an understanding of
how the views of these antiwar activists were, in many cases, systematically sup-
pressed. Finally, these documents of resistance better equip our students with the
tools they will need to become, critical, responsive and thorough practitioners of
historical thought.

Document Based Questions

HELEN KELLER

. Explain what Keller meant when she said that “the future of America rests
on the backs of ,, working men and women and their children.”

. Cite Keller’s explanation of the motive Congress had in preparing for war.
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. Instead of preparing for war, Keller states, “the kind of preparedness the
workers want is reorganization and reconstruction of their whole life, such
as has never been attempted by statesmen or governments.” Explain what
Keller meant.

JOHN REED

. In what ways were wealthy industrialists placing pressure on working
Americans to conform and enlist?

. “I know what war means. I have been with the armies of all the belligerents
except one, and I have seen men die, and go mad, and lie in hospitals suf-
fering hell.” Compare and contrast this quote from Reed with the domi-
nant view of the “nobility” of war.

. What hypocrisies does John Reed point out concerning the ways atrocities
are viewed by the United States government? Give two examples.

“WHY THE IWW IS NOT PATRIOTIC TO THE UNITED STATES”

. Why is the IWW not patriotic to the United States? Do you believe this
excerpt illustrates Howard Zinn’s statement that the IWW was opposed to
the “class character of the war”? How and why?

. Using details from the reading in Chapters , support or refute the state-
ment of the IWW that “[t]his war is a business man’s war”?

EMMA GOLDMAN

. What point about political violence was Emma Goldman trying to make
in her analogy of a physician and his medicine?

. In what ways does Goldman believe that the violent tactics of the establish-
ment encouraged a backlash of political violence?

. How does Goldman present the ways in which the antiwar movement
posed a threat to established government and economic interests in the
world?

 ~  
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EUGENE DEBS

. Why did Eugene Debs admit to being a “disloyalist”? What did he mean
by this admission?

. Which segment of American society do you think would be most receptive
to the ideas expressed in these two speeches? Explain.

. In his “Statement to the Court,” Debs makes the case that Socialism must
replace the existing social order of capitalism. What are the main reasons
Debs outlines to make his case? In contrast, what argument could be made
against Debs’ Socialist views?

RANDOLPH BOURNE

. Assess the validity of this statement: In time of war “[t]he 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 presence, through the imaginations of men.”

. Does Randolph Bourne place blame on citizens for conforming to and
accepting the state as a king or savior in times of war? Why, or why not?
What evidence from the document lends support to your argument?

. Bourne states that “agreements which are to affect the lives of whole peo-
ples must be made between peoples and not by Governments, or at least
by their representatives.” What is Bourne alluding to in this statement?

E. E. CUMMINGS

. From your perspective, is it important for societies to allow people, who dis-
agree with war and violence, to make a conscious choice to avoid it with-
out consequence? Why, or why not?

. What support for becoming a conscientious objector do you find in this
poem?

JOHN DOS PASSOS

. John Dos Passos continues to repeat the line, “how can I get back to my out-

     ~ 
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fit,” throughout the first part of the document. Why? Why does he stop
making this statement toward the end?

. Why is the main character named John Doe in this story?

. What opinions does Dos Passos express about the tragedy of war? What is
he trying to say at the end of the passage about the pomp and circumstance
surrounding a soldier’s death?

DALTON TRUMBO

. Why does the main character insist on being seen by so many people? Is it
to teach people about the tragedies of war, or is it to fill them with shame
for letting something like this happen to a fellow human being?

. Why, in your opinion, was this “brain” left alive? For what purposes was it
taken and shown to people?

. In Johnny Got His Gun, Dalton Trumbo is making a serious condemna-
tion. Who and/or what is he condemning?

Main Points in Voices, Chapter 14,
“Protesting the First World War”

. After reading Chapter  in Voices, students should be encouraged to iden-
tify what they believe to be the main points therein. Following are five pos-
sible main points:

. The antiwar movement was in part a manifestation of a rift that existed in
American society between organized labor and industrialists.

. The voices of protest in the antiwar movement cut across racial, ethnic,
and gender boundaries.

. World War I influenced art and literature both during the war and after the
end of hostilities.

. Official United States policy suppressed dissent during the war, suggesting
that to be a patriot, one must always support the government’s policies.

. Individual liberties are often restricted during times of war.

 ~  
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Main Point in Voices, Chapter 14,
“Protesting the First World War” and in A People’s History,

Chapter 14, “War Is the Health of the State”

. If your students are also reading A People’s History, they should be encour-
aged to identify what they believe to be the main points in Chapter  in
both books.” Following are five additional points to be stressed when Voices
and A People’s History are used together.

. World War I was in large part a war for imperialistic gain.

. The war effort was not universally endorsed.

. Civil liberties were limited during thewar in order to suppress antiwar activism.

. Working people of both the Allied and Central Powers bore the true cost
of war with their lives.

. At the end of the war, a generation of people ushered in new forms of art
and literature that reflected the terrible toll the war placed on humanity.

General-Discussion Questions for Voices

While the following questions are designed for classroom discussion about all the
voices read in Chapter , they can also be rewritten and included as evaluation and
simulation tools.

. What similarities existed in the messages about class conflict in the docu-
ments by Helen Keller, John Reed, and Eugene Debs?

. How do the various voices in this chapter illustrate the point that fear was
used to promote consensus for war? What role did fear play in attempts to
build support for other twentieth-century wars? Do you think similar
efforts to use fear were apparent in the effort to create support in  for
the invasion of Iraq? Explain.

. How do the voices in this chapter demonstrate that young men from work-
ing-class families on both sides of the conflict actually fought the war? Do
you think World War I was yet another example of “the rich man’s war and
the poor man’s fight”?

     ~ 
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. Thesevoicesprovidemanyexamplesofhowtheantiwarmovementwas suppressed.
Which examples do you feelweremost convincingly expressive?

. Do you think the Espionage and Sedition Acts were unconstitutional?
Explain. Was this the first time in United States history that such laws were
passed? Was it the last time?

. From your own understanding of United States history, do you think it is
possible for the world to live, as Eugene Debs said, in “the harmonious
cooperation of every nation with every other nation on earth”? Do you
think it is more or less possible in the twenty-first century than it was in the
twentieth century?

. In what ways can a student of history better understand the nature of con-
flict by reading a wide variety of sources about a particular event?

. Do you think that there is any “pomp and circumstance” that is appropri-
ate or inappropriate when dealing with the death of a soldier? Explain.

. Many historians agree that World War I was fought for imperialistic rea-
sons. What documents best illustrate this point?

. Johnny Got His Gun eventually became one of the banned books of the
McCarthy era—and it is still banned in many school districts across the
nation. Why do you think this book was, and still is in many areas, banned?
Do you think it is controversial? How and why?

. How did the voices in this chapter reinforce any of the five themes listed
in “Main Points in Voices”?

. Which of the voices in this chapter did you find most powerful? Least pow-
erful? How and why?

General-Discussion Questions for Voices and A People’s History

These general-discussion questions are additional questions for students who have
read Chapter  in both books. For all questions, discussion must focus on ways
the materials in both chapters help students formulate and articulate their answers.

. Randolph Bourne wrote that “war is the health of the State.” Why do you

 ~  
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think Howard Zinn choose this quote as the title for Chapter  in A
People’s History.

. In what ways was organized labor suppressed during World War I?

. How was class consciousness and class conflict used by antiwar advocates
to illustrate the war’s “true aims”?

. What similarities do you detect between the antiwar movement during
World War I and the antiwar movement prior and during the  United
States invasion of Iraq? Explain.

. In what ways did the United States government sway public opinion to
support the war effort? From your own perspective, was it appropriate for
the government to employ such methods to build a consensus?

. Upon passage of the Espionage and Sedition Acts, many people felt that their
civil liberties were under attack as the government sought to stifle dissent.
Do you think these measures were an appropriate domestic policy during
a time of war? Explain.

. What is civil disobedience? What role did it play in the antiwar movement?
Do you think Emma Goldman, John Reed, and/or Eugene Debs would have
supported civil disobedience? Explain.

. How would you define our First Amendment right to freedom of speech?
Do you think the Sedition Act violated that freedom? Explain. If so, how
and why was it able to become law?

. What was the Espionage Act of ? Do you think it was constitutional?
What was the Sedition Act of ? Was it constitutional?

. When Eugene Debs was in prison serving his term for violating the
Espionage Act of , he ran for president during the  presidential
election. While he was in prison, he won almost one million votes. How
was that possible? What does this tell you about American society in ?

. Is the right to protest protected in the United States Constitution? Explain.

. What other voices might have been added to Chapter  in Voices that
might have provided a more complete understanding of Chapter  in A
People’s History?

     ~ 
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Evaluation Tools

SUGGESTED ASSIGNMENTS

These assignments can be adapted to meet any classroom need—homework, short-
or long-term research projects, individual or group work. The end product should
be flexible, depending on teacher interest and student abilities—papers, journals,
oral reports, visual aides, and the like.

. Learn more about the historical uses and abuses of legislation related to
free speech during times of war. Be sure to focus on historical examples of
curbing civil liberties, beginning with the passage of the first Sedition Act
in the s and ending with the passage of the  PATRIOT Act.

. Conduct biographical research on one of the people whom you met in
this/these chapter(s). Be sure to read more primary documents to support
your research—especially speeches, letters, articles, and so forth. What was
their background? What led them to join the antiwar movement? What
arguments and actions they use to support their cause? What were the con-
sequences of their actions? Do you find their antiwar arguments convinc-
ing? How and why?

. Watch the movie Johnny Got His Gun. What do you thinkTrumbo wanted
his audience to learn from the movie? What did you take from the movie?
Do you think it is still controversial in the twenty-first century? How and
why? Learn more about Dalton Trumbo and what led him to become one
of the so-called Hollywood Ten.

. In January , officials at the University of California at Berkeley refused
to allow a fund-raising appeal for the Emma Goldman Papers, which are
housed on its campus. The appeal contained a quote from Goldman about
the suppression of free speech and her opposition to war. The university
deemed the topics too political as the United States prepared for a possible
military action against Iraq. Find out more about this controversy. Do you
think the university officials acted appropriately? Why, or why not? How was
the problem resolved? Can you think of any other incidents since the mili-
tary invasion of Iraq in which similar free-speech issues have arisen? Explain.

. More than two thousand people were prosecuted under both the Espionage
Act and the Seditions Act, and thousands of others were intimidated into

 ~  
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silence. Learn as must as possible about both acts. Was there congressional
and/or public opposition to the legislation? How and why was the federal
government able to pass such legislation?

. The Selective Service Act of  allowed the United States government to
raise an army after entering into World War I. Unlike previous draft laws,
the new act placed conscientious objectors (COs) under military authority
before they obtained religious exemptions, thus making them subject to
military justice. Who were COs? What was their historical role in exemp-
tion from military service? How were they treated during World War I?

. In , the Supreme Court heard the case of Schenck v. U.S. in which the
defendant challenged the constitutionality of the Espionage Act. Learn
more about the case and the Supreme Court’s decision. How has this case
continued to influence the question of free speech during times of war?

. In , the Supreme Court heard the case of Abrams v. U.S. in which the
constitutionality of the Sedition Act was challenged. Learn more about the
case and the Supreme Court’s decision. How has this case continued to
influence the question of free speech during times of war?

. Read W. E. B. Du Bois’s article, “The African Roots of War,” published in
the Atlantic Monthly in May . What were his primary points? Do you
agree with his beliefs about capitalism, democracy, imperialism, international
rivalry? Explain. What do you think Du Bois might have added to the arti-
cle if he had attempted to rewrite it in ?

. Learn more about the American Protective League. What were its primary
purposes and accomplishments? How was it supported by the federal gov-
ernment? What impact did it have on the public?

SUGGESTED ESSAY QUESTIONS

. Using copies of the Bill of Rights, the Sedition and Espionage Acts, and the
speeches by Eugene Debs, discuss in an essay whether you believe that
Debs’ opposition to the war justified his arrest and imprisonment.

. Was the antiwar movement during World War I effective in its opposition to
United States policy? What were its strongest and most credible arguments?
Which were the least credible? Explain with citations from Voices.

     ~ 
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. What overall themes were present in the antiwar movement that parallel
themes from earlier periods in United States history?

. The measures which the United States government employed to build con-
sensus among the public for the war were extensive and in many cases
intrusive. From your understanding of the time, how important do you
think it was for the United States to use these measures?

. Define patriotism. In your view, were Helen Keller and John Reed more or
less patriotic than United States soldiers who fought in the military during
the war? Explain.

. What voices of resistance in Chapter  in both Voices and A People’s History
were of most interest to you? How and why? Which did you find most
compelling and why? Least compelling?

. Imagine you are a worker in a West Virginia coal mine in . You have
just been drafted. Eugene Debs has just given a speech near your hometown.
Is it your patriotic duty to go and fight? Why, or why not?

. Howard Zinn writes that in the pre-World War I years, “there was worry
about the health of the state” (People’s History, p. ). What were the wor-
ries? What do you think the federal government had to worry about? Did
any of these worries lead us into war? How did they influence the course
and outcomes of the war?

SIMULATIONS AND OTHER CREATIVE APPROACHES

. Hold a town-hall meeting in the classroom in which students become char-
acters in the documents. Invite school faculty, students, and parents to this
meeting to question the characters about their antiwar positions.

. Have students work in small groups to create Venn diagrams that compare
and contrast themes of the World War I antiwar movement and the anti-
war protests sparked by the United States invasion of Iraq in .

. Write a letter to Eugene Debs in prison. In this letter you should outline
your opinions on his antiwar stance. In addition, be sure to discuss your
thoughts on the Espionage and Sedition Acts.

. Create a movie poster for Johnny Got His Gun. Posters should not have any

 ~  
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text with the exception of the title. Students should focus on the power of
imagery and the techniques propagandists use to get a particular message
across to a wide audience.

     ~ 
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OTHER HOWARD ZINN TITLES AVAILABLE FROM
SEVEN STORIES PRESS

For ordering and course adoption information visit
www.sevenstories.com and www.sevenstories.com/textbook

A Young People’s History of the
United States
Adapted by Rebecca Stefoff

Zinn’s first book for young adults retells U.S.
history from the viewpoints of slaves, workers,
immigrants, women, and Native Americans,
reminding younger readers that America’s true greatness is shaped by our dissident voices, not
our military generals. The single-volume edition also includes side-bar stories of actual children
who made American history, from Anyokah, who helped bring written language to her
Cherokee people, to John Tinker, a high school student who fought all the way to the Supreme
Court for freedom of expression at school—and won.

“In many years of searching, we have not found one history book to recommend . . . until the just
published A Young People’s History of the United States. This is the edition of A People’s History that
we have all been waiting for.”—Deborah Menkart, executive director, Teaching for Change

Volume 1: From Columbus to the Spanish-AmericanWar / Paper over board 978-1-58322-759-6 $17.95 224 pages, illustrations throughout
Volume 2: From Class Struggle to the War on Terror / Paper over board 978-1-58322-760-2 $17.95 240 pages, illustrations throughout
- 

Paper 978-1-58322-869-2 $19.95 464 pages, 50 b&w, illustrations and photos
Cloth 978-1-58322-886-9 $45.00 464 pages, 50 b&w, illustrations and photos

Voices of a People’s History of the United States
Second Edition
Edited with Anthony Arnove

The companion volume to historian Howard Zinn’s legendary best-selling book
A People’s History of the United States.

“Voices should be on every bookshelf. [It presents] the rich tradition of
struggle in the United States, from the resistance to the conquest of the
Americas in the era of Columbus through the protests today of soldiers and
their families against the brutal invasion and occupation of Iraq.” —Arundhati Roy

“In Voices, Howard Zinn has given us our true story, the ongoing, not-so-secret narrative of race
and class in America.” —Russell Banks
Paper 978-1-58322-628-5 $22.95 672 pages



Readings from Voices of a People’s History
of the United States
Edited by Anthony Arnove and Howard Zinn

Authors Howard Zinn and Anthony Arnove are joined on this audio
CD by Danny Glover, Sarah Jones, Paul Robeson, Jr., Lili Taylor,
Wallace Shawn, and Marisa Tomei to perform rousing words of dissent
selected from the complete anthology.

Audio CD 978-1-58322-752-7 $14.95 45 minutes

Artists in Times of War

Zinn’s essays discuss America’s rich cultural counternarratives to war, from
grassroots pamphlets to the likes of Bob Dylan, Mark Twain,
E. E. Cummings, Thomas Paine, Joseph Heller, and Emma Goldman.

“The essays are all elegantly written and relate history to the great crisis of
current times: war of aggression, western state terrorism, and obedience to
state power under the guise of patriotism.” —Tanweer Akram, Press Action

Open Media Book / Paper 978-1-58322-602-5 $9.95 160 pages

Howard Zinn on History and
Howard Zinn onWar

These two companion volumes are handy pocket guides on
the power of history when it is put to the service of the
struggle for human rights, and on the meaning of war in a
world where we have so far proven unable to overcome our
primitive predilection for destroying our neighbor.

On History Paper 978-1-58322-048-1 $12.95 240 pages / On War Paper 978-1-58322-049-8 $12.95 224 pages

Terrorism andWar
Edited by Anthony Arnove

Zinn explores how truth, civil liberties, and human rights become the first
casualties of war and examines the long tradition of Americans’ resistance
to US militarism.

“A significant number [of students] say that this and other books from a
radical perspective have transformed their understanding of US society,
politics, and culture.” —Darrell Y. Hamamoto, University of California, Davis

Open Media Book / Paper 978-1-58322-493-9 $9.95 144 pages



The Zinn Reader
Writings on Disobedience and Democracy, 2nd Edition

The definitive collection of Zinn’s writings on the great subjects of our time—
race, class, war, law, means and ends—now updated with thirteen recent
essays.

“A welcome collection of essays and occasional pieces by the dean of radical
American historians.”—Kirkus Reviews

Paper 978-1-58322-870-8 $21.95 752 pages

La otra historia de los Estados Unidos

“Zinn’s work is a classic of revisionist history, bringing forth voices that have
previously been muffled. He lets women, African Americans, workingclass
people, and, yes, Hispanics speak for themselves. This Spanish edition should
prove popular in both public and academic libraries.”

—Library Journal

The first Spanish-language edition of Howard Zinn’s contemporary classic, A People’s History of
the United States.

SIETE CUENTOS EDITORIAL
Paper ISBN 978-1-58322-054-2 $19.95 504 pages

THE ZINN EDUCATION PROJECT

Seven Stories is pleased to support the Zinn Education Project, a collaboration between
Rethinking Schools and Teaching for Change, dedicated to introducing middle school and high
school students to a more accurate, complex, and engaging understanding of United States
history than is found in traditional textbooks and curricula. Visit the web site to see how you
can bring Zinn’s teaching into the classroom, showing students that history is made not by a
few heroic individuals, but by people’s choices and actions. http://www.zinnedproject.org

A People’s History for the Classroom
Bill Bigelow

Activities and projects for middle school and high school classrooms, inspired by Zinn’s A People’s
History. Available from The Zinn Education Project: http://www.zinnedproject.org




