- European War,

CHAPTER 1V

THE PECULIAR INTERLUDE:

LOCAL NEW YORK DURTNG WORLD WAR I

Most historians have viewed World War I as an- -
uhgualified disaster for the American sociaiist movement.
As Daniel Bell writes, "[tlhe final gust that shattered
the o0ld Socialist Party was the whirling sandstorm of the

nl Bell and others argue that, during the

"waYy years, the party suffered greatly from the repres- .

sion and persecution directed against all those -~ es-
pecially radicals -- who dared to oppose the American war
effort. They further assert that, from 1914 to 1918, strife
within the 5P began in earnest, as many memﬁers quarrelled
with the leadership's anti-war position and some deserted
the party altogether. Finally, these historians claim
that the party's wartime stance spelled the downfall of
socialism's influence among American workers, whose
economic status greatly improved as a result of the war
effort.

The history of Local New York duriég the World War

substantiates none,of these conslusions. Despite govern-

ment and popular repression, the New York 8P reached its

“apex of strength and influence between 1914 and the
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beginning of 1918. The leadership's strong anti-war position
brought a new element of unity to the city's socialist move-
ment, thus facilitating concerted action toward common goals.
Dissenters existed, to be sure; some socialists supported
‘outright the war, while others called for even stronger
policies against it. But these voices of opposition com-
manded little attention and less support. For the first
‘time, the vast majority of both the Socialist Party's and
the socialist unioni' members found themselves firmly in
line with their leadership. The internal harmony did not
last long; rather, it represented a peculiar interlude in
the party’s history. By the middle of 1518, the socialist
leadership had retraced its lefiward steps, and divisions
:éherged once again. But in the few short yearsAbefﬁre
“this happeneé, New York City's socialists enjoyed‘a period
" of intense activity and success -- a périod unlike any
they would ever see again.
World War I itself did not overlylastdnish the socialisgts.
Most acceptaed, after all, the premise that the competitive
struggles of capitalism bred armed conflict. "The capitalists
of each country," Hilguit wrote in 1912,
strive not only to preserve and extend their own
markets, but also to invade those of the rival
nations and to conquer new markets ... the

spectgr of war is thus ever hovering among
them, :

In addition, many socialists believed by 1512 that this

"hovering specter” would soon alight.  Hillguit, for exampie,
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noted the growth of standing armies, the ballooning of
military budgets, the heightening of international tensions.3
He drew the conslusion that all these phenomena made in-
creasingly likely the coming of war,

But if the outbreak of the World War did not unduly
amaze the socialists, the response of their European
breathren did. At numerous Second International congresses
before ¥World War I, the socialists proclaimed their opposi-
tion to any and all capitalist conflicts. Yet when the
Eurgpean nations actually declared warx, each of their social-~

- ist parties -- succumbing to patriotic pﬁssions and popular
pressures -- supported the mobilization. Such conduct greatly
confused American socialist leaders, many of whom held con-
siderable admiration for their EBuropean counterparts. Ac-
cordingly, the Ne# York socialists fesponded to the onéet
of the war not by attacking directly the conflict itself
but by trying to excuse the Europeans' behavior. In”ﬁugust

1914, the New York Call admitted the Europedn Marxists had

"failed” but explained that they had "done their best" in

a difficult situation.? A few'weeks later, Hillquit ex-
panded upon the rationale in an article entitled "Socialist
View of the War and Why They‘Failed'to Stop It." The World
Wax, Hillquit explained, arose out of "murderous European
capitalism” and its imperialist yearnings. European social-
ists were

powerless to prevent the [war] .... They could no
more rezist the brutal logic of capitalist warfare
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than they could escape the class war and horrors

o€ the capitalist regime .... Reluctantly but
irrigistably they were drawn into the insane
vortex.>

Tﬁe international socialist movement, Hillquit hasteneé
to reassure his readers,'héd not sutfered “"spiritually br
morally® from the European actior_a.6
Eventually, the party regained its aplams, shock off
" its precccupation with thé Européans, and began te articulate
- a policy of sitrong opposition to the war. In Jannary 1915, Hill-
| guit wrote an article designed to convey the official party
line. Significantly, the article néither made excuses for
the socialists supporting the war nor left leewaf for the
American SF te follow their lead. "The ghastly carnage
in Burope," Billquit wrote,
has no redeeming features; It is not a war for
democracy, culture or progress. It is not a
fight for sentiments or ideals. It is a gold-
blooded butchery fer advantages or power.
This newly-fortified argument led Hillguit: to dencunce
strenuocusly American preparednéss efforts. Increased military
expenditures, Hillquit explained, benefited only military
guppliers, the so-called "armor ring." While munitions manu-
facturers accumulated profits, the U.8. as a whole both
invited war and brutalized its national life. "A military

8 Hillguit stated firmly, one

power is a despotic power,”
that encouraged inRumanity, prevented social progress, lived
for war. Preparedness efforts needed to be nipped in the

bud, befocre militarism overcame the nation.
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in line with these strongly articulated beliefs, Hillguit
enphasized ~- ag did other socialists both in New York and
‘across the nation -- the SP's special role as peacemaker.
Hillguit drafted for the National Executive Committee a com—
prehensive peace program that -- much like Woodrow Wilson's
yet-undevised Fourteen Points -- disallowed indemnities and
annexations and advocated the establishment of an inter-
.national league. In other, more distinctly socialist sectiong,
the program also demanded "social changes in all countries
to eliminate the economic causes of war"? and called for total
disarmament. Both local and national socialist leaders had
taken their stand: They would condemn the war in the strongest
‘terms, strive to avert Americaﬁ involvement, and-support -
indeed, try to initiate -- peace negotiations.

Baving Tormulated their.poiicies, the socialigts turned
with rekindled enthusiasm to active propaganda work. The
minutebooks of New York's Central Committee reveal just how
seriously the socialists took their mission to preach against
the war. ©During these first years of conflict, the socialists
reported holding hundreds of meetings — some under the auspices
of the entire Local, others under those ¢f individual branches.

typical set of Central Committee minutes reads in part:

The delegates of the Lettish Branch report that

they are to hold an anti-preparedness meeting.

The delegateg of the Bth A.D. [Agitation District]
report that they held an anti-war meeting which

wag successful. The delegates of Hungarian York-
ville moved that the Central Committee reguest the
National Executive Committee to set aside a "Peace
Day" when all locals will hold peace demonstrations.
The motion was passed.
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-Union- Square, Cooper Union, the Harlem River Casinn, the
nearest street corner -- all become sites where members of
the Socjalist Party would speak of the human horrors and
capitalist origins of World War I. For the first time in
their party's history, furthermore, the New York socialists
viewed an issue as so important that they even consented
to share their soapboxes with other radicals. Hillguit,
Boudin and Fraina all spoke at meetings with Emma Geldman;
occasionally Carlo Tresca, the I.W.W. agitatofg would also
agpear.ll

The socialists, howeuér, did more than talk. 1In

Congress, Meyer London proposed a bill in 1915 instructing
the President to convene a neutral nations' congress to

mediate the conflict -- not in the usual diplomatic fashion

but in accordance with the principles prescribed in the

SP peace program. Although Congress ignored London's resoliu-

tion, the New York socialis;s did not. The East Side Agita-
tion Committee sent a cablegram to each of the European

socialist parties urging support for the London proposal.12
¥Meanwhile, the Central Committee persuaded the national SP
13

to print and circulate petitions endorsing the bill.

were not the only petitions New York SP members carried;

These

earlier in the war, for example, they had collected signatures
]

14 pinally, the

to support an embargo on munitions exports.
New York socialists wrote. . 8P printing presses spewed forth

scores of new leaflets on such subjects as disarmament, the
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" evils of preparedness, the socialist peace program. New

York's socialists had alwaysvheld a certain fondness for
the printed word, but in these first years of the war they
even outdid themselives.

In the midst of -all this-activity, a few dissenting
voices issued from the party's left wing.w Louis Boudin
maintained that the party's anti-preparedness and anti-war
positions reeked of insincerity and cant. The leadership
had only taken such stances, Boudin insisted; because it
had felt pressured by the party's rank and file. Were this
rank and file ever to relax its guard on the party's “opportun-
istic leaders and leaderlets,” the lattef wouid begin to act
quite differently -- they would, in fact, begin "maintaining
arn attitude and preaching doctr;nes which might easily land

n1%  rouis Fraina, a recent

us in the preparedness camp.
recruit to New York's left wing, went even further. He

denied outright that Hillqgit or the other New York leaders

had ever taken a strong position againsg militarism and the
war. Indeed, Fraina charged that "in this, as in other matters

of policy ... Billquit is in full agreement with the reactionary

. C 16
elements of bourgeois progress;vlsm." These individual

critigues, however, failed to.attract any mass support. Insin-

cerity proved difficult to verify; bourgeous attitudes among
SP leaders seemed ‘nowhere in evidence. For the first time

in their careers, Boudin and Fraina found themselves pro-

- testing in a vacuum. During the New York SP's first thir-

teen years, socialist minutes and recoxrds overflowed with
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accounts of left-wing opposition. In 1914, such accounts

‘abruptly halted. The records-from the initial war vears

.conclusively show -— more by what they do not say than by

what they do ~~ that digsent had vielded to unity in Local
New Yorx.

This situation did not changelsubstantiaily once the
United States entered World War I. The Congressional
declaration of war hardly caught the New York socialists
unaware. On March 4, 1917, the Central Committee had dis-
cussed the increasing likelihood of ‘U.S.. entrance into the
war and had decided that such -entrance would not halt the
Local's anti-war efforts, ' 'Declaring that "relentless
opposition to war is and must always remain a cardinal
feature of socialist propaganda,"” the committee denounced
those socialistg who “"give promises of cooperation with the
ruling classes in case of actual war."l7 Unlike these
"enemies of the socialist movement," the New York SP pledged
only to increase the scope of itg anti-war propaganda, to
enlist the support of organized labor, and to battle the
enactment of conscription or censcorship laws.1 In April,
Hillgquit and Algernon Lee redrafted this program in slightly
more poetic form for the national SP's emergency convention
in- 8t. Louis. '

Neither the;declaration of war noxr the SP's response
to it did anything to increase -the scope of left-wing

dissenz. Leon Trotsky, living in New York until late March,
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drged the Socialist Party to addpt more daring tactics in
cits fight against the war. iﬁ'particular, he suggested
' that the socialists publicly declare their iﬁtention to -
transform the international;conflict into a civil one by
actively resisting goVefnmént‘récruiking and by fomenting

industrial strikes. Some New York socialists undoubtedly
agreed with Trotsky, but it seems that they did not view

the difference between the two programs as worthy of debate.
At this stage of the conflict,'too,_indiéétions of left-wing
dissent were conspicuously absent from accounts in the
Local's rxecords. By moving to the left, the New York leader-
ship had unintentionall?“but'effectivelyztaken the wind out
of the revolutionary socialists' sails.

It is true that in ridding itself of substantial left-
wing dissent, the New York SP'inevitabiy incurred some right;
wing opposition. When the U.S. became a belligerent, a small
group of party leaders announced their support for the war.
Indeed, the majority of the SP leadership had anticipated
this development. In 1916, for example, Algerrion Lee had
observed in his diary: "It seems that once a country is
invelved in a serious war, few of its ... intellectuals can

"lg'iActualiy, Lee was to

excape the infection of chauvinism.
be pleasantly surprised by how few'pafty nembexrs lived up

to his préphety. Yourndlist ‘John Spargo -- who later
-referred to Hillquit as thé TSpdkesman:éf American Socialism

upholding the impuderit ¢laims of thé_ghflty Hohenzollern
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dynasty"zo —— left the party immediately after the U.S.
entered the conflict. Muckracker Charles Edward Rugsell
was expelled. And éongressman_Meyer London announced that
he would do nothing to obstruct or weaken the American
war effort. Such examples, however, ware scarcely Common.
The vast majority of party members -- and even the vast
majority of party intellectuals_—~ gullf approved of the SP's
opposition to the Americaﬁ war.declaratiop. Accordingly,
they approved of their party's increased anti-war activity
as well.

Before April 1917, Central Committee minutes mentioned
approximately three or four indoor meetings each week. Follow-
ing American entry into the war, the number of such meetings

21 The

immediately scared to a weekly average of twelve.
New York Socialists maintained ﬁo fiqures on cutdoor meetingg --
both their frequency and their spentaneity probably hampered
such recordkeeping -~ but their number probably skyrocketed

as we11.22 Finally, the Socialists began to hold mass

meetings in Madison Sguare Garden, with audiences that even

23 Most

non-sccialist newspapers estimated at some 13,000.
often, the socialists simply protested the war's continuation,
using arguments and rhetoric similar to those employed before
the. U.5. became a belligerent. Oc¢casionally, however, Local

New York's speakers yielded to the temptation to protest not

only the war but also Weoodrow Wilson's rationale for it.
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Speaking at Madison Sqguare Garden, for example, Hillquit

declaréd:

We are told that we are in war to make the
world safe for democracy. What a hollow
phrase! We cannot ... force democracy
upon hostile ¢ountries by force of arms.
Democracy must come from within not from
without, through the light ofzieason and
not through the fire of guns.

Even more frequently, the socialists intoned against conscrip-

tion. The draft, the socialists insisted, was constitutionally

guestionable and morally wrong. In accordance with this

belief, they circulated and sent to Congress petitions for

- the repeal of the draft law and unsuccesesfully urged a

recalcitrant Meyer London t0 propose z bill to that effect.

The New York socialists also strove to enlist the
city's trade unions into the struggle against World war 1I.
Memﬁers cf the SP opposed all forms of union cooperation in
wartime programs but they railed especially hard against
the no-strike pledge to which the AFL leadership had agreed.
Disregarding their own negotiation of a no-strike provi-
sion in the Protocol of Peace, New York's socialist leaders
claimed that Gompers’' pledge constituted a fundamental
departure from trade-union prihciples. Nothing could be
gained from such a departure, the socialists added; the war,
after 211, was a capitalist struggle whose primary victims
were the workers themselves.

In accordance with these beliefs, the socialists

lobbied the unions te reject both the no-strike pledge and
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other forms of wartime cooperation., As Hillquit told
the ladies' garment workers:

there is not one ameng our employers, as among

the employing class generally, who is not ready

to take advantage of the world-calamity to coin

the misery of the war, the misery of his fellow-

men into dollars and fortunes for himself, to

accumulate vast fortunes ... and at the same

time try to hold -down the workers to the lowest

possible level on the plea of patriotic duty.23
The socialists, however, éid not confine their efforts to
those labor organizations that had aiready proclaimed their
allegiance to socialism. Speakers traversed the city, addres-
sing all those unions to which the SP could gain access and
repeating Hillguit's words to audiences less conv_j.nced.26
Pamphleteers produced pieces, distributed to hundreds of
thousands of workingmen, decrying wartime cooperation and

27

the no-strike pledge. Members of the SP's Anti-Militarism

Conference organized demonstrations and parades to protest
the AFL's wartime policies.28
New York's socialists realized they were fighting
an uphill battle. Workers were no less lmmune than other
citizens to the wave of pgtriotism sweeping the nation.
Even workers who had originally opposed American involve-
ment in the war soon became enthralled by Woodrow Wilson's
crusade for democracy and a just world. ﬁﬁually important,
wartime prosPerity;anﬁ the National War Labor Board's
liberal trade-union policies had brought(spbstanﬁial gaing
to the working class. Employment opportunities had
increased, wages and working conditions had improved,

unions had grown. In these circumstances, it is
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not surprising that the New York SP faiied to convert any
new unions to its cause.

The gzrment unjons, however, leapt to the aid of the
Soclalist Party. These unions, too, had- achieved great
gains as & result of the war: Government orders for army
uniforms poured into the trade, enabling ‘the unions to atfain
almost without effort better wages and shorter days. Yet
such economic gains deflected neither the leadership nor the
rank and fils from its new socialist cruséde. The Amalgamated

Clothing Workers commented that the party’'s opposition to

28 The

the U.5. wayr effort "vindicated" American socialigm.
ILGWU agreed, denouncing World War I as a "fratricidal con-
£lict brought about by the greed and jealousy of kings and
rulers”3¥ and boycotting a national trade-union conference
organized by Samuel’qupers to asgsert labor's support foé
the war. These unions also harshly criticized the AFL's
wartime policies. Advance, the newspaper of the 2malgamated,
stormed:

Think of it: Because the nation is engaged
in a war against a foreign enemy, the private
employer is to be permitted to exercise his
powers of oppresgion over the workers to his
heart’s content. '

Advance spoke for workers and leaders alike. Unified trade
unicns had jeined a unified party to protest and fight the
war.

The outspokennéés and constant act@vity of the social-

ists soon kegan to irritate the American people and alarm
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both the federal and municipal governments. Priocr tc
Zpril 1917, the socialists had enjoyed relative freadom
to oppose the war., In 1915, the New York police cam-
missioner had said, "I do not see how a peace meeting in
Union Sguare is in any way objectiocnablie,” and mecst citizens
agreed.32 By 1917, however, the situation had changed con-
siderably. The government prosecuted socialists; the police
harrassed them; crowds of hysterical citizens lent federal
and municipal officials a helping hané. These efforts did
impede socialist activity to some extent; more important,
however, they provided the socialists with a commen grievance.
Mass repression unintentionally unified the Sccialist Party
even further.

The government's contribution te this repressiocn
began with the passage of the Selective Service Act, which
ingluded & provision prohibiting agi%ation against the draft.
New York's socialists, not realizing that worse was to come,
attacked this provision at every possible copportunity. ©On
June 15, 1317, Congress passed the Espionage Act, which
prohibited any person from willfully.helping the enemy,
inciting rebesllien in the armed forcés or attempting to
obstruct the government's recruiting efforts. In addition,
the Espiconage Act gave the Postmaster General the authority
to withhold from the mails printed matter urging "treason,
insurrection, or forqibie'resisténceité any law of the
United States.“33 The power to deny publications second-

class mailing privileges, although not included in the act,



was guickly assumed by the Postmaster General.

The government guickly set to enforcing the Espicnage
Act. Federal officilals in New-York returned indictments
against party leaders and rank-and-file members alike.
Scott Nearing, Max Eastman, John Reed, A.I. Shiplacoff and
Floyd Dell all fell into the. former group; their indict-
ments could, perhaps, have been expected., But other arrestees
were more like Morris Zucker, an unknown socialist whom a
Jury sentenced to fifteen years .imprisconment for anti-war
beliefs expressed in an informal conversation. In all,
government officials sent so many socialists to jail on

Blackwell's Island that the New York Cail facetiously exhorted

34

prisoners there to request a local charter. Meanwhile,
the U.§. Postmaster General took action against most of New

York's socialist perodicals. . The Hew York Call lost its

second~-class mailing privileges in November 1917 and did nct
regain them until June 1921, The humorous Jewish weekly,

Der Grosser Kundress had its privileges revoked because of

an article that satirized, among other things, the govern-
ment's censorship policy. An issue of The Masses, a social-
ist magazine run by a groﬁp of.Greenwich Village intellectuals,
was banned from the mails, while several others weres delayed.
The soclalists also had to cope with harrassment from
New York's police force and citizenry. Local New York's
minutebooks list nimerous occasions upon which pelice
officers disbanded socizlist anti-war meetings and dem-

onstrations. The Commissioner of Police officially condoned
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sech behavior, arguing that "iﬁflamhatory speeches" made
by those whe sought to "use the right of free speech to
cloak disorder" should be banned.35 Given such sentiments,
it was not surprising that the police did little to curb
some of New York's more ferveﬁfly patriotic citizens.
Altheugh mob viclence never reacChed the heights in New York
that it did in smaller cities and towns, private citizens
did disrupt SP meetihgs and pummel 5P speakers. In partic-
ular, members of the American Protective League and other
patriotic organizations committed acts that one SP member
claimed "inauqurated a reign of terror similar to the

Black Hundreds in Russia."36

For the most part, New York's sccialists responded
with defiance. On June 9, the Central Committee noted
that:

Delegates of 26 A.D. report that they have very

successful street meetings and that one of the

speakers was arrested by soldiers and was after-
wards released by the magistrate in the night
court and that scoldiers are interfering with

their meetings which they will try to have an

ar eveén greater number of .37
This response was, in many ways, typical. Local New York
held special meetings to protest government censorship.
It set up bureaus to provide party members with legal
counsel. It scathingly criticized the government, its

b
laws, its cofficials. The New York socialists believed,
accerding to @& lengthy resolution adopted in 1918, that

the government was persecuting them not for disloyalty-

mited States but for their “loyaltv to the strucgle

—
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to the

























































































































































