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with tar and feathers. A mob in Collinsville, Illinois, wrapped a German flag
around a German-born miner named Robert Prager and lynched him. A jury
cleared the mob’s leader.  


Finally, in a burst of anti-German fervor, Americans changed the name of
German measles to “liberty measles.” Hamburger—named after the German city
of Hamburg—became “Salisbury steak” or “liberty sandwich,” depending on
whether you were buying it in a store or eating it in a restaurant. Sauerkraut was
renamed “liberty cabbage,” and dachshunds turned into “liberty pups.”


ESPIONAGE AND SEDITION ACTS In June 1917 Congress passed the
Espionage Act, and in May 1918 it passed the Sedition Act. Under the Espionage
and Sedition Acts a person could be fined up to $10,000 and sentenced to 20
years in jail for interfering with the war effort or for saying anything disloyal, pro-
fane, or abusive about the government or the war effort. 


Like the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, these laws clearly violated the spir-
it of the First Amendment. Their passage led to over 2,000 prosecutions for
loosely defined antiwar activities; of these, over half resulted in convictions.
Newspapers and magazines that opposed the war or criticized any of the Allies
lost their mailing privileges. The House of Representatives refused to seat Victor
Berger, a socialist congressman from Wisconsin, because of his antiwar views.
Columbia University fired a distinguished psychologist because he opposed the
war. A colleague who supported the war thereupon resigned in protest, saying,
“If we have to suppress everything we don’t like to hear, this country is resting
on a pretty wobbly basis.”


The Espionage and Sedition Acts targeted socialists and labor leaders.
Eugene V. Debs was handed a ten-year prison sentence for speaking out
against the war and the draft. The anarchist Emma Goldman received a
two-year prison sentence and a $10,000 fine for organizing the No
Conscription League. When she left jail, the authorities deported her to
Russia. “Big Bill” Haywood and other leaders of the Industrial Workers of
the World (IWW) were accused of sabotaging the war effort because they
urged workers to strike for better conditions and higher pay. Haywood
was sentenced to a long prison term. (He later skipped bail and fled to
Russia.) Under such federal pressure, the IWW faded away. 


The War Encourages Social Change
Wars often unleash powerful social forces. The period of World War I was no
exception; important changes transformed the lives of African Americans 
and women.


AFRICAN AMERICANS AND THE WAR Black public opinion about the war was
divided. On one side were people like W. E. B. Du Bois, who believed that blacks
should support the war effort. 


A PERSONAL VOICE W. E. B. DU BOIS
“ That which the German power represents today spells
death to the aspirations of Negroes and all darker races for
equality, freedom and democracy. . . . Let us, while this war
lasts, forget our special grievances and close our ranks
shoulder to shoulder with our own white fellow citizens 
and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy.”


—“Close Ranks”
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Vocabulary
sedition: rebellion
against one’s
government;
treason


W. E. B. Du Bois
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This Industrial
Workers of the
World (IWW)
sticker encourages
workers to join 
the union.
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Analyzing
Effects


What impact
did the Espionage
and Sedition Acts
have on free
speech?
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