World War I

The First Amendment and other civil liberties suffered greatly during World War I. Paul Murphy writes in his book World War I and the Origin of Civil Liberties: "A deliberately planned program of federal suppression was underway and was about to be expanded, in the form of opinion molding, Americanization, homogenization, the coercing of patriotic support, and the rooting out of disloyalty."9
Congress became concerned with internal dissent, particularly with those whom they suspected of sympathizing with the Germans and the Russians. It passed the Espionage Act of 1917, which has been described as an "overt assault upon First Amendment freedoms."10
The law criminalized attempting to cause insubordination to the war effort, willfully attempting to cause insurrection and obstructing the recruiting or enlistment of potential volunteers. Another section of the law gave the postmaster general the power to ban from the mail any material "advocating or urging treason, insurrection, or forcible resistance to any law of the United States."

Congress passed an amendment to the Espionage Act — called the Sedition Act of 1918 — which further infringed on First Amendment freedoms. The law prohibited:

Uttering, printing, writing, or publishing any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive language intended to cause contempt, scorn … as regards the form of government of the United States or Constitution, or the flag or the uniform of the Army or Navy … urging any curtailment of the war with intent to hinder its prosecution; advocating, teaching, defending, or acts supporting or favoring the cause of any country at war with the United States, or opposing the cause of the United States.

Famed labor organizer and Socialist Eugene Debs was prosecuted under this law for a speech in Canton, Ohio, criticizing the war effort. Rose Pastor Stokes was prosecuted, in part, for writing to a newspaper: "I am for the people and the government is for the profiteers."

Excess patriotic zeal resulted in a draconian crackdown on free expression, including:

· Authorities in Pittsburgh banned music by the German composer Ludwig van Beethoven during the course of the war. 

· The Los Angeles Board of Education prohibited all discussions of peace. 

· An Ohio farmer, John White, was imprisoned for stating that soldiers in American camps were "dying off like flies" and that the "murder of innocent women and children by German soldiers was no worse than what the United States' soldiers did in the Philippines." 

· A Minnesota man was arrested under a state espionage law for criticizing women knitting socks for soldiers, saying: "No soldier ever sees these socks." 

Twenty-seven South Dakota farmers were convicted for sending a petition to the government objecting to the draft and calling the conflict a "capitalist war."11
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