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Classroom Connections: A History of Socialism in America 

Background for Teachers 

 At many times throughout American history, there have been organized movements in 
favor of socialism. This debate continues in today’s politics, as several candidates in the 
Democratic Party have advocated for a more socialist approach to the United States economy. 
For some Americans, socialism represents a more equitable distribution of power and wealth. For 
others, its values are completely antithetical to the “American Dream” and free enterprise.  

 This lesson, and the corresponding BackStory episode, focus on how the United States has 
grappled with socialism throughout its history. It covers the rise of labor movements in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries, including the Pullman Strike and the contributions of Eugene V. 
Debs. It outlines the unique politics of Milwaukee, Wisconsin which elected three socialist 
mayors between 1910 and 1960. It discusses conservative critiques of socialism put forward by 
media figures such as Clarence Manion that still resonate in political discourse today. Finally, it 
examines the perspective of the current mayor of Jackson, Mississippi who is a self-identified 
socialist.  

 For many people, there is a negative connotation to the term “socialism.” This lesson 
explores some of the reasons behind this stigma. The goal is to get students to use a critical lens 
when examining the ongoing confrontation between socialism and capitalism throughout 
American history. 

  



Procedures 

1. Guiding Question: 
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question: 

i. Is socialism contrary to American political and economic values? Why or why not? 
b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit this question.  

2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory 
a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on the history of socialism. This can be also be 

assigned before class. Have students focus on the following comprehension questions for each 
segment: 

i. I am for Socialism Because I am for Humanity 
1. Who was Eugene Debs? What was his contribution to labor groups in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries? 
2. How did Debs view the role of socialism in an American democracy? 

ii. Sewer Socialism 
1. What is the “Milwaukee Idea”? 
2. What accomplishments were made by the three Socialist mayors of Milwaukee 

between 1910 and 1960?   
iii. Clarence Manion vs. the Socialist World Order 

1. Who was Clarence Manion? 
2. What arguments did Manion use against socialism?  

iv. Not Your Typical Mississippi Mayor? 
1. Who is Chokwe Antar Lumumba? 
2. What is his vision for socialism in the United States? 

3. Document Analysis 
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on the 

Pullman Strike of 1894. 
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.  
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer: 

i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history 
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says? 

ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it 
says? 

iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this 
impact what the document says? 

iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says? 
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion 

to summarize key themes and learning points. 
4. Return to the Guiding Question 

a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on 
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one 
key takeaway from the lesson.  
 

  



Standards 

AP US History Themes: 

Theme 1: American and National Identity 

Theme 2: Work, Exchange, and Technology 

Theme 5: Politics and Power 

C3 Framework: 

Change, Continuity, and Context 

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time 
and place as well as broader historical contexts 

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras 

D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their 
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

Perspectives 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives. 

D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they 
produced. 

D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past. 

Historical Sources and Evidence 

D2.His.11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on their 
maker, date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose. 

D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and 
investigate additional sources. 

Causation and Argument 

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past. 

D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a 
reasoned argument about the past. 



Document Analysis:  Graphic Organizer 
 

Source Historic Context Intended Audience Point-of-View  Purpose 
Doc A: Decatur 
Daily Republican 

    

Doc B:  Letter to 
the Illinois 
Governor 

    

Doc C: Letter from 
the Governor to 
George Pullman 

    

Doc D: Political 
Cartoon 

    

Doc E: Front page 
of the Indianapolis 
News 

    

Doc F: Interview 
with Eugene V. 
Debs 

    



Doc G: Senate Bill 
730 

    



	



Classroom Connections: A History of Socialism in America 

Part I:  Guiding Question 

Consider this question throughout the lesson. 

1. Is socialism contrary to American political and economic values? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

Part II:  Backstory – Red in the Stars and Stripes? 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment. 

1. I am for Socialism Because I am for Humanity 
a. Who was Eugene Debs? What was his contribution to labor groups in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries? 
b. How did Debs view the role of socialism in an American democracy? 

 

 

2. Sewer Socialism 
a. What is the “Milwaukee Idea”? 
b. What accomplishments were made by the three Socialist mayors of Milwaukee between 1910 and 

1960? 

 

 

3. Clarence Manion vs. the Socialist World Order 
a. Who was Clarence Manion? 
b. What arguments did Manion use against socialism? 

 

 

4. Not Your Typical Mississippi Mayor? 
a. Who is Chokwe Antar Lumumba? 
b. What is his vision for socialism in the United States? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part III:  Document-Based Question 

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response 
to the following prompt: 

• How is the Pullman Strike of 1894 emblematic of the debate surrounding the value of socialism in 
the American system of government?   

In your response you should: 

Ø Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above 
Ø Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation 
Ø Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History 
Ø Use at least four of the documents 
Ø Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

	

	



 

 

 

Opinion piece from the Decatur Daily Republican 

August 16, 1864 

  



Document B 
 

To His Excellency, the Governor of the State of Illinois: 

We, the people of Pullman, who, by the greed and oppression of George M. Pullman, have been brought to a 
condition where starvation stares us in the face, do hereby appeal to you for aid in this our hour of need. We have 
been refused employment and have no means of leaving this vicinity, and our families are starving. Our places 
have been filled with workmen from all over the United States, brought here by the Pullman Company, and the 
surplus were turned away to walk the streets and starve also. There are over 1600 families here in destitution and 
want, and their condition is pitiful. We have exhausted all the means at our command to feed them, and we now 
make this appeal to you as a last resource. Trusting that God will influence you in our behalf and that you will give 
this your prompt attention, we remain, 

 

Yours in distress, 

The Starving Citizens of Pullman 

              Letter to Illinois Governor John P. Altgeld 

August 17, 1894 

 
 
 
 

  



Document C 
 
Mr. George M. Pullman, President Pullman Car Company, Chicago, Ill.: 
 
Sir: I have examined the conditions at Pullman yesterday, visited even the kitchens and bedrooms of many of the 
people. Two representatives of your company were with me and we found the distress as great as it was 
represented. The men are hungry, and the women and children are actually suffering. They have been living on 
charity for a number of months and it is exhausted. Men who had worked for your company for more than ten 
years had to apply to the relief society in two weeks after the work stopped. 
 
I learn from your manager that last spring there were 3,260 people on the pay roll; yesterday there were 2,200 at 
work, but over 600 of these are new men, so that only about 1,600 of the old employees have been taken back, 
thus leaving over 1600 of the old employees who have not been taken back, a few hundred have left, the 
remainder have nearly all applied for work, but were told that they were not needed. These are utterly destitute. 
The relief committee on last Saturday gave out two pounds of oatmeal and two pounds of corn meal to each 
family. But even the relief committee has exhausted its resources. 
 
Something must be done at once. The case differs from instances of destitution found elsewhere, for generally 
there is somebody in the neighborhood able to give relief; this is not the case at Pullman. Even those who have 
gone to work are so exhausted that they cannot help their neighbors if they would. I repeat now that it seems to 
me your company cannot afford to have me appeal to the charity and humanity of the State to save the lives of 
your old employees. Four-fifths of those people are women and children. No matter what caused this distress, it 
must be met. 
 
If you will allow me, I will make this suggestion: If you had shut down your works last fall when you say business 
was poor, you would not have expected to get any rent for your tenements. Now, while a dollar is a large sum to 
each of these people, all the rent now due you is a comparatively small matter to you. If you would cancel all rent 
to October 1st, you would be as well off as if you had shut down. This would enable those who are at work to 
meet their most pressing wants. Then if you cannot give work to all why work some half-time so that all can at least 
get something to eat for their families. This will give immediate relief to the whole situation. And then by degrees 
assist as many to go elsewhere as desire to do so, and all to whom you cannot give work. In this way something 
like a normal condition could be re-established at Pullman before winter and you would not be out any more than 
you would have been had you shut down a year ago. 
 
I will be at the Unity block for several hours and will be glad to see you if you care to make any reply. 
 
Yours, respectfully, 
 
John P. Altgeld 
 

 
Letter from the Governor to George Pullman 

August 21, 1894 

 
  



Document D 
 
 
 

 
 

  
Political Cartoon in a Chicago Labor Newspaper 

1894 
 

 
 
 

  



Document E 
 
 

 
 

Excerpts from the front page of the Indianapolis News 

July 6, 1894  



Document F 
 

“Socialism is the only remedy. The philosophy of cooperation is rational, humane, and all-embracing, and I 
subscribe to it without reservation. The trend is toward the cooperative commonwealth. It is the hope of the 
world. Vested iniquity will contest every inch of its progress, but it will come as certain as the dawn. The 
competitive system has had its day; it has blotted out all the stars of hope; filled the world with groans and reduced 
humanity to slavery. The strong have devoured the weak. The highways of the centuries are strewn with the bones 
of countless victims. 

Competition is the mother of selfishness and greed. Competition develops fangs, not souls, and is fit only for 
savages and beasts. Competition has spawned a brood of vices which have filled our highways with tramps, our 
asylums with insanity, our prisons with crime, and the whole land with unspeakable woe; and the verdict of an 
awakened public intelligence will relegate it to the relic chamber of the barbarous past. 

“Socialism, cooperation, which contemplates the ‘brotherhood of man’ will come as certain as the earth revolves 
upon its axis, soon after the sunrise of the 20th Century.” 
 

Interview with Eugene V. Debs from Woodstock Jail by the Cincinnati Inquirer 

June 26, 1895 

  



Document G 

 

 

 

Senate Bill 730 introduced by Senator James Henderson Kyle of South Dakota 

Approved by President Grover Cleveland on June 26, 1894 


	A History of Socialism in America Teacher Materials.pdf
	A History of Socialism in America Graphic Organizer.pdf
	A History of Socialism in America Documents and Student Materials.pdf

