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    The Enlightenment principles of equality, fraternity 
and justice were a consuming passion for Terre Haute 
native Eugene V. Debs. More than being a union 
leader or Socialist, Debs was first and foremost a hu-
manitarian.  He became an advocate not only for the 
rights of workers, but also for African Americans, 
women and children, as well as being an outspoken 
peace advocate. 
    As a pioneering labor leader, Debs promoted 
shorter hours, restrictions on child labor, and the 
right of workers to organize unions and strike in order 
to protect their interests.  He began his career in the 
Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen (BLF).  However, 
Debs became frustrated over the ineffectiveness of 
the railroad brotherhoods, which were organized by 
craft.  In1893, he founded the American Railway Un-
ion (ARU), the first major industry-wide union in Amer-
ica. 
    The “Pullman Boycott” grew out of the ARU’s sym-
pathy for the plight of oppressed workers at the Pull-
man Palace Car Company.  When Pullman executives 
refused all efforts at mediation, Deb had no choice but 
to lead the ARU in the boycott.  The federal govern-
ment sent in the National Guard to break the strike 
and destroy the up-start union, and Debs was sen-
tenced to six months in jail for violating an injunction 
against the strike.  The Pullman Strike taught Debs 
that major changes were necessary in our laws if 
workers’ rights were to be advanced. After his re-
lease from Woodstock jail, he aligned with the Ameri-
can Socialist Party and became its presidential candi-
date. 
    Debs saw his presidential campaigns primarily as 
educational, a way to spread awareness of his vision 
of a better society where social justice and equality 
would prevail. Debs ran in five presidential elections: 
1900,1904,1908,1912 and 1920.  He ran his last race 
from the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary, where he was 
serving a 10-year sentence for giving a speech pro-
testing America’s involvement in World War I.  As 
Convict No. 9653, Debs received nearly one million 
votes that year. However, the true measure of Debs’ 
influence is not counted in votes alone. During his 
campaigns, Debs and the Socialist Party put a number 
of issues on the national agenda and advanced by 
decades legislation achieving these objectives for 
working class America. That list includes giving 
women the right to vote, restricting child labor, im-
proving workplace safety, and protecting workers’ 
rights to join unions and, when necessary, to strike. 

The Eugene V. Debs FoundationThe Eugene V. Debs FoundationThe Eugene V. Debs FoundationThe Eugene V. Debs Foundation is a non-
profit, private organization founded in 
1962.  The Foundation maintains the home of 
Eugene and Kate Debs as a museum and shrine to 
labor. It conducts educational programs which 
aim to honor and promote the goals for which 
Debs struggled: industrial unionism, social jus-
tice, and peace.  Each year in October, the Foun-
dation holds a banquet and presents the Eugene 
V. Debs Award to an individual whose work in the 
field of labor, public service, or education has 
made a significant contribution to society in the 
"Debsian" tradition.  In this way, the Foundation 
honors the memory of Debs while helping to keep 
alive the spirit of progressivism, humanitarianism 
and social criticism he epitomized. The Debs 
Home Museum is a State and National Historic 
Landmark.  Built in 1890, the home at 451 North 
8th Street in Terre Haute is open Wednesday 
through Sunday from 1:00 to 4:30 P.M.  Admission 
is free. 
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