
The South and the "New Freedom": 
An Interpretation 

ARTHUR S. LINK 

THE ELECTION of Woodrow Wilson and Democratic majorities 
in the House and Senate in r 9 r 2 confronted the Democrats of 

the South with their most serious challenge since before the Civil 
War. They had come to power more because of the disruption of the 
Republican party than because their party now represented the m~ 
jority opinion of the country, and the future of the Democratic 
party for many years to come would depend upon their performance 
during the next two years. But the question wheth~r they were _not 
too much rent by personal factionalism and too sectionally conscious 
to govern in the national interest remained yet to be answered. 
Southern Democrats in r 9 r 3 controlled practically all important 

congressional committees; they had a large majority in the Demo 
cratic caucuses in both houses; they had a president apparently re 
sponsive to their wishes, and they had a goodly representation in the 
cabinet. Judged by all superficial appearances, at least, the So~th was 
"in the saddle." These, however, were only the outward signs of 
control. The fact that Southerners happened to be chairmen of cer 
tain committees may or may not be important. The importa:it ques 
tion is whether they used the power they possessed t~ achieve. po 
litical and economic objectives that the South especially desired, 
and whether they helped to shape the character of Wilsonian refo~m. 
Wilson came to the presidency in r 9 r 3 with a clear concepuon 

of what the Democratic party should do to right the wrongs ~hat 
special privilege had allegedly perpetrated through the Republican 
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~"PH'. t le \\ 1 u!,I h.n c thr l>rni."'·r .ir' rcuv:: the t.allf tn cl111111l;itc all i 1 uurn 11( ~i~l·i.tl pri\'lk~c to <lomnt ic ind ust nn, bring the .n:i- 
11111ul li:111b into df cctivc cooperation :11\J control, and work out 1 
new code fur business in order to r1_;storc_comp1.:tition and nuke im 
possible the misuse of power by the giant corporations. This was the 
sum and substance of the "New Freedom." The political and economic 
millenn.ium was to be achieved by these simple expedients, all of which 
were based upon the assumption implicit in Wilson's campaign ad 
dresses of 1912, namely, that the limits of federal authority under 
the Constitution would not permit, and wise statesmanship would 
not desire, the_sxtension of federal authority directly into business 
o_eerations or the use of that authority to change the social and eco 
no~R!-eEfrioii.ships then existing among the variou~j-~rest groups. 
--Wilson originally conceived of the New Freedom as the political 
means of implementing the doctrines of laissez-faire, by removing all 
kinds of special class legislation. It was, therefore, a program intended 
to meet the needs primarily of the business community. There was 
nothing in it for the farmers or laborers directly, although these 
groups presumably would benefit from lower tariff rates and the 
restoration of competition in business. But Wilson had no more idea 
of legislating to advance the interests of these particular groups than 
he did of granting subsidies to American manufacturers. It can be 
said, in brief, that the Wilsonian program had the one supreme ob 
jective of taking the government out of the business of subsidizing 
and directly regulating economic activity and of taking the country 
back to some mythical age when there was a perfect natural identifi 
cation of economic interests. 
The most significant fact about the first Wilson administration is 

that the New Freedom, as it was originally conceived by its author, 
survived for only a few months. It required only short contact with 
reality to convince Wilson that his elaborate doctrines of 1 9 r 2 were 
inadequate to deal with such g!e~i:._c~.1~.c~1~rarions of economic pow:er 
as existed at the time. More important as a factor in moving him 
away from his laissez-faire position, however, were certain powerful 
p()litical forces over which \Vilson and his administration had no con 
trol and which, as it were, seized control of administration policy 
J11.! pmhnl it far hcvond the l101111ds rl1:1r \ \'i/son and his :tdvisers had 
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originally thought desirable. In effect, what occurred from r 91 3 to 
1917 was that \Vi Ison adopted m:my of the assumptions and :1!1111)\t 
the whole platform of Theodore Roosevelt's New Nationalism. 
This metamorphosis in the Wilsonian program is the key to under 

standing the first Wilson administration. The Southern contribution 
toward bringing the administration to an advanced position with re 
gard to the exercise of federal authority was considerable, but the 
character of this contribution was different from what has been gen 
erally assumed. The Southern Democrats in Congress were divided 
roughly into two factions. First, there was what might be called the 
adminisrration fa~tjgn, consisting mainly of committee chairmen like 
Oscar W. Underwood and Carter Glass, who, by and large, repre 
sented a political tradition and constituencies whose interests were 
more or less divergent from those of the more numerous Southern 
group. Members of the administration faction were for the most part 
~gn_servp.rives, although most of them had no fundamental political 
principles, were loyal parry men, and would follow Wilson's lead .. 
Secondly, there was a larger faction that represented more accu 
rately the political traditions and economic interests of the South 
the spokesmen for the agrarian interests of the South, men like Claude 
Kitchin, Otis Wingo, James K. Vardaman and Robert L. Henry. 
The Southern Agrarians of the Wilson period were the direct in 

heritors and now the prime articulators in the Democratic party of 
of the philosophy underlying the Agrarian crusade-namely, that it 
was government's duty to intervene directly in economic affairs in 
order to benefit submerged or politically impotent economic inter 
ests. As it turned out, the existence and power of the Southern 
Agrarian group had important consequences for the Democratic 
party, the 'Nilson administration, and the nation. Whereas the ad 
ministration faction usually followed the regular party line, the 
Southern Agrarians were often far to the left of it; and in the end 
they helped to make Wilson an advanced progressive and helped to 
commit his administration to a broad program of welfare legislation. 
The program of the Southern Agrarians was aimed at benefiting 

the farmers almost exclusively. Although this had been true also of 
the Democratic program in 1 896, Bryan and progressive Democrats 
in the Norrh and West had moved beyond the almost pure agr;1ri~111- 
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~~· ' •! t /1. l here ".l'I ;i grnwme: COIH.<:rn for the pl1gh ,f •.uh 
r r:1: '1 };fnup, f rom ;l\iuut 1 Hyo to ''J 1 3 ;llhl a l·on\cquc11t rive «f a 
:r,.ir muvcmcnt for social justice. This phase of progrc~'>ivi~m had 
not been tor.illy nhscnr in the South, but the Southc~m states were 
'~ill overwhelmingly. rural, and most Southerners had no conccp 
non of the grave social and economic problems raised by industrial 
ization and urbanization. 
!-Icncc Sout.h~rn progressives were more concerned with strength 

ening ~he poht1~al and economic posrion of the farmers, through 
regulation of rail_roads and c?rporations, a low tariff, the direct pri 
mary, and the like, than with tenement reforms minimum wave 
leg.islation, or workmen's compensation legislation. But the importa~t 
pomt about the Southern Agrarian program is not that it was limited 
in scope, but that its advocates were_ an important element in the 
Democratic party and that they were now in a position to give voice· 
JQ_ their own demands. 

The brief period when the philosophy of the New Freedom had 
any real authority was the few months in 1913 when the Underwood 
tariff bill was under discussion in Congress. There was little disazree 
ment among J?~mocratic congressmen, progressive or conserv:tive, 
over the provisrons of the bill, except for minor differences on the 
w~o~ and sugar schedules. There was .a much greater difference of 
opimon bet~een the conservatives and the agrarian radicals, however, 
on the question of the reorganization of the banking system and the 
control of the money supply. It was here that the Southern Agrar 
ians, acti?g with their colleagues from the West, first helped to 
move their party away from laissez-faire toward a dynamic concept 
of government. 

, In line with his New Freedom principles Wilson was inclined to 
favor the bankin~ ~nd monetar~ system proposed by the National 
Monetary Commission, one providing for a reserve association or as 
sociations owned and controlled by the bankers themselves. The 
original Glass bill, which had the tentative endorsement of the ad- 
111inistration, pro':'ided for such an arrangement. But even before the 
Icdcrnl reserve bill emerged from the House Banking- Committee 
:here occurred a momentous struggle within the p:trty councils that 
\\ H not cndcd unril rhe Agr;1ri:111 lcadcrs h:1d \\'or; all their im- 
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portunr dcm.111Js. Sn:rct:iry of Sr;ttc Hry:rn :111d Lmth I>. Br''·•·'~. 
per:.u:tdl'd the J>rcsidcm thur a l>anking bill \\'liic!t did tl!J[ pro\ i•'< 
for exclusive govcrnmcnrnl control, on the top level, was nut onlv 
unwise bur also would never be approved by the House caucus, Th~, 
was true, incidentally, regardless of the position Bryan might h:i\'c: 
taken in the controversy. 
Wilson was won over by the persuasive arguments of Bryan and 

Brandeis and the threats of the radicals. Thus the Glass bill, as it 
finally emerged from the House committee, provided for a decentral 
ized reserve system, for government issue of federal-reserve cur 
rency, and for an over-all supervision and limited control of the 
new system by a central reserve board composed exclusively 
of presidential appoi~TCmarke-d, to all practical purposes, the 
demise of the New Freedom and the beginning of the rise to domi 
nance of the progressives in the Wilson administration. 

Bryan and the Western Democrats were now satisfied, but not the 
Southern Agrarian leaders. In spite of the radical changes that had 
been effected, the new banking system still would operate exclusively 
for the benefit of the business community. Here was the rub, as far 

· as the Southern radicals were concerned. After tariff reform had 
been accomplished, their main objective was the establishment of a 
system by which farmers could obtain easier and cheaper credit. 
When the Glass bill was published, and the Southern Agrarians dis 
covered that it included no provision for agricultural credit, they 
rose in rebellion and declared that they would help the Republicans 
defeat the measure if the administration did not concede their de 
mands. The fight between the administration forces and the Southern 
Agrarians was bitter, and for a time threatened to def eat banking 
reform altogether. Suffice it to say that, in spite of the ridicule of the 
Eastern press and in spite of the opposition of the administration and 
of Wilson's spokesmen in the House, the .Ee.de[al_ Rese._~y~ Bill as 
finally passed by Congress contained ample provisions for short-term 
agricultural credit. And this was true because Wilson realized that 
he must give in to the demands of the Southerners. 
The philosophic foundations of the New Freedom were dealt 

another heavy blow during the formulation of ar~\antitrust policy Ii.\" 

administration leaders. It was Wilson's original idea that all thar '' .l\ 

z" ,·11:( J '''J.1 to define prcci,dy wlut comtitutcd an unfair trade 
i · ,., t1\.'C or illcg:tl restraint of trade, so as to remove all clement: of 
,f,,ul1t from the laws. The enforcement of the :rntitrnst laws would 
he dckgatcd, as before, to the Justice Department and the courts. 
Some of the Southern radicals proposed more drastic remedies, such 
as prescribing by law the percentage of the total production ~f a field 
of industry which one corporation would be allowed to control or a 
high .excess pr~fits tax which would increase in direct proporti~n to 
the size of th~ industry, but they made no determined fight for these 
proposals. W1l~on, therefore, gave the job of drawing up the measure 
to Re~rese_n~ativ.e Cl~yton of Georgia, chairman of the Judiciary 
Comnu~tee, and the ~1II that came out of his committee was simply a 
synthesis of current ideas, most of which were already embodied in 
the laws of many states. In addition, Representative Covington of 
Kentucky drew up at Wilson's request a bill providing for an inter 
state ~rade com~ission, which was to be an enlarged Bureau of_f;or 
porat1ons and ":'ithout any real authority over business practices. 
Thus far Wilson had proceeded in line with his New Freedom 

c.oncept~. At this point, however, an important turn in administra 
t~on policy occurred. Brandeis, George L. Rublee, and Representa 
ti_ve Stevens of New Hampshire visited the President and persuaded 
hm~ to .cha~ge the character of his antitrust program entirely. Under 
their d1rect~o?~ th_~ Clayt?n bill was rewritten so as to provide for 
greater flex1~ihty m definmg an unfair trade practice and, more im 
portant, the mterstate commerce commission was reconstituted as the 
F ed~~'.:_l_T~ade Commission and given apparently vast authority over 
the day-t?-day operati?ns of the business world. The Covington biU 
had provided for notlu~g more than an investigatory body to serve 
as an adjunct of the Justice Department. In the revised bill the Com- . . ' 
mission was establ~shed as an independent regulatory agency, em- 

' powered to supervise business practices and to issue cease and desist 
~rders w~1en it found that corporatic.ms were engaging in unfair prac 
tices.' !his ~ast change marked the complete adoption by the vViison 
adm111istrat1on of Roosevelt's program for the regulation of business. 
. The s.~nrhcrn leaders in ~ongr~ss h~cl no:hing to c~o with bringing 
;.1!,out this profound change 111 "'dson s :111mrust pol1q1• The Somh 
nn :ind \ Vcst<:r11 AgT;tri:in r;1dic:ils, acting wirh :l snul( L:lhor bloc in 
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the House, worked hard, however, to have a provision inserted in tlic 
Clayton bill exempting farm and labor unions from the operation 
and application of the antitrust laws. This had been one of the major 
objectives of the American Federation of Labor since 1906 and had 
been given Democratic approval in the platfor?1s of 1908 and 191 2. , 

Although Wilson was rapidly abandoning his New Freedom as 
sumptions, he was not yet ready to go so far as to approve what was 
obviously legislation in the interest of particular classes. Since the 
first days of his administration he had resisted bitt_erly this move_, and 
a bill specifically exempting farm and labor unions. from anttt~ust 
prosecutions, which had been passed by the House m the prev10us 
session, was blocked by administration pressure. When the Clayton 
bill was under discussion in the House committee, however, the 
Agrarian and Labor bloc declared that they would guarantee its de 
feat unless Wilson gave in to their demands. 
Thus faced with another major revolt within his party, Wilson re 

solved his dilemma by resorting, it must be admitted, to one of the 
most artful dodges in the history of American politics. The famous 
labor provisions of the Clayton bill were drawn by Representati_ve 
E. Y. Webb of North Carolina, who had succeeded Clayton ~s chair 
man of the Judiciary Committee, and represented .Wilson's attitude 
perfectly. On the face of it, the new provision did indeed. seem to 
give the exemption and immunity from antitrust prosecutions that 
the farm and labor spokesmen were demanding. Actually, this was 
not the case at all. Farm and labor organizations were not to be con 
strued by the courts as being, per se, combinations iii restraint of 
trade, but they were in no way freed from the, threat of prosecu 
tion if they violated the antitrust laws. · · 
Wilson had completed his program of domestic reform by the fall 

of 191 4. In his letters and public statements at the time, he made it 
clear that he thought everything had been done that was necessary to 
clear away special privilege and put all classes on an :qual footing. 
Under the operation of the beneficent new laws, Wilson was sure 
that the nation would enjoy a long period of prosperity and economic 
freedom. As we have seen, he had been forced partially to abandon 
his earlier position and to make important concessions in order to get 
his program across. He was reconciled to the concessions he had been 
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compelled to make, but he was absolutely determined to draw the 
line at the point it had reached by the f ~ll of 1914. . : . 

In fact, a pronounced reaction agamst progress~vc policies had 
set in among Wilson and his advisers during the spnng of 1914, and 
relations between the President and progressive leaders became ex 
ceeding strained at this time. The following year, 19 1 5, was prac 
tically barren of progressive accomplishments, except for the La n 

Follette's Seamen's Act, which the administration had opposed and ' 
wfllch -Wilson almost vetoed. There were, however, several great 
political forces at work which were so strong th~t Wils~n would be 
compelled to accommodate his program to satisfy their dema~ds. 
One was the well-organized ~grarian movement for the establish 
ment of a federal system of long-term rural credits. Another was. the 
movement in behalf of federal social legislation, which was rapidly 
gaining momentum during- this- period. _Another was the m?vement 
for women's suffrage, which was becommg so powerful that It would 
soon be dangerous for any politician to op~ose it. ~~nally, t:1ere was 
the fact that the Progressive party was obviously disintegrating after 
1914 and that t~e_only hope the Democrats ha_d o~ obtaining a na 
tional majority in 1<)!6 was in winning_~_l~r__ge.mmonty of the for_~e~ 
Bull Moosers to the Democratic side. 
·- Wilson resisted 'this movement to' extend the intervention of the 
federal government into the fields mentioned here as long as he 
could do so safely. Then, when it became evident that the Democrats 
could win the election of 1916 only by adopting the New National 
ism, lock, stock and barrel, Wilson capitulated and supported the 
very demands he had so long opposed, as strongl~ as if he_ had been 
their originator. We do not have the space to discuss this last and 
most important phase of Wilsonian reform in any det~il, except to 
consider the extent to which the Southern leaders contributed to the 

, administration's final, complete surrender to the New Nationalism. 
The main objective of the Southern Agrarian progressives after 

1914 was the adoption of a federal rural credits bill. The first nation 
wide movement for long-term federal rural credit facilities had been 
in:rngurated by the Southern Comme~cial Congr~ss in _191 3, and dur 
ing the next year or two there was widespread discussion of the sub 
ject all over the counrry. In the: ~pring of 191.+ a joint subcommittee 
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cw up the bill which was finally passed in 1916 and which would 
vc passed in 1914 had not Wilson let it be known that he would 
to the bill if Congress enacted it. Both Wilson and the Agrarian 
adcrs proclaimed themselves advocates of a rural credits measure. 
hat, therefore, was the root of the difference between them? Wil- 
n would not agree to the establishment of a system involving direct 
bsidies or financial support by the government, and Wilson, Secre 
ry of Agriculture Houston, and Carter Glass were insistent that the 
overnment should do no more than provide for the structure of a 
ural credits system, with capital and management to be provided by 
rivate sources. The Agrarian spokesmen, on the other hand, con 
ended that any system which was not operated and financed by the 
overnment was bound to fail. But as this involved the direct inter 
ention by the government in behalf of a special class, Wilson was ab 
solutely adamant against it. The result was an impasse, with both 
sides holding out stubbornly for their own proposals until 1916, when 
Wilson accepted the Agrarian proposal for reasons of political ex- 

pediency. It was, in fact, in agricultural legislation that the Southern 
Agrarians had the greatest influence in the shaping of the later Wil 
sonian program. Their greatest contribution was undoubtedly the 
forcing of the Rural Credits Act of 19 r 6, but they were also able to 
obtain· the adoption of the Lever Warehouse Act in 1914, the 
Smith-Lever Act for rural extension work of the same year, the 
Smith-Hughes Act for vocational education, and the program of 
federal subsidies for highway improvement in 1916. 

Southern influence was practically negligible, however, in the 
formulation of the remaining great social and economic legislation 
of 1916-the federal Workmen's Compensation Act, the Child 
Labor Law, the Adamson Act, and the act establishing the Federal 
Tariff Commission. But there still remain three other areas of legis 
lation in which the influence of the Southern Agrarians was decisive 

and which merit notice here. 
The first involved the question of what sort of military and naval 

bills Congress should enact in 1916. On this controversial subject the 
Southern progressives joined with radicals throughout the country in 
resisting the administration's designs greatly to increase the navy and 
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to establish a large volunteer army. They were not success 
blockin<T the movement for a large navy, because the pressure here 
was too0 great. But they were signal\ y succcssf u l in blocking Wilson's 
plans for military preparedness, in.deed, _in emasculating them.. . . 
The second field of legislation m which Southern progressive in 

fluence was decisive was the area of federal fiscal policy. Before .the 
outbreak of the World War, Wilson and McAdoo were able to 
keep a firm grip on the formulation of tax policies, and their ~nftuence 
was conservative indeed. The tax structure that the Republicans had 
erected and which was weighted so heavily in favor of the upper 
classes was left practically undisturbed by the Wilson admini~tration. 
An income tax provision was included in the Underwood Tariff Law, 
to make up the anticipated deficit resulting from the lower duties, b~t 
the rates were very low and the administration was quick to make it 
clear that it had no intention of using the income tax to effect a re- 

distribution of wealth. The outbreak of the war in Europe in the summer of 1914 caused 
a temporary disarrangement of the finances of the United States a'.'d 
resulted in a sharp decline in imports, which meant that the adm1i: 
istration was faced with an alarming decline in revenues. To meet this 
emergency, McAdoo proposed a series of new excise taxes and a .'ax 
on freight shipments, such as had been applied dunng the Sparush 
American War. The Southern and Western Agrarians rebelled at the 
administration's emergency tax program, claiming that it would 
throw the whole burden of carrying the country -hrougb the crisis on 
the masses and demanding instead an increase in the income tax. They 
were successful in eliminating the tax on freight shipments and in get 
ting most of the new taxes put on alcoholic beverages and other luxu 
ries. Even so, rheydid not like the emergency tax law and vowed that 

· they would continue to fight all such consumption taxes. 
With the opening of Congress in December, 1915, the Southern 

progressives found themselves virtually in control of the House 
Ways and Means Committee. Long before the new session convened, 
:1 majority of the committee declared in writing to the new chair 
mun, Claude Kitchin of North C:irolin:l, thcir c\ctcrmination to over 
h:,.u\ the tax structure arn\ 1mkc it more d1.:moccnic. The rcsu1t was 
tl1.1t l\uring the winter :lm\ sprinb of 1<)16 the <.·ontrnl of federal tax 
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policy was literally taken out of the hands of the administration 
leaders and assumed by these Southern Agrarians and their Western 
allies. It was obvious by this ti.me that some kind of preparedness 
measures would be adopted, and that either the government would 
have to find new sources of revenue or else resort to borrowing. The 
Republicans proposed a bond issue; the administration proposed new 
consumption and excise and increased income taxes. The Ways and 
Means Committee, however, replied with one of the most startling 
and significant tax bills in the history of the country. The Southern 
Agrarians, who had bitterly resisted the preparedness movement, saw 
now that new defense measures were inevitable; but they were de 
termined that the people of the East, who had been most vociferous 
in support of preparedness, should pay for it. Kitchin said as much, 
in fact, before the House caucus when he explained the new tax bill, 
which greatly increased the income tax, levied the first federal in 
heritance tax in our history, and placed an excess profits tax on . 
munitions manufacturers. 

The last area in which Southern inRuence was decisive in de 
termining the policies of the Wilson administration was the federal 
government's policy toward Negroes. Here the Southern contri 
bution was definitely retrogressive and proved that it was impossible 
for white Southerners of all shades of opinion to get much beyond the 
rationale of slavery. Suffice it to say that Wilson practically sacrificed 
the Negroes on the altar of political expediency, by allowing segrega 
tion in the government departments, dismissal and d_owngrading of 
Negro civil servants in the South, and the like, in order to win South 
ern support for his program. 
Yet in spite of this and other blind spots in the Southern progressive 

program, it must be concluded that the contributions of the Southern 
Agrarians were undoubtedly in many ways decisive in moving the 
Wilson administration away from a !)Ja..tic.. Iaissez-Faire program, to 
which it was originally dedicated, toward a dynamic, positive pro 
g9m...of-federal_ action. Although their program waslimited in scope 
and motivated largely by class interests, the Southern progressives 
could claim as much credit as could several other major groups for 
the amazing metamorphosis in Democratic policy that occurred 
from 191 3 to 1916. That is the real significance of their contribution. 1 
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