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SOUTHERN CONGRESSMEN AND AGRICULTURAL REFORM: 1913-1917

A SUMMARY

Between 1913 and 1917 the Democratic party enacted an
agricultural reform programme that provided federal funds
for agricultural education and highway improvement, estab-
lished a fiscal structure for agricultural credit, licensed
warehouses, and regulated speculative dealings on cotton
exchanges. These formed a major landmark in American agri-
cultural policy, influencing later legislation. As the first
major implementation of matching funds legislation between
the federal and state governments they determined the nature
of future central government intervention 1n the economy.
Southern initiative and support secured the passage of these
measures.

Southern congressmen came from the class that tradition-
ally dominated Southern politics, being lawyers from agricul-
tural areas. Despite industrial growth, agriculture con-
tinued to provide the bulk of Southern wealth and to dominate
Southern politics. As a consequence of the Populistfdefeat
and the passage of the disfranchisement laws Black Belt land-
owners found their authority unchallenged. While generally
profitable, Southern agriculture ran below its full potential
and serious structural problems existed such as the spread of
tenancy. Only federal legislation provided a realistic solu-
tion, the state legislatures being too inactive or impover-
ished to face the challenge.

The Democratic victory of 1912 provided Southern
congressmen with the opportunity to ald Southern agriculture.
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The South dominated the government as no region has since:
the President and most of his cabinet had Southern connec-
tions; Southern congressmen controlled the major congress-—
ional committees and formed the Democratic leadership. While
influenced by the activities of lobbyists, these congress-
men retained a degree of independence’voting according to
their convictions, and not solely on the command of an
interest group. More experienced than most congressmen
Southern leaders ensured that the many novel and controver-
sial aspects of the reform legislation passed with the mini-
mum of amendment. They managed debate in a sympathetic and
professional manner, defeating the efforts of New England
and Midwestern Republicans to pass damaging amendments. As
Woodrow Wilson took little interest in agricultural reform
this required considerable skills on the part of Southern
leaders. In addition to shepherding the reforms through
Congress they had to initiate and draft the legislation. The
agricultural reforms demonstrate Congress's ability to
initiate and enact reform desplte the presence of a charisg-
matic President.

While eager to extend the functions of federal govern-—
ment, most Southerners distrusted the extension of federal
power, due to thelr perceived experience of the Civil War
and Reconstruction. For federal legislation to be accept-
able to Southerners, it had to incorporate checks upon the
federal power. In the agricultural reforms this was
achieved by involving state governments on a matching funds
basis. Southern leaders ensured that the state governments
retained financial and initiatory powers thus preserving

local/



local autonomy. Although no funds were involved in the
financial legislation the fiscal system operated in a decen-—
tralised fashion, achieving the desired aim. This accorded
with the Southern interpretation of federal government, as
taught by legal education, political experience, and histori-
cal circumstance. The states rights argument provided legal
and constitutional solutions to economic and socilal problems
that the Southern elite found acceptable. States rights
could advance as well as defend the interests of the Southern
elite, and this explains its attraction and survival after
military defeat in 1865. This reform legislation operated
throughout the 1920s and while guaranteeing that Southern
agricultural life improved, it ensured that landowners were
the only direct beneficiaries; tenants however received

indirect benefits.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1913 the majority of Americans lived on farms or
else in small towns dependent on agricultural production:
they lived neither in highly industrialised areas nor in
great cities. They formed the largest lobby group in
American politics, yet until 1913 few legislative measures
had been enacted designed specifically to aid them. While
almost all legislation affected the rural community in some
way and very few politicians could afford to sponsor legis-
lation that harmed it, no legislation existed in the United
States comparable to that in Europe where central govern-—
ment actively supported the farmer. By 1917 however the
American farmer was favoured with a body of legislation
without equal in either its breadth or depth. It was no
coincidence that this legislation was drafted, sponsored,
and shepherded through Congress by the congressmen of the
most agrarian region of the union, the South.

The reforms are most conveniently grouped under three
headings: educational, financial and marketing legislation.
The Smith Lever Agricultural Extension Act of 1914 and the
Smith Hughes Vocational Education Act of 1916 comprised the
educational reforms. The Hollis Bulkeley Federal Farm Loans
Act of 1916 formed the main financial legislation although
some clauses of the Federal Reserve Act of 1913 directly
influenced rural finance. The Smith Lever Federal Warehouse
Acts of 1914 and 19216, the Shackleford Bankhead Federal
Highways Act of 1916, and the Smith Lever Federal Cotton
Futures Act of 1916 covered marketing.
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Within the context of progressive reform, the agri-
cultural legislation was unusual in its comprehensiveness.
While many of the soclal measures passedat federal level
such as child labour regulation, workmen's compensation
and maximum work hour legislation inter-acted, very little
was conceived as a whole. The agricultural reforms, by
contrast, were so conceived, the areas of each measure
being carefully defined. Hoke Smith, the Georgian senator
who sponsored much of the legislation, remarked at the
beginning of the debates on the Agricultural Extension
bill how this would be the first act of a whole programme
that would ultimately include vocational education, public
road improvement, the regulation of commodity exchanges
and rural credits legislation. To these would be added
the warehouse act as a response to the 1914 cotton crisise.
The Democratic platform of 1912 had promised that the
party would enact a comprehensive series of legislation
intended to help the farmer. Considerable political skills
ensured that very few amendments were successfuily adopted
while the bills were in Congress.

The legislation was unusual not only in its scope, but
also in its form, as it marked the first major application
of the principle of federal matching funds. As such, its
importance lies not only in agricultural history but also in
constitutional development. Several of the most important
components of the programme employed a novel concept of
federal and state governments acting in cooperation with
bureaucracy; this created an important precedent for sub-
sequent reform legislation particularly during the 1930s.

Historians/




Historians have pald little attention to the legisla-
tion despite its importance both in its own right and as a
portent of what was to come. Writers on the Wilson admin-
istration have tended to emphasise its impact on the office
of President; its implications for American foreign policy;
or else have focussed on the enigmatic personality of Wilson
himself. Historians such as Arthur Link have correctly
recognised the importance of Wilson's ideas and personality
in adding to the power and prestige of the Presidency. By
concentrating on such major measures as the Federal Reserve
Act, the Underwood Simmons Tariff, the Clayton Anti Trust
Act and a whole host of soclal reforms such as the La Foll-
ette Seaman's Act, the Adamson Eight Hour Act, and the
Keating Owen Child Labor Act it has been demonstrated how
one man with the aid of a disciplined and cohesive party
could enact a corpusof legislation without precedent in
United States history. New Left revisionists while por-
traying Wilson as more of a conservative than a nineteenth
century liberal have continued to focus attention on what
may be termed the most important réforms of the administra-
tion. They have not broadened the base of the argument:
indeed, by playing down the importance of soclal reform and
emphasising the banking and commercial reforms they have
narrowed the ground upon which the administration is judged.

Despite the considerable scholarly effort already
devoted to the period, large areas of the Wilson administra-
tion remain uncovered. While no one can underestimate the
importance of the Reserve Act or the Underwood Tariff, it
is worth remembering that they represent only the tip of° the
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iceberg; indeed they are highly untypical in providing a
view of the duties and functions of the American politician,
much of whose energies were expended not upon epoch making
legislation but upon routine matters of administration and
procedure. Infinitely less glamorous, such tasks are im-
portant 1f a complete picture is to be drawn of the
American politician at work.

The agricultural reform programme cannot claim to be
particularly sparkling legislation. Its claims to import-
ance lie neither in an inspiring and reassuring humanity,
nor in its sweeping and decisive effect on American econo-
mic life: but in its use of conservative constitutional
doctrine, its manipulation of the politics of greed, and
the application of power politics within Congress. Very
few fanfares accompanied its passage, contemporary news-—
papers all but ignoring it, but it is crucial in consider-
ing the role of Congress during the progressive era. All
the banking and commercial reforms and most of the social
reforms were administration bills receiving the active
support of the President, but the agricultural reforms
were enacted largely on the initiative of congressmen.
Wilson did not oppose the legislation, but his support was
largely passive, the only exception to this being his
active campaigning, albeit reluctantly, for the Federal
Farm Loans Act. Agricultural reform did not interest
Wilson: it passed Congress, he signed it after making vague
remarks on the virtues of agrarian life, but that was
really the extent of his participation. As such the agri-
cultural reform programme 1s a valuable reminder of
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Congress's power to initiate and enact legislation; this
has been overlooked due to an emphasis on presidential
power during the progressive period.

While the standard works on the Wilson period mention
the agricultural reform, few accord it much attention.
Arthur Link in his monumental biography of Wilson mentions
all the measures by name, and devotes space to the draft-—
ing of the Federal Farm Loans Act, but inevitably views
them as sideshows to the main events. There is no attempt
to look at the legislation in detail, nor as a complete
whole. The standard survey of post 1913 Southern history
by George B. Tindall is even briefer; Tindall contents him-
self with acknowledging the existence of the legislation
and stressing the involvement of Southern politicians. The
underlying thesis is that by acting in this manner the
South played an active and positive role in the life of the
union. Ag this was written by a Southerner in the mid
1960s such an attitude is understandable if hardly condon-
able. Southerners were in the forefront of the action, but
few attempts have been made to analyse how Southern thought
and politics influenced reform. And the question is worth
asking: how did Southerners, universally considered to be
strict constructionists in constitutional argument, come to
advocate such a constitutionally advanced doctrine as
federal and state cooperation? The question becomes more
puzzling with the knowledge that the most consistent oppo-
sition to the agricultural reforms came from Midwestern and
Northeastern Republicans who argued that Southerners viola-
ted states rights and usurped the reserved power of the
states. 1

One/



One work does attempt to relate the agricultural

legislation to the South: Farmer Movement in the South

1865=1933 by Theodore Saloutos. Saloutos views the 1912
Democratic victory as the agrarian's greatest triumphj; in
particular he considers the Underwood Tariff to represent
the culmination of decades of agrarian protest. While
acknowledging that the Federal Farm Loans Act did little
to aid the tenant, Saloutos nonetheless claims that by
1917 the agrarian dream had begun to assume reality.
Although the New Freedom reforms did not accomplish all
that the farmer wanted, it did allow him to survive in a
complex, urban, industrial society. Saloutos further
asserts that in the South the dream of the populist and the
dream of the progressive were fundamentally the same. Plac-
ing both in a tradition of Southern radicalism stretching
back to colonial times, he views the populists as sowing
whose fvuits

the seeds the progressives gathered. While identify-
ing a difference between the populist and the progressive,
Saloutos dismisses this as merely tactical: populists
preferred political action, whereas the progressives opted
for "the economi¢ formulas of old". The populists however
left a legacy in the agricultural legislation of the Wilson
administration. 2

This analysis is open to question in many areas. The
complexity of Southern rural society is underestimated: it
is simply not accurate enough to continually talk about
"the Southern farmer". A simple but cruclal division exist-
ed between those who owned land and the increasing number
who did not. Important social, economic and political
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division existed between and within landowners and tenantry,
there being a world of difference between a renter and a
cropper: a renter retained control over when and how he
grew his crops, but a cropper did as he was told. On occa~
sions their alms could be mutually exclusive; this is
particularly true for credit reform. While "Southern
farmer" provides a useful label for generalising, it is
inadequate when analysing Southern society and politics.
The least convincing part of Saloutos's argument con-
cerns the relationship between the populists and the pro-
gressives. Since Saloutos wrote his book, subsequent work
on the populists has shown them in an entirely different
light. Lawrence Goodwyn has portrayed them as agrarian
radicals who attempted a complete structural reform of
American society; they sought to destroy Northeastern fin-
ancial capitalism, and to replace it with a "cooperative
commonwealth'"., Whether one accepts Goodwyn's argument that
the populists were a nascent rural proletariate or not it
is clear that they were not the same as the progressives.
Thelr goals differed, even though they occasionally trod
the same paths. Both made rhetorical use of the virtues of
cooperation it is true, but they meant different things by
this. The populists used it in an economic and social
sense: the sub treasury plan crowned their conception of
cooperation. This was an economic plan designed to effect
a working alliance of urban and rural labour against
capital; theirs was a cooperative crusade. Progressives
employed the term in a more prosaic and bureaucratic manner,
for they interpreted cooperation in a political and con-
stitutional sense: as the coming together of federal and
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state authorities to aid the agricultural economy. Neither
Southern nor Midwestern congressmen uttered any eulogies of
the populists and their dreams during the debates on the
reform legislation; it was almost as if the Alliance had
never been. 3

Saloutos also wrongly plays down the importance of
post populist political activity. While few populists
returned to the Democratic Party in the 1890s, and those who
did such as the Virginian Mann Page did so reluctantly,
recent studies have emphasised the vigour of Southern radical
politics during the progressive period. James Green has
documented the survival of populist aims amongst socialists
in Texas and Oklahoma. In both the 1912 and the 1916 presi-
dential elections the Socialist Party candidates received
higher percentage votes than their national averages in
Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana and Texas. Eugene Debs receiv-
ed more votes in Florida than Theodore Roosevelt in 1912.
These groups more truly represented the populist legacy than
the progressives did. The tradition survived and had im-
portant success at local level, but their impact at federal
level was negligible. 4

The agricultural reform legislation of 1913-1917 was
largely Southern, but it was upper class Southern legisla-
tion. It came from a completely different tradition: that
of the Democratic Party. Those who proposed it and stood to
gain by it were not the tenants or upland farmers of the
South, but the black belt planters who, as a result of the
political battles of the 1890s and Reconstruction controll-
ed Southern politics. Along with their allies of the fledg-
ling Southern commercial and industrial world, with whom
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they increasingly found common ground, they held all the
important cards in the political stakes. Although South-
ern business stood to gain little from the agricultural
reforms directly, the potential indirect benefits of a
more effective, regulated, and prosperous agricultural
sector were enormous. There would be little serious anti-
agrarian rhetoric from the commercial community.

Many groups in the South had a vested interest in the
passage of the legislation: planters desired cheaper, more
easily availlable credit; educators wanted to expand the
agricultural colleges; and brokers longed to regulate the
cotton exchanges. These groups were entitled to influence
the vote of their elected representatives, and all attempt-
ed to do so. In the final analysis however, the decision
as to whether or not a bill became law was that of the
politician. Congressmen were not mere pawns whose sole
functions were to ensure that a bill was constitutionally
accurate and guided through Congress with the minimum fuss.
They were educated men, able to make informed decisions on
many wide spread issues not all of which related to law or
politics.

Neither constitutional nor congressional history has
been amongst the more fashionable branches of American
history for a long time. Although New Left historians have
studied legislation, they have largely ignored proceedings

in Congress. James Weinstein in The Corporate Ideal in the

Liberal State 1900-1918 devotes only a couple of pages to

congressional debate when considering the legislative history

of the Federal Trade Commission Act. Gabriel K&lko used the
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correspondence of top level politicians and bankers, as
well as the editorial opinions of leading bankers' journals,
in writing his admirable account of the Federal Reserve Act.
He makes no direct reference to either congressional debate
or the activities of House and Senate committees. The
earlier work of Arthur Link used both. Kolko's inference
is clear: happenings in Congress were unimportant; all the
crucial decisions had been taken and all the important
details fixed before the bill reached the floor of the House;
Congress merely rubber stamped the bill; and the democratic
political process had been bypassed and betrayed. 5

While there is much truth in this argument, it would
be a mistake to underestimate the workings of Congress
during the Wilson presidency. Cerxrtainly it is true that
few congressmen understood financial legislation; one repre-
sentative writing to the President described his colleagues'
understanding of banking and commerce as "abysmal'. Yet
congressmen were not the completely unwitting stooges of
the anonymous expert. The various government agencies and
bureaus contributed massive, well researched and learned
reports that when studied could hardly fail to £ill in the
necessary gaps in a congresgsman's knowledge. Every con-
gressman chose two or three areas to specialise in, usually
related to committee appointments, but most had a good
general knowledge, and their experience of state politics
taught tﬁem how legislation worked in practice. Normal
common sense, intuition, or party doctrine provided the
necessary guldelines when specialised information was un-

available, but the evidence is that many congressmen went
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congiderably out of their way to acquire detailed informa-
tion. During the tariff debates for example Midwestern
Republicans studied the detalls of how each.commodity would
be affected by the new schedules long into the night and
early morning. The grasp held by seemingly every Southern
politician of the intricate details of cotton marketing and
production is astounding. Only on the most emotive of issues
such as race did congressional debate lapse into empty
tirades; generally it was well informed and relevant. A
reading of congressional debates can produce not only a
source for legislative history, but also an objective view
of American life in the 1910s, bristling with facts and
statistics. 6

Despite their appetite for social and economic informa-
tion the business and overriding responsibility of the
congressman was the constitution. Congress's function and
duty was to legislate, not report. Private and public
bodies provided the necessary information, but this had to
be fitted into a framework that was acceptable to the legis-
lature and the judiciary, otherwise it was interesting but
meaningless. The task of the Democrats in accomplishing
this was eased by their control of all branches of the
government, and their undivided allegiance tofﬁiggnstruc—
tionist view of the constitution.

It required considerable organisaticnal skills to
guide legislation safely through Congress. Party lines were
tightly drawn during the Sixty Third and Sixty Fourth Con-
gresses, but even so a bill's passage could be hazardous.
While the Democratic House managers could guarantee the
quick and efficient approval of a bill, the situation was

different/
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different in the Senate. There the Democratic majority was
only six in 19213 causing considerable problems for the
party whips. Although the party's majority rose to sixteen
in 1915;tconstant vigil was still required to ensure that
no damaging amendments were successful. Furthermore, by
virtue of their longer terms, members of the upper chamber
were permitted a greater independence from the party espec—
ially when there was little presidential pressure to toe
the line. Consequently, Democratic senators spoke out and
voted against important clauses, the equivalent of which
was rarely seen or tolerated in the House. Additionally,
Republicans particularly from the Midwest were able to
mount the most cohesive and effective opposition to the
legislation in the Senate. This study therefore will pay
greater attention to proceedings in the Senate than in the
House.

The legislative history of the agricultural amend-
ments illustrates how easy it was for a bill to be lost
through a procedural error or by a tactical amendment added
by opponents. Southern congressmen were generally adept at
handling legislation and marshalling their troops, but some
bills were almost lost not because they were voted down,
but due to procedural errors. The Agricultural Extension
Act was almost referred to a House committee which would
have successfully buried it; attempts to recall the bill
from conference after it had passed both chambers were also
made, which if successful would have killed the bill. An
error by the House managers sent the Federal Highways bill
to the wrong Senate committee, thus wasting valuable time.

After/
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1ihe act
After had been approved by both chambers, the Senate

had to recall the Cotton Futures Act when it was noticed
that it legalised cotton pools, and would be voided by the
courts. While such errors owed as much to bad luck as in-
efficient management, they demonstrate that the passage of
a bill was by no means assured once it left its committee.
The writing of accurate legislative history therefore
requires more than just detailing who drafted the legisla-
tion or analysing a series of roll call votes. 7

While taking note of what happened in committee, this
study will concentrate more upon what happened on the floor
of Congress: there are reasons for this. Traditionally the
influence of the committee in the legislative process has
been held to be considerable. The cholce is made in
committee between rival proposals and decisions are taken
to pigeonhole unsuitable bills. A committee can so weigh
down a measure with amendments that its chances of passing
the legislature are slimj; alternatively, a committee's
endorsement can be so strong as to reduce proceedings in
the House and Senate to a formality. Woodrow Wilson in

Congressional Government stated that the leaders of the

House and Senate were the chairmen of the permanent stand-
ing committees; and that Congress had as many leaders as
it had subjects of legislation. 8

With the notable exception of the Federal Farm Loans
Act however the main attempts to challenge the legislation
were not in the committees, but in the Senate and to a
lesser degree in the House. This presents a vivid contrast
to other New Freedom legislation, notably the Federal
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Reserve Act. The committees involved in the agricultural
reform tended to be headed by seasoned and strong Southern
politicians who knew what they wanted and how to get it;
this was particularly true for the Senate committees on
post offices and post roads, education and labour, and
agriculture and forestry. The Senate banking and currency
committee proved to be an exception to this in that its
Democratic members were wayward and motivated more by per-
sonal concern than party loyalty. Generally though the
committees appear to have acted in a united fashionj; they
drafted the legislation, but offered few dissenting voices.
Democratic control over these committees was such that opp-
osition would be futile within the relative anonymity of a
committee room. 9

It is claimed that the importance of a committee
increases because while a bill is in committee it is most
vulnerable to the influence of extra political bodies.
Committee members were notorious for blindly accepting the
opinions of expert witnesses on complex issues, but in the
case of the agricultural reforms a congiderable consensus
existed among those who stood to gainj; only really in the
case of rural credits were congressional committees faced
with a decision to make on which proposal should be endors-
ed. The supporters of agricultural reform took little
interest in the constitutional details of the legislation.
Thus, while the deans of the agricultural colleges lobbied
for educational reforms, they offered no suggestibns as to
how the federal and state authorities should cooperate to
accomplish this. Similarly, with the Cotton Futures Act,
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Southern planters were eager to regulate the New York
Cotton Exchange, but they left the politicians to decide

how this should be done. The position with the Federal
Highways bill was slightly more complex in that the two

main vested interests, the automobile manufacturers and the
agriculturalists, had differing aims but both recognised

the cardinal importance of enacting some form of legislatiocn.

The very nature of the agricultural reforms explains
why they were challenged more in debate than in committee.
It is not usually prudent for minorities in committee to
volce their opposition once a bill has been reported out of
committee; but when legislation was as novel and controver—
sial as certain of the agricultural reforms were, then the
politician stood to gain by attacking the bill in as public
a forum as possible, especially when the majority of his
constituents were farmers. A Midwestern congressman knew
that his electorate expected him to oppose a bill that
favoured cotton producers over wheat growers; and it was
better tactics to be reported doing this in debate rather
than in committee. There also existed the real chance that
an amendment in the Senate would be successful, thus delay-
ing the progress of a bill.

Most arguments centred around details. While a differ-
ence existed between both parties' general approach to agri-
cultural reform, the Republicans favouring the workings of
the free market within a high protective tariff and the
Democrats preferring a low tariff with compensating, support-
ive legislation, neither could afford to be seen to act
against the rural community. While differing vigorously over
certain clauses, they had a common interest. Thus, although

Albert/
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Albert Cummins of Iowa almost came to blows with James
Vardaman of Migsissippili in the Senate over agricultural ex-—
tension, he made it clear that he preferred the bill as it
stood to no bill at all.

The one important area that could only be argued in
public debate was the constitutional correctness of a bill.
Although the ultimate congressional arbiters on such matters
were the committees on the judiciary, the main arguments
were thrashed out not in committee but on the floor of the
House or Senate. Much of what passed for learned constitu-
tional discourse was mere verbiage intended to cloud the
issue or impress the ignorant, but most arguments were rele-
vant, informed, and necessary if a bill was to have any life
after it left the Capitol. Furthermore, most congressmen
were lawyers and as such thought in legalistic terms; the
constitution mattered, both to those claiming the heritage
of Hamilton, and those who claimed the heritage of Jefferson.

Southern constitutional thought greatly influenced the
agricultural reform programme. Yet there is no inherent
contradiction between the Southern states rights doctrine
and the endorsing of centralising legislation. A construc-
tionist did not oppose the growth of the federal government
per se; he only opposed it when it seemed to threaten the
position of the state. When economic and political gains
could be coupled with an acceptable extension of central
government, the attractions were considerable. States rights
arguments could be employed not only to protect the Southern
elite, as they were on racial questions, but also in a posi-
tive manner to advance the position of the elite within the
South. As such, states rights was not only a defensive
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doctrine, but alsc a doctrine of power. It averted dan-
gerous and unwanted changes and promoted the alims and ends
of upper class Southerners within their own constituencies;
based firmly upon constitutional precedent it formed a
remarkably durable and effective docitrine.

Southern historians have devoted considerable time and
effort in defending their native region. Demonstrating
that the South has a liberal tradition comparable to other
regions, they have been aided by the realisation that the
North is as racist as the South: no longer is a white
supremacist doctrine seen as the sole indicator of an
aberrant region. States rights however has proved a con-
siderable embarrassment to liberal Southerners, for while
they accept it as a vital component of Southern political
thought, they also sense it to have racist and social over-
tones that worked against long term Southern development.
Consequently, there appears to have been an almost sub-
conscious effort to play down the doctrine, or else to dis-
miss it as a quaint Jeffersonian folk memory with little
relevance to economic realities. This i1s particularly true
of historians of the post bellum South. John S. Ezell, for
example, claimed that Andrew Johnson could have accomplished
much if only he had not been "fettered to a belief in
states rights". Similarly, in comparison to the progressive
and business orientated policies of the Southern Republi-
cans in the 1870s, the Democrats' states rights policy was
"archaic", 10

The best examples concern Southern opposition to the
Keating Owen Federal Child Labor Act of 1916. This accord-
ing to Tindall was based upon mere "constitutional scruples'";
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vet Tindall omits to mention that these "scruples" were
proved correct in 1919 when the Supreme Court voided the
act. Dewey Grantham also fails to mention this when
attempting to explain away Hoke Smith's embarrassingly
illiberal vote against child labour regulation when it
would be thought that the biographer should be noting his
subject's legal scholarship. Link grants that Southern
politicians were sincere in theilr constitutional beliefs,
but implies that these beliefs led them erroneously to vote
against the most progressive measure of the era. Yet, as
Arden Lea has noted, the Keating Owen Act was aimed at only
a small part of one industry: the cotton manufacturers of
the Southern Piedmont. Southern opposition therefore was
not only constitutionally accurate and proper, but econo-
mically justified. 11

States rights doctrine cannot be dismissed lightly
when considering the actions of Southern congressmen: its
logic and language permeated the most unlikely of topics.
While not the sole preserve of the South or the Democratic
party, Southerners used it more constructively, inter-
preting its implications differently from those in the Mid-
west or New England. Southern law schools placed a strong-
er emphasis on the position of the state within the union
than did legal teachers in the North. In the 1910s, South-
ern hagiology of the Civil War and Reconstruction reached
its nostalgic and emotional peak as a new generation adopt-
ed the garb of the lost cause, thus adding an appeal to
states rights that was non existent elsewhere. The
doctrine's main strength however lay not in its academic
traditions, its emotional appeal, or its political useful-
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ness, but in its capacity as a problem solver,

While states rights did not solve all the problems
facing the Southern elite, it nonetheless appeared to be
better than any alternative. It did not address serious
structural problems in the Southern economy or society, but
these were hardly pressing problems to the Southern elite
in the 1910s; the chance of a lower class white challenge
had been eliminated in the 1890s; the blacks had been ex-
cluded from effective politics; economists could point to
the spread of tenancy as a serious structural problem, but
landowners made too great a profit from the system to see
it as suchj; but above all, the 1910s were years of growth
in the South and there seemed little reason to change what
appeared to be a successful dogma. The states rights doc-
trine allowed the South to focus on a relatively narrow
range of problems, that is those that could be expressed
in constitutional terms, but this narrow focus permitted
Southerners to become adept as solving them. These were
the only problems that the Southern upper class perceived
as mattering: how do we maintain white supremacy?; how can
we improve our agricultural practices?; how can we encour-
age and protect our industries?; how can we play a full
part in the national 1life?; and how can we improve condi-
tions within the South while maintaining our own dominance?
Southern elites perceived these problems as solvable by the
legalistic postulate of states rights working through the
established, federal, political system. States rights
retained its vitality and relevance not because it was
romantically linked with Pickett and his brave Virginians,
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although that was important, but because the Southern elite
perceived it as being applicable to concrete problems, for
without this relevance states rights would have been rapid-
ly discarded. 12

Southern elites had long perceived states rights as
providing acceptable solutions to social and economic pro-
blems. Arthur Bestor has shown how pro slavery groups in
the 1850s used states rights as a constitutional argument
to both defend and advance slavery. The descendants of the
ante bellum politician used the argument in a similar fash-
ion. States rights could be employed to bar the federal
supervision of elections thus keeping blacks in an inferior
position; it could also permit economic progress by attack-
ing the federal government's constitutional right to regul-
ate commerce. But states rights did not create a stagnant
South surrounded by impenetrable barriers of constitutional
long windedness: for such a doctrine would soon become
bankrupt and Qiscredited° Rather states rights permitted
advance and a certain degree of change; but as it placed
the responsibility for this on the state government it en-
sured that any change would be closely monitored and mod-
ulated by the elite with little risk of outside interfer-
ence. And it was this ability to allow, and even promote,
change,even though this involved the federal government,
that guaranteed states rights a vital and active life long
after the South's military defence of the argument had
failed.

The problem regarding agricultural reform was simple:
Southern agriculture was technologically backward, subject
to wildly varying fortunes, and although generally profit-
able/
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able it continually ran below its full potential. South-
ern landowners, particularly in the Black Belt counties,
wanted reforms that would regulate marketing procedures,
aid agricultural education and research, and place South-
ern agriculture on a sound financial base. Unfortunately,
such reforms were impossible either within thelir own com-
munities or states. The Southern state legislatures were
too poor, too inefficient, too inactive and in the case of
rural credits, an increasingly inappropriate level for re-
form. Additionally, as state legislation would inevitably
mean an increase in state property taxation, landowners
were reluctant to press too hard for state reform. 13

Federal legislation represented the best solution.
States rights was conceived in federal terms, and Southern
elites were experienced in national as well as regional
government; but the federal government represented a double
edged sword. While its treasuries were full and tempting,
the generation who controlled the South in the 1910s viewed
the national authority with suspicion. It is ironical that
the group most identified with state autonomy should have
had, through Reconstruction, the greatest experience of a
strong national authority, and Southerners in the 1910s per-
ceived this as having been a greater calamity than defeat
in the Civil War., The federal troops had left the South by
1877, but for the next thirty years Southern politics would
be dominated by attempts to restore the political system of
the slave South. This work was accomplished by the 1910s,
but the South continued to fiercely resist any proposed ex-
tension of the national authority.
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The states rights argument does not completely ex-
plain the story of the agricultural reform programme, nor
does it entirely explain the behaviour of all Southern
congressmen, but it goes a long way to revealing why South-
ern congressmen drafted legislation the way they did, and
how they defended it in debate. This was national reform:
it affected Northern and Western farmers as well as South-
erners. Although Southern politicians framed, defended,
shepherded and enacted the legislation they had to remember
the demands of other regions. New England was heavily in-
volved in the drafting of the Federal Farm Loans Act, the
only reform not sponsored by a Southerner, but it is not-
able that the constitutional defence of the bill was led by
Southerners, and passed by Southern votes.

Nor would it be wise to discount entirely any human-
itarian motivation on the part of Southern congressmen. The
study of how elite groups think and act in politics invar-
iably results in a cynical and ultimately pessimistic view
of democratic politics and history. But not all elites are
malevolent, and not all members of the elite have their
motivation in the politics of power. The Smith Lever Agri-
cultural Extension Act was a disgraceful measure in many
aspects: Southerners ensured that its appropriation was
deliberately balanced to favour the South at the expense of
the North and West; one clause secured the exclusion of
Southern blacks from any direct benefits; and the Senate
debates produced some of the most virulent racist speeches
by the South during the Wilson administration. Yet Hoke
Smith hoped that one clause of the bill would improve the
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quality of life for farm women, a hitherto neglected group,
by promoting the teaching of domestic science. This pro-
vision was advanced in terms of contemporary social thought,
the very real plight of farm women being ignored by fashion-—
able progressive reform.

States rights provided the South with the solution of
achieving national reform while keeping the federal authori-
ties at bay. Thus, reform was permissible. Southern con-~
gressmen accomplished this through matching funds legislation
involving the cooperation of the state and federal govern-
ments. The states rights doctrine however demanded that
power should remain with the state legislatures, the main
seat of Southern elite power, and not the federal authori-
tlies. Despite the veto held by federal agencies over pro-
posals made under matching funds legislation, Southern con-
gressmen ensured that the vital initiatory powers and fin-
ancial control remained with the states. Southerners there-
fore accomplished improvements while reconciling an increase
in federal authority with states rights doctrine.

This study does not claim to be a contribution to the
history of ideas. Rather it attempts to show how one group
applied a doctrine to a particular problem. As such it
suggests that a re-evaluation of the states rights argument
in Southern tradition is necessary; Southerners were not
"fFettered" to states rights, neither was it "archaic".
Rather than hindering or blocking change, it moulded, per-
mitted and controlled reform. While subsequent generations
may regret its limitations, the agricultural reform pro-
gramme was radical within the context of both constitutional

development and Southern politics and society.
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CHAPTER T

SOUTHERN POLITICS AND CONSTITUTIONAL THOUGHT

The Democratic victory of 1912 returned to government
a party that had held fowev for only eight of the forty
seven years since the Civil War. It heralded the first
effective return to power of the South since 1861. Admin-
istering the oath of office to the Virginian born Woodrow
Wilson on 4th March 1913 was Chief Justice Edward Douglas
White, an ex Confederate officer. The rebellious South
was vindicated. Commentators considered the whole "flavor
and color" of events in Washington to have been Southern
on that March day, even though the election had also been
a victory for William Jennings Bryan and the West. Some
writers were disturbed by the new administration's identi-
fication with the South, but most were enthusiastic. One
considered that the South's control of the government
would at last break down sectionalism; and that this would
be but one of the many benefits that would come from the
new Democratic administration. 1

Yet, just as Wilson's victory had been an aberration
allowed only by the split Republican vote, so the Southern
return represented a deviation. The Southern political
system differed from that of the North or the West, as did
its economy. This created economic and social problems
that no other region had to contend withj; this had politi-
cal implications for the union. The predominant trend in
late nineteenth century American government had been
towards increased authority particularly at national level,
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The principlesof Alexander Hamilton held sway in the court
of Theodore Roosevelt. Now the unlon was to be governed
by a party committed electorally and historically to
Jeffersonian states rights. The Southern Democratic
triumph clearly meant a change from the business orienta-
ted, Northeastern Republican rule of earlier years.
Southern politicians however were generally respons-—
ible men, well educated and well versed in politics as the
art of what is possible. They would not take a demagogic
revenge on either the North or business. How Southern
politicians reacted with regard to agricultural reform will
be related in later chapters: this chapter will attempt to
describe the political and intellectual context in which
these men made theilr decisions. This involves considering
two distinct areas. The first will be a look at Southern
politicians themselves, how they operated in Congress and
in the South, and what groups attempted to influence and
win their votes. The second concerns the theoretical and
intellectual background of a politician's behaviour and how

this affected his thinking.

The extent of Southern influence on the Wilson admin-
istration cannot be underestimated; it permeated every level
of government. The President himself was strongly sympathe~
tic to the South. Many of his formative years and all his
professional career had been spent outside the South, but
the memories of a Virginian and South Carolinian boyhood

were important to Wilson. Viewing these with an increased
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nostalgia,Wilson became fond of declaring that the South
was the only part of the world where nothing had to be
explained to him. His personal ties with the South were
strengthened by his Georgian wife, Ellen Louise Axson.
However, as Link has pointed out, Wilson was Southern in
more than just sentiment: in his attitude towards women
and his belief in racial inequality Wilson was Southern to
the core. He had a deep love of community, family and a
"personal identification with the living generation of the
dead". Wilson saw himself as the force that could heal
the wounds of the Civil War and bring the South back into
national life. One of the happiest circumstances of his
election, he said, was that he became the instrument, "the
innocent instrument of bringing about the end of the old
feeling that the Southerner was not of the same political
breed and purpose as the rest of American citizens", 2
Deeply aware of Southern strength in Congress, Wilson
had worried about the geographical balance of his cabinet,
hoping not to offend any other regilion. Despite his con-
cerns a strong Southern bilas was the most obvious feature
of his cabinet. Josephus Daniels, secretary of the navy,
was a North Carolina newspaper editorj; Albert Burleston,
postmaster general, had been Wilson's Texan campailgn
manager; David Houston, secretary of agriculture, came
from the border state of Missouri, but was born and educa-
ted in North Carolina. Additionally, two members brought
in to represent the Northeast, J.C. Reynolds the attorney
general and William Gibbs McAdoo the secretary of the
treasury, had been born in Georgia and Tennessee respect-
ively. The influence of the Texan Colonel Edward House
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over Wilson was also important. House had already turned
down a cabinet post, not because of any lack of ambition,
but in order to have more direct access to presidential
power. He was the most direct route to Wilson for many
politicians and businessmen. Although not all that con-
cerned with agricultural reform, House was an important
source of advice and support for Wilson; furthermore the
new secretary of agriculture owed his position to House's
patronage. 3

Wilson's concern for the South was compounded by the
political debt that he owed the region. His victory had
not been decisivej; he was the first minority President since
Lincoln, and one of the very few in American history. In
terms of the popular vote, the only state: outside the South
where he polled a majority vote over Taft and Roosevelt was
Arizona. For a second term to become a reality, Wilson had
to broaden his appeal throughout the union, and also protect
his base in the South.

Southern machine politicians had been unenthusiastic
about Wilson at the 1912 Baltimore Convention. Thelr choice
was Champ Clark of Kentucky, the speaker of the House of
Representatives and a well known conservative. Wilson's
liberal record as the governor of New Jersey combined with
his clipped academic tones alienated the stolid professional
politicians of the South: even Virginia voted against his
nomination. Wilson did have support among the Southern
Democrats, but the many enthusiastic Wilson clubs were never
influential within the state parties, and would be soundly
defeated in the patronage scramble after the election. None-~
theless, once Wilson won the nomination, the South swung in
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behind the party banner. Some sugpicions remained, but
these soon disappeared when Wilson announced that he would
introduce racial segregation in federal departments. 4

The Democratic control of Congress began in the 1910
election when the 47 member Republican majority in the
House was turned into a 67 member Democratic lead. This
truly stunning transformation was built upon in 1912 when
the Democratic majority increased to 164. Of the 291
Democrats in the House, 120 were Southern, by far the larg-
est regional bloc vote. As already alluded to though, the
Democratic grip on the Senate was less certain, and party
managers had to maintaln tight discipline and rely upon the
support of others. The South however had a relatively
louder voice in the Senate than in the House: 26 of the 51
Democrats were from the South. 5

More important than this impressive strength on
Congress's floors was the control held by the South over the
House and Senate committees. According to one disgruntled
Republican journalist, this was the most depressing feature
of the new Congress: '"the leading members of most committees
will be from the most reactionary Democratic members'. The
seniority system allowed Southerners precedence over their
Northern and Western colleagues in the allocation of
committee chairmanships. In the important Senate committees
where many of the battles of the New Freedom would be waged,
twelve of the fourteen committees were headed by Southerners.
The only important committees that Southerners did not chair
were agriculture and interoceanic canals and interstate
commerce. 1In the House, the South chaired eleven of the
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thirteen standing committees, although control of the House
committees was less vital than control of the Senate comm-
ittees. The relative security of re-election possessed by
most Southerners gave them not only the length of service
needed to chair a committee, but also the experience necess-
ary to understand the workings of that committee. Congress
was increasingly dealing with complicated legislation that
required not only a constitutional framework, but also
considerable technical understanding of the problem. Only
with this could legislation be effectively framed or chall-
enged; and this came only with experience. 6

The Sixty Third and Sixty Fourth Congresses were novel
in American political development up to 1913 in that the
role of party, and the function of party leaders, was
heightened. Control over the traditionally loose American
coalition parties was asserted by party managers in a
manner similar to that of the whips in the House of Commons.
This was due to Wilson's ideas on government. His consider-
able academic reputation rested on his ideas of how parties
should behave while in government, and seeing little of
value in American parties he took for his model the tightly
disciplined British parliamentary parties. When headed by
a strong Prime Ministerial figure, he considered that this
produced the most effective and responsible type of govern-—
ment. By asserting his leadership in Congress Wilson con-
tributed significantly to the development of the Presidency.
The effect was to transform the disparate Democratic party
in Congress into an effective instrument of government. One
by-product of this was to increase the importance of the
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party's natural leaders in Congress: the long serving
Southerners. 7

Aiding the House and Senate leaders was the fact that
the Sixty Third Congress was largely one of "new men"., OFf
the 120 Southern representatives, 25 were there for the
first time; 24 of the rest had served only one term. The
Sixty Fourth Congress had 23 new Southern members. The
Senate turnover was higher: nine new senators were elected
from the South between 1912 and 1914, This contrasts
vividly with earlier Congresses: the Fifty Seventh Congress
contained only four new Southern members, as did the Fifty
Eighth; only one new Southern senator entered the Fifty
Ninth Congress. This trend was true for the union, and not
only the South. Only 15 senators in the Sixty Third Conw-
gress had served more than two terms; 23 of the 96 members
were freshmen. 8

Contemporary commentators puzzled over this. Many of
the new Democratic representatives had been elected only
because of the split Republican vote, this being particu-
larly true in the Midwest. One commentator explained the
high turnover in the Senate as being caused by the intro-
duction of direct elections, the Senate consequently becom-
ing more like the House in its rotation of members: sena-
tors were now the choice of the voters rather than the
state boss. Not all agreed with this. Charles Thomas the
Democratic senator from Colorado considered that the pro-
mise of the Seventeenth Amendment had fallen far short of
realisation in this regard. 9
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Whatever the causes, the effect increased the power of
those already there, particularly in the Senate where a
freshman was very much a subordinate. He was expected to
keep quiet, watch, learn from and obey his elders in all
matters, and develop an understanding of the "folkways'" of
the Senate before attempting any meaningful contribution.
Only by doing so could be command the respect necessary to
be effective. Most first term representatives devoted
thelr energies to securing their re—~election; this left
little time to consider the intricacies of legislation. Nor
should the effect of a move to Washington in a pre-aircraft
age be underestimated in considering the effectiveness of a
new congressman. Election usually meant buying a house or
acquiring rented accommodation, and the probability of leav-
ing friends and family for long spells. Southerners usually
spent all year in Washington, returning to their constituen-
cies for only short spells. Adjusting to this new life
could prove troublesome. 10

This is not to suggest that the new men were political
innocents. To be a United States representative or senator
was invariably to be a successful politician. The vast
majority had worked their way up the political ladder and
were experts in the arts of compromise and opportunism before
they entered Congress. The average age of a Southern senator
when elected to Congress was 50. He had spent an average of
eight and a half years in other elected positions; this could
be at state level or in the House of Representatives. Some
men such as John Sharp Williams, Oscar Underwood and John
Bankhead, both of Alabama, spent more than fifteen years in
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other positions prior to entering the Senate. Nine South-
ern senators in 1913hhad previously been state governors,
a higher proportion Eh;;:any other region. Of those with
no prior experience before entering the Senate only Luke
Lea of Tennessee, the youngest senator, made any impact;
and he was part of a particularly well established politi-
cal machine. 11

A remarkable cohesiveness and consensus existed amongst
the Southern congressmen. Many scholars have attempted to
bury the idea of the solid Democratic South, portraying
Southern politics as being "pragmatic and parochial'". South-
ern politics it is argued was as fiercely competitive as any
in the union. At state level Southern politics was complex
and not all politicians fit easily into the standard stereo-
types. Vast differences existed between the tone and
manners of the machine politics of aristocratic Virginia
and, for example, the seamier politics of Louilsiana. Indeed,
given the differing needs of the sections of this huge
region, it would have been remarkable if Southern politics
had been completely homogeneous. 12

A different picture emerges when the workings of South-
erners at federal level are studied. During the Sixty Third
and Sixty Fourth Congresses they rarely voted on different
sides; on most major issues the South voted as a bloc. Those
who voted against the party caucus unless for valid local
reasons were not easily forgiven by either party or con-
stituents. Vladimir Key concluded that there were no poli-
tical parties in the South: the Democrats existed only for
external purposes, that is "as an arrangement for national
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affairs". The voting records of Southern Democrats from
1913-1917 however argues for those standards of permanence,
cohesiveness, and responsibility that characterise politi-
cal parties. Albert Hart, the Harvard historian, consider-
ed that Southern social and political leaders fitted to-
Qether much more closely than their Northern counterparts.

A survey of roll call votes in Congress from 1911 to
1916 on selected reform issues by Howard Allen emphasises
the solidity of the Southern bloc vote. A sample of 355
Senate votes were considered and rankings drawn up accord-
ing to the consistency of support or opposition displayed
by each senator. Sixteen Southern senators were placed
among those consistently opposed to reform: only three
provided support for reform. In an analysis of twelve
"major reform votes" the South displayed a more uniform
record than any other region. Twenty four Democrats voted
for ten or more of the issues: only five Southerners did.
Of the twenty four senators who voted for less than ten
issues, fifteen were Southern. Twelve senators voted for
less than eight issues, ten being Southerners. 14

Such studies can mislead. Few of the issues studied
by Allen had much relevance to the South, being concerned
with industrial or urban matters. Furthermore, the
declision as to what constitutes a "major reform issue'" is
that of the historian not the politician. Allen also
ignores the fact that not all senators were in the chamber
when the votes were taken, and this inevitably throws the
balance against those most involved in the administration.
Despite such qualifications the study is a useful reminder
of the consistency of the Southern vote, especially
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compared to other regions.

Answerable to Senate and House managers on how they
voted, Southern politicians had also to respond to their
electorates. The Southern politician was more secure than
most once elected. Of the 142 representatives from the
South between 1913 and 1917, 80 served more than 15 years.
Over half, 81, lost their seats only by death or else by
resignation usually on health grounds. Only nine represen-
tatives lost their office through an unsuccessful candidacy
in the primaries, and a surprisingly large number, 27, lost
office through an unsuccessful candidacy in the election
proper. Of the remainder, most left the House for the
Senate or else found a judicial post. 15

The position in the Senate was more complicated, but
reveals deeper seated trends. Some senators were only
temporary members appointed by governors on the death of an
elected member until a new election could be held, or else
the state legislature could appoint a new senator. Despite
this, the trend in the Senate from 1900 was similar to that
in the House. Of the 74 senators from the South between
1900 and 1916, 20 held their seats longer than 16 years:
the average length of service was 1ll years. Death accounted
for 25 senators, and a further 20 either resigned or declin-
ed renomination. Six unsuccessfully contested elections and
15 lost their seats during the primary elections.

Why Southerners enjoyed such considerable security of
tenure lies in the nature and organisation of Southern
politics in the 1910s. By then the last threats to the
supremacy of the Southern elite had been met and defeated.
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The last disfranchisement clause was passed in 1909: the
remaining active elements of populism had resigned them-
selves to either local politics or lobbying tactics. The
court house cliques had regained control over who won and
lost elections. Consequently the small Southern white
electorate wielded undue influence not only over life in the
South, but also over the federal government. Theodore Roose~
velt considered that the Southern whites because of the
smallness of the electorate had 50 electoral votes and 50
congressmen, '"to which they are no more entitled than the
people of Kamchatka". 16

Why this aberration came about is an unresolved ques-
tion., The literature on the subject is vast and impressive
but the central question of whether the disfranchisers acted
against blacks alone or against blacks as part of the lower
class remains unanswered. What is undeniable is that upper
class whites, particularly of the black belt, fought hard to
win control of the political system. In 1912 some blacks in
the South, and a larger number of poor whites voted, but
they were represented by upper class whites; many Southern
congressmen had served thelr political apprenticeships
during disfranchisement: and most of the Southern political
machines of the 1910s had been formed during the 1880s and
1890s. The ferocity with which Southerners waged political
war during Reconstruction and the 1890s indicates how poli-
tical control was valued.

Walter Hines Page, the North Carolinian editor and
educator, sympathised with the "Forgotten Man": the poor,
landless, white Southerner. He perceived this figure as the
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product of the ante bellum South. That society had produced
"that unyielding stability of opinion which gives a feeling
of despair, the very antithesis of social growth and social
mobility". There were two ways out of this: the first was
education; the second was industry as this alone could hand
"essential power over to a class of men that bring mobility
to social life and opportunity to them that can take it". 17
Yet Page's favoured class of men was not prominent
among the region's politicians in the 1910s. Commercial men
were noted more for thelir absence than presence among the
Southern congressional ranks. Tables I and II illustrate
the vocational backgrounds of the Southern senators and rep-
resentatives. The overwhelming majority were lawyers, the
implications of which will be considered in the next section.
Most came from the black belt counties, not the "magic
cities" of Henry Grady's New South; they had much in common
with the style, manners, and outlook of the ante bellum
politician. Of the senators who represented the South from
1913-1917 the following men owned elther plantations or
ranches: John Sharp Williams; Benjamin Tillman and Ellison D.
Smith of South Carolinaj; Morris Sheppard and Charles Culber-—
son of Texas; John Bankhead and Frank White of Alabama; Hoke
Smith of Georgiaj; Joseph Ransdell, John Thornton and Robert
Broussard of Louisianaj; and Joseph Clarke and Jefferson
Davis of Arkansas. Others still retained the vestiges of
plantation culture even though they lived in the cities:
James Vardaman for example, the most outspoken critic of the
XIVth and XVth Amendments came from a family that had owned
fourteen slaves; the family of Furnifold Simmons of North
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Table I: The occupations of Southern senators 1901-1917
(As declared in the Biographical Directory of the American
Congress 1774-1961)

%

Lawyer 53 71
Lawyer and editor 5 6 81%
Lawyer and planter 4 5
Lawyer and banker 1 -
Editor 3 3
Planter 5 6
Entrepreneur 2 3
Journalist 1 -
Teacher 1 -

75 100

Source: Blographical Directory of the American Congress
1774-1961, (Washington United States Government
Printing Office: 1961).

Table IT: The occupations of Southern representatives 1913-1917
(As declared in the Biographical Directory of the American
Congress 1774-1961)

%

Lawyer 103 71
Lawyer and editor 2 - 83%
Lawyer and planter S 6
Lawyer and banker 4 4
Editor 4 3
Planter 8 6
Journalist 2 2
Educator 3 3
Other 7 6
142 100

Source: Biographical Directory of the American Congress
1774-1961, (Washington United States Government

Printing Office: 1961),
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Carolina had owned 1,000 acres and over 100 slaves. As
James Tice Moore has pointed out, even though a planter and
his son could move to the city and begin a new career with
relative ease, it proved harder to abandon "the ideological
trappings of a lifetime". 18

Few challenged this ruling order in the 1910s: politics
was stables The blacks were largely disfranchised; the poor
whites too disparate or uninterested to offer effective
resistance; and business contented itself with lobbying. It
is true that the early twentieth century saw a rise in the
number of successful Southern demagogues. Appealing to the
"wool hat boys" and rednecks it appeared as if their racist,
anti business, anti elitist rhetoric was the true voice of
the Southern proletariate. Men such as Vardaman, Ed Smith,
Bilbo,and Tillman protrayed themselves as true democrats
struggling to wrench political control away from the aristo-
cratic Bourbons, and for the masses. Yet, as noted above,
these demagogues came from wealthy backgrounds; in no sense
of the word were they poor. An analysis by J.M. Kousser of
those who voted for demagogic politicians concluded that
few differences existed between the supporters of demagogues
and more respectable politicians. What set the demagogues
apart was not the content of their speeches, the issues they
ralsed, or the character of their support, but their style.
Jefferson Davis is one of the best examples of a man from a
wealthy patrician background who adopted the manners of the
redneck in order to win votes; yet once in office as
governor of Arkansas he did little of consequence to aid
the rural poor of his state. Vann Woodward chose to portray
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as
Davis a comic rural bumpkin: "Karl Marx for Hill Billies";

but Davis was anything but comic, he was a calculating and
ruthless politician who respected nothing in his desire to
gain more power. He opposed any moves to improve rural
conditions of the less well off at the expense of his own
kind: "I used to hate the Populists worse than any man in
the state: I used to fight them". 19

Davis and his ilk had little to fear from the descend-
ants of the Alliance. As an effective political party or
movement i1t had long since been shattered. Some of its
members rejoined the Democratic fold; others remained inde-
pendent of the Southern mainstream, forming embryonic -
socialist parties in the Southwest; the majority drifted
out of politics altogether. The most effective and active
descendant of the populists was the Farmers' Educational
and Cooperative Union. The Union though was determined not
to make the same mistakes as its predecessor. Its President,
Charles S. Barrett, told the members to cease complaining
about what they had lost in the Alliance: "In the first
place, but a few lost anything. In the second place, the
few that did lose have no~one to blame but themselves".
Individual members, Barrett warned, should keep an eye on
fellows who raved about organising an independent party
outwith the Union. Remembering one such man in his local
Farmers' Alliance, Barrett related how the would be acti-
vist was wooed by the local Democrats, offered a menial
patronage post and lost to the Alliance; such was the inevi-
table outcome of political involvement. Barrett was a
shrewd man who became a very effective political lobbyist.
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His resolve to keep the Union out of politics guaranteed
its survival, and it accomplished much good in the South-
west by its self-help marketing projects. The Union's
withdrawal from politics however removed the last radical
and informed alternative to the ruling elite from the
Southern political arena. 20

The Southern politician controlled his constituency
through his lieutenants. The crux of Southern politics,
Key demonstrated, lay at county level. Through control of
the rural counties came control of the state legislature,
and through this control of federal elections. The urban
vote was weak and its influence highly localised. New
Orleans, the largest city in the South, has never domina-
ted Louisianan politics. Carl Harris in his study of
Birmingham, Alabama, showed how Birmingham industrialists
tolerated a Socialist mayor, realising that real power in
Alabama lay in Montgomery. 21

Few records survive of the men who ran the court house
cliques. The papers of every Southern politician contain
letters from these men asking their patron for positions,
offering their opinions on how he should vote, and informing
him of the local political climate; but they rarely illus-—
trate how an activist worked at local level. Such men per-
formed most of the groundwork leading up to an election and
were indispensable. Edwin Yates Webb, a representative from
North Carolinian constituency with a traditional Republican
vote wrote to his henchmen in October 1914 urging them to
ensure that all thelr people were registered. The impression
is given that local men were allowed a considerable amount of
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independence; they were by no means the blind tools of the
successful politician. In the same campaign Webb had to
send out 200 letters and 3,000 postcards to his voters him-
self; this was not the job of the man in the county. By and
large the politician in Washington allowed the local boss
to rule his little kingdom, providing the votes were deliv-
ered on time. In return, the local boss was rewarded with
a patronage position. The various levels of the Southern
political pyramid appear to have operated with only the
most slender of links. They were undoubtedly machines with
recognised heads and surrogates,but they operated in a
decentralised manner coming together only at elections. 22
This model is borne out by the testimony of"Roger
Stephenson: a county"bosélfrom eastern North Carolina.
"Stephenson was a tobacco planter with only modest political
ambitions of his own: he once wanted to become a state
congressman but he made his wishes known to the state bosses
after they had drawn up their list of preferred candidates
for the primary election. "Stephenson'g political career
began with his involvement in the campaign to deny blacks
the vote in 1900. His reward for this was the position of
electoral registrar, a position he filled in accbrdance with
the wishes of the local machine: "Some wrote the Constitu-
tion, I reckon, as good as a lot of white men, but I'd find
somethin' unsatisfactory, maybe an i1 not dotted, or a t not
crossed, enough for me to disqualify 'em". 23
When William Kitchin was elected governor in 1909,
"Stephensoﬁ'became justice of the peace. He held this posi-

tion for many years; his power was entirely local. Offering
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the candidate of his choice 340 of the township's 700 vote,
Stephensoﬁ'claimed that the town had never voted against
the candidate of his choice. His methods were not that of
the demagogue: he clalmed to have made only one speech in
his life. Rather he worked quietly, continually talking to
his people ensuring that they kept to the party line. When
elections came along he could keep out of the fight, know-
ing that the precincts were already lined up for his man.

In return for this hard work the politician offered
him through being justice of the peace, complete control of
his township. This Stephenson achieved, and according to
his account, carried out with considerable skill and com-
passion. Few financial rewards came from this, but the
deference due in small communities must have been immense.
Men like Stephenson were the most important cogs in the
political machine, and as long as they were allowed their
own little sphere, they permitted the smooth runnihg of the
larger apparatus. They were more concerned with leaving
things as they were, rather than introducing sweeping
changes that could jeopardise their position within the
community.

As such there was little that the county politician
could do to influence the vote of a United States senator
or representative. Business however could strongly influ-
ence the politician either by effective lobbying or judi-
cious cash payments. Some politicians such as Carter Glass
of Virginia and Duncan Fletcher of Florida did have commer-
cial backgrounds, and most of the politicians with planter
backgrounds had business interests, but businessmen usually
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recognised that politics was the function of the politician.
It was not the duty of business to run the state or the
union. In the 1910s there was little need for Southern
business to continually influence politics. The extent of
state and national authority although growing was limited.
State legislatures met infrequently for only brief periods,
and in the South thelr statutes were enforced by poorly paid,
understaffed bureaucracies that were used more for political
patronage than efficient government. While state legisla-
tures were more active than is commonly supposed, the issues
that affected commerce such as child labour regulation or
workmen's compénsation could be handled more effectively by
selective lobbying as opposed to a complete take over of the
political system.

Opinion has changed on the influence wielded by business
over Southern politics. To Southern historians writing in
the late 1940s and early 1950s Southern progressive history
was the story of the recapture of politics from commerce by
the masses; the political and economic reforms of the period
could be directly linked "to the wishes of the Southern
masses". The progressives operated in a well established
tradition that included the populists, Jackson and Jeffer-—
son, thelr slogans being pro-democracy and anti-business.
Vann Woodward writing in the 1950s modified this view. He
considered that Southern reform despite its rhetoric was
essentially urban, middle class, and business dominated.
Furthermore, Woodward forcibly and necessarily asserted that
although Southern progressivism did have its triumphs, it
did not fill "the political aspirations and deeper needs of
the mass of people". 24
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Subsequently works on national progressivism have
further stressed the importance of extra-political forces,
mainly commercial, in the drafting and passage of legisla-
tion. The underlying assumption has been that the politi-
cian acted as the docile and willing servant of business
especially when confronted with highly technical legisla-
tion such as banking reform. Certainly there are well
documented examples of Southern congressmen voting against
theilr party and conscience because commerce dictated to
them how they should vote. The Louisiana congressmen voted
against placing sugar on the free list during the tariff
debates, thus endangering the bill, because this was what
the Cane Growers Association wanted. Similarly many sena-
tors from the textile states voted against thelr own human-
itarian feelings when voting against the Federal Child
Labor bill in 1916. 25

The relationship between business and politics was
complex: it was not a simple case of one wrestling to con-
trol the other. Not all congressmen bowed to commercial
pressures and not all businessmen saw anything to be gained
through politics. The Florida senators for example were
under pressure similar to their Louisianan colleagues to
vote against placing citrus fruit on the free list, but they
did so gaining the gratitude of the White House. The anti
business rhetoric of politicians such as Tillman and Var-
daman was matched by anti politician rhetoric from business
publications. Whereas Southern politicians reserved their
attacks to non Southern industries, Southern business pub-
lications specifically attacked the region's politicians,

New/




|

46

New South literature stressed the need for business,
agriculture, and politics to work together but criticised
the interventions of politicians in a commercial world that
they knew little of: one newspaper warned farmers to ignore
"the rantings of the politician against the railroad", and
to help advance the cause of the railroads. Another jour-
nal complained that constant political agitation was injur-
ious to the business and agricultural needs of the people;
the greatest possible reform in American would be to ensure
that Congress met once every four years and state legisla-
tures once every ten. Richard Edmonds, the most prominent
New South journalist, wrote that there was a better chance
of politics spoiling a good farmer than of a good farmer
bettering politics. 26

The less strident banking journals agreed with this.
Regarding cotton, the journal of the Bankers' Association
claimed that politicians had no understanding whatever of
the cotton planters' needs and if they did then they would
not know what to do about them: the world would be a better
place if only there were fewer politicians. The same jour-
nal had earlier considered politicians and demagogues to be
synonymous: both portrayed bankers as evil men of great
wealth thus damaging the standing of the average banker. 27

Business however was careful in its criticism; poli-
ticians may have undesirable tendencies but they were
savable. The politician could do much good, but only if he
adopted a more professional and businegs-like attitude.

One journal proposed that there should be a school for
legislators providing the necessary training and weeding
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out the dangerous and the radical. Edmonds hoped that one
day the men in Washington would have business experience,
rather than be lawyers. The ideal planter, according to a

Southern Farm Magazine writer, would take an interest in

politics but would never abandon his agricultural pursuits
for political honours: "In this, he displays his wisdom". 28
Desplite the rhetoric and the occasional ruffled
feathers, neither side could afford to completely ignore or
alienate the other. Business needed the politician's vote
to enact or oppose legislation affecting its interests, and
it was this vote that counted in the last analysis. The
politician by voting for or against child labour regulation,
workmen's compensation, minimum wage legislation, anti-
immigration statutes, and measures related to working con-
ditions directly influenced an industrialist's labour costs.
By imposing strict railroad regulation rates, or alternative-
ly by financing highway or canal improvements, the politi-
cian could affect transportation costs. The state legisla-
tions by deciding the levels of corporation and privilege
taxes could determine how much of its profits a company
could retain. These were all popular issues during the pro-
gressive era that politicians could vote on, and in which
business had a vested interest. As Kousser has noted, in
most of the economic decisions made by state legislatures
the interests of the locally established power prevalled. 2°
Politicians needed business for financial support.
Southern elections were expensive and well beyond the re-
sources of an individual politician unless he had consider-
able private wealth. Telegram and telephone bills had to
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be paid; offices had to be rented; advertising space had to
be purchased or rented; stationery had to be bought; prin-
ters had to be paid; and the expenses of campaign workers
had to be reimbursed. Considerable organisation was re-
quired to fight a federal election, necessitating the
employment of many people. The recorded expenses for Hoke
Smith's 1920 senatorial primary against Tom Watson ran to
210,365, The total cost would be higher as this excluded
the payment of campaign workers and the rental of an
Atlanta hotel suite, which Smith used as offices. 30

The payment of campaign debts could come from several
sources. The Smith papers reveal the contributions of the
various Hoke Smith Clubs toward the expenses, but the money
involved was less than %1,000. Smith ended up owing
#150,000 after his political career ended. Some politicians
tried to meet their expenses out of their own pockets.
Edwin Yates Webb incurred a debt of $2,000 in the 1914 elec-
tion; one of his county chairmen lost #90. Clearly most
elections were beyond the personal resources of a congress-—
man whose annual salary was 7,500 and whatever he could
make through journalism, lecturing, and legal work. 31

Business usually filled the gap. This varied from
state to state: in Virginia the railroad companies were pro-
minent financiers of Senator Thomas Martin's machine; alle-
gations of payments from lumber companies followed Furnifold
Simmons of North Carolina during his career; the Texan poli-
ticians, notably Joseph Bailey the minority leader in the
Senate until 1913, received money from the olil companies;
and the Kentucky distillers financed their politicians. Such
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practices were not restricted to the South. David Graham
Phillips, the journalist, in his influential series "The
Treason of the Senate'", picked upon Senator Aldrich of
Rhode Island as the most corrupt member of the upper cham-
ber. Phillips believed that the greatest single hold that
business had over politicians was through their campaign
contributions; in Aldrich's case capital came from the
Rockefeller empire. The men who footed the bill, warned
Phillips, made sure that they got their money back "with
interest, compound upon compound". Phillips's view was
jaundiced, but it was true on many important matters. How-
ever, as one Southern congressman declared during the 1981
debates on the Stockman budget, his vote was not for sale;
it was merely for rent. Thig attitude would appear to have
been true for Southerners in 1913, 32

A politician could offer patronage as well as his vote
to financial backers. The traditional patronage posts such
as postmasterships were usually reserved for political
managers, but personal secretar