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New Freedom or New Slavery: Woodrow Wilson

and the Emergence of a New Negro Leadership
JACK L. FORREST, Northeastern State College

In the 1880's a general movement developed in the South, sanctioned
by court decisions, which by 1810 had almost completely disfranchised the
black citisens and had introduced widespread “Jim Crowism.” The Negro
in countering the new aggressive racist attacks had little chance of aid
from the national Republican Party which as early as the 1880’s had
endorsed the white supremacy movement in the South. In addition the
climate of the Spanish-American War provided added impetus to the ides
of Caucausian supremacy. After 1900, race riots and anti-Negro literature
furthered the racist thinking and increased the difficulties for the black

race.
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During the critical period from 1890 to 1910 Booker T. Washington,
the principal national leader of the colored race, did not consciously encour-
age or sanction the innovations, but his program for the race generally
proved to be compatible with the results if not the spirit behind the anti-
Negro legislation. The Tuskegee President's basic goal was to win white
support and philanthropy for Negro education. He relegated political
activity to the future and accepted social separation. However, he con-
tinually fought for equality of “Jim Crow' accommodations and attended
the various disfranchising conventions, where he endorsed the principles
of limited suffrage but urged application of the limitations without regard
to race.

The Tuskegee philosophy, reacting against the disappointments of poli-
tical activities during Reconstruction and based on a realistic appraisal of
the Negroes’ economic needs, rested on the belief that self-improvement,
primarily through economic progress and a conciliatory attitude, would
bring inevitable progress in the political and social spheres. This was
pragmatic and realistic, but it required at least the good will if not the
cooperation of the whites. It was more compatible with the old southern
paternalistic attitude than the late nineteenth century aggressive expres-
sions of racism.’

Partly because of the belief that the Tuskegee method contributed to
or was not adequate to cope with the new problems, and because of the
general reform spirit of the time, Washington’s ideas and leadership were
increasingly challenged after 1802. The first significant Negro tigure to
offer resistance to, and the man who became the leading dissenter from
the Washington school of thought, was a Massachusetts-born Atlanta Unt-
versity professor of sociology, W.E.B. DuBois. In 1808, DuBois projected
in his book, Souls of Black Folk, a bellef that Washington's work, although
necessary and valuable, was not sufficient, and the time had come for
Negroes to demand full and equal rights of citizenship. The same year
another important voice of dissent appeared in the person of William
Monroe Trotter, a Harvard-educated lawyer who was founder and co-
editor of the Boston Guardian, a Negro weekly. Trotter burst upon the
national scene when he and his followers turned a Boston meeting which
was being addressed by Washington, into a general riot. This action
resulted in a thirty-day jail sentence for Trotter and unanimous denuncia-
tion from the colored press for his unheard-of “irreverent” treatment of

Washington.?

In an attempt to unify the small group of “independents’ or “‘radicals,"”
DuBois issued a call for a secret convention of interested persons to meet
near Niagara Falls in July, 1905. Out of this meeting of twenty-nine
persons representing thirteen states, emerged the ““Niagara Movement.”
They issued a maniiesto that, among other things, demanded full suffrage
for the Negroes, an end to “Jim Crowism,” and the right of free associa-
tion. However, the Niagara movement after reaching a high point of two
hundred and thirty-six members in April, 1807, collapsed because of the
lack of financial resources and the active opposition of Washington. Also,
the uncompromising character of both DuBois and Trotter caused internal
dissension which resulted in the latter leaving the organization.’

More dissatisfaction with the Tuskegee leadership appeared in 1906
after major race riots in Atlanta and Brownsville. Alexander Walters,
Bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church and president of the
Afro-American Council, broke with the Republican Party over the handling
of the Brownsville riot and organized the National Colored Democratic
League. The Bishop in 1905 had unsuccessfully sought Washington’s ap-
proval for his plan to convert the loosely organized and virtually inactive
Council, the largest Negro organization in the United States, into a liberal
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weapon against the radicals, The Bishop’s decision in 1907 to support the
Democratic ticket placed him in opposition to Washington, who had estab-
Hished close relations with the national Republican Party prior to 1900.*

The dissatisfaction with the Republican Party as a result of Roose-
velt’s handling of the Brownsville affair and the exclusion of Negroes from
the southern convention delegations, provided a rallying point for the
radicals in 1908. Trotter, after his break with the Niagara oorganization,
organized the National Equal Rights League in April, 1908. The stated
wrpon of the League was to help prevent the nomination and election of

flliam Howard Taft. DuBois by 1908 was trying, without success, to
persuade the Democrats to repudiate the southern racial policies in return
for the northern Negro vote, which he believed, if mobilized, could deliver
New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Indiana and Illinois to the Democratic ban-
ner. During the campaign, he first advocated a boycott by the colored
voters and then announced his support of William J. Bryan, although with
little enthusiasm. 'The individualistic efforts of DuBois, Trotter and Wal-
ters on behalf of the Democrats had little success in attracting Negro sup-
port, because of the predominant Washington influence, but it posed a
potentially serious challenge to the traditional Republican Negro vote.*

Late in 1908, as a result of a lynching in Springtield, Illinois, and the
spreading racist actions outside the South, a group of northern reformers
led by Oswald G. Villard, publisher of the Nation magazine and the New
York Buvening Post and the grandson of William Lloyd Garrison, launched
a movement that in the following year culminated in the inter-racial Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

The Association was at first dominated by white citizens, including
Jane Addams, John Dewey, Willlam Dean Howells, Lincoln Steffens, Moor-
field Storey, Mary White Ovington and Joel Spingarn. Only five Negroes
attended the founding conference in February, 1909, and DuBois was the
only Negro officer selected when the new movement was formally organ-
ized in May, 1910. He was named Director of Publications and was given
complete editorial freedom in his supervision of the Crisis, the monthly
organ of the N.A.A.C.P.

Alexander Walters, the Reverend J. Milton Waldron, the treasurer of
the defunct Niagara association, and John B. Milholland, president of the
Constitutional League ,a national interracial lobbying organization for
Negro rights, were the other significant colored charter members. Trotter
declined to join because of his early conflicts with DuBois. Furthermore,
he believed the tone on the movement was too conservative.'

Thus in 1910, as the Negro disfranchisement and “Jim Crow” legisla-
tion was near completion in the South, the passive political and social
osophy of Washington was being challenged by a group of northern
egro and interracial organizations, supported by a segment of the north-
ern white &r:a and several Negro publications, including the Crisis, the
Clevelanad tte, the Baltimore Afro-American and the Boston Guardian,
devoted to agitation, legal action and independent political pressure on
behalf of immediate equal citixenship rights for the Negro.

The amall group of Negro radicals and their white allies felt by 1912
that thcymmmt mm%g‘md mﬂn:nee to extract concessions
from one major parties. ving already rejected the Republicans,
the radicals turned to the Progressive Puarty. Howcver.theP::Mve
leadership refused to recognize the southern Negro convention delegations,
the platform committee rejected a civil rights plank drafted by
Negrose and their whits, mipporters wore obilged bo otats Shr S P gent
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and the concern over Wilson’s southern birth, Rumors that he had drawn
the color line at Princeton and as Governor of New Jersey increased the
anxiety of many of the leaders.

Seeking some assurances, a committee from the Independent Equal
Rights League headed by the Reverend Milton Waldron and William Mon-
roe Trotter approached Wilson as early as July 16, 1912 They apparently
received only the vague response that if elected he would “seek to be
President of the whole nation and would know no differences of race or
creed or section, but to act in good conscience and in a Christian spirit . . ."*

However, Waldron made public alleged remarks by Wilson that he
invited Negro support and would veto any anti-Negro legislation, passed
by Congress. Upon learning of the action by Waldron, Wilson wrote to
Oswald Villard denying that he had promised to veto any legislation or had
said he was in need of Negro votes. In an attempt to clarify his views and
to satisfy the demands upon him, Wilson urged Villard to prepare a state-
ment that he could issue as his official position on the Negro question.
But when Villard presented him with a draft prepared by DuBois it was
rejected. Wilson was not willing to endorse the position that the Demo-
cratic Party sought or welcomed Negro support or that he personally was
opposed to racial disfranchisement.” Throughout the remaining summer
months of 1912, Villard and others continued to seek some statement on
the Negro problem that would include definite proposals, but failed to
receive a satsfactory response.

In October, Bishop Alexander Walters invited Wilson to address a
mass meeting in New York City of the National Colored Democratic
League. Walters had supported the Democratic Ticket since 1807 and
was almost a party regular in comparison to the more independently
oriented N.A.A.C.P., DuBois, and Trotter. Wilson declined the invitation
but on October 16 sent a letter to the Bishop for public release.

I hope that it seems superflucus to those who know me, but to those who do not
know me perhaps it is not unnecessary for me to assure my coloured fellow eiti-
zens of my earnest wish to see justice done them in every masatter, and not mere
grudging justice, but justice executed with liberality and eordial good feeling.
Every guarantee of our law, every principle of our C ftutd eom ds this
and our sympathies should slso make it easy . . . . My sympathy for them Is of
long standing, and I want to assure them through you that should 1 become Presi-
dent of the United States they may count upon me for absolute fair desling and
for everything by which I could assist in advancing the interests of their race in
the United States.2?

This became Wilson's official stand on the Negro question.

Trotter and Walters and their respective organizations, the National
Colored Democratic League and the National Independent Political League,
gave Wilson their enthusiastic support. With less enthusiasm and more
misgivings, DuBois and the leaders of the N.A.A.C.P. endorsed the Demo-
cratic candidate late in the campaign.’* It is extremely unlikely that the
efforts of the radicals on behalf of Wilson had any effect on the outcome
of the election. Nevertheless, they confidently welcomed the inauguration
and were sure that their efforts had not been in vain.

The hopes held by some of the radicals of a “second emancipation’
under Wilson were quickly dispelled as reports from the capital in the
late spring of 1913 indicated that widespread segregation was being insti-
gated in the Post Office and Treasury Departments. The administration’s
decision to introduce segregation was made as early as April 11, 1913. At
that time during a cabinet meeting Postmaster General Burleson com-
plained of friction between white and Negro railway mail clerks and sug-
gested separation as the remedy, not just for his department but for all

ts. He claimed to have discussed the matter with Bishop Wal-
ters and other colored citizens and to have received the approval of most
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of them. The President gave his consent to the prepared changes and
stated that he had *“. . . made no promises in particulars to the Negroes,

except to do them justice . . . "™

When the segregation adjustments became apparent, the N.A.A.C.P.
and Villard forwarded protests and inquiries to Wilson demanding some
explanation. On July 28, in a letter to Villard, Wilson explained that it

was

.. . true that the segregation of the colored employees in the several departments
was begun upon the initiative and at the suggestion of several of the heads of
departments, but as much in the interest of the Negroes as for any other reason,
with the approval of some of the most influential Negroes . . . and with the idea
that the friction or rather the di t and i which had prevailed in
many of the departments would thereby be removed.

The President then justified the action as being in the best interest of the
race.

It is as far as possible from being a movement agsinst the Negroes. 1 sincerely
believe it to be in their interest.

1 sam sorry that those who interest themselves most in the welfare of the Negroes
should misjudge this action on the part of the departments . . . . My own feeling
is, by putting certain bureaus and sections in the charge of Negroes we are ren-
dering them more safe in their possession of office and less likely to be discrimi-
nated against.®

As protests from the northern press and Church organizations were
added to those of the Negroes, Wilson on September 8, in a letter to H. A.
Bridgman, editor of the Congregationalist and Christian World, made his
views on the segregation policies public.

.. . 1 do not approve of the segregation that is being attempted in several of the
departments.

... but I think {f you were here on the ground you would see, as [ seem to see,
that it is distinetly to the advantage of the colored people themselves that
they should be organized. so far as possible and convenient, in distinct bureaux
where they will center their work. Some of the most thoughful colored men I
have conversed with have . . . approved of this policy. 1 certainly would not
myaself have approved of it if 1 had not thought it to be to their advantage and
likely to remove many of the difficulties which have surrounded the appointment
and advancement of colored men and women.

Later in September, in a letter to Villard, Wilson offered a more apologetic
explanation.

What 1 would do if I could act alone you already know, but what 1 tryi t
do must be donme, if done at all, through the cooperation of those :?:h '3h'$§ g
am associated with in the Government.

++ «+ 1 believe that by the slow pressure of argument and persuasion th ituati
‘::y“:o th‘l‘ttd « ... But {t cannot be done . . . if a blmr ui:-ntlon. i: i‘:a.-u:?

Amidst the conflicting reports and rumors, the N.A.A.C.P. had con-
ducted an investigation of conditions in the federal departments, as part
of their nation-wide protest campaign. On November 17, the Association
released its findings to the news services, five hundred newspapers, fifty
religious publications and many magazine editors. Also the report was
circulated to the members of Congress. It declared that segregation had
been carried out in the Miscellaneous and Examining Division of the Bureau
of Engraving and Printing, the Dead Letter Office of the Post Office
Department, and the auditor’s office of the Post Office. In addition, the
release claimed that plans were under way to place the two hundred and
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seventy colored employees in the Treasury building into an all-Negro Reg-
istry Division.”

The nation-wide protests possibly had some effect on preventing any
further extension of segregation after December 1913. However, by that
time most of the colored employees had been separated, and the abandon-
ment of plans for the Registry was in part because of the failure to gain
Senate confirmation of a Negro Register.

An anti-climax to the segregation controversy took place late in 1914,
William M. Trotter, at the head of a delegation of the National Independent
Equal Rights League, met with Wilson on November 12, 18914. A Trotter
committee once before, on January 6, 1914, had presented the President
with an anti-segregation petition with 20,000 signatures.” The November
interview scheduled for fifteen minutes lasted almost an hour as Trotter
and Wilson became engaged in heated discussion that resulted in the Presi-
dent rebuking Trotter for his aggressive attitude and dismissing the dele-
gation. Wilson declared any further discussions between himself and the
Negro race would have to be with a different leader. During the interview
the President stated that the segregation affair was a human and not a
political question. He labeled Trotter's threat, that he would lose the
Negro votes, blackmail and a matter of indifference to him. Wilson in-
formed the delegation that the cabinet members had finvestigated the
situation and had reported that,

. the segregation was caused by friction between colored and white clerks and
not done to injure or humiliate the colored clerks, but to avoid friction . . . (They]
had assured him that the colored clerks would have comfortable conditions, though
segregated. He had taken their view that the segregation was the best way to
meet this situation . . .

The President then elaborated on the Negro problem in general.

It will take one hundred years to eradicate this prejudice, and we must deal with
it as practical men. Segregation is not humiliating but a benefit, and ought to be
so regarded by you gentlemen. If your organization goes out and tells the colored
people of the country that it is a humiliation, they will so regard it, but if you do
not tell them so, and regard it rather as a benefit, they will regard it the same.
The only harm that will come will be if you cause them to think {t is a humiliation.

Trotter countered with the claim that for fifty years white and colored
have worked together in peace and harmony and accused Wilson of violat-
ing his 1912 pledges that had given many Negroes the belief that he would
be ““a second Lincoln.”*

In an attempt to rally support and keep the controversy alive, Trotter
conducted a lecture tour in the East and Middle West, but with little suc-
cess. He was condemneqd for his lack of tact and diplomacy by several of
the colored newspapers.® The affair did serve further to confirm Wilson's
position and alienate Trotter and other Negroes who had supported him in
1912. An example was the Baltimore Afro-American, which had been plac-
ing all of the blame for the segregation policies on the southern influence,
especially on Senator James K. Vardaman of Mississippf. But after thz
Trotter interview the Afro-American finally gave up all hope. “Mr. Wil-
son has proved himself to be a traitor, to be a receiver of goods under false
pretense . . . .""

Concurrent to the segregation dispute and serving as added evidence
to the radicals that they had misplaced their support in the 1912 election
were the President’s patronage policies in regard to the Negro. When
Wilson took office in 1913, Negroes held over fifty federal appointive posi-
tions. Of these, thirty-one were positions of author.ty and objects of race
pride. By the end of 1915 the Negroes retained only eight.”
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As a result of Wilson’s segregation and patronage policies, the hopes
meuod by the radicals in 1812 had been shattered by the end of 1915.

credit or blame for the President’s racial policies probably belongs to
the southern members of his party in Congress. Wilson as early as August,
1913, had shown his reluctance to oppose the southern legislators, when
he refused to appoint, at the suggestion of Villard, a commission to study
race relations.® To have opposed the southern Democrats on the racial
issue could possibly have endangered parts of his program Wilson con-
sidered more important.

The results of the radicals’ political activities seemed on the surface
to provide added argument for the Washingtonian non-political orienta-
tion. Nevertheless, the N.A.A.CP. maintained a steady growth. From
1912 to 1916, the paying membership increased from three hundred and
twenty-nine to eight thousand seven hundred and eighty-five.* And when
Booker T. Washington advised, during the height of the segregation con-
troversy, that the Negroes cease their useless protesting and reject the
uncertainties of political pursuits in order to have more time for building
an economic foundation for progress, he was bitterly denounced by several
of the normally non-radical colored newspapers. The Columbian Herald
labeled the advice a ‘‘doctrine that had . . . resulted in growing up a gen-
eration of moral cowards . . .,” and the Cleveland Gazette termed it a
“doctrine of surrender.” The Louisiana News branded Washington a
‘“White-Man-Made-Leader.” While the Tuskegee president, as a resuit
of the radicals’ experiences with the Democratic administration, became
even more convinced that the economic basis offered the only hope for
the advancement of the Negro, DuBois took the position that the events
under Wilson only proved that the Negro had left politics alone too long
and as a result, possessed no effective voice in his government.»
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