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Few transformations have been more significant in American politics in recent decades than the Democratic Party’s
embrace of racial liberalism and Republicans’ adoption of a more conservative stance towards civil rights-related
policies. We hypothesize that pressure to embrace a liberal position on civil rights was much stronger among north-
ern Democrats and their coalitional partners than among northern Republicans and their affiliated groups by the
mid-1940s, as the Democrats became firmly identified as the party of economic liberalism and labor unions. To test
this hypothesis and develop a more fine-grained understanding of the dynamics of party positioning on civil rights,
we collect and analyze a new data source: state political party platforms published between 1920 and 1968. These
unique data suggest that Democrats had generally become the more liberal party on civil rights by the mid-to-late
1940s across a wide range of states. Our findings – which contradict Carmines and Stimson’s prevailing issue
evolution model of partisan change – suggest that there were strong coalitional and ideological pressures that led
the Democrats to embrace racial liberalism. This finding not only leads to a revised perspective on the civil rights
revolution, but also to new insights into the dynamics of partisan realignment more generally.

1. INTRODUCTION

The Democratic Party’s embrace of racial liberalism
and the Republicans’ move toward racial conservatism
in the mid-twentieth century represent a momentous
transformation in American politics. Sometime
between the late nineteenth century and the passage
of the major civil rights acts of the 1960s, the two
major parties essentially switched positions on civil
rights issues. While there is a scholarly consensus on
this very general statement, once one moves to more
specific claims concerning the causes, timing and
sequence of this shift, the consensus quickly erodes.
Understanding the transformation in the parties’

stance toward civil rights is critically important for
both substantive and theoretical reasons. From a sub-
stantive standpoint, the twentieth century struggle for
civil rights is a major chapter in what is a central story
in American history: race relations between African

Americans and white Americans; the implications
for theories of political change are equally striking.
Are changes in party alignments driven by the

choices of national party elites or are they rooted in
deeper coalitional and ideological dynamics? Was
the break-up of the New Deal coalition of southern
conservatives and nonsouthern liberals inevitable
once grassroots activists forced civil rights issues
onto the national political agenda, or was it the
product of strategic choices by such national elites
as Lyndon Johnson and Barry Goldwater? What is
the role of “critical moments,” in which small, poten-
tially random perturbations can set events on a dra-
matically different course? The answers reached in
the case of civil rights have important implications
for more recent issues in which the parties’ positions
have shifted, such as the GOP’s embrace of social con-
servatism in the 1970s–1990s.1 The theoretical stakes
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here demand an accurate and detailed understand-
ing of the sequence and timing of the civil rights
realignment.2

We seek to shed new light on some of the theoreti-
cal issues that surround the civil rights realignment by
examining a new data source: state political party plat-
forms.3 As we will demonstrate, these data indicate
that, outside of the South, the Democratic Party’s
civil rights advocacy exceeded that of the GOP far
earlier than conventional wisdom suggests. Further-
more, rather than acting exclusively as an intermedi-
ary between national party elites and masses, actors
embedded in state parties played an important,
early role in shaping their parties’ positions on civil
rights issues.

More generally, we argue that nonsouthern Demo-
crats’ ideological commitments and coalitional part-
ners generated a strong incentive to adopt the more
pro–civil rights position as grassroots activists—both
within and outside the party—forcing the issue to
the top of the national agenda. In contrast, by the
1940s, nonsouthern Republicans had much less intra-
party pressure to embrace liberal civil rights policies.
While national Democrats often sought to simul-
taneously tamp down and straddle the civil rights
issue in order to placate the southern wing of the
party, this was not a viable strategy in the long-term,
as key elements of the nonsouthern majority of the
party had powerful incentives to stake out a clear pos-
ition on civil rights. Conversely, Republicans’ core
constituencies were less committed to civil rights lib-
eralism, and were unlikely to punish moves by the
party to join with southern whites in staking out a
more conservative position. Rather than a choice by
relatively autonomous national party elites, the civil
rights realignment is best viewed as rooted in forces

unleashed in the New Deal, when the Democratic
Party became the ideological home of programmatic
liberalism, governmental activism, and universalistic,
rights-based arguments. It also became the coalitional
home of progressives, Congress of Industrial Organiz-
ations (CIO) labor activists, African American voters
outside of the South, as well as ethnic and immigrant
groups (e.g., Jews) predisposed to civil rights liberal-
ism. By contrast, the New Deal era solidified the
GOP’s ideological shift away from progressivism
toward antistatism, and the party’s coalitional align-
ment with business interests and with suburban and
rural voters—none of which predisposed the party
to be aggressively supportive of civil rights.
Our analysis is structured as follows. After reviewing

Edward Carmines and James Stimson’s issue evol-
ution model in section 2, section 3 describes our
primary data source: state party platforms from
1920–1968. Section 4 discusses our approach to
coding the platforms to identify each state party’s pos-
ition on civil rights issues, and section 5 describes our
main results. In section 6, we consider how our evi-
dence from state party platforms fits in with other evi-
dence on the timing of the civil rights realignment,
which connects our findings concerning state party
activists with the national parties’ coalitional partners,
electoral groups, and partisan elites in Congress.
Section 7 concludes.

2. RECONSIDERING ISSUE EVOLUTION AND THE CIVIL
RIGHTS REALIGNMENT

Among political scientists, the prevailing explanation
for the parties’ reversal is Carmines and Stimson’s
issue evolution model.4 This model makes four major
theoretical claims: (1) the partisan evolution on civil
rights issues followed an elites-to-activists-to-masses
channel; (2) national party elites had a significant
amount of discretion in their actions; (3) the eventual
outcome was not inevitable, but rather contained a
strong element of randomness; and (4) the process fol-
lowed a dynamic growth model, with the majority of
change occurring during a relatively brief period of
time, followed by a longer period of gradual, somewhat
path-dependent change.
First, Carmines and Stimson’s model places elite

actors at the start of the issue evolution process,
which is perhaps the central component of the
authors’ theory. They view politics as a Darwinian
competition in which national elites frequently intro-
duce new issues in the hope that these new entrants
will strike a chord, thereby benefiting those elites.

of California, Los Angeles, 2005) on patterns of partisan change
across a range of issues in the second half of the twentieth century.

2. We use “realignment” here to mean a process by which par-
tisan coalitional alignments change. It is worth noting that these
theoretical stakes do not depend on the validity of the claim that
racial issues drove the changes in mass partisanship in the south
from the 1960s to the present. Regardless of whether one agrees
with Shafer and Johnston’s (2006) thesis that the role of racial atti-
tudes in shaping southern partisanship and election outcomes has
been greatly exaggerated, it is nonetheless the case that the shift in
the parties’ stance on civil rights issues is a crucial development in
American politics. In other words, even if the mass electorate did
not follow the parties’ issue evolution, it is nonetheless critical to
understand the parties’ changing stances on this central policy bat-
tleground. See Byron Shafter and Richard Johnston, The End of
Southern Exceptionalism: Class, Race, and Partisan Change in the
Postwar South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).

3. While we are the first to use state platforms as a lens to study
partisan change on civil rights, Richard Bensel’s pioneering study
of American industrialization uses an impressive collection of
state and national platforms to analyze party coalitional strategies
in the late nineteenth century. See Bensel, The Political Economy
of American Industrialization, 1877–1900 (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2001).

4. Edward Carmines and James Stimson, “On the Structure
and Sequence of Issue Evolution,” American Political Science Review
80 (1986): 901–20; Edward Carmines and James Stimson, Issue Evol-
ution: Race and the Transformation of American Politics (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1989).
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On rare occasions, a new issue evokes a large mass
response, becoming important enough to create a
transformation in the composition and orientation
of the two parties. According to the authors, this
process occurs along a prescribed path, from elite
introduction to mass acceptance. National party
elites first take clear and differing positions on the
issue; activists then transmit these new elite positions
to the mass electorate. Finally, ordinary voters per-
ceive this difference, seeing it as important enough
to merit a change in their long-term orientation
toward the parties.5 This elites-activists-masses
sequence is fundamental to the theory. In a review
essay on issue evolution, Carmines and Michael
Wagner emphasize that “temporal ordering is critical
to issue evolution; elite reorientation on the issue pre-
cedes change in the ‘cognitive and affective images of
the parties,’ which comes before mass partisan
response.”6

Next, Carmines and Stimson further claim that
elites have relatively broad discretion in setting their
parties’ positions. Elites are more than simply the
first mover in a sequence, but rather act as strategic
entrepreneurs, crafting and recrafting issue positions
in order to compete. While Carmines and Stimson
acknowledge that elites do not “control” the process
in the sense that elites cannot reliably predict which
messages will resonate with voters or what the later-
order consequences of their actions may be, they
argue that elites have a considerable amount of dis-
cretion in regard to what policy positions they intro-
duce.7 Barry Goldwater in particular is repeatedly
mentioned as a crucial player in the Republican
Party’s evolution. “It is difficult to overestimate the sig-
nificance of Barry Goldwater in this partisan trans-
formation,” Carmines and Stimson write.8 In this
telling, activists, partisan identifiers in the mass elec-
torate, or their party’s history are not decisive con-
straints on politicians’ positions when an issue
evolution occurs. Instead, for the most part, elites
are free to introduce new issue positions that they
believe would be electorally beneficial.
Third, policy entrepreneurs’ wide latitude means

that issue evolution is open-ended and to a large
degree random during its early stages. Since in-
dividual policy entrepreneurs with incomplete

information about the effects of their actions are at
the helm, the decisions they make, particularly at
the start of the process, may resemble a random
walk; the results of their decisions may appear
logical or even inevitable only in hindsight.9 Car-
mines and Stimson claim that “chance is the funda-
mental driving force in producing change,”10 and
that there are “no situations in the political evolution
of race where . . . it could only have happened as it
did.” Thus, if it were possible to “re-run” the civil
rights era, it is likely that we would observe a nontrivi-
ally different result.11 Only later in the process, after
the critical moment, does this element of randomness
decline, replaced by path dependent, self-reinforcing
processes.
Fourth, Carmines and Stimson offer a specific

model of partisan change, which they label the
dynamic growth model. In this model, the bulk of
change occurs during a relatively brief critical
moment. This critical moment is followed by a
longer period of path-dependent dynamic growth,
during which the political system continues to slowly
and asymptotically realign. Drawing on Niles Eldridge
and Stephen Jay Gould’s evolutionary concept of
punctuated equilibrium, their model posits virtually
no change before the critical moment, a brief “burst
of rapid change” at the critical moment, and a sub-
sequent secular realignment, or lengthy period of
slow change to complete the transition to a new equi-
librium.12 Applying their dynamic growth model to
the civil rights period, they identify a critical
moment centered at 1963–1964. In this account,
the prerealignment equilibrium was in place during
the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s, when both parties
took moderate positions on civil rights issues, and
the Republicans arguably were more supportive of
civil rights legislation for much of that period. At the
end of World War II, Carmines and Stimson claim
that, “urban [northern] Democrats managed to
avoid conflict between social welfare and race by
ignoring race,” forcing Harry Truman to “turn
mainly to the opposition party for support” of civil
rights initiatives.13 This supposed greater GOP
support for civil rights continued through 1957–
1958, when Carmines and Stimson state that, “the
Republican senators were more liberal overall, which
we already knew, and they were also more liberal
than the Democrats within each region.”14 Indeed,
throughout the 1950s “both parties took relatively5. Party elites are defined as the president, members of Con-

gress, and candidates for high office, while activists include del-
egates to the national conventions, minor officeholders, and
party officials. See Edward Carmines and Michael Wagner, “Politi-
cal Issues and Party Alignments: Assessing the Issue Evolution Per-
spective,” Annual Review of Political Science 9 (2006): 70; Edward
Carmines and JamesWoods, “The Role of Party Activists in the Evol-
ution of the Abortion Issue,” Political Behavior 24 (2002): 363–64;
and Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 162.

6. Carmines and Wagner, “Political Issues and Party Align-
ments,” 70.

7. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 179.
8. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 57.

9. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 179.
10. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 18.
11. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 192–93.
12. Niles Eldridge and Stephen Jay Gould, “Punctuated

Equilibria: An Alternative to Phyletic Gradualism,” in Models in
Palaeobiology, ed. T.M. Schopf (San Francisco: Freeman Cooper,
1972), 82–115; Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 18.

13. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 63.
14. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 70. The authors

note that, while the difference of means between the two parties’
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moderate stands on racial issues,” but with the GOP
“being more supportive of civil rights.”15 By the 1964
“flashpoint,” however, Johnson’s record of civil
rights accomplishments and Goldwater’s expressed
racial conservatism, coupled with the heightened sal-
ience of civil rights issues, placed the parties firmly in
the midst of a critical moment.16 The period after the
mid-1960s through the Carter and Reagan adminis-
trations is identified as a long period of secular rea-
lignment following the critical moment.

We propose an alternative view of the timing and
sequence of the partisan shift on civil rights. First,
we demonstrate that state party activists’ changing
views on civil rights precede those of national
elites.17 Second, we argue that these activists and
party coalitional partners constrain future elite
action. Third, we cast doubt on the claim that, if
one were to rerun history starting at some point
prior to what Carmines and Stimson term a critical
moment, one might reasonably expect a significantly
different outcome. For instance, our evidence
strongly suggests that if it were possible to rerun
history from 1956, in all likelihood the resulting
party alignments would be indistinguishable from
the actual alignments. Finally, we question the useful-
ness of the critical moment concept for understand-
ing the partisan shift on civil rights. Rather than a
short burst of change, we show that the shift occurred
gradually, having more in common with Darwin’s
theory of evolution than with Eldridge and Gould’s
punctuated equilibrium model. In making these
claims, we present a fundamental reassessment of
the theory and much of the (pre-1964) narrative
that Carmines and Stimson provide.

While Issue Evolution is widely regarded as a land-
mark study and set much of the agenda for studying
partisan change on major issues, several studies have
challenged elements of its account of the realignment
on racial issues.18 Anthony Chen argues that

Republican opposition to strong fair employment
protections took root in the mid-1940s, and shows
that GOP control of key legislative institutions in non-
southern states was associated with a reduced likeli-
hood of passage of state-level fair employment
practices legislation during the period of 1945–
1964.19 Chen also examines the debate over fair
employment practices in New York State during the
1940s, finding that conservative Republicans were
among the bill’s most vocal opponents. Based on
this empirical record, Chen argues that subsequent
GOP attacks on affirmative action had deep roots in
the party’s history, and were not a simple backlash
against the alleged excesses of the civil rights move-
ment. The GOP’s alliance with big business and its
free-market, antiregulatory ideology predisposed it
to oppose even color-blind civil rights policies, such
as a strong fair employment practices commission,
well before the 1960s.20
David Karol offers a further challenge to the issue

evolution model. In examining congressional roll
calls on civil rights he finds that, outside of the
South, Democrats became slightly more liberal than
Republicans in floor voting during the 1940s,
though the differences only became dramatic in the
1960s.21 More generally, in examining a range of
postwar issues, such as defense policy, taxes, and
trade, Karol shows that changes in the parties’
policy positions typically do not follow the punctuated
equilibrium model posited by Carmines and Stimson.
Instead, he identifies coalition group incorporation,
coalition maintenance, and coalition expansion as
the three basic types of partisan change. He argues
that the civil rights case represents a combination
of coalition incorporation (as Democrats offered
civil rights policies as a way to cement the support
of nonsouthern African Americans and later to
attract southern African Americans) and coalition
group maintenance (as Republicans resisted those
civil rights initiatives that were met with hostility

nonsouthern Senate delegations is not statistically significant, its
direction is supportive of their claim.

15. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 35.
16. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 154.
17. We follow Carmines and Stimson in considering conven-

tion delegates to be activists rather than party elites. Our evidence
suggests that state and local officeholders, allied interest groups,
some members of Congress, and party workers participated in
writing the platforms, which were then adopted by the convention
(see discussion below). While the platform authors included many
professional politicians (e.g., state party officials, mayors, etc.), few
were national political figures.

18. Published works that consider Issue Evolution to be a signifi-
cant contribution to the study of partisan change include Paul
Pierson, Politics in Time (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2004); Janet Box-Steffensmeier and Renee Smith, “The Dynamics
of Aggregate Partisanship,” American Political Science Review 90
(1996): 567–80; Peter Nardulli, “The Concept of a Critical Realign-
ment, Electoral Behavior, and Political Change,” American Political
Science Review 89 (1995): 10–22; and Thomas Edsall and Mary

Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race, Rights, and Taxes on Amer-
ican Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 1991).

19. Anthony Chen, “The Party of Lincoln and the Politics of
State Fair Employment Practices Legislation in the North,
1945-64,” American Journal of Sociology 112 (2007): 1713–74.

20. Anthony Chen, “‘The Hitlerian Rule of Quotas’: Racial
Conservatism and the Politics of Fair Employment Legislation in
New York State, 1941–1945,” Journal of American History 92 (2006):
1238–64. Arnold Aronson and Samuel Spiegler, “Does the Repub-
lican Party Want the Negro Vote?” The Crisis (December 1949):
364–68, 411–17, comes to a similar conclusion: while Democrats
pushed for fair employment practices legislation in many states
throughout the 1940s, the GOP was largely indifferent or
opposed to these measures.

21. David Karol, “Realignment without Replacement: Issue
Evolution and Ideological Change among Members of Congress”
(paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Midwest Political
Science Association, Chicago, IL, April 15–18, 1999).
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from their traditional allies in the business
community).22

Whereas Chen and Karol challenge Carmines and
Stimson’s depiction of party elites’ positioning, Taeku
Lee takes issue with the notion that elites drive the
issue evolution process. In contrast to Carmines and
Stimson’s elites-to-activists-to-masses chain, Lee shows
how broadly based social movements mobilized mass
opinion on civil rights issues. The mass public does
not simply take cues from elite political actors. Instead,
Lee argues that during the 1956–1965period, an “insur-
gent, oppositional” sector took the initiative, challenged
elites over the staging and interpretation of events, and
helped reshape public opinion. Lee also provides survey
evidence to illustrate that the linkage between social
welfare liberalism, Democratic partisanship, and racial
liberalism was already present in the late 1950s.23

We build upon and extend these reconsiderations
of the dynamics of the civil rights realignment.
While Chen, Karol, and Lee each provide important
challenges to the conventional political science
understanding of the civil rights realignment,
turning to state party platforms allows for a more
refined analysis of the evolution of the two parties’
stances on a range of civil rights issues over a long
span of time. Whereas Karol focuses on members of
Congress and presidential candidates and Lee
emphasizes mass subgroups, we concentrate on the
meso-level of the parties—the state and local party
officials and activists who shape state party platforms,
provide the “shock troops” for each party, and have
been the neglected third group in this story.24

Chen’s study is pitched at the same meso-level as
our analysis, but focuses on the actions of the
parties in state legislatures regarding a single issue,
fair employment practices laws, while our project
examines the changing positions of party organiz-
ations across a wide range of civil rights issues.
Our focus on the two parties’ meso-levels to under-

stand the parties’ transformation on civil rights issues
also joins a growing literature on the role of party acti-
vists in shifting their parties’ issue positions. Jo
Freeman and Christina Wolbrecht, in separate analyses
of partisan attitudes toward abortion, find that party acti-
vists concurrently drove the Republican Party’s pro-life
shift and the Democrats’ pro-choice shift in the 1970s.25

We believe that two primary mechanisms predis-
posed state party activists and officials in the Demo-
cratic Party in the North and West to be more
supportive of civil rights than their Republican
counterparts. First, the constituency basis of the
Democratic Party included groups that were more
supportive of the civil rights cause and cared more
intensely about the issue than did the post-1930s
Republican Party. African Americans voted decisively
for Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936 and increasingly
identified as Democrats in the late 1930s and 1940s.
The rise of the Congress of Industrial Organizations
(CIO) as the leading force in the labor movement
also likely played an important role: the CIO was far
more liberal on civil rights than the American Federa-
tion of Labor (AFL), and it arguably became the
single most important source of activist energy for
the Democrats by the late 1930s and early 1940s.26

In addition, other new Democratic constituencies—
such as Jews—were heavily involved in the civil
rights coalition, while providing key resources to the
Democratic Party.27 From the other side, it was
more difficult for post-1930s Republicans to see a
payoff in terms of group support from civil rights lib-
eralism: with Democrats now clearly identified as the
party favoring a strong welfare state and African
Americans largely concentrated at the lower end of
the socioeconomic spectrum, it was hard to envision
a long-term, sustainable coalition joining the GOP’s
base of small and big business and farmers with
poor and working class African Americans.
A second force potentially predisposing Democrats

to be the party of racial liberalism is the ideological
logic of the New Deal itself. As John Gerring has
argued, the rendition of New Deal liberalism that
took hold in the 1940s transformed the party’s ideol-
ogy from populism to rights-based universalism.28

Once the Democratic Party became associated with
such rights-based, egalitarian arguments, it became
difficult to resist calls for full incorporation of

22. Karol, “How and Why Parties Change Positions on Issues”;
Karol, “Coalition Management.”

23. Taeku Lee,Mobilizing Public Opinion (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2002).

24. These actors are positioned at the meso-level in two
respects. First, they are neither national elites nor mass publics,
instead performing a mid-level function within the party system.
Second, while not occupying a national perch, their position
within the parties’ federal structure is high enough to merit their
participation in state party conventions.

25. Jo Freeman, “Sex, Race, Religion, and Partisan Realign-
ment,” in “We Get What We Vote For . . . Or Do We?” The Impact of Elec-
tions on Governing, ed. Paul E. Scheele (Westport, CT: Praeger,

1999), 167–90; Wolbrecht, The Politics of Women’s Rights. But, see
Kira Sanbonmatsu, Democrats, Republicans, and the Politics of
Women’s Place, for a critique of this view.

26. James Foster, The Union Politic: The CIO Political Action Com-
mittee (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1975). Of course,
rank-and-file white union workers were not necessarily supportive
of civil rights. See, e.g., Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban
Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1996). Even though relations between African
Americans and unions were by no means smooth, it is still the
case that the CIO leadership was a crucial supporter of both civil
rights legislation and Democratic candidates.

27. Aronson and Spiegler, “Does the Republican Party Want
the Negro Vote?” 411–17; Kesselman, The Social Politics of FEPC;
and J.W. Anderson, Eisenhower, Brownell, and the Congress: The
Tangled Origins of The Civil Rights Bill of 1956–1957 (Tuscaloosa: Uni-
versity of Alabama Press, 1964).

28. John Gerring, Party Ideologies in America, 1828–1996 (Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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African Americans into the political system. While
ideas can be packaged together in a variety of differ-
ent ways, it may be that some ideas are more compa-
tible than others.29 In the New Deal, the GOP
embraced the cause of limited national government
and states’ rights—precisely the pillars that southern
Democrats appealed to when defending their system
of racial apartheid. By contrast, liberal Democrats’
arguments in favor of an expansive national welfare
state with strong unions were easier to reconcile
with the arguments in favor of vigorous state and
federal action on behalf of civil rights enforcement.
This ideological interpretation can also be linked
back to particular groups: union leaders, Jews, and
African American leaders worked with a new gener-
ation of activists to define liberalism to include civil
rights as a core element. Starting in the late 1940s,
the group Americans for Democratic Action worked
energetically on behalf of the twin causes of labor
rights and civil rights, helping to shape the meaning
of Cold War liberalism.30 While we do not undertake
a full exploration of these two mechanisms in this
paper, section 6 offers a preliminary examination.

3. STATE PARTY PLATFORMS AS DATA

3.1 Platforms as a Measure of Party Positions
To assess the dynamics of the civil rights realignment,
we utilize a new data source that we believe offers
several important advantages. We have attempted to
compile a comprehensive database of state party plat-
forms covering 1920–1968,31 coding each platform
for the state party’s position on a range of civil
rights issues, as well as the prominence given to civil
rights in the platform text. Finding platforms proved
to be a difficult challenge. Nevertheless, we have col-
lected and coded 1,021 platforms. As discussed in
greater detail below, we have good coverage of
twenty-two nonsouthern states (in addition to two
states in the South: Texas and North Carolina).

By allowing us to locate the position of each state
party across a long period of time, the platforms—

which in many states were published biennially—
give us a more detailed ability to detect when (and
where) Democrats became the party of civil rights lib-
eralism. The ability to compare the position of Demo-
crats and Republicans from the same state is
particularly useful, as it holds geographic constituen-
cies constant. Furthermore, by examining how the
timing of the Democratic shift varies across states,
we gain leverage for understanding the sources of
the realignment. State platforms are also particularly
useful because they were typically neither written by
masses nor by national elites. Rather, platform
writers tend to come from the meso-level of the
parties: state and county party chairmen and execu-
tive committee members, state legislators, mayors,
amateur activists, and in a few cases, members of
Congress.
To preview our results, we find that the vast majority

of nonsouthern state Democratic parties were clearly
to the left of their GOP counterparts on civil rights
policy by the mid-1940s to early 1950s. This finding
undercuts the claim that the national realignment
on civil rights was highly contingent on such unpre-
dictable events as the Goldwater nomination in
1964. Instead, it suggests that the bottom-up pressure
for national Democrats to embrace civil rights liberal-
ism was much greater than the corresponding
pressure for Republicans. This pressure had been
building for decades, and became difficult to sup-
press once grassroots civil rights activists forced the
issue to the top of the nation’s political agenda.
To better understand the types of political actors

involved in drafting state party platforms, we exam-
ined a sample of 117 newspaper articles published
in 1942 and 1950 that mention state party platforms
and are included in the ProQuest Historical Newspa-
pers database.32 While the available newspapers were
limited geographically, we nonetheless uncovered a
considerable amount of information on the process
in several states: typically, the state party chair or
executive committee would appoint a platform com-
mittee consisting of twenty or more members.
Often, a subset of the committee, which in the
states we examined usually included state legislators
and party officials, would draft a preliminary version
of the platform. This document would then be con-
sidered by the full committee and approved by the
party convention. The members of the full committee
mentioned in the newspaper coverage included a mix
of party officials, state legislators, and amateur acti-
vists.33 In several cases, the platform writers solicited

29. See Karol, “Coalition Management”; Stephen Skowronek,
“The Reassociation of Ideas and Purposes: Racism, Liberalism,
and the American Political Tradition,” American Political Science
Review 100 (2006): 385–401; and Hans Noel, “The Coalition Mer-
chants: Testing the Power of Ideas in the Civil Rights Realignment”
(paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political
Science Association, Chicago, IL, September 2007).

30. Clifton Brock, Americans for Democratic Action: Its Role in
National Politics (New York: Public Affairs Press, 1962).

31. Beginning the analysis in 1920 captures the parties’ views in
the pre–New Deal period, which enables us to better evaluate the
hypothesis that the coalitional partners that became linked with
each party during the New Deal pushed the parties in opposite
directions on civil rights. The year 1968 is a natural endpoint,
both because it is well after the “critical moment” at the core of Car-
mines and Stimson’s theory, and because the splintering of the civil
rights movement makes the identification of various positions as
pro– or anti–civil rights difficult.

32. Source: ProQuest Historical Newspapers; search terms:
platform w/10 (democrat# or republic#) and state, May to Oct
1942/1950. All articles originally appeared in The Chicago Defender,
Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York Times, orWashington Post.

33. For example, political scientist Stephen Bailey chaired the
Connecticut Democrats’ committee in 1950. For platform commit-
tee members who were listed without an affiliation, we searched
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input from interest groups, either through public
hearings or informal consultation.34 For example,
New York Democrats held a series of formal platform
hearings in both 1942 and 1950, at which numerous
interest groups—including civil rights groups and
unions—testified. While the newspapers only
occasionally reported the full text of the platforms,
they provided extensive coverage of the maneuvering
over key platform planks, which often reflected fac-
tional battles within the parties.35

The state platforms thus reflect the thinking of a
meso-layer of state and local party officials, state-level
officeholders, state legislators, and amateur activists.
In writing these platforms, the authors were no
doubt attentive to what the party convention would
accept, and to the need to appeal to voters and key
constituency groups. While the sincerity of the indi-
vidual platform writers cannot be assessed, that is
arguably beside the point. Instead, the platforms indi-
cate how each party chose to position itself on major
issues.36 If nonsouthern Democrats consistently chose
to position themselves as the party of civil rights liber-
alism—long before the “critical period” of the early
1960s—that is evidence that the party realignment
was rooted in factors that were in place by the 1940s.
It is important to emphasize that we are not arguing

that the state platforms caused the Democrats to
become the party of civil rights. Instead, the platforms
are a measure of how the state parties positioned them-
selves on civil rights. In our view, the Democrats’
emergence as the party of civil rights is rooted in
three factors. First, the identity of the constituencies
aligned with each party (which was relatively clear
by 1940) pushed the parties in opposite directions.

Second, the parties’ more general ideologies, one of
which was markedly more egalitarian and supportive
of an activist national government than the other,
influenced their respective civil rights stances.
These two forces predisposed nonsouthern Demo-
crats to embrace civil rights liberalismmore than non-
southern Republicans both in their state platforms
and in other ways (such as state legislative action
and behavior in Congress). The third factor, the
increasing salience of civil rights issues on state and
national agendas, which was driven by the civil
rights movement, is what initially gave state and
local politicians and activists an incentive to incorpor-
ate civil rights planks into state platforms.37 When the
burgeoning civil rights movement finally forced
national political elites to cease straddling the issue,
the earlier party transformation at the state and
local level had a decisive impact. Of key importance
is that when national political elites, such as Gold-
water and Johnson, were taking their respective
stands in 1964, they did so several years after the non-
southern wings of their parties had already chosen
sides.

3.2 How Representative Are these Paired Platforms?
In order to evaluate differences between the parties
within a given state over time, one must possess a suffi-
cient number of platforms from both parties from
many different years. Unfortunately, although we
have collected over one thousand platforms, we
were unable to obtain platforms from both parties
within some states for an adequate number of years
to make such in-state comparisons possible. Nonethe-
less, we believe that we have sufficiently complete cov-
erage to make valid inferences for twenty-two of the
thirty-nine nonsouthern states in each year.38

Figure 1 illustrates the number of platforms
obtained for each year in the period under study,
while Figure 2 displays the coverage by state. Since a
complete collection of platforms from one state
party is not useful without the other party’s platforms
in that state, the figures show only the number of
“paired” Democratic and Republican platforms, with
a pair defined as same-state Democratic and Republi-
can platforms in the same year.
As Figure 2 illustrates, during this forty-eight-year

period we have excellent coverage for the upper
Midwest; acceptable coverage of New England, the
Mid-Atlantic, and the mountain West; and poor cover-
age for the Northwest, South, and border South. The

politicalgraveyard.com to determine whether they were current or
former public officials, or delegates to a national convention.

34. For instance, various coalition groups lobbied the New York
State Democrats for the inclusion of pet causes in the party’s 1936
platform. These groups include the Association of State Civil
Service Employees, which pressed the party to adopt a plank sup-
porting a merit-based system for state employment; a women’s
organization that urged the party to go on-the-record in supporting
gender-neutral labor laws; a teachers group pushing for permanent
tenure for schoolteachers; and two representatives of the “state leg-
islative board of the railroad trainmen” lobbying for a platform
plank favoring legislation to require “adequate manning” of
trains. See “Lehman Predicts a Party Victory,” New York Times, 29
Sept. 1936.

35. A more complete description of the positions in the party
structure that platform writers and executive committee members
tended to occupy is available in an online appendix, accessible at
www.statepartyplatforms.com.

36. Newspaper articles from this period indicate that platform
writers took their role as codifiers of party positions seriously. For
instance, The Los Angeles Times reports in 1956 that the California
Republican State Central Committee was deeply divided over
whether to include a statement favoring right-to-work laws in that
year’s state GOP platform, debating the issue for nearly two hours
before rejecting the proposed plank. See “Right-to-Work Plank
Rejected by GOP Group,” Los Angeles Times, 15 Apr. 1956.

37. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this formulation.
38. The twenty-two states are: California, Colorado, Connecti-

cut, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota,
Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New
Mexico, New York, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, Utah, and
Wisconsin. The map in Figure 2 also shows our coverage for two
southern states, Texas and North Carolina, which were not included
in our analysis.
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dearth of southern platforms does not limit our ability
to test our hypothesis in a meaningful way, however.
Southern Democrats were profoundly racist on vir-
tually every political, economic, and social question.39

Southern Republicans had little organizational
presence in most states, meaning that one cannot
readily compare the two parties there in any case.
Keeping southern Democrats’ racism and southern
Republicans’ absence in mind, the motivating ques-
tion of this research is whether the national Demo-
cratic Party felt intense pressure from its
nonsouthern state party affiliates to take strong
pro–civil rights positions, and whether the Republi-
can Party lacked such pressure. Fortunately, one
does not need a measure of southern state parties’
issue positions to evaluate this hypothesis. In other
words, our focus on states outside of the South will
allow us to determine whether nonsouthern Demo-
crats and Republicans adopted similar positions on
civil rights prior to the 1960s—so that, as Carmines
and Stimson argue, their subsequent polarization
on the issue was inherently unpredictable and
driven by national elites—or, alternatively, whether
nonsouthern Democrats embraced racial liberalism
much earlier, making their political marriage with
southern Democrats inherently unstable once civil
rights policy eventually reached the top of the
national agenda.

4. DATA AND METHODS

We collected 1,021 platforms published between 1920
and 1968. For some states, platforms were published
in state government registers, newspapers, or in
pamphlets distributed by the state parties themselves.
However, for many other states, party platforms
proved to be more elusive; in such cases, we hired
on-site researchers to comb through libraries and
state archives. Despite this exhaustive search, we

were unable to obtain platforms for some states.
Although it is not possible to know what proportion
of the platforms issued during this period we have
obtained since we do not know the total number of
platforms written by state parties, we estimate that
we have obtained approximately 57 percent of all plat-
forms written by nonsouthern state parties.40

To determine the extent to which these platforms
favor or oppose civil rights measures, we conducted
three distinct content analyses. First, we tallied the
number of paragraphs devoted to civil rights in each
platform. Carmines and Stimson conduct a similar
analysis of the amount of space devoted to civil
rights issues in national party platforms, noting that
it constitute a “simple measure of the importance of
a topic.”41 By conducting a parallel analysis of state
party platforms, we may directly compare our obser-
vations with Carmines and Stimson’s, using a shared
method.42

Second, we devised a ten-point (24 to 5) ordinal
scale to measure each platform’s general outlook on
civil rights. A platform that makes no mention of
civil rights policy receives a 0. The highest value on
this summary score signals that a platform advocates
government policies to outlaw discrimination
broadly across at least two different issue dimensions,
in what appears to be an enforceable manner. For
example, a platform that supports both a state fair
employment practices commission with enforcement
powers and a fair housing practices law would be
coded as a 5. A platform that endorses the concept
of equal treatment, but does not include any call for
concrete governmental action receives a score of 1.
Platforms that advocate discriminatory policies
receive the lowest scores. For example, the 1964
Wyoming Republican platform, which expressed
support for “the right to rent or sell property, [or]
employ whomsoever [business owners] see fit”
would qualify for a 23, because it explicitly opposes
fair housing and fair employment legislation, two
key civil rights proposals. A score of 24 is reserved
for those platforms that most strenuously oppose
civil rights legislation; many of these platforms
predict “chaos” or a “breakdown in civic society” if
civil rights proposals become law. Appendix
Table A1 provides a summary of our coding criteria.
Third, we examined platforms’ attention to five

specific civil rights issue areas: fair employment prac-
tices, fair housing practices, desegregation of public

Fig. 1. Paired platform coverage, by year.

39. V.O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York:
Knopf, 1950), 646.

40. This estimate is based on the conservative assumption that
all nonsouthern state parties published platforms biennially in all
cases in which we lack evidence to the contrary.

41. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 56.
42. Carmines and Stimson also construct a “racial priority

index,” which examines the position in each platform in which a
paragraph on civil rights first appears, and divides that number
by the total number of paragraphs in the platform. Since state
party platforms often present issue areas in alphabetical order,
a similar analysis would not be useful for our data.
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accommodations, desegregation of educational insti-
tutions, and voting rights.43 The scale for these
measures ranges from 21 (“condemns past or pro-
posed government action on this issue, or views the
issue as best left to the private sphere”) to 3
(“claims credit for new law or commission, or pro-
poses new law or commission that aims to protect min-
orities from discrimination in this area”). In the 1920s
and 1930s, most platforms did not mention any of
these issues, and thus received a score of 0 each.
However, starting in the 1940s, it became more
common for platforms to refer to one or more
specific civil rights issues (see Appendix Table A2
on the coding).
Platform coding was conducted exclusively by the

authors. We sought to make the criteria for coding
as explicit as possible to reduce the likelihood of
errors. In an effort to assess intercoder reliability
and resolve potential differences in each coder’s
interpretation of the ratings system, both authors
coded a subset of sixteen platforms. With one excep-
tion (one author assigned a summary score of 2 to a
particular platform, while the other author gave the

platform a 1), there was complete agreement
between the two authors on every variable for every
platform.44

5. FINDINGS

5.1 Attention to Civil Rights Issues
Perhaps themost basic indicator of a party’s attention to
civil rights is the amount of space that it devotes to these
issues in its platforms. For this reason, Carmines and
Stimson examine the number of paragraphs that the
national parties allot to civil rights issues during the
1932–1980 period. If a party deems civil rights import-
ant, it will devote more platform space to that issue.45

Carmines and Stimson find that, at the national
level, civil rights was not a prominent issue for
either party until the 1960s. “Throughout the 1950s
and the early 1960s . . . [b]oth northern Democrats
and Republicans took moderate stands on race,”
they write. “[I]ssues of race were not partisan issues
as recently as the early 1960s.”46 To the extent that
differences between the parties existed before the

Fig. 2. Paired platform coverage, by state.

43. A wide range of civil rights issues, including proposed antil-
ynching legislation and integration of the armed forces, among
many other subjects, received national attention during the
1920–1968 period. While these and all other civil rights issues are
included in our summary score measure, our five issue measures
focus on these five specific issue areas because they were the most
salient civil rights issues during the late 1950s and 1960s apex of
the civil rights movement, each receiving attention in at least one
of the major civil rights bills of that period (i.e., the Civil Rights
Acts of 1957 and 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965).

44. Although the subjective nature of assigning numerical
scores to qualitative accounts makes such work challenging, the
fact that our findings were very similar across all three measures
gives us confidence that our results are not driven by idiosyncratic
judgments.

45. See Ian Budge, “Validating Party Policy Placements,” British
Journal of Political Science 31 (2001): 211, for a discussion of the
advantages of using measures of platform length to gauge party
priorities.

46. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 116.
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1960s, in most presidential election years the Repub-
licans devoted slightly more space in their platforms
to the issue. While exceptions exist (e.g., the 1948
Democratic platform edges out that year’s GOP
platform; in 1960 the Republicans’ civil rights plank
is considerably lengthier than the Democrats’), in
general this tendency holds until 1964, when Demo-
crats suddenly surpass Republicans in attention paid
to civil rights. After examining their national party
platform data, Carmines and Stimson observe:

Before 1960, with the notable exception of 1948,
Republican platforms always gave at least as
much, and usually considerably more, attention
to racial concerns than Democratic platforms.
This pattern changed abruptly and permanently
in 1964; after that Democratic platforms uni-
formly accorded more importance to racial
issues than their Republican counterparts.47

Thus, Carmines and Stimson use the national plat-
forms as evidence for the dramatic and sharp turn-
around in the early 1960s.

Since our parallel analysis involved multiple state
platforms for each year, Figure 3 contains somewhat
different information. The dark notches in the follow-
ing figure show the median number of paragraphs on
civil rights issues, while the associated dark and light
bars show the interquartile range for the sets of non-
southern Democratic and Republican platforms,
respectively. We only include platforms in which we
have both state parties in the same year, though the
results look much the same if we include all of the
platforms we collected.

Examining our figure, one reaches a different con-
clusion than Carmines and Stimson. Rather than civil
rights being a Republican issue before 1960, we see
the opposite. From at least the mid-1940s, it is the
Democrats that devote more attention to civil rights
issues. In addition, there is no abrupt and permanent
change in 1964. Concerning differences between the
two party’s platforms on civil rights, 1964 appears to
be “business as usual,” as does, arguably, every other
year in the 1950s and 1960s.

5.2 State Party Civil Rights Positions

5.2.1 Summary Measure
We began by examining the 423 sets of “paired
platforms”—Democratic and Republican platforms
from the same state and same year (a total of 846)—
in our dataset. To determine when the Democrats
emerge as the party of civil rights, we first calculate
the average summary score (24 to 5) for each (non-
southern) party during the period under study.48 As

Figure 4 shows, both parties took nearly identical
civil rights stances until approximately 1946, when
the Democrats’ average summary score began
a steep ascent. In fact, in every year after 1946, the
Democratic Party took a more favorable stance on
civil rights issues than the Republicans—with the
Democrats’ position becoming increasingly liberal
throughout the 1940s and 1950s (except a minor
downtick in the mid-1950s). For Democrats in the
North and West, the key period evidently begins
with the onset of World War II and accelerates in the
mid-to-late-1940s. By contrast, the Republicans took
their most progressive stance on civil rights—which
was still clearly to the right of their nonsouthern
Democratic counterparts—during the mid-1950s,
and gradually became more racially conservative
thereafter. In addition, 1964 does not appear to be a
“flashpoint,” “critical moment” or “burst of rapid
change,” as Carmines and Stimson label that year.49

Instead, that year saw the continuation of trends
that began many years before: decreases in the
Republicans’ summary score and modest increases
in the Democrats’ score. Thus, outside the South,
the realignment of the parties on civil rights
had essentially already been completed before the
1963–1964 “critical” period.

5.2.2 Five Specific Issue Areas
Next, we next turn to five issue areas, each of which
was the subject of major legislative and legal battles:
fair employment practices, fair housing, desegregated
public accommodations, desegregated educational
institutions, and voting rights. Figures 5a–e display
the percentage of states in which the Democratic plat-
form was to the left of the GOP platform on each
issue, as compared to the percentage of times that
the state Republican Party took the more liberal pos-
ition on the issue.50 For fair employment, fair
housing, desegregated public accommodations, and
desegregated schools, the Democrats clearly emerge
as the more liberal party in the 1940s, with the gap
increasing in the 1950s and 1960s.
The results from the first four of these issue

measures reinforce the message from the average
summary scores presented above: nonsouthern
Democrats had become the more pro–civil rights
party than nonsouthern Republicans markedly
earlier than the mid-1960s, which Carmines and
Stimson identified as the “critical moment”—the sup-
posed “burst of rapid change” followed by a long
secular realignment.51 Instead, the key transform-
ation in the nonsouthern Democrats’ civil rights

47. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 56.
48. The finding is substantively identical if one substitutes the

median and interquartile range for the mean score plus or minus
one standard deviation.

49. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 18 and 154.
50. As before, we use 423 sets of paired platforms as our sample

here. Those state-years for which we could not obtain both parties’
platforms for a given year are excluded from the analysis.

51. Carmines and Stimson, Issue Evolution, 18.
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position occurred in the 1940s—which is also the
period in which African Americans became solidified
as a Democratic constituency and when the CIO and
other liberal groups allied with the Democrats joined
the fight for civil rights.52

On voting rights issues, however, the story is some-
what more complicated; tentative Democratic steps
during the 1930s and 1940s are evident, with substan-
tial differences emerging only in the 1950s. This dis-
tinction between the parties’ positions on voting
rights and their stances on the other four issues can
be tied to the different coalitional and ideological
forces at work in the voting rights case. In contrast
to supporting other civil rights issues, it may have
been relatively easy for a state Republican Party to
take a liberal position on voting rights. After all, poll
taxes, white primaries, and other restrictions on
voting were rare outside of the South, so a liberal pos-
ition may have resulted in admonishing other states to
change their practices but may not have impacted the
state’s own voting policies. Furthermore, business
groups—core Republican coalitional partners—were
not threatened by voting rights proposals, giving
them little reason to oppose a hypothetical GOP pro-
gressive stance on voting rights.
For these three reasons, voting rights is a challen-

ging test case for our view. Phrased another way,
voting rights is arguably the policy area that would
least divide the parties until the 1963–1964 critical
moment. Figure 5e, however, shows that the parties’

changing positions on voting rights more closely
resembles the pattern evident in the other four
issues than it does issue evolution’s dynamic growth
model. Instead of divergent positions in the
mid-1940s, the Democrats tended to take slightly
more progressive stances on voting rights in the
1930s and 1940s, with more substantial differences
emerging in the 1950s. The timing of the partisan
shift on voting rights—a hard test case for our
view—is more similar to the patterns we found in
the other issue areas than to a dynamic growth model.

Fig. 3. Median number of paragraphs on civil rights.

Fig. 4. Average summary score.

52. The results are substantively identical if one focuses on the
average score (on our five-point scale, see Appendix Table A2 for
more information) for each party on each issue, as opposed to
the simpler ranking of which party took the more liberal position.
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Fig. 5. (a) Fair employment practices position, (b) Fair housing position, (c) Public education position,
(d) Public accommodation position, (e) Voting rights position.
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5.3 State-by-State Comparison
The above measures have important limitations. In
pooling all of the paired platforms in nonsouthern
states, the analyst cannot make inferences concerning
particular states. Furthermore, by restricting the
analysis to the 423 sets of paired platforms (846 plat-
forms total), we are omitting some of the 1,021 avail-
able platforms from analysis. Specifically, “orphan
platforms,” or instances in which we have one
party’s platform but not the other for a particular
state and year, are excluded. However, these orphan
platforms could be useful. For example, if a given
state’s Democratic Party published its platforms in
1952 and 1956, but the state Republicans published
their platforms in 1954 and 1958, although we do
not know each party’s position in the same year,
some informative comparisons could be made.
We now turn to presenting summary score measures

for a variety of individual states. Figures 6a and 6b
show Democratic and Republican summary scores in
Illinois and South Dakota, respectively.53 As these
figures show, in both states the Democrats consistently
took the more progressive position in almost every
year during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.
Appendix B contains similar graphs for the twenty

other nonsouthern states for which we have a reason-
able number of platforms.54 As a whole, these
twenty-two states are remarkably diverse. Some, such
as Illinois, have significant black populations, while
others, like South Dakota, do not. Except the Deep
South, all regions are represented, as are states with
a wide variety of types of party organizations. Remark-
ably, while these states vary considerably in potentially
relevant demographic and political characteristics,
the Democrats take the more pro–civil rights position
in the vast majority of cases starting in the 1940s or
early 1950s.55

A few additional patterns are suggested in this
preliminary examination of the data. As one might
expect, states with small African American popu-
lations appear more likely to ignore the civil rights
issue—though when such states’ parties do talk
about civil rights, Democrats tend to embrace the
more liberal position than Republicans ( for
example, Montana, North Dakota, and Utah).56

Interestingly, relative Democratic liberalism on civil
rights appears to hold across a variety of state party
organizations. Broadly speaking, the pattern is the
same in states with parties that are dominated by
party bosses, as well as those open to broad partici-
pation, and for state parties that hold presidential pri-
maries that are open to ordinary voters as well as those
that do not. Furthermore, the pattern is also the same
in states where local issues take priority over national
concerns when the parties choose delegates to the
national convention, as well as those in which the
opposite is true, and for cohesive state parties as
well as those that contain two or more sizeable fac-
tions. States with strong local party organizations,
such as New Jersey and New York, do not differ signifi-
cantly from states with much weaker local parties,
such as California.57 In addition, states in the farm
belt—such as Kansas and Nebraska—tell the same
basic story when it comes to the parties’ relative pos-
ition, as do states in the upper Midwest (Minnesota,
Michigan), and on the coasts. In sum, the commonal-
ities across states are more striking than the differ-
ences, hinting that broad ideological developments
may have played a key role in redefining the parties’
position on civil rights policy.58

53. As previously mentioned, the summary score ranges from
24 to 5. South Dakota’s scores range from 21 (signifying that
the platform views some government venues as inappropriate for
advancing civil rights) to 5 (signifying advocacy of outlawing dis-
crimination broadly in at least two issue areas). Illinois parties
take positions ranging from –0.5 (a rarely employed designation
referring to opposition to some civil rights measures, but tepid
support for others) to 5. Please see Appendix A for a more com-
plete look at how these values were assigned.

54. For comparison, Appendix B also includes graphs for
North Carolina and Texas, the two southern states for which we
have a sufficient number of platforms to conduct such an analysis.

55. The most striking exception to the Democrats’ relative lib-
eralism is New Hampshire. While civil rights were by no means pro-
minent for either party in the 1940s–1950s—perhaps due to the
state’s lack of racial diversity and its conservatism—Republicans
are a bit more likely to take the liberal position until 1960, when
New Hampshire Democrats finally embrace racial liberalism. The
border state of Missouri is also an interesting partial exception:
the state GOP appears as liberal as or more liberal than the Demo-
crats up until 1956, when Democrats embrace an aggressive civil
rights platform and the GOP counters by distancing itself from its
earlier pro–civil rights pronouncements.

56. A bivariate regression of both same-state parties’ summary
scores on the proportion of the state’s population that is African
American shows that African American population is positively cor-
related with the summary score value. The results of a second
regression of the difference between the Democrats and same-state
Republicans’ summary scores on the state’s African American
population indicates that the Democrats tended to take the more
progressive civil rights position even in states with very small
African American populations.

57. We found that the gap between the parties on civil rights
was uncorrelated with the “unbossed” and “voters” state party classi-
fication variables presented in Marty Cohen, David Karol, Hans
Noel, and John Zaller, The Party Decides: Presidential Nominations
Before and After Reform (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, forth-
coming). In addition, it is not correlated with state party “factional
patterns” (i.e., cohesive, bifactional, or multifactional structure)
reported in Malcolm Jewell and David Olson, American State Political
Parties and Elections, (Homewood, IL: The Dorsey Press, 1978), nor
with the strength of local traditional party organizations reported
by David Mayhew, Placing Parties in American Politics (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986).

58. We plan a more thorough quantitative analysis of the deter-
minants of the state parties’ position on civil rights policy. Prelimi-
nary analysis indicates that CIO density leads to greater Democratic
liberalism on civil rights, while having no effect (or a negative
effect) on Republican civil rights liberalism. Jewish population
also appears to have a positive impact on state Democrats’ civil
rights liberalism, though in this case, there is also a small positive
effect for the GOP as well. The impact of NAACP membership
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The consistent story across states is also note-
worthy, given the potential concern that the
precise dynamics of platform-writing likely vary

considerably depending on the relative strength of
party machines, political amateurs, and allied inter-
est groups. Again, this suggests that broad currents
within the nonsouthern Democratic and Republi-
can parties drove their transformation on civil
rights, rather than the particular choices of a
handful of well-placed elites. The meso-level of
the parties—a diverse set of state, county, and
local politicians, traditional activists, and new,
issue-oriented amateurs—evidently responded in a
similar way to contestation over civil rights policy
in the 1940s–1950s. That is, nonsouthern Demo-
crats moved to embrace civil rights liberalism while
Republicans, for the most part, distanced themselves
from the cause.

Fig. 6. (a) IL summary, (b) SD summary.

and African American population is strong at the bivariate level, but
our preliminary examination suggests that these effects dissipate
when one controls for CIO density. William Collins finds that state-
level fair employment laws are more likely in states with strong
unions and NAACP organizations, though the size of the state’s
African American population does not have a significant impact.
Collins does not assess whether these variables have differential
effects depending on party control of the state government. See
William Collins, “The Political Economy of State-Level Fair-
Employment Laws, 1940–1964,” Explorations in Economic History 40
(2003): 24–51.
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6. DISCUSSION

6.1 The Relationship between State and National Parties
A key question raised by our findings is how to think
about the relationship between the position taken by
state parties and the stance adopted in national party
platforms. While nonsouthern state Democratic plat-
forms provided much stronger support for civil
rights measures than did their Republican counter-
parts, the national Democratic Party provided only
weak support for civil rights measures in its pre-1960
platforms.59

There are at least two distinct processes that could
explain the tepid support for civil rights found in
both Democratic and GOP national platforms prior
to 1960. First, both parties’ national activist classes
could have held similar views on civil rights, support-
ing limited civil rights measures, and thus each party’s
platform accurately reflects its writers’ views. Thus,
the parties are virtually indistinguishable on civil
rights issues, with both sets of activists holding moder-
ate views (and Republicans perhaps slightly to the left
of Democrats, on balance).60
Second, the Republican platforms’ moderate civil

rights positions could have accurately reflected the
views of the vast majority of Republican activists and
leaders, while the Democrats’ moderate position
could have been the result of a compromise
between that party’s southern and nonsouthern
wings. In this interpretation, Democratic civil rights
planks are straddling an issue that deeply divides
the party, with few Democratic activists actually
holding the position expressed in their platform.
Specifically, the true preferences of southern Demo-
crats were far more conservative on civil rights
issues, while nonsouthern Democrats may have been
markedly more progressive than their national party
platforms suggest.
Based on our analysis of state platforms, we believe

this second explanation is correct.61 Not only were

nonsouthern state Democratic parties significantly
more racially liberal than their same-state Republican
counterparts, but they were also more liberal than the
national Democratic Party. Nonetheless, when these
nonsouthern Democrats joined with their fellow
party members at their national convention, both
sides moderated their civil rights views to produce a
platform plank that neither side truly supported.
Since the Republican Party, by contrast, did not
have a viable southern component during this
period, the GOP’s national platforms could reflect
its members’ actual civil rights position, while the
Democrats’ platforms could not.
The first major Democratic intraparty battle over

the party’s national civil rights position occurred
during the 1948 convention. With civil rights activists’
growing demands on Democratic administrations
during and immediately after World War II, as well
as a renewed focus on domestic issues during the
postwar period, national Democrats’ earlier strategy
of staying silent on racial issues became untenable.
Encouraged by the famous James Rowe-Clark Clifford
strategy memo, which highlighted the growing
importance of African American voters in key north-
ern states, Truman embraced an ambitious civil
rights program early in 1948.62

Nevertheless, administration forces sought to keep
the southerners on board by proposing a tepid
national platform for the 1948 national convention.
In the face of these efforts, a diverse coalition of
Democratic-allied groups, most notably the Congress
of Industrial Organizations’ Political Action Commit-
tee (CIO-PAC), Americans for Democratic Action,
the Southern Regional Council, and the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), pressured the Democratic Party to adopt
a strong civil rights plank, while racially conservative
southern Democrats worked with national party
leaders to block the plank.63 In the end, rank-and-file
delegate sentiment in favor of civil rights over-
whelmed the efforts of southerners, congressional
leaders, and the Truman administration to straddle
the issue in the platform. Thus, the pro–civil rights
camp prevailed, with the Democrats adopting what
Gerring calls “the party’s first strong statement of
support for civil rights.”64 While racially liberal Demo-
crats may have won the platform battle, on the eve of
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the 1948 general election it seemed probable that
their triumph at the convention would be a pyrrhic
victory, costing their party the election. In response
to the Democrats’ strong civil rights position, many
southern Democrats supported the States’ Rights
Democratic Party. With New York governor Thomas
Dewey seen as the frontrunner throughout the fall
campaign, the Dixiecrats’ potential to siphon off
votes from the Democrats could have been the final
nail in Truman’s coffin. Of course, in the end Strom
Thurmond did not serve as a spoiler, carrying only
four southern states, and Dewey did not defeat
Truman. However, the close call may have convinced
party leaders not to concede as much ground to civil
rights proponents at future conventions. Instead,
Democratic civil rights statements in the national plat-
forms throughout the 1950s were careful attempts at
compromise, not angering either side enough to
cause a walkout, but not at all reflective of party acti-
vist sentiment on civil rights either.

Historian William Berman details the moves by
Democratic leaders at the 1952 convention to
prevent a floor fight among delegates over the
wording of their party’s civil rights plank. On one
side, Senators Herbert Lehman (D-NY), Warren
Magnuson (D-WA), and T.F. Green (D-RI), among
other liberal leaders, pushed for the party to
approve a civil rights plank that went beyond its
watershed 1948 position. Americans for Democratic
Action chairman Francis Biddle threatened a floor
fight (with, he claimed, 654 delegates supporting
him) if the party’s 1952 civil rights plank regressed
from 1948.65 When told that a strong civil rights
plank might lead to a southern walkout from the
convention, Walter Reuther, United Auto Workers
union president and a leader in Democratic politics,
responded that he did not expect the southern del-
egation to act on this threat, “but if it so chooses,
let this happen; let the realignment of the parties
proceed.”66 On the other side, southern delegates
opposed virtually any supportive statement on civil
rights. Their opposition was not to be taken lightly:
party leaders were undoubtedly mindful that in
1948, ten out of the eleven southern state del-
egations unanimously opposed Truman’s nomina-
tion because of his civil rights stance,67 and that
the walkout of thirty-five southern delegates from

the 1948 convention led to the creation of the
States’ Rights Democratic Party that year.68 John
Sparkman, a moderate Democratic senator from
Alabama (and the party’s vice-presidential
nominee) and African American Representative
William Dawson (D-IL) worked together to write a
compromise draft of the civil rights plank. Their
draft was presented to the convention on a voice
vote, thereby eliminating the need for delegates to
take a recorded, public position. Although the com-
promise language passed, few seemed satisfied with
it. The Mississippi and Georgia delegations formally
opposed the plank as going too far, while many liber-
als, including the sixty black delegates whom African
American Representative Adam Clayton Powell
(D-NY) led off the convention floor in protest, did
not think it went far enough.69

The story of the 1956 Democratic platform’s civil
rights plank followed a similar narrative arc. Discon-
tented with their party’s moderate stance four years
earlier, NAACP executive secretary Roy Wilkins,
Lehman, and Reuther led three hundred delegates
in planning a floor challenge to the 1956 platform
committee’s proposed civil rights plank. Only
when liberal icon Eleanor Roosevelt arrived at the
convention to support the compromise language
for the sake of party unity did these delegates
abandon their proposed challenge.70 In both 1952
and 1956, the key was national party elites’
ability to contain the pressure emanating from
nonsouthern delegates for a bold civil rights
platform plank that would have driven off the
southerners.
The moderate civil rights planks in national Demo-

cratic platforms during the 1950s were the result of
intense backroom negotiations and occasional dra-
matic acts on the floor. The process by which similarly
mild GOP planks were adopting during this period
was a comparatively staid affair. Berman observes
that civil rights was simply not a contentious issue at
the 1952 Republican national convention. The
platform included modest language on ending segre-
gation in the District of Columbia, passing employ-
ment antidiscrimination measures that would not
“set up another huge bureaucracy,” vague “federal
action toward the elimination” of various racist
practices, and other moderate positions. At the
same time, according to Berman, the platform
contained a “renewed emphasis on state initiative,
a shift designed to help Republican efforts in the
South.” Only a small minority of liberal and African
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American delegates cared to oppose the platform; a
group of African American delegates was persuaded
not to introduce potentially divisive amendments on
the floor; and ultimately the plank was adopted with
little struggle.71

Neither did southern Republicans, a small minority
of southern voters but a sizeable proportion of con-
vention delegates,72 disrupt their party’s moderate
consensus on civil rights. Contrary to popular percep-
tions of southern Republicans as being comprised
largely of racially liberal African American voters,
Republican organizations in many southern states
appear to have been nearly as unyielding on civil
rights as were their same-state Democratic counter-
parts.73 According to Alexander Heard, by 1928
every southern state Republican Party had a “lily-
white” organization that rivaled the African
American-dominated “regular” or “the black and
tan” faction. During the 1928 campaign, Herbert
Hoover showed open hostility to these black-
dominated southern Republican organizations and
supported the white alternatives in several southern
states. Hoover and other Republican leaders’
decisions to support the “lily whites” led some black
leaders to endorse Al Smith in the 1928 election.
When the conflict ended, whites controlled the
state Republican parties in most southern states. By
1948, whites completely controlled the Republican
apparatus in Alabama, North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Virginia, and were dominant in Arkansas,
Florida, Louisiana, and Texas.74

Therefore, while moderate Democratic planks were
the result of a careful compromise between regional
wings, and thus were not really an accurate gauge of
party opinion, moderate Republican planks accu-
rately reflected the GOP’s modest support for civil
rights. A survey of 3,020 delegates to the two 1956
national conventions provides some evidence of the
true gap between Democratic and Republican del-
egates on civil rights issues. Herbert McClosky and
colleagues find that 43.8 percent of Democratic
national convention delegates but only 25.5 percent

of Republican delegates supported increased “enfor-
cement of integration.”75 The gap between the
parties is even bigger when southerners are
dropped from the analysis.
Although both national parties adopted similar,

moderate civil rights stances throughout the mid-
century period, as Carmines and Stimson observe,
these similar national averages do not tell the whole
story. The Democratic platform represented an
effort to straddle an issue that deeply divided the
party’s two main wings, while the GOP was relatively
unified in advocating modest civil rights advances.
The political imperative for Democrats from all
regions to craft compromise language for a national
platform plank contributes to the false sense that
Democrats and Republicans in the North and West
were indistinguishable on civil rights issues before
the 1963–1964 “critical moment.”
Moreover, once civil rights issues reached the top of

the nation’s agenda in the 1960s, and national party
elites were forced to choose sides, the greater political
significance of the North and West (relative to the
South) encouraged Democratic national party
leaders to adopt a liberal position on civil rights
issues. Only 352 of the 1,521 delegates to the 1960
Democratic national convention—the convention
immediately preceding Lyndon Johnson’s 1964 presi-
dential campaign—represented southern states.76

Because the party had abolished the supermajoritar-
ian two-thirds rule in 1936, the southern delegation
no longer exercised disproportionate influence over
the nomination process. As Lyndon Johnson surveyed
the political landscape in 1964, the main threat to his
status as Democratic leader clearly came from north-
ern liberals skeptical of his civil rights credentials.
When pushed to choose sides between anti–civil

rights southern Democrats and the increasingly
pro–civil rights northern and western Democrats
(whose civil rights liberalism generally far exceeded
that of their same-state Republican counterparts), it
is difficult to envision a prudent national poli-
tician—operating under some pressure from the
state-level parties and activists—siding with the
South. Recognizing both that the increasing salience
of civil rights issues made obfuscation virtually
impossible and that there would be negative ramifica-
tions associated with throwing his support behind
either side, Johnson sensibly sided with the northern
and western Democrats. In other words, it was prefer-
able to “fear we’ve lost the South for a generation”
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than to express a similar worry over losing the rest of
the nation (or simply to lose control of his own party).
Similarly, the political weakness and isolation of
racially liberal Republicans set the stage for Gold-
water’s 1964 nomination, and thus enabled his
decision to pursue southern whites. In this way,
Johnson and Goldwater’s respective embrace of civil
rights liberalism and conservatism in 1964 are better
understood as responses to deeply rooted forces
within their parties than as free and independent
decisions by the first movers in a sequence.

6.2 The Role of Interest Groups in Shaping the Parties’
Civil Rights Positions
Now that we have demonstrated that Democratic acti-
vists outside of the South pushed their party toward a
pro–civil rights orientation beginning in the
mid-1940s, while Republican activists did not exert
comparable pressure on their party, we turn to the
task of explanation. Why, outside of the South,
were the Democrats more supportive of civil rights
than the GOP? Although our state platforms data
standing alone cannot provide an explanation, politi-
cal historians offer a persuasive account: that the
Democrats’ New Deal ideological outlook and coali-
tional partners gradually steered the party toward
civil rights advocacy. The GOP, which included a
very different set of coalitional members and a con-
trasting New Deal–era ideology, did not experience
the same pressure to take pro–civil rights positions.
By the time the civil rights movement (which
included many Democratic coalitional partners but
few Republican-allied groups) had elevated civil
rights to the top of the national agenda, national
Democratic elites found that they had a much
stronger incentive to adopt civil rights liberalism
than did Republicans, because the coalitional base
of the increasingly dominant nonsouthern wing
of the Democratic Party had embraced that position,
while national Republican leaders were pulled in the
opposite direction by their coalitional partners.

6.2.1 Democratic Coalition Partners
At mid-century, a striking number of organizations
could claim both strong ties to the Democratic Party
and a deep commitment to civil rights. The groups
under this Democratic umbrella included not only
narrowly defined civil rights organizations, but also
labor unions (e.g., the CIO, UAW), ethnic and immi-
grant groups (such as the American Jewish Congress),
and progressive policy-oriented groups (most notably
Americans for Democratic Action). The rich web of
organizational ties among these groups and with the
Democratic Party, coupled with their strong civil
rights advocacy, helped move the Democratic Party
toward more forceful support of civil rights than the
Republicans.

Among labor unions, key CIO officials were tire-
less advocates of civil rights policies, contributing to
the “braiding of labor and race politics,” according
to Sean Farhang and Ira Katznelson.77 The CIO lea-
dership was committed to passing fair employment
practices legislation by the early 1940s. In fact,
pressure from CIO officials also contributed to the
traditionally more conservative AFL’s backing of
fair employment practices legislation in 1945.78
Furthermore, labor leaders, including the UAW’s
Reuther, played key “power broker” roles at Demo-
cratic conventions, as previously mentioned. Other
powerful unions that were closely allied with the
Democratic Party, including the International
Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) and
the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America
(ACWA), also played vocal roles in pushing for
antidiscrimination legislation.79

In addition, religious and religion-affiliated groups
closely linked to the Democratic Party participated
forcefully in the push for civil rights. The Anti-
Defamation League, American Jewish Committee,
American Jewish Congress, and the Catholic Church
were all important members of both the Democratic
and civil rights coalitions.80

Leading progressive policy groups also pushed the
Democratic Party toward greater civil rights advocacy.
Most notably, Americans for Democratic Action
(ADA) placed civil rights at the top of its agenda
from the group’s inception in 1947, and organized
a series of rallies and high-profile events to publicly
lobby the Democrats to take a strong civil rights
stance in the 1948 campaign.81 At that year’s Demo-
cratic convention, 110 of the 1,234 delegates were
ADA members, giving ADA considerable influence
within the party.82
When leaders from these various Democratic-allied

groups joined together to support civil rights legis-
lation—as occurred when various church and
Jewish groups, unions, the ACLU, and the
NAACP formed the National Council for a Perma-
nent Fair Employment Practices Commission in
1943—the Democratic Party, which “shared” its
activist class with these groups, had a strong incen-
tive to heed their views.83 The one Democratic
leader who best exemplifies the linkages between
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the Democratic Party, labor unions, progressive
policy groups, and civil rights advocacy is Joseph
Rauh. Rauh headed the Civil Rights Coalition, a
diverse collection of political groups that lobbied
Congress for the passage of the 1957 Civil Rights
Act.84 He also served as ADA chairman between
1955 and 1957; served on numerous Democratic
national platform committees; sat on the NAACP
board of directors; and worked as UAW general
counsel.85

Furthermore, the role that these activists played
within the Democratic Party may have been amplified
by the fact that the party was transitioning from a
patronage-focused to a policy-oriented body during
this period in many states. According to Gerring:

Organizational changes within the [Demo-
cratic] Party . . . affected the course of liberal-
ism in the postwar period. During this period,
a new brand of party activist joined the party
in large numbers. These citizen-activists were
middle-class, issue-oriented, hostile to
machine-politics, and interested in a broad
range of non-economic policies, from foreign
policy to civil rights . . . One must credit the
efforts of these reformers for the party’s first
strong statement of support for civil rights in
1948.86

Thus, the emphatic support of so many party-
affiliated interest groups for civil rights legislation
undoubtedly encouraged the Democrats to take
more progressive positions on civil rights.87 Interest
groups in the Republican camp, by contrast, did not
hold such strong attachments to the cause and, as
we will explain, in some cases were openly hostile to
civil rights measures.

6.2.2 Republican Coalition Partners
With far fewer coalitional ties to the labor unions and
ethnic/religious organizations that were key actors in
the push for civil rights, Republicans had less of an
incentive to support civil rights measures. Instead,

the Republican Party’s ties with business interests
encouraged the party to oppose or remain silent on
a key early civil rights issue: the establishment of fair
employment practices commissions (FEPCs) to
enforce racially blind hiring policies among private
businesses.88 According to Kesselman, the Council
of American Small Business Organizations, the
National Association of State Chambers of Com-
merce, and various individual state chambers of com-
merce led the fight against a national FEPC. In nearly
every state, the pattern was the same. For instance, in
New York the major opposition came from local
chambers of commerce, boards of trade, and real
estate boards.89 Speaking to a group of black GOP
leaders in 1947, Speaker of the U.S. House—and
former Republican National Committee chairman—
Joe Martin (R-MA) conceded:

The FEPC plank in the 1944 Republican plat-
form was a bid for the Negro vote, and they
did not accept the bid. . . . I’ll be frank with
you: we are not going to pass a FEPC bill, but
it has nothing to do with the Negro vote. We
are supported by New England and Middle
Western industrialists who would stop their
contributions if we passed a law that would
compel them to stop religious as well as racial
discrimination in employment.90

Martin’s extraordinarily frank comments show the
tension between civil rights advocacy and business
interests. In three major areas of early civil rights—
fair employment, fair housing, and equal access
to public accommodations—the enforcement of
any law would require additional government regu-
latory oversight of private businesses, with penalties
doled out to noncomplying firms. With business
owners already bristling under the expanded regu-
latory capacity of the New Deal state, additional gov-
ernment oversight was anathema to the business
community.
The GOP’s ties with chambers of commerce, man-

ufacturers’ associations, real estate groups, farm
lobbies, and other organizations opposed to the
increased government oversight of private enterprise
that would come with fair employment and other civil
rights legislation encouraged the GOP’s drift toward
racial conservatism. As with the Democrats and their
affiliated groups, the relationship between the Repub-
lican Party and its key coalition members would shape
the party’s stance on civil rights issues, well before the
1963–1964 “critical moment.”
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6.3 Parties-Masses Connections
It was not only the ties between the parties and their
respective interestgroup allies that led to the Demo-
cratic Party’s embrace of racial liberalism and the
Republicans’ association with racial conservatism.
Rather, with the New Deal, the Democrats’ economic
liberalism made the party increasingly attractive to
rank-and-file African American voters. At the same
time, Republican appeals to southern voters became
more common, as the GOP envisioned a future with
dissatisfied southern Democrats in its fold. In both
cases, the process was gradual, beginning in the
mid-1930s.

6.3.1 African Americans and the Democratic Party
Although black voters’ partisan loyalties had
been firmly with the Republican Party since Recon-
struction, cracks in the GOP–African American
relationship began to appear in the 1920s and
1930s.91 In 1928, Democratic presidential candidate
Al Smith received an unprecedented number of
African American votes, due to the Republicans’
avoidance of black voters’ concerns during the
1920s and the Smith campaign’s emphasis on appeal-
ing to working-class voters.92 Black voters returned to
the Republican camp in 1932, with a majority of
African Americans evidently backing Herbert
Hoover. In 1936, however, northern African Ameri-
can voters abandoned the GOP en masse. Continued
African American support for Roosevelt in 1940
demonstrated that black voters had become a part
of the Democratic political coalition.

As the Democrats emerged during the New Deal as
advocates of the working class and the poor, the party
became more attractive to African American voters,
most of whom occupied low rungs on the economic
ladder.93 Samuel Lubell, for instance, asserts that
black voters, like other citizens with low economic
status, were drawn to the Democratic Party as much
because of economic status as race. As a result, he
argues, popular perceptions during the 1950s were
that the Democrats were the party of minority
groups and that the GOP was the party of the Protes-
tant bulwark.94

During the 1950s, Alexander Heard observes this
reorientation of the parties along economic lines,
with African Americans sharing the Democratic
umbrella with low-income whites. “Party realignments
that have been taking place with in the two major
parties since 1933 more and more make the Demo-
cratic Party a labor-liberal party,” he writes. Reason-
able expectations, he predicts, seem “to destine the
bulk of southern Negro voters for the Democratic
Party.”95 Gunnar Myrdal agrees, predicting in An
American Dilemma that, with the coming reorientation
of the two parties along ideological lines, “it
seems fairly certain that the great majority of
Negroes are going to adhere to the liberal party,
provided it be consistently liberal with respect to
the Negro problem.”96 One result of this eventual
restructuring of the Democrats into a broadly
defined liberal party, Heard and Myrdal envision, is
the movement of African American voters—both in
the South and across the nation—into the Demo-
cratic Party.97

While the New Deal’s economic programs helped
attract African Americans to the Democratic camp,
the concurrent physical movement of southern
African Americans to the urban Northeast and
Midwest also tightened the ties between this group
and the Democratic Party. The steady stream of
African Americans entering the voting rolls of these
largely Democratic cities during the first half of
the twentieth century created new incentives for
the party to embrace racial liberalism.98 Thus, the
immense social changes during the Great Migration,
coupled with the attractiveness of the New Deal to
working-class voters of all races, strengthened the
relationship between African Americans and the
Democratic Party.

6.3.2 Southern Conservatives and the Republican Party
Complementing this movement of African Americans
into the Democratic Party was a parallel gradual
reshuffling of racially conservative voters into the
Republican camp. Political observers began forecast-
ing conservative white southerners’ movement into
the Republican Party starting in the late 1930s amid
the fights over court-packing and Roosevelt’s failed91. See, for example, William Griffin, “The Political Realign-
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purge campaign, in which the president supported
primary challengers seeking to unseat conservative
southern Democrats.99 A conservative Democratic
senator from Virginia, Carter Glass, complained in
1937 that “it is perfectly obvious that the so-called
Democratic Party at the North is now the negro
party, advocating actual social equality for the races;
but most of our Southern leaders seem to disregard
this socialistic threat.”100 Glass told another corre-
spondent in 1938 that “I have come to the conclusion
that many of the northern Democrats have less use for
the white people of the South than have northern
Republicans.”101 Meanwhile, Sen. Josiah Bailey
(D-NC) sought support for a conservative manifesto
uniting Republican and conservative Democratic
senators. At the same time, FDR’s 1938 purge cam-
paign sparked public discussion of realignment.102

Historic southern hostility to the Republican brand
dating from the Civil War and Reconstruction pre-
vented a total schism, but as the Democratic Party’s
identification with the causes of labor and civil
rights grew, it became increasingly evident that the
Democratic coalition was a marriage that could not
last. Alexander Heard highlights the 1944 anti-FDR
insurgencies in South Carolina, Mississippi, and
Texas, along with the broader Dixiecrat bolt of
1948, suggesting that these actions “assumed enor-
mous significance as the first step in a break that, if
carried to its logical conclusion, would land them in
the Republican Party.”103

Republican Party officials, keenly aware of the
growing incongruity between southern conservatives
and the post–New Deal Democratic Party, moved to
court racially conservative southern Democrats at
least as early as 1948.104 At that year’s Republican con-
vention, RNC chair Guy Gabrielson made a strong bid

to win over the Dixiecrats to the GOP, intimating in a
speech that only semantics separated Dixiecrats and
Republicans. “The Dixiecrat party believes in states’
rights,” he argued. “That’s what the Republican
Party believes in.”105 Furthermore, during the 1948
campaign Dewey did not exploit his excellent civil
rights record as governor, in contrast to Truman,
who highlighted his civil rights proposals along the
campaign trail.106 Instead, Dewey, Sen. Robert Taft
(R-OH), and Minnesota governor Harold Stassen
stumped throughout the South,107 and their party
platform’s civil rights plank in 1948 was a marked
retreat from the party’s 1944 stance. The GOP essen-
tially wrote off the African American vote in 1948, pre-
ferring to attempt to break the Democrats’ hold on
the racially conservative “Solid South.” Taft, for
instance, predicted that Dewey could carry Georgia,
North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia by siphoning
off conservative voters from the Democrats.108
Ties between the Republican Party and conserva-

tive Democrats strengthened in the early 1950s. In
1950, Guy Gabrielson embarked on a speaking tour
of the South in an effort to drum up support for a pro-
posed “unity ticket” of Republicans and southern
Democrats in the next presidential election.109 Sen.
Richard Russell (D-GA) agreed, stating that he
would like to see “a very strong Republican Party in
the South” and predicting that “conservatives . . . [of
both parties] will eventually get together.110 One
year later, Gabrielson publicly called for a formalized
grouping of Republicans and southern Democrats
into a single party prior to the 1952 election. This
unity party would then nominate a Republican–
southern Democrat “balanced ticket” of either
Robert Taft and Harry Byrd, Sr., or Dwight Eisen-
hower and Richard Russell.111

Along with Gabrielson, Sen. Karl Mundt (R-SD)
also pushed for an alliance between Republicans
and southern Democrats. In his speeches from 1949
on, Mundt argued that both groups have similar phil-
osophies.112 He proposed, therefore, that the GOP
delay its 1952 convention until after the Democrats
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had nominated their candidate. If the Democrats
chose Truman (which Mundt expected), presumably
they also would write a pro–civil rights platform.
Then, the GOP would agree not to mention civil
rights issues in its platform, nominate someone
agreeable to the South, and convince the Dixiecrats
to allow this Republican nominee to also occupy the
States’ Rights Democratic line on the ballot (so that
southerners would not have to vote for someone with
the Republican label on their ballots).113 By the fall
of 1951, Mundt and his plan had gotten enormous
publicity, including the cover of U.S. News and
World Report, interviews on every important syndi-
cated talk show, and a debate segment on CBS
Peoples’ Platform, a popular roundtable-style debate
program.114

Although this proposed marriage of Republicans
and southern Democrats was not realized at the
time, the Republican Party made significant
inroads in the South during the 1952 campaign.
The Democratic governors of Louisiana and South
Carolina publicly supported Eisenhower over their
party’s nominee. As southern support for Adlai Ste-
venson continued to wane in September 1952, a
New York Times survey of likely voters in the South
found that civil rights was the dominant issue in
the region.115 On election day, Eisenhower won
nearly 50 percent of the white vote in the supposedly
solid South.116 While most of his gains came in the
peripheral South, Eisenhower received 49 percent
of the vote in South Carolina and 46 percent in
North Carolina. The absence of a strong and
intense pro–civil rights constituency among Repub-
licans, combined with the shared conservative views
of many southern Democrats and nonsouthern
Republicans, paved the way for further Republican
appeals in the South.117 By the time Goldwater tra-
veled to the South to stump for Nixon in 1960, he
could conclude that “there’s hardly enough differ-
ence between Republican conservatives and the

southern Democrats to put a piece of paper
between.”118

6.4 The Parties-in-Government
The Democrats’ early transition toward a racially
liberal stance and the Republicans’ move toward a
racially conservative position in the electoral arena
also had significant consequences for governance.
Motivated by the New Deal, a new generation of
liberal, reform-minded politicians entered the Demo-
cratic Party. As these programmatic liberals gradually
replaced more patronage-oriented partisans in
elected office, the Democratic Party-in-office
became known for its support of progressive policy
proposals.119

While Carmines and Stimson demonstrate that
there were few discernable differences between con-
gressional Democrats’ and Republicans’ voting
records, these roll-call votes reveal little concerning
which members of Congress were instrumental in
crafting the bills, shepherding them through commit-
tee (or gathering signatures on a discharge petition),
and lobbying their colleagues on the floor. On all of
these necessary actions for any bill to become law,
the roll-call record is silent.120

One notable case in which behind-the-scenes man-
euvers clearly showed a wide gap between non-
southern Democrats and Republicans (a gap that a
glance at the roll-call record would miss) is the 1945
battle over a federal fair employment practices com-
mission. Will Maslow observed that Republican
members of the Rules Committee often joined with
southern Democrats to miss committee meetings
related to an FEPC, in an effort to ensure that the
committee lacked a quorum, thereby preventing a
floor vote on the measure.121 Months later, when a
quorum of Rules Committee members finally met
to (anticlimactically) deny a rule for the bill on
June 12, 1945, an intense lobbying effort began
among the bill’s supporters to discharge it from
committee. On December 10, Rep. Albert Gore, Sr.
(D-TN) reported to the House that only 50 of the
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157 signers of discharge petition were Republicans.122

This Republican indifference to and—among some
Republicans on the Rules Committee—obstruction
of FEPC legislation paints a very different picture of
House Republicans’ commitment to civil rights than
their more public actions suggest.123

Similar situations played out in the Senate as early
as the mid-1940s. For instance, the year 1946 began
with a confrontation between “Mr. Republican”
Robert Taft and proponents of a strong FEPC. Aside
from a poll tax ban and antilynching legislation,
Taft believed that the federal government’s role in
securing civil rights ought to be limited, arguing
that “it is just about as difficult to prevent discrimi-
nation against negroes as it is to prevent discrimi-
nation against Republicans . . . . We know the latter
is impossible.” Therefore, he vehemently opposed
the Truman administration’s goal of a permanent
FEPC. While he did vote for cloture on the bill—
believing that it should get a vote—he then offered
an alternative, significantly weaker FEPC bill, which
would establish a commission without any enforce-
ment powers.124

To supplement these historical accounts, we briefly
examine speeches on the floor as an indicator of pre-
ference intensity. We assume that members of Con-
gress will take to the House or Senate floor
regarding those issues that are most salient to them,
either to persuade colleagues of the rightness of
their views, or simply as a means of position-taking,
to signal their most important stances to constituents.
Speechmaking on the floor is a nontrivially costly
action (both in terms of opportunity costs that busy
members of Congress face, and because one’s fellow
members probably would not take kindly to a col-
league who requested recognition on every issue
that comes before Congress). Therefore, we believe
that a senator or representative’s decision to speak
on a given issue indicates that he or she views this

issue as particularly important, and desires to take
action on it beyond casting a roll-call vote.
We examine speeches on the floor regarding civil

rights issues in 1945, tallying the number of unique
speakers by party affiliation (southern Democrat,
nonsouthern Democrat, and Republican).125 We
chose to focus on 1945 because that is the year in
which Carmines and Stimson begin their analysis of
civil rights issues in Congress.126 Carmines and
Stimson view 1945 almost as a year zero, when both
parties are essentially equally indifferent to civil
rights. Thus, they consider 1945 to be well before
the drastic changes in the parties’ civil rights positions
that they later identify. “Although obviously not the
beginning of our story, 1945 does mark a good
point to begin systematic analysis of congressional
response to race,” they write. “The politics of race dif-
fered at the end of WWII from that at the end of
Reconstruction, but not by much.” According to Car-
mines and Stimson, Republicans saw civil rights as a
southern issue, which they could advocate with few
direct costs borne by their nonsouthern constituents.
Democrats were divided into the anti–civil rights
southern wing and the indifferent, urban machine-
dominated nonsouthern wing.127 Our analysis of
congressional rhetoric, however, suggests that the
nonsouthern Democrats’ greater emphasis on civil
rights than the Republicans’ was already evident
in 1945.
In that year, ten House Democrats (7.1 percent of

all nonsouthern Democratic representatives) made
speeches on the floor in support of civil rights legis-
lation. By contrast, in 1945 the Republicans could
be considered at best indifferent to civil rights, with
only one Republican representative (0.5 percent of
the GOP delegation) making a pro–civil rights
speech on the floor and in fact four making anti–
civil rights speeches. While the figures in the Senate
are somewhat more balanced—seven nonsouthern
Democrats and five Republicans (or 18.9 and 12.5
percent of their respective party delegations) spoke
in support of civil rights—taken together it is
evident that the Democrats were more vocal on civil
rights issues in 1945.128 While nonsouthern Demo-
crats’ and Republicans’ roll-call records may have
appeared similar in 1945, the nonsouthern
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Democrats exhibited a greater willingness to push
their colleagues, forego other action to devote time
to speechmaking, and engage in active position-
taking on civil rights issues.

Based on these historical accounts and our (pre-
liminary) analysis of congressional rhetoric, there is
reason to believe that the nonsouthern Democrats
were more supportive of civil rights measures than
Republicans in Congress by the mid-1940s, at least
concerning their behavior outside of roll-call voting.

7. CONCLUSION

For our research in this paper we use a new data
source—state party platforms—to challenge a prevail-
ing view concerning the parties’ civil rights positions
at mid-century. The 423 “paired platforms” that we col-
lected indicate that, in a given year and state, theDemo-
crats were likely to have taken a stronger civil rights
position than their GOP counterparts, beginning
around 1946. This conclusion finds support inmultiple
measures, including the average number of paragraphs
within the platforms devoted to civil rights, average
summary score, and average score on five specific
issue measures. These findings call into question the
core elements of Carmines and Stimson’s issue evol-
ution thesis: that national elites are at the start of the
issue evolution process; that elites have wide discretion
in positioning and repositioning their parties’ stances;
and that the civil rights realignment was open ended
in its early years, but followed a dynamic growth
model, experiencing a “burst of rapid change” cen-
tered around the 1963–1964 “critical moment” and a
subsequent, lengthy secular realignment.129

Instead, we find that state party activists and officials
had staked out positions on civil rights well before
many national elites had fully weighed in on the
subject; that national elite actors were significantly
constrained in their actions and were not first
movers; that path dependent lock-in was evident far
earlier than Carmines and Stimson propose; and
that a gradual reorientation of the parties was
evident as early as the mid-1940s.

We supplement our analysis of the state parties with
evidence that the Democrats and Republicans were
drifting apart on civil rights during the 1940s and
1950s. Each party’s key coalitional partners in the
1940s, for instance, had clear positions on early civil
rights legislation, and pushed the parties toward
their partner groups’ favored stances. In the mass
electorate, we see Democratic courtship of African
Americans outside of the South, coupled with Repub-
lican indifference to those voters. In the former Con-
federate states, we observe growing dissatisfaction
with the Democratic Party and an incipient effort by
Republicans to court these discontented, racially

conservative elites and voters. On Capitol Hill, a
variety of sources suggest that intensity of support
for civil rights measures was greater among non-
southern Democrats than Republicans, despite a
more mixed roll-call voting record. Collectively, we
believe that this body of evidence, from multiple
sources and concerning multiple political actors,
strongly supports the claim that the reorientation of
the parties’ civil rights positions occurred during a
long secular realignment, with many changes
evident as early as the mid-1940s.
Our results indicate that the ultimate outcome of

the civil rights realignment was far less contingent
than Carmines and Stimson suggest. Once Democrats
become the party of the welfare state, governmental
activism, and labor rights, the pressure on the party
to embrace civil rights liberalism became intense.
Even FDR, who has been criticized (appropriately)
for his refusal to put his political muscle behind the
civil rights cause, made a series of appointments at
the Justice Department and to the Supreme Court
that helped spark early court victories on major
issues, most notably the landmark Smith v. Allwright
(1944) white primary decision.130 And as southerners
such as Sen. Carter Glass (D-VA) recognized, many
of the same liberal policy entrepreneurs and legal
professionals who formed the intellectual backbone
of the New Deal also were ardent supporters of
civil rights. The same groups that became important
Democratic constituencies in the New Deal era—
unions, Jews, liberal academics, and African
Americans—were the most vigorous advocates of
civil rights. By contrast, Republicans had little to
lose and much potentially to gain from embracing
the more conservative position on civil rights.
A defender of the issue evolution perspective might

counter that this amounts to Whiggish history, in
which the ultimate outcome is viewed as inevitable,
when in fact reasonable counterfactuals might have
led to alternative paths. Perhaps the most plausible
counterfactual is that Richard Nixon would have
won the White House in 1960 and pushed liberal
civil rights policies.131 But there are strong grounds
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to doubt that Nixon’s election would have led to a sub-
stantially different path for the Republican Party. While
it is true that Nixon and Kennedy took similar pos-
itions on civil rights during the 1960 campaign, Earl
Black and Merle Black highlight the ways in which
Nixon sought to reassure southern whites that the
GOP would take a more moderate course than
would Democrats.132 Furthermore, with state-level
Republicans having already moved to the right on
civil rights issues, even if he were inclined to do so,
Nixon would have had a difficult time holding his
party together behind the sorts of strong federal
action required to satisfy civil rights activists. Moreover,
the roadblocks to pursuing civil rights that Nixon
would have encountered had he won the 1960 election
would have been heightened by the fact that his main
intraparty grassroots challenge would have come
from the Right, with the rise of Barry Goldwater in
the late 1950s and the nascent National Review’s pro-
posed strategy of connecting southern segregationists,
social traditionalists, and economic conservatives in
order to expand the conservative movement.133 By
contrast, Kennedy and Johnson faced intense
demands from within their core constituencies to
back civil rights.
We believe that themore plausible conclusion is that

the repeated efforts to create a Republican–southern
Democratic coalition starting in the late 1930s were
important harbingers. The key missing ingredient
that blocked the consummation of these efforts was
that civil rights had not yet reached the top of the
national political agenda. As a result, national Demo-
cratic leaders could (barely) avoid directly confronting
the issue that most divided their party. But when grass-
roots activists in the civil rights movement—many of
whom had close ties to the Democratic Party—finally
forced the issue to the top of the agenda, there was
no doubt that nonsouthern Democrats would prove
their most forceful allies.
Rather than a case of elite choice at a critical

juncture followed by path-dependent lock-in, the

civil rights realignment exemplifies how political
transformations can emerge from the intersection
of multiple trajectories.134 Along the first trajectory,
the party system was reshaped in the 1930s without
regard for civil rights politics, as the Democrats
embraced New Deal liberalism and new coalition
partners in response to the Depression, and Republi-
cans countered with a turn to antistatism. Meanwhile,
on an initially separate trajectory, grassroots activists
and groups gradually pushed the civil rights issue
onto the national agenda.135 Many of these activists
and groups had ties to the New Deal Democratic
Party due to the economic policies and ideological
doctrines embraced by the party in the 1930s; but
these linkages developed for reasons independent
of the push for civil rights. The key is how these
two trajectories intersected: when civil rights acti-
vists succeeded in pushing the issue onto the
national agenda—over the opposition of national
elites in both parties—it was the Democrats who
were disposed to embrace the issue because of the
changes along the first timeline. By remaking
the Democratic Party outside of the South to be the
representative of CIO unionists, African Americans,
Jews, and liberal egalitarianism, the New Deal set
the stage for the later realignment on the race
issue—though the latter could not occur until
actors on the second timeline forced the issue to
the decision stage. The civil rights realignment was
thus shaped by the braiding together of two distinct
political trajectories over time. It was a gradual
process that started in the mid-1930s, gathered
momentum in 1940s as the war mobilization created
a window of opportunity for civil rights activists to
force fair employment laws onto the agenda, and con-
tinued into the 1950s.
The civil rights case thus points to an alternative

way to think about political development than that
suggested by the notion of elite choice at a critical
juncture followed by lock-in.136 While less open-ended
at the start, this perspective raises the possibility that
the coexistence of multiple, potentially contradictory
institutional streams at any given point in time also
generates less deterministic lock-in downstream.
We believe that the new state party platforms data-

base that we have compiled for this project can prove
useful beyond our current research. It may help
provide insights into a wide variety of questions
related to elections, policy agendas, and parties. For

plank; and his Justice Department’s role in outlawing restrictive
covenants. According to historian Harvard Sitkoff, these highly
publicized acts “established Truman more firmly as the leader of
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Dewey would have had to grapple with GOP leader Martin’s con-
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tion to an FEPC with enforcement powers. It thus seems
implausible that the 1948 election was a “critical moment” that
would have significantly altered the parties’ relative positions for
decades.
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instance, the database might be able to answer whether
or not perennially losing parties are more likely to intro-
duce new policy alternatives in their platforms in an
effort to divide and conquer the current majority
party, as William Riker’s examples from the early repub-
lic might suggest.137 Other research questions might
include: Under what circumstances do new policy pro-
posals introduced in one state cross state boundaries
or become nationalized? During what periods have
the parties been relatively “national,” with few variations
among same-label parties across states? Is the supposed
postwar transition in party emphasis from patronage to
issues reflected in longer, more sophisticated, or more
forceful platform stances?

American federalism has given rise to political
parties that are neither purely national nor local in
character. The civil rights case underscores how parti-
san position change at the national level can be

rooted in long-term dynamics that are first evident
at subnational levels. Given the critical importance
of states in the presidential selection process and as
a training ground for members of Congress, how
state party organizations position themselves on
major issues may prove an important constraint on
national party elites as they attempt to craft positions.
Furthermore, the ability of state party organizations to
adopt their own positions provides a mechanism for
parties’ existing and new coalition partners and ideo-
logical allies to gain an institutional foothold at
the local level in advance of capturing the national
party as a whole. The leaders of social move-
ments and their interest group allies need not first
win over national political elites in order to trans-
form national party politics. Rather, at least in the
case of civil rights, a series of victories at the state
level paved the way for a national realignment.

APPENDIX A: PLATFORM CODING GUIDE

Table A1. Summary Score

General civil rights language Summary score

Platform advocates a government policy of outlawing discrimination broadly across at least
two different issue dimensions in what at least appears to be an enforceable manner
(e.g., a Fair Employment Practices Commission with enforcement powers and a ban on
segregated primary education).

5

Platform calls for a government policy of outlawing discrimination in one issue dimension
in what at least appears to be an enforceable manner.

4

Platform proposes a qualified government policy of outlawing discrimination (e.g.,
proposed FEPC with explicit time limits or evidently limited enforcement).

3

Platform advocates not the explicit outlawing of discrimination but its discouragement,
including incentive plans, alternative opportunities, and nondiscrimination in
government (e.g., a proposed commission to educate citizens on the virtues of
nondiscrimination).

2

Platform states that the party opposes discrimination, but does not propose any
government actions to prevent or discourage discrimination.

1

Platform does not mention civil rights. 0
Platform does not take a position on civil rights legislation, but views some government
actors as inappropriate for advancing civil rights (e.g., the courts, the federal
government). Platforms employing “states’ rights” language within their civil rights
planks are included in this category.

21

Platform explicitly endorses the status quo (e.g., “current state civil rights legislation is
adequate”).

22

Platform advocates discriminatory policies. This advocacy need not be framed in strictly
civil rights language. For example, a plank mentioning “freedom of choice in home
sales” qualifies.

23

Platform warns that civil rights legislation will lead to breakdown in law and order;
questions the motives or character of civil rights proponents; or claims that civil rights
leaders are exploiting minorities.

24
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Table A2. Issue Scores

( for fair employment practices, housing, public accommodations, and education issues)

Platform proposes law (including commission with apparent enforcement powers) or
claims credit for recent passage of law that aims to protect minorities from
discrimination in this issue area. (For education issues, this category also includes
explicit endorsements of the Brown v. Board decision.)

3

Platform calls for some government action, but proposal does not seem expansive enough
to significantly reduce or end discrimination in the issue area (e.g., a plank that proposes
a commission on civil rights to examine the issue and make recommendations).

2

Platform is vaguely supportive of civil rights in this issue area, but does not take a position
on the appropriateness of legislation (e.g., “we favor such laws as necessary”).

1

Platform does not mention the issue. 0
Platform views the issue as best left to the private sector or condemns past or proposed
government action in this area.

21

( for voting rights issues)

Platform advocates the elimination of multiple barriers to voting through legislation or
other binding actions.

3

Platform calls for the elimination of one specific barrier to voting, e.g., the poll tax. 2
Platform is vaguely supportive of civil rights in this issue area, but does not take a position
on the appropriateness of legislation (e.g., “we favor such laws as necessary”).

1

Platform does not mention the issue. 0
Platform views the issue as best left to the private sector or condemns past or proposed
government action in this area.

21
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APPENDIX B: STATE PARTY PLATFORM SUMMARY
SCORES

For twenty-two nonsouthern states (plus North Carolina and
Texas, for comparison)

Note : Platforms that received a summary score of
zero were coded slightly above the x-axis (at y ¼ 0.1).
Values of y ¼ 0 on these graphs signify platforms that
we could not obtain.
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