history of the dixiecrats

history of the dixiecrats traces a pivotal and complex chapter in American
political history, particularly concerning the mid-20th century Southern
United States. The Dixiecrats, officially known as the States’ Rights
Democratic Party, emerged in 1948 as a splinter faction of the Democratic
Party, primarily in opposition to the party’s growing support for civil
rights and racial integration. This group sought to uphold segregationist
policies and maintain the status quo of racial discrimination in the South.
Understanding the origins, key figures, political impact, and legacy of the
Dixiecrats illuminates broader themes of racial politics, party realignment,
and regional identity in the United States. This article explores the
historical context of the Dixiecrats’ formation, their 1948 presidential
campaign, and their lasting influence on American political dynamics. A
detailed examination follows, including their ideological motivations,
electoral strategies, and subsequent decline.
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Origins and Formation of the Dixiecrats

The history of the Dixiecrats begins in the aftermath of World War II, during
a period of significant social and political change in the United States. The
Democratic Party, under President Harry S. Truman, began advocating for civil
rights reforms, including anti-lynching laws and desegregation of the armed
forces. This shift alarmed many Southern Democrats who supported segregation
and white supremacy. In response, a group of Southern politicians broke away
from the national Democratic Party to form the States’ Rights Democratic
Party, more commonly known as the Dixiecrats.

Political Climate Leading to the Split

During the 1940s, the civil rights movement gained momentum, challenging the
entrenched system of racial segregation in the South. The Democratic Party,



historically dominant in the region, faced internal divisions as progressive
elements pushed for civil rights legislation. Southern Democrats, often
referred to as “Southern conservatives,” viewed these changes as a direct
threat to their social order and economic interests. The Dixiecrats embodied
this resistance, emphasizing states’ rights as a defense against federal
intervention in racial policies.

Formation of the States’ Rights Democratic Party

In 1948, after the Democratic National Convention adopted a civil rights
plank in its platform, Southern delegates walked out in protest. They
convened separately to establish the States’ Rights Democratic Party, which
aimed to defend segregationist policies. The party’s foundation was
explicitly rooted in opposition to racial integration and federal civil
rights initiatives, advocating for the continuation of Jim Crow laws and the
preservation of white supremacy in Southern states.

The 1948 Presidential Election

The 1948 presidential election was the Dixiecrats’ defining political moment.
The party nominated Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina as its
candidate for president, with Governor Fielding L. Wright of Mississippi as
his running mate. The Dixiecrats sought to leverage widespread Southern
dissatisfaction with the national Democratic Party’s civil rights agenda to
win electoral votes and influence the election outcome.

Campaign Strategy and Goals

The Dixiecrats focused their campaign on the Southern states, emphasizing
themes of states’ rights, segregation, and opposition to federal civil rights
legislation. Their goal was not necessarily to win the presidency outright
but to demonstrate the strength of segregationist sentiment and possibly
force a contingent election in the House of Representatives by denying any
candidate a majority in the Electoral College. This strategy aimed to
pressure the national parties into accommodating Southern demands.

Election Results and Impact

In the 1948 election, the Dixiecrats won four Southern states—South Carolina,
Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana-securing 39 electoral votes. While they
did not succeed in altering the overall election outcome, which saw Harry S.
Truman reelected, their strong regional showing revealed the deep fractures
within the Democratic Party. The Dixiecrat revolt underscored the growing
divide over civil rights that would reshape American politics in the decades
to come.



Key Figures and Leadership

The history of the Dixiecrats is closely associated with several prominent
Southern politicians who championed segregation and states’ rights. Their
leadership played a central role in articulating the party’s platform and
mobilizing support across the South.

Strom Thurmond

Strom Thurmond, the Dixiecrats’ presidential nominee in 1948, was a
charismatic and staunch segregationist from South Carolina. He had a lengthy
political career, including service as governor, U.S. senator, and
presidential candidate. Thurmond’s leadership symbolized the Dixiecrat
commitment to resisting civil rights reforms and maintaining Southern racial
hierarchy.

Other Notable Leaders

Alongside Thurmond, figures such as Governor Fielding L. Wright of
Mississippi and Senator Richard Russell of Georgia were influential in
shaping the Dixiecrat movement. These leaders were united by their opposition
to civil rights legislation and their defense of segregationist policies,
serving as key voices for Southern conservatism during this era.

Ideology and Political Platform

The Dixiecrats advocated a political ideology centered on preserving
segregation and opposing federal civil rights initiatives. Their platform
emphasized the principle of states’ rights, which they used to justify
resistance to desegregation and other social reforms.

Core Beliefs

e Segregation: The party supported the continuation of racial segregation
in public facilities, schools, and voting.

e States’ Rights: Dixiecrats argued that states should retain the
authority to govern their own racial policies without federal
interference.

e Opposition to Civil Rights Legislation: They opposed anti-lynching laws,
voting rights protections, and desegregation efforts.

* Preservation of Southern Social Order: The party sought to maintain the
traditional racial hierarchy prevalent in the South.



Relationship with the National Democratic Party

The Dixiecrats’ platform directly challenged the national Democratic Party’s
evolving stance on civil rights. While the national party increasingly
embraced racial integration and federal civil rights protections, the
Dixiecrats positioned themselves as the defenders of Southern traditions and
segregationist policies. This ideological rift marked the beginning of a
significant realignment in American party politics.

Impact on American Politics

The emergence of the Dixiecrats had a profound and lasting impact on the
political landscape of the United States, particularly in terms of party
realignment and racial politics.

Influence on Party Realignment

The Dixiecrat revolt foreshadowed the eventual shift of many Southern white
voters from the Democratic Party to the Republican Party. Over the following
decades, the South transitioned from a Democratic stronghold to a region
increasingly dominated by Republicans, driven in part by opposition to civil
rights and social change. The Dixiecrats’ challenge revealed the fragility of
the Democratic coalition and highlighted the regional tensions that would
reshape American politics.

Legacy in Racial Politics

The Dixiecrats’ staunch defense of segregation contributed to the resistance
against the civil rights movement in the South. Their political success in
1948 emboldened segregationists and delayed progress toward racial equality.
However, their opposition also galvanized civil rights activists and
underscored the need for federal intervention to protect the rights of
African Americans.

Decline and Legacy

Although the Dixiecrats were short-lived as a political party, their
influence persisted in various forms. After the 1948 election, the party
quickly dissolved, with many members returning to the Democratic Party or
eventually joining the Republican Party as the political landscape evolved.



Factors Leading to Decline

e Harry Truman'’s Civil Rights Initiatives: Despite Dixiecrat opposition,
the federal government advanced civil rights reforms in the 1950s and
1960s.

e Reintegration into Mainstream Parties: Many Dixiecrat leaders resumed
their affiliations with the Democratic Party or transitioned to the
Republican Party.

e Changing Political Dynamics: The national parties adjusted their
platforms, and the South’s political alignment shifted over time.

Enduring Historical Significance

The history of the Dixiecrats remains a critical example of the interplay
between race, regional identity, and party politics in America. Their
emergence highlighted the limits of political consensus in the face of civil
rights challenges and helped set the stage for the modern political
realignment of the South. The Dixiecrats serve as a reminder of the
complexities of American democracy and the ongoing struggle over civil rights
and social justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who were the Dixiecrats?

The Dixiecrats were a segregationist, states' rights political party in the
United States, officially known as the States' Rights Democratic Party, that
broke away from the Democratic Party in 1948.

Why did the Dixiecrats form in 19487

The Dixiecrats formed in response to the Democratic Party's increasing
support for civil rights and racial integration, particularly after President
Truman's civil rights initiatives.

What was the main platform of the Dixiecrats?

The main platform of the Dixiecrats was the preservation of racial
segregation and opposition to federal intervention in states' rights,
especially regarding civil rights laws.



Who was the presidential candidate for the
Dixiecrats in 19487

Strom Thurmond was the Dixiecrats' presidential candidate in the 1948
election.

How successful were the Dixiecrats in the 1948
presidential election?

The Dixiecrats won four Southern states—Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, and
South Carolina—and secured 39 electoral votes, demonstrating significant
regional support but failing to win the presidency.

What impact did the Dixiecrats have on American
politics?

The Dixiecrats highlighted the deep regional divisions over civil rights,
contributed to the eventual realignment of political parties in the South,
and foreshadowed the shift of many Southern white voters from the Democratic
to the Republican Party.

When and why did the Dixiecrats dissolve?

The Dixiecrats gradually dissolved in the early 1950s as the States' Rights
Democratic Party lost influence and many members reintegrated into the
Democratic Party or shifted to the Republican Party over time.

How did the Dixiecrats influence the civil rights
movement?

By opposing civil rights legislation and promoting segregation, the
Dixiecrats represented the entrenched resistance that civil rights activists
had to overcome during the movement.

What role did Strom Thurmond play after the
Dixiecrat movement?

After the Dixiecrat movement, Strom Thurmond eventually joined the Republican
Party in 1964 and became a long-serving U.S. Senator from South Carolina,
continuing to influence Southern politics.

Are there any modern political legacies of the
Dixiecrats?

The Dixiecrats' legacy includes the political realignment of the South,
contributing to the rise of the Republican Party in the region and ongoing
debates about states' rights and racial issues in American politics.



Additional Resources

1. The Dixiecrat Revolt: Southern Politics and the 1948 Election

This book offers an in-depth analysis of the Dixiecrat movement's origins and
its impact on the 1948 presidential election. It explores the political and
social conditions in the South that led to the breakaway from the Democratic
Party. The author examines key figures like Strom Thurmond and the lasting
effects of the Dixiecrats on American politics.

2. Defending the 0ld South: The Rise and Fall of the Dixiecrats

Focusing on the cultural and ideological motivations behind the Dixiecrat
movement, this book delves into the defense of segregation and states'
rights. It provides a detailed account of how Southern Democrats sought to
preserve their way of life in the face of growing civil rights activism. The
narrative highlights the complexities of Southern identity during the
mid-20th century.

3. Segregation and the Dixiecrats: The Struggle for Southern Political Power
This title examines the relationship between segregation policies and the
Dixiecrat political strategy. It tracks how the party aimed to maintain white
supremacy through electoral means. The book also discusses the broader
implications for civil rights and national politics during the post-World War
IT era.

4. Strom Thurmond and the Dixiecrat Legacy

A biography of Strom Thurmond, this book details his leadership role within
the Dixiecrat movement and his long political career. It portrays how
Thurmond used the Dixiecrat platform to promote segregationist policies and
influence Southern politics. The work assesses Thurmond’s impact on the
realignment of political parties in the South.

5. The Dixiecrats and the Transformation of the Democratic Party

This book explores how the Dixiecrat revolt signaled a shift in the
Democratic Party’s approach to civil rights and Southern politics. It
analyzes the tensions between progressive and conservative factions within
the party. The author discusses how the Dixiecrat challenge foreshadowed the
eventual political realignment of the South.

6. Race, Politics, and the Dixiecrats: The Southern Resistance to Integration
This comprehensive study focuses on the racial dynamics that fueled the
Dixiecrat movement. It examines the political strategies used to resist
integration and civil rights legislation. The book also places the Dixiecrats
within the broader context of American race relations in the mid-20th
century.

7. The Southern Manifesto and the Dixiecrat Movement

Detailing the connection between the 1956 Southern Manifesto and the earlier
Dixiecrat revolt, this book traces the ongoing Southern opposition to
desegregation. It highlights how former Dixiecrat leaders continued to
influence Southern politics through organized resistance. The narrative sheds
light on the persistence of segregationist ideology.



8. From Dixiecrats to the Southern Strategy: The Evolution of Southern
Politics

This work charts the political evolution from the Dixiecrat party to the
Republican Southern Strategy of the late 20th century. It explains how racial
and cultural issues shaped the political landscape of the South. The author
explores the long-term consequences of Dixiecrat ideology on party
realignment.

9. The Forgotten Democrats: The Dixiecrats and the Struggle for Southern
Identity

This book uncovers the lesser-known stories of Dixiecrat supporters and their
efforts to maintain Southern traditions. It highlights the cultural and
political challenges faced by the movement. The author provides a nuanced
view of how Dixiecrats saw themselves within the broader American political
framework.
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