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Preface: The Importance of Rethinking Regime Politics

Intra-regime change matters. It matters that we recognize its distinction from 

regime change, and it matters that we appreciate what kind of disruptive political 

environment occurs when a regime is reconstructed from within—welcome as some of 

those developments may be. If a moment of regime change is a political hurricane, then a 

moment of intra-regime change is a political tropical storm. A hurricane may destroy 

your house and change your life forever, but a tropical storm can do significant damage 

as well, even though your house is not destroyed. In either case, both events capture the 

average person’s attention. Moments of intra-regime change are not as rare as moments 

of regime change, but intra-regime change is rare enough, and its consequences are 

significant enough, to warrant our attention and our appreciation. 

Periods of intra-regime change also have the effect of setting much of the long-

term political agenda, possibly for decades to come. The New Deal regime emerged from 

its reconstructive era infused with a greater commitment to social and cultural liberalism, 

with less emphasis on Cold War era commitments. In turn, the Republican opposition 

responded by becoming a more culturally conservative party, and by the 1980’s, an 

increasingly hawkish party on foreign policy and defense issues. We are still living under 

the basic parameters of this political arrangement today. For these reasons, understanding 

moments of intra-regime change and the reconstruction of a governing regime should be 

important to observers of American politics.   
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 When we analyze periods of macro political change, if we limit our analysis to 

just elections and party control of institutions, we may learn a lot about elections and 

electoral eras, but our knowledge of regimes will be incomplete. Elections can only tell 

us who wins and loses. That’s important, but regimes govern, and thus do more to shape 

the political universe than even a very advanced study of elections will tell us. How a 

regime interacts with its coalition partners, and how a regime articulates and translates its 

principles into policy commitments gives us a comprehensive understanding of the 

political environment.  

The New Deal regime’s reconstructive era is instructive in this regard. Even as the 

traditional New Deal electoral coalition was cracking up in the 1960’s, liberal policy 

achievements flourished well into the 1970’s, and traditional New Deal economic 

commitments were even ratified by Republican presidents. In addition, election data from 

George Wallace’s candidacy in 1968 is often depicted as a backlash against the New Deal 

regime, and/or as part of the progression toward a Republican dominated South. As I 

have shown, however, the Wallace campaign spoke to a large segment of voters through 

appeals that reflected the traditionalist, socially conservative elements of orthodox New 

Deal regime ideology, including tolerance for racial segregation, while at the same time 

supporting the regime’s traditional economic commitments.    

 It is also important to take seriously the interaction of coalition partners. On any 

team, not all players are of equal importance to the team’s managers. This is true if it’s an 

international institution, a corporate organization or a baseball team. This project makes it 

clear that regimes are no different, and that the development of American political 

regimes should be observed with an emphasis on their coalition partners. Regime 
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managers control most of the levers of power in government and in their political party, 

while coalition partners seek to maximize their benefits from regime managers, in 

exchange for some form of tangible political support. The inequality of coalition partners 

within the New Deal regime, like the regimes that preceded it, establishes a framework 

for inherent competition within the regime, which sometimes has a major impact on the 

larger political universe.       

CHAPTER DESCRIPTIONS

It will first be necessary to discuss the relevant literature that preceded this 

project, and this project’s place in that body of literature. Chapter One will scrutinize the 

existing works on American political regimes and identify deficiencies in this body of 

literature. I will also address and categorize the major arguments that have been used by 

political scientists to describe the political universe between 1964 and 1972. Chapter Two 

will identify and defend the theoretical framework of this project, as well as the methods 

and case selections that will be used in this project. Chapter Three will cover the 

construction of the New Deal regime in the 1930’s, to further delineate the distinction 

between regime transformation and intra-regime change. In Chapter Four, I will examine 

the role of the Johnson Administration as the managers of the New Deal regime in this 

disruptive era, with emphasis on the programs of the Great Society. Chapter Five will 

cover the civil rights movement and how its issue agenda became an explicit, leading part 

of the New Deal regime’s ideology by the mid-1960’s. In Chapter Six, I will turn to the 

uneasy relationship between the New Left and the New Deal regime, as the former had a 

significant impact on the latter. In Chapter Seven, I will turn to George Wallace’s 1968 
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presidential campaign as the best example of a Southern New Deal Democrat making a 

case on behalf of the regime’s traditional coalition partners, especially in the white South

and among culturally conservative, northern white working-class voters. In Chapter 

Eight, I will test the proposition that this period of political conflict between 1964 and 

1972 resulted in a redirection of the regime’s principles and a rearrangement of the 

regime’s coalition partners.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The basic findings of this project will be succinctly listed below.

First, regimes are created upon a foundation of core principles of government and 

political action, but when the regime is created, some policy commitments stand out as 

defining characteristics of the regime. On the other hand, regime managers will relegate 

other policy commitments to matters of secondary status. This is especially true 

concerning issues that have explosive potential, and/or the ability to fracture the alliance 

of the regime’s coalition partners. During the New Deal regime’s first generation of 

existence, civil rights served as the best example of a secondary policy commitment that

was subordinated to New Deal economic commitments.

Second, accounts of the period between 1964 and 1972 as representing the 

“beginning of the end” of the New Deal order are misleading. Such characterizations can 

confuse the important distinction that must be made between a regime’s dissolution and a 

period of intra-regime change. Indeed, intra-regime change is very different from regime 

change, as demonstrated by the distinction between the construction of the New Deal 

regime in the 1930’s, and the regime’s reconstruction between 1964 and 1972.
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Third, the New Deal regime was reconstructed between 1964 and 1972, upon the 

foundation of a major commitment to civil rights. Black Americans, represented by 

mainstream civil rights groups, went from secondary coalition partners to primary 

coalition partners during this era.

Fourth, those white Southerners who remained loyal to the regime gradually 

became secondary coalition partners during the reconstructive era. This process was 

complete by the mid-1970’s. White Southerners within the regime had to adapt their 

ideology to the new prevailing interpretations of the reconstructed regime.     

Fifth, the New Deal regime was reconstructed between 1964 and 1972 through an 

incorporation of post-materialist values into the regime’s core principles of government, 

though New Deal economic commitments continued to be an important part of the 

regime’s public stance. In dealing with the New Left, regime managers alternated 

between confrontation and conciliation, moving toward post-materialist commitments on 

the one hand, and suppression and surveillance on the other hand.
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It is commonly asserted that the New Deal order eroded in American politics 

between 1964 and 1972, laying the groundwork for the rise of American conservatism. 

On the contrary, liberal reforms proliferated during these years. This project argues that 

the principles of the New Deal regime were rearticulated and redirected towards new 

issue agendas and constituencies during this critical era. This period should be 

understood as an era when the New Deal regime was reconstructed upon a redirection 

and reinterpretation of the regime’s traditional principles, resulting in new public policy 

priorities and a rearrangement of the regime’s coalition partners. Through an examination 

of the civil rights movement, the New Left, George Wallace’s 1968 presidential 

campaign and the Johnson Administration’s Great Society programs, this account 

suggests that the New Deal regime was reshaped, not eroded, by the political disruption 

of this critical era in American politics. The reconstructed regime integrated 

commitments to civil rights and post-materialist policy agendas alongside traditional 

economic and social welfare commitments that traced their origins back to the New Deal 

of the 1930’s.   
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Chapter One: Disruption and the New Deal Order

THE CHALLENGE OF PERIODICITY

Organizing decades of American political development into neatly defined 

periods or eras is at best a controversial enterprise. At its worst, it’s a frustrating 

undertaking fraught with challenges ranging from what cases to select, contention with 

historical anomalies, problems of generalizablitity and other partially overlapping 

patterns of political development. Others will argue that it is either a waste of time or an 

act of gross oversimplification for a political scientist to define political eras. Why, they 

might ask, should micro-political events at a particular point in time be reduced to their 

place within the context of a dominant political “order”, or “system”, or “era”, or 

“regime”? Granted, it may be appealing to scholars who want to neatly organize 

American political history into eras or periods for the sake of brevity and generalization. 

But can it really be that simple? After all, it’s a large, but politically decentralized nation 

with a multiplicity of different competing interests, just as Madison foresaw in Federalist 

#51. Couldn’t a preoccupation with organizing the history of American politics into 

periods mislead observers into overlooking phenomena that are not explainable through 

the rigors of a neatly organized schema of political order and change?

What is the best way to categorize past periods or eras of American political 

development? What variables in government and politics should be used to define 

political eras? What cases should be selected when there are so many to choose from? 
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How do we know when political and governmental change is so significant as to suggest 

a new political era in the making? When major changes do occur how can we tell if the 

dominant political coalition of that era is being repudiated or reshaped from within?    

These are the challenges that confront even the most talented of political scientists who 

try to make sense of those rare, but short and significant moments of disruption in 

American politics, as well as the longer periods of stability and order that precede and 

follow them. Perhaps it is because the overall trajectory of American history reveals a 

pattern of greater institutional expansion and increasingly complex governmental and 

political processes that periodicity is so attractive to scholars and students. For example, 

in Smith’s (1997) account of American citizenship law, periods of advancement and 

regression for non-white male persons are identified. Periodization schemes may also be 

applied to such institutions as the Supreme Court, political parties or the presidency, 

telling us how those institutions evolved within the context of an increasingly complex 

political and governmental order.1

Among the many specific approaches to periodicity in American political 

development, the idea of a regime (which will be particularly important to this project) 

warrants special attention, for it is a well-known, though controversial, way to arrive at 

macro-accounts of particular  political epochs. Some of the works within this category 

identify cyclical patterns of political development, while others suggest patterns of linear 

1 . William Nisbet Chambers and Walter Dean Burnham, eds., The American Party Systems: Stages of 
Political Development, New York: Oxford University Press, 1967; John Gerring, Party Ideologies in 
America, 1828-1996, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998; Robert G. McCloskey,  The 
American Supreme Court, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960; Stephen Skowronek, The Politics 
Presidents Make: Leadership from John Adams to Bill Clinton, Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1997; Rogers 
Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. History, New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1997; Jeffrey K. Tulis, The Rhetorical Presidency, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ:1987.
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political change. The next category that warrants a review is the concept of electoral 

realignment. Realignment is not only controversial and of limited utility in the 

contemporary political universe, but it nonetheless identifies moments of major 

periodical electoral change that often intersect with major institutional changes in 

government. The years of its demise in American electoral politics will also coincide with 

the period (1964-72) given the most scrutiny in this project.  

The Regime

An American regime can be understood as a stable and long-term set of 

institutional arrangements and political norms that establish the boundaries of political 

debate and governmental action for at least a generation. Due to the relative stability and 

ideological similarity within the American two-party system, at least when compared to 

other nation-states, it can be rather difficult to agree upon what has to happen for us to be 

able to say that  a moment of regime change has occurred. When a statue of Saddam 

Hussein was brought down in central Baghdad in April, 2003, few doubted that an old 

regime was destroyed. But what has to happen in America for us to be able to say that a 

significant regime change has occurred? Must there be a major crisis that galvanizes the 

nation? Must there be an economic catastrophe that challenges fundamental assumptions 

about the role of government, the private sector and the social contract? Must there be 

bloodshed for a regime change to take place?    

Distinguishing between a moment of regime change and change within an 

existing regime is likely to be even trickier. Hence, what makes this approach so 

challenging, if not confusing, is that the idea of a “regime” in American politics can be 
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credibly defined and operationalized in a variety of ways. Depending on what we are 

reading, through the regime approach we can observe a complex interaction of electoral 

politics, public opinion, party strength within institutions, legislation enacted, judicial 

behavior, state development and the effects of social movements. Indeed, any discussion 

of regimes demands a precise conceptualization, as the term—especially as it pertains to 

American politics—seems to vary from scholar to scholar, depending on how they 

choose to operationalize the concept. 

A few words should be said about Skowronek’s (1997) account of the role of 

presidents as leaders of governing regimes, as it bears considerable relevance to this 

project. His framework assumes regimes are defined by eras of political party dominance. 

Presidents, he argues, are constrained by their place in what he calls political time, that is, 

their place within the life-cycle of the dominant governing regime. Presidents like 

Lincoln or Franklin Roosevelt, coming into power as opponents of a discredited regime, 

have the ability to construct an entirely new regime, and hence considerable latitude for 

action. All regime-affiliated presidents seek to be “presidents in their own right”, not only 

carrying out their regime’s orthodox principles in government, but also by redirecting 

those principles toward new issue agendas that are brought to the table by the regime’s 

constituencies. Regime affiliated presidents like Theodore Roosevelt or Lyndon Johnson, 

coming into power at the regime’s approximate mid-life, have the opportunity to expand 

the programmatic reach of their regime’s principles of government. Yet they face the 

challenges of competing factions within the regime, as well as competing interpretations 

of the regime’s principles. Presidents like Herbert Hoover or Jimmy Carter, coming into 

power near the end of their regime’s life cycle, must not only struggle to serve their 
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increasingly fractious constituencies, but also defend their regime’s fledgling legitimacy 

from growing opposition forces. Furthermore, presidents who are affiliated (same party) 

with the dominant regime face an entirely different set of challenges from that of 

presidents who are in opposition (minority party) to the dominant regime. Opposition 

presidents face the challenges of navigating their way through a constellation of 

established interests and institutions who are affiliated with the regime. They sometimes 

seek to exploit existing tensions within the dominant regime or to co-opt certain parts of 

the regime’s issue agenda through slightly different formulas of public policy. As 

Crockett (2002) shows us, such presidents tend to either accommodate the tenets of the 

established order, or they make efforts to mount more of a full-frontal assault on the 

regime.2

Often, a regime is assumed to be the foundation of an enduring majority party 

coalition that regularly controls the machinery of government for a generation or more.3

This is a convenient approach, given that our two party system continues to serve as the 

best mechanism for aggregating various interests and constituencies across the political 

spectrum behind a comprehensive issue platform. Other accounts take us well beyond 

just looking at eras of political party dominance in the electorate and in government. A

regime is more than just a coalition of groups that make up an enduring dominant 

political party. To simply draw the boundaries of a regime’s life cycle at the beginning 

2 .  David A. Crockett, The Opposition Presidency: Leadership and the Constraints of History, College 
Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 2002. 
3 .  David Plotke, Building a Democratic Political Order: Reshaping American Liberalism in the 1930’s and 
1940’s, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996; Andrew J. Polsky, A Theory of American Partisan 
Regimes. Paper prepared for delivery at the 2001 Annual Meeting of the American Political Science 
Association, San Francisco, August 30-September 2, 2001.
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and end points of a dominant political party’s term in power would be to ignore the 

tenuous hold of American political parties throughout much of a history riddled with 

deviating elections, weak party systems, low voter turnouts and a separated electoral 

system that is bound to produce contradictory results at many levels. While a regime’s

formative years are likely to intersect with a period of majority party dominance, it is not 

an essential characteristic to sustain a regime’s growth and development. Indeed, a 

strong, popularly rooted two party system was not institutionalized until well into the 

1830’s, meaning that the earliest regime of American politics—which Ackerman (1991) 

calls the “Early Republic” and Skowronek (1997) calls the “Jeffersonian Regime”—was 

not shaped by a national majority political party of any institutional or grass roots 

significance.4

Constitutional change is also an integral part of the evolution of regimes. Such 

change may take place through a series of transformative constitutional amendments, 

such as the Reconstruction amendments, or through a doctrinal change in the Supreme 

Court’s constitutional interpretation, as was the case Franklin Roosevelt’s second term, as 

well as during the height of the Warren Court’s judicial activism of the 1960’s. 

Constitutional change may also result as the product of intense social movements that 

4 .  Bruce Ackerman, We the People: Foundations, Vol. 1, Cambridge: Belknap, 1991; Bruce Ackerman, 
We the People: Transformations, Vol. 2, Cambridge: Belknap, 1998; Ronald P. Formisano,  “Deferential 
Participant Politics: The Early Republic Political Culture, 1789-1840”, American Political Science Review, 
Vol. 68 (1974); Richard Hofstadter, The Idea of a Party System: The Rise of Legitimate Opposition in the 
United States, 1780-1840, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969; Richard P. McCormick, The 
Second American Party System: Party Formation in the Jacksonian Era, Chapel Hill: NC, University of 
North Carolina Press, 1966; William G. Shade, “Political Pluralism and Party Development: The Creation 
of a Modern Party System: 1815-1852”, in Paul Kleppner, ed. The Evolution of American Electoral 
Systems, Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1981; Joel H. Silbey, “Beyond Realignment and Realignment 
Theory: American Political Eras, 1789-1989”, in Byron E. Shafer ed. The End of Realignment?: 
Interpreting American Electoral Eras, Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991.
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deeply penetrate into the mainstream of American politics to such an extent as to 

influence the behavior of elites and electoral politics for a generation or more.  

Ackerman’s still in-progress trilogy (1991, 1998) works to synthesize these approaches 

into a unified theory of constitutional regime development. He calls the constitutional 

regime, “the matrix of institutional relationships and fundamental values that are usually 

taken as the constitutional baseline in normal political life”5  He identifies three major 

constitutional regimes in American history: the Early Republic (the Founding to the Civil 

War), the Middle Republic (Civil War/Reconstruction to about 1932) and the Modern 

Republic (New Deal to the present day). According to Ackerman, regime change can 

only take place after a sustained popular movement—reaching well into the grass roots 

citizenry—overcomes institutional resistance at all levels of government to achieve major 

constitutional change and wins ratification in subsequent elections. When a popular 

movement succeeds at transforming received understandings of constitutional 

government to bring about regime change, Ackerman identifies this is as a successful 

“constitutional moment”. Movements that fall short of meeting this series of tests—even 

if they do achieve major political change or moderate constitutional change—are called 

“failed constitutional moments”, and have thus occurred much more frequently in 

American history.6

This is a fairly high set of hurdles to overcome, and Ackerman has sustained 

considerable criticism from those who take umbrage at both his framework and his 

dismissal of many political eras as nothing more than failed exercises in constitutional 

5 . Ackerman, 1991, p. 59. 
6 . Ibid. pp. 266-94.
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politics.7 Was the Jacksonian era insignificant to the development of the Early Republic 

regime in spite of the institutionalization of a stable two party system and a greater 

popularization of American politics? Were the social and economic reforms brought 

about because of the Populist movement and the Progressive Era insignificant to the 

evolution of the Middle Republic regime? Did the tumultuous political era between 1964 

and 1972 simply represent a blip on the radar screen for the Modern Republic regime? 

After all, this was an era of advances in civil rights, civil liberties, an expansion of the 

social welfare state, the erosion of the Democratic Party’s New Deal electoral coalition, a 

“dealignment” in two party politics and New Left political movements. Ackerman’s 

extensive work demonstrates remarkably little appreciation for just how regimes can be 

affected by significant political changes that fall short of his test for constitutional regime 

change.    

The development of the regime can also be operationalized through a state-

centered approach. Under this approach, the development and capacities of the state 

occupy a position of primary importance in the shaping of regimes. Parties, the 

presidency, Congress and the courts are not unimportant factors, but their powers are 

limited by the constraints within the regimes in which they operate. Indeed, Lowi (1979) 

demonstrates that interest groups, through their influence upon administrative agencies, 

were largely responsible for much of the growth of the twentieth century American state.8

Nor are social movements and electoral politics insignificant, as Sanders (1999) 

7 . See the Yale Law Journal, “Symposium of Change: Transformation in American Constitutionalism”, 
Vol. 108, #8, June, 1999 for a series of critiques of Ackerman’s framework from both historians and 
political scientists.   
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demonstrates in her account of the Populist and Progressive eras, though the farmer-labor 

political alliance was still constrained by the institutional hurdles of that era’s dominant 

regime.9 Bensel (2000) reveals that in spite of the nation’s rapid industrialization of the 

late-nineteenth century, a relatively stable constitutional order and administrative state 

prevailed.10 Other state-centered accounts have proven valuable because they challenged 

the notion that the United States lacked a pre-New Deal central state of any 

significance.11  In any event, a careful reading of the literature that deals with regimes 

reveals that state development must be taken seriously. Regimes are about far more than 

just elections, parties and judicial doctrines. 

We find a lot in the regime literature with regard to state development, 

presidential behavior and constitutional norms. The literature gives us a variety of 

definitions of regimes, telling us how they form, how they collapse, and how leaders of 

regimes serve their constituencies and keep their fractious coalition partners in check. A 

new regime is likely to be created as the product of explosive political change and 

conflict, as well as disruptions to established institutions. Yet that does not mean that a 

regime is only minimally affected by political change and conflicts that fall short of 

destroying the regime outright. The existing body of literature tells us little about how 

8 . Theodore Lowi, The End of Liberalism: The Second Republic of the United States, 2nd Edition, New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1979.
9 . Elizabeth Sanders, Roots of Reform: Farmers, Workers, and the American State, 1877-1917. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999.
10 . Richard Franklin Bensel, The Political Economy of American Industrialization, 1877-1900, New York : 
Cambridge University Press, 2000.
11 .  Richard Franklin Bensel, Yankee Leviathan: The Origins of Central State Authority in America, 1859-
1877, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990; Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The 
Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992; 
Stephen Skowronek. Building a New American State: The Expansion of National Administrative 
Capacities, 1877-1920, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982.
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regimes might be internally reshaped by major conflicts between adherents of the regime, 

each advocating different issue agendas, and each envisioning a different interpretation of 

the regime’s core principles. Skowronek’s (1997) analysis does emphasize the 

conundrum of the mid-life regime president, but that same level of analysis is not 

provided with regard to the major competing factions of the of the regime. Presidents 

have the task of regime management. Factions within the regime have entirely different 

objectives, hence a different type of analysis is required. 

Certainly, it’s all too easy to mistake intra-regime change for regime 

transformation, or for scholars to disagree about periodization. Lowi (1979), for example, 

categorizes the 1960’s and 1970’s as representing the birth of a “Second Republic of the 

United States,” while Skowronek (1997) and Ackerman (1991) place this era squarely in 

the mid-life of a regime shaped by the New Deal. The Jacksonian Era is subsumed under 

the Jeffersonian “Early Republic” regime in Ackerman’s work, while Skowronek treats 

that era as an entirely new regime.12

Hence, there is a need to achieve a concrete framework for identifying mid-life 

regime change. That is, significant change occurring within the regime, rather than the 

replacement of one regime with a new one. After all, not all major political disruptions 

result in regime change, but the constellation of institutional relationships can be 

significantly altered, as well as the strength of the regime’s individual coalition partners. 

In the next chapter I will return to the regime framework to discuss why this framework 

12 . Ackerman, 1991, pp. 67-80; Lowi, pp. 273-79. He does suggest that the transition into the Second 
Republic began with the New Deal of the 1930’s, but nonetheless asserts that the real beginning of the 
Second Republic began in the 1960’s. Lowi’s periodization raises questions about the need to more firmly 
distinguish between regime change and intra-regime change; Skowronek, pp. 130-54. 
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will be used in this project, as well as to discuss the new variation of this framework that 

I feel will arrive at a solid explanation for the idea of intra-regime change.

Electoral Realignment

When the subject turns toward electoral and party politics, the concept of electoral 

realignment is a frequent point of reference used to identify eras or periods that last 

approximately one generation (30-35 years). Often as the result of a major and 

galvanizing crisis, an electoral realignment will permanently alter the boundaries of 

competition between political parties, fundamentally reshuffling the parties’ coalitional 

bases, as well as their regional centers of power. Realignments themselves are likely to be 

short, disruptive periods of significant polarization between the parties and higher voter 

turnout. The ideologies and programmatic commitments of the major parties will also 

likely undergo significant transformation. When the dust clears, the realignment will have 

defined the next era’s electoral order, producing a clear and distinct two party system 

with national majority and minority parties.13

The key to this concept is a stable two party system with strong roots in both the 

electorate and among political elites. As Silbey (1991) argues, realignments are not a 

useful mechanism for defining American political eras because a strong two party system 

was only present in America for about 130 years. There is a slow period from the 

13 . The classic realignment readings that take up the defining characteristics of this concept are: Walter 
Dean Burnham. Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics, New York: Norton,1970; 
V.O. Key Jr. "A Theory of Critical Elections." Journal of Politics 17: 3-18, 1955; V.O. Key Jr.  "Secular 
Realignment and the Party System." Journal of Politics 21: 198-210, 1959 and James Sundquist. Dynamics 
of the Party System, Revised Ed., Washington, D.C: Brookings Institution, 1983. For a challenge to all of 
the received understandings of the realignment literature, see David Mayhew, Electoral Realignment: A 
Critique of an American Genre, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002.
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Founding until about 1840 when party organizations slowly evolved from elite caucuses 

into mass parties that were institutionalized in American politics by 1840. Additionally, 

by the mid-1960’s, the bonds of party loyalty in the electorate had weakened to such an 

extent as to make the idea of an electoral realignment inconceivable, at least under the old 

rules established by political scientists. He argues that as a consequence of this, some 

scholars have revised or redefined traditional understandings of electoral realignment, but 

at the expense of the concept’s analytical rigor.14

Some electoral realignments are more controversial than others. Few dispute the 

notion that the most significant national realignments occurred as the result of the 

sectional crisis, Civil War and Reconstruction of the 1860’s, as well as the Great 

Depression and New Deal of the 1930’s. In both cases, new parameters of American 

electoral politics were established which lasted for a generation or more.15

Beyond those two moments, however, the realignment approach runs into difficulty, 

generating a scholarly controversy that has continued for some thirty plus years. An 

electoral realignment arguably resulted from the Jacksonian era, but it could be argued 

that the kind of stable two party system required for a true realignment had not yet 

14 . As examples, see Walter Dean Burnham, “Critical Realignment: Dead or Alive?” in Shafer ed., 1991; 
Bruce A. Campbell, and Richard J. Trilling, eds. Realignment in American Politics: Toward a Theory, 
Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979; Jerome M. Clubb, William H. Flanigan, and Nancy H. Zingale,  
Partisan Realignment: Voters, Parties and Government in American History, Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 
1980; Everett Carll Ladd, “The 1994 Congressional Elections: The Postindustrial Realignment Continues”, 
Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 110, No. 1. (Spring, 1995), pp. 1-23; Albert J. Nelson, Shadow 
Realignment, Partisan Strength and Competition: 1960 to 2000, Westport, CT: Praeger, 2001; Martin P. 
Wattenberg, The Decline of American Political Parties, 1952-96, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1998.
15 .  In the case of the 1860’s realignment, the South’s identity as the Democratic “Solid South” would 
continue well into the twentieth century and even beyond the New Deal realignment. For its part, the New 
Deal realignment established some patterns of electoral behavior that continue right up to this day: cities as 
Democratic strongholds, while blacks and organized labor remain solid Democratic constituencies.   
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crystallized.16  The mid-1890’s also gets a lot of attention as a possible electoral 

realignment. The conventional wisdom here says that the partisan cleavages of the 1860’s 

realignment were even more deeply entrenched by the economic stress and cultural 

politics of that period.17 Indeed, the famous 1896 election did some establish general 

parameters for electoral competition for the next thirty years. On the other hand, as 

Mayhew (2002) shows, some of the central claims with regard to realignment theory do 

not hold up under scrutiny when examined in the context of the alleged realignment of 

1896.

This brings us to the 1960’s and early 1970’s. Conventional wisdom also suggests 

that electoral realignments coincide with the beginnings of new “party systems”. In other 

words, electoral realignments will often coincide with both changes in the geographic and 

coalitional bases of the major parties, as well as structural changes to the two party 

system itself. The party system literature tells us that a new party system resulted from 

the New Deal of the 1930’s, and that a candidate-centered party system emerged from the 

“dealignment” of the 1960’s.18 As I will discuss in the next chapter, the regime 

framework is far more useful than the realignment framework, especially concerning 

descriptions of the 1960’s and early 1970’s.  

16 . This is the core argument of Formisano (1974) and Shade (1981). 
17 . Walter Dean Burnham, “The System of 1896: An Analysis”, in Kleppner, ed., 1981; Sundquist, pp. 
134-69. 
18 . John H. Aldrich, Why Parties: The Origin and Transformation of Political Parties in America, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1995; Wattenberg, pp. 90-91, 113-24. 
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1964-72: AN ERA OF TRANSFORMATION (BUT WHAT HAPPENED?) 

It’s difficult to challenge the notion that something substantial did not occur in 

American politics between 1964 and 1972. As this period represents a significant era of 

political disruption and transformation, Aldrich (1995) calls this period a “critical era” for 

its dramatic consequences upon future decades of American politics, even if it does not 

meet up to the standards of an electoral realignment.19 Trying to arrive at an explanation 

of what happened during these years in American politics is a controversial enterprise, 

and it continues to generate considerable scholarly debate. The major developments of 

this period can make these years seem like a bundle of contradictions: weaker parties, yet 

the Republican Party seemed to be the long term beneficiary; an expanded electorate due 

to the 26th Amendment to the Constitution and the Voting Rights Act, yet voter turnout 

declined; a rising public skepticism of the federal government’s ability to solve domestic 

problems, alongside the greatest domestic state expansion since the New Deal; a rising 

conservatism within the Republican Party, even as Republicans did their own part to 

contribute to the growth of the state. From both the political left and right, American 

politics appeared to be in an era of revolution, yet the governmental approaches forged 

during the New Deal era continued to thrive. 

The political culture of this period has been described as moment of “creedal 

passion”, consistent with other dramatic periods in American political history when 

“traditional American ideals were articulated and efforts made to bring institutions and 

19 . Aldrich, pp. 241-74. 
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practices into accord with those ideals.”20 This period also draws comparisons with other 

American epochs of religious revival or “awakenings”.21 Heclo (1996) suggests that the 

1960’s represents a uniquely “postmodern” awakening in politics and government.22

Similar to other periods of spiritual awakening and attacks on the established institutions 

of American life, the year 1964 inaugurated a “consciousness revolution” into American 

culture and politics, “as Americans began ‘humanizing’ their society, the mood alternated 

between bliss and doom.”23

Whatever happened during this period, by the time the dust cleared, the American 

political universe had undergone changes so substantial that significant long-term 

consequences resulted. For these reasons, this era warrants our attention.   

Why These Eight Years?

Why emphasize this particular period? Shouldn’t this era of transformation reach 

back even farther to the first signs of strain in the New Deal coalition? To the 1948 

election, when President Truman faced rebellions on his left and right flanks? Does this 

era of transformation take us beyond 1972, beyond the Vietnam War, beyond the 

Watergate scandal and right up to the Reagan Revolution? 

I would argue no on both counts. On the first count, the 1948 election is indeed a 

significant event because it reveals gathering storm clouds within the New Deal 

20 . Samuel P. Huntington, American Politics: The Promise of Disharmony, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1981, p. 86. 
21 . William G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings and Reform, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1978.
22 . Hugh Heclo, “The Sixties’ False Dawn: Awakenings, Movements, and Postmodern Policy-Making,” 
Journal of Policy History Vol. 48 (1996).
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coalition.24 Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrat candidacy was an early example of a Southern

separatist wing of the coalition, while Henry Wallace’s Progressive ticket represented an 

early example of a leftist critique of the regime’s Cold War foreign policy. Truman, 

however, succeeded in his task as a regime leader and held his coalition together. Nor did 

any kind of a major paradigm shift result within the Democratic Party. Truman, and even 

John F. Kennedy after him, continued to be deferential to their regime’s Southern wing 

on the subject of civil rights, advocating only limited reforms that would not threaten the 

South’s institutionalized racial hierarchy. The Cold War foreign policy also continued, as 

Democrats from Truman through Lyndon Johnson committed the US to an assertive and 

interventionist policy of containing the worldwide spread of communism.

Were political changes and developments after 1972 insignificant? No, but their 

implications for American politics largely followed along the same lines as the 

consequences generated by the period between 1964 and 1972. After the 1972 

presidential election, the political changes of the previous eight years continued to shape 

political outcomes for at least the next two decades. The coalitional bases of the two 

major parties continued to change along the same lines as they did between 1964 and 

1972, as did the parties’ regional sources of strength. Weaker parties in the electorate and 

rising public cynicism toward government institutions would also continue to be features 

of American politics for at least the next twenty years. The Watergate scandal only 

deepened these trends in public opinion, continuing a downward trend that began in the 

23 .  William Strauss and Neil Howe. The Fourth Turning: What the Cycles of History Tell us About 
America’s Next Rendezvous with Destiny, New York: Broadway Books, 1997, p. 173. 
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mid-1960’s. Indeed, Watergate was also a catalyst for major campaign finance reforms, 

open government reforms, restrictions of presidential powers and operational reforms 

within Congress. Furthermore, the economic turmoil of much of the 1970’s served to 

accelerate many of the public opinion trends and institutional developments that began in 

the mid-1960’s.   

These eight years were particularly disruptive to the traditional New Deal 

coalition and the patterns of voting behavior established during the New Deal 

realignment. The South began a slow, but certain departure away from the national 

Democratic Party in 1964, while black voters increased their support for the party. Large 

numbers of white working class and middle voters outside of the South also detached 

themselves from the traditional New Deal coalition. It was during this period that Lyndon 

Johnson’s expansion of the domestic social welfare state redirected New Deal era 

principles of state action on behalf of the disadvantaged toward different constituencies 

and new policy formulas. It was also during this period that the Cold War foreign policy 

consensus began to erode, with an especially divisive split within the Democratic Party 

and a Republican president who pursued détente with the Soviet Union. The Democrats 

began the process of abandoning the Cold War era hawkishness of Truman and JFK in 

favor of a less assertive stance. Hence, by 1972, the meaning of American liberalism in 

both foreign and domestic policy had been reconstructed to reflect the priorities of the 

civil rights movement, and to some extent even strains of the New Left. After the party’s 

24 . For a history of the 1948 campaign see, Gary A. Donaldson, Truman Defeats Dewey, Lexington, KY: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1998; Zachary Karabell, The Last Campaign: How Harry Truman Won the 
1948 Election, New York: Knopf, 2000; Plotke, pp. 190-225. 
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nominating rules were substantially changed for the 1972 election, these trends would 

continue into the 1970’s and 1980’s.  

These eight years are worthy of scrutiny in this project because it was during this 

period in particular that the groundwork was established for the political universe and 

issue agendas of the last thirty years in American politics. These eight years effectively 

drew much of the modern day political landscape, giving us the two major political 

parties as we generally recognize them today, as well as a political geography that 

resembles the contemporary era. What emerged from this period was a mostly liberal 

Democratic Party that aggressively worked to fulfill the issue agendas of the civil rights 

movement and other liberal interest groups, while continuing to maintain the domestic 

policy priorities of the New Deal state against a growing national conservative

movement. The party moved away from hawkishness in foreign and defense policy and 

established a clear identity as the party favoring peace and diplomacy over military 

buildup and force. After these eight years, the Democrats’ regional strength came 

increasingly from the northeastern quadrant and Pacific Coast of the nation, and 

decreasingly from the South. For their part, Republicans emerged from these eight years 

as opponents of the issue agenda advanced by civil rights activists, increasingly 

conservative on social issues and increasingly hawkish on foreign policy matters. Their 

sources of regional strength increasingly came from the South and interior west, while 

losing ground in the northeast quadrant and Pacific Coast.25

25 . When I refer to the “northeast quadrant” of the nation I am suggesting not only the northeastern states, 
but also the states of the upper Midwest, such as Michigan, Wisconsin and Minnesota. Arthur Paulson 
suggests that this regional shift of party strength in the 1960’s represented one of the most significant 
periods of national political change in all of American history, even if it did not meet the textbook 
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Traditional Macro Accounts of the 1964-72 Period

This is a period that generates considerable scholarly interest and there are a 

variety of ways of describing this critical period in American political history. 

Concerning those phenomena that had macro-political consequences between 1964 and 

1972, I would argue that accounts of the political universe during this period can be put 

into three major categories: 1) Dealignment and weaker political parties, 2) rising public 

cynicism and alienation with regard to politics, and 3) decline of the New Deal political 

and governmental order. The literature in each of these categories has contributed greatly 

to our understanding of voting behavior, public opinion, party organizations and state 

development, but these accounts frequently miss larger developments during this era, or 

provide us with misleading conclusions with regard to the evolution and development of 

New Deal state. 

Dealignment and Weaker Parties

I have already discussed above the well-documented problems associated with 

identifying this era as a period of electoral realignment (unless one revises the analytical 

framework). That problem speaks to a larger phenomenon that describes the political 

universe between 1964 and 1972: the declining influence of parties as determinants of 

political outcomes. 

There is a voluminous amount of literature identifying this period as a time of 

weaker and less influential parties in government and within the electorate. A few 

definition of an electoral realignment. Arthur Paulson, Realignment and Party Revival: Understanding 
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conclusions can be drawn from this large body of literature: 1) voters became more 

independent, and less inclined to identify with a major party or more willing to “ticket-

split” in elections, 2) campaigns became more candidate-centered, and 3) parties became 

less influential over institutional behavior. 

On the first count, Converse (1976) found that events concerning the Vietnam 

War, race and civil rights had a particularly dramatic negative effect upon party 

identification in the second half of 1965. Converse’s colleagues at the University of 

Michigan Survey Research Center also pinpoint a certain rise in the percentage of self-

identified political “independents” between 1964 and 1972 from 23% in 1964 to 34% in 

1972, and still higher later into the 1970’s.26  Gallup polling shows a similar longitudinal 

trend.27 Such a trend was manifested in significant ticket-splitting at the polls during the 

elections of this eight year period. Burnham (1970) found that while ticket splitting traced 

its origins back to the turn of the century, the process accelerated considerably during the 

1960’s in both national and state elections, in a process he called the “onward march of 

party decomposition.”28  Wattenberg’s (1998) extensive analysis of the erosion of 

political parties found similar patterns during these eight years of growing ticket-splitting, 

increased numbers of self-identified independents and rising negative public attitudes 

towards the parties.29

American Electoral Politics at the Turn of the Twenty-First Century, Westport, CT: Praeger, 2000.     
26 . Philip E. Converse, The Dynamics of Party Support: Cohort-Analyzing Party Identification, Beverly 
Hills, CA: Sage Publications, 1976; Stanley, Harold W. and Niemi, eds., Richard G. Vital Statistics on 
American Politics, 1997-1998, Congressional Quarterly Press, 1998, p. 108 (includes partisan “leaners”).
27 .  Sundquist, p. 395.
28 . Burnham, pp. 91-134. 
29 . Wattenberg, pp. 113-24.
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On the second count, the nature of campaigns changed considerably during this 

period, mostly at the expense of the party organizations. Whether this was a consequence 

of or a catalyst for party decomposition is not the question for us to take up here. What is 

noteworthy about the politics of this period is how much it was defined by personalities 

and candidate appeal, separate from the party organizations. From Barry Goldwater and 

George McGovern’s grass roots presidential campaigns, which irritated party leaders, to 

Richard Nixon’s re-election campaign in 1972, campaigns and campaign appeals during 

this era established their greatest distance from party organizations since the beginning of 

modern American political parties.30 Shively (1992) argued that starting in 1960 

presidential candidates became increasingly successful at courting the voters on the basis 

of their personal appeal, separate from the political party, whereas previous election 

outcomes had more to do with the turnout rates of partisans voting straight tickets.31 At 

the congressional level, Alford and Brady (1989) argued that it was during this period 

that the congressional incumbency advantage became at least as important as any 

previously existing partisan advantage. 32 Much of the literature on Congress suggested 

that after this period, members of Congress who learned to effectively use their 

incumbency advantages in their home districts could overcome any difficulties associated 

30 . Though it could be argued that this process began during the 1960 presidential election, or that it even 
traces its origins back to the beginning of the modern presidency. Nonetheless, the process accelerated 
considerably after 1964 and well into the 1970’s.  
31 .  W. Phillips Shively, “From Differential Abstention to Conversion: A Change in Electoral Change, 
1864-1988”, American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 36, No. 2. (May, 1992), pp. 309-330.
32 . John R. Alford and David W. Brady, “Personal and Partisan Advantage in US Congressional Elections, 
1846-1986”, in Lawrence C. Dodd and Bruce I. Oppenheimer, eds.  Congress Reconsidered, 4th Ed. 
Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Press, 1989; on the subject of voter detachment from 
partisanship toward more candidate-oriented presidential elections, see Norman Nie, Sidney Verba and 
John Petrocik. The Changing American Voter, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976; on 
congressional elections see Gary Jacobson, The Politics of Congressional Elections, 3rd Ed., New York: 
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with their party label.33 Indeed, it’s during this period that the political parties’ roles in 

campaigns changed from a role of leadership and prominence to a role of what Aldrich 

(1995) called the “party in service” to candidate organizations, thus making the parties 

subservient to the ambitions of skilled politicians. No longer did the parties have a 

monopoly on the tools needed to win in campaigns, and as that trend deepened into the 

1970’s, the effects upon American politics more generally would be dramatic. 34

On the third count, the literature suggests that this was a period in which the 

political parties were not only declining in importance in elections and in the electorate, 

but also within government institutions. While the modern presidency and the New Deal 

did their part to weaken party organizations vis a vis the president, it was during the 

presidencies of LBJ and Richard Nixon that the president’s role was further enhanced as 

a political entrepreneur in his own right. Both of these men frequently sought to 

circumvent the party organizations when it came to pushing legislation through Congress, 

selling their programs to the American people, and—especially in Nixon’s case—

organizing the federal bureaucracy and White House staff.35 This distance between the 

president as political entrepreneur and the president as a party leader continued at least 

until the Reagan Administration. Likewise, the president’s “isolation” from the political 

parties and other branches of government accelerated as a consequence of Vietnam and 

Harper Collins, 1992. In each case the arguments suggest that candidate-oriented politics accelerated in 
importance over the party organizations after 1964.
33 .  As examples, see, Richard F. Fenno, Jr., Home Style: House Members in Their Districts, New York: 
Harper Collins, 1978; Morris P. Fiorina, Congress: Keystone of the Washington Establishment, 2nd Edition, 
New haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989.
34 . Aldrich, pp. 269-74. 
35 . Sidney Milkis, “The Presidency and Political Parties”, in Michael Nelson ed. The Presidency and the 
Political System, 7th Edition, Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Press, 2003.
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the Nixon Administration’s abuses of power.36 In Congress, this was also a period of 

continued party decline, as represented in roll call votes.37 In short, this is a period when 

political party became less of a determinant of congressional behavior inside Washington 

D.C. Within the administrative agencies of government, party strength was further 

limited by the rising influence of single issue interest groups—with little or no loyalty to 

political party prerogatives—over administrative discretion. Legislative provisions 

enacted during these years concerning environmental, consumer and workplace safety 

protection typically empowered interest groups to participate in the administrative 

process and/or to use the courts to impose policy objectives upon agencies.38 Thus the 

single issue-oriented interest groups were elevated to a status of partnership in the 

policymaking process, often at the expense of party organizations. 

 The weakening of parties had consequences all across the American political and 

governmental establishment, dramatically altering institutional relationships and 

outcomes in electoral politics. Indeed, it is a defining feature of political life in this era. 

Party decline has been operationalized many different ways in the literature, yet the 

36 . Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Imperial Presidency, Revised Ed., New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 
2004. 
37 . For example see, Gary W. Cox and Mathew D. McCubbins, “On the Decline of Party Voting in 
Congress”, Legislative Studies Quarterly, Vol. 16, No. 4. (Nov., 1991), pp. 547-570. The authors find a 
significant drop in Democratic Party unity between the 89th and 95th congresses (1965-78). 

38 . Gary C. Bryner, Bureaucratic Discretion: Law and Policy in Federal Regulatory Agencies, New York: 
Pergamon Press, 1987; Benjamin Ginsburg and Martin Shefter, Politics by Other Means: The Declining 
Importance of Elections in America, New York: Basic Books, 1990; Richard A. Harris and Sidney M. 
Milkis, eds., Remaking American Politics, Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1989; George Hoberg, Pluralism 
By Design: Environmental Policy and the American Regulatory State, New York: Praeger,1992;
Lowi, (1979); R. Shep Melnick, Regulation and the Courts: The Case of the Clean Air Act,  Washington, 
D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1983; R. Shep Melnick, Between the Lines: Interpreting Welfare Rights, 
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1994. 
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decline of parties also occurred alongside—if not because of—an equally potent and 

important decline in public confidence in government and politics. 

Rising Cynicism and the Decline of Confidence 

The development of the New Deal state, followed by postwar affluence, brought 

about a restoration of public confidence in government institutions and their perceived 

responsiveness to public needs. What emerged was a political landscape defined by 

consensus, reduced partisanship, optimism and a political culture that was confident in 

the capacity of government to solve major problems.39 In the mid-1960’s, as the United 

States stood on the precipice of a “War on Poverty”, significant civil rights reforms and 

yet another overseas military mission to stop the spread of communism, political actors 

could claim a significant degree of public support for another generation of ambitious 

domestic reforms and an aggressive, anti-communist foreign policy. By the mid-1970’s, 

that public consensus was at best confused, and at worst shattered.       

The years between 1964 and 1972 will also be remembered as a period of 

declining public confidence in government institutions, somewhat lower voter turnout 

and an emerging political culture of cynicism with regard to the American public’s 

beliefs in the capacity of government to solve major problems and “do the right thing”.40

One can (as some have) endlessly debate the causal relationships between the events of 

39 . This argument is summarized by Robert E. Lane. “The Politics of Consensus in an Age of Affluence”,  
American Political Science Review, Vol. 59, 4 (Dec. 1965), pp. 874-895. 
40 . The drop is particularly sharp and consistent between 1964 and 1980 in response to three NES 
questions asking respondents if they generally trust government to do the right thing, if they believe 
government is or is not run for the benefit of a few powerful interests and if they believe the government 
wastes taxpayer money. Stanley and Niemi, eds. Vital Statistics, p. 133.  
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this period, its swings of public opinion and the actions of government. Whether it was a 

consequence of the Vietnam War, rising rates of crime and riots in the cities, racial 

tensions or a news media that became much more cynical during this period, a large body 

of political science literature on this period concludes that this was an era noteworthy for 

its souring of public attitudes toward government and politics. These consequences were 

consistent with the party decomposition taking place in this period, just as they were 

consistent with this period’s changing political discourse and changing institutional 

relationships within government. 

Not only did public attitudes toward government sour, but as Lipset and 

Schneider (1987) show, public attitudes towards numerous non-government institutions 

and professions—especially those perceived as greedy, undemocratic or elitist—

worsened considerably during this period. Public confidence in the integrity of business 

organizations, labor unions (the political base of the New Deal coalition), the media and 

academia all slumped—though at differing levels—beginning in the mid-1960’s and into 

the 1970’s. A perception that complex and dishonest institutions, inside and outside of 

government, were working against the best interests of the American people became an 

accepted part of American political culture by the mid-1970’s.41

Perhaps related to rising cynicism and declining confidence in institutions is a 

description of this period as a time of reduced political efficacy (the belief people have 

41 .  Seymour Martin Lipset and William Schneider Jr. The Confidence Gap: Business, Labor and 
Government in the Public Mind, Rev. Ed., Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987, pp. 29-40, pp. 
163-220. This study is particularly valuable because it fairly assesses survey research data from a variety of 
sources before arriving at its sweeping conclusions.  Also on the subject of declining confidence in 
government, see Paul Abramson, Political Attitudes in America: Formation and Change, San Francisco: W. 
H. Freeman, 1983. On the relationship between declining turnout and low levels of education and high 
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that their participation in politics will make a difference). Shaffer (1981) found that the 

period between 1964 and 1972 makes up the heart of an era of declining political 

efficacy, which resulted in lower voter turnout.42 Indeed, slumping voter turnout during 

this period has spawned a considerable body of literature linking this phenomenon to 

weaker parties, dealignment and declining confidence in government and political 

processes. The evidence of a steady, but not exponential, decline in turnout during these 

years is clear. In presidential elections, voter turnout declined from almost 63% in 1960 

to just over 55% in 1972. This trend continued throughout the 1970’s and 1980’s, 

slumping to 50% in the presidential contest of 1988. A similar decline occurred in 

congressional elections, with a turnout of about 48% in 1966, declining to about 38% in 

1974, and never again exceeding 40% of the voting age population.43

Reduced confidence in government institutions, politicians, political parties,

political processes and private organizations had major consequences for the macro-

political universe between 1964 and 1972. Almost any study of the major political 

developments of this era will inevitably intersect with the unavoidable conclusion that, 

whatever else was happening, the public mood was turning increasingly sour. The 

political phenomenon to be examined in this study were, at the very least, products of this 

declining confidence (the 1968 Wallace campaign, the New Left), or catalysts for the 

further erosion of confidence (LBJ’s Great Society and civil rights programs, the New 

levels of political alienation, see Howard Reiter, “Why is Turnout Down?”, Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 
43, No. 3. (Autumn, 1979), pp. 297-311.
42 . Stephen D. Shaffer, “A Multivariate Explanation of Decreasing Turnout in Presidential Elections, 
1960-1976”, American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 25, No. 1. (Feb., 1981), pp. 68-95.

43 . Lipset and Schneider, p. 340; Federal Election Commission, “National Voter Turnout in Federal 
Elections: 1960-1996”, http://www.fec.gov/pages/htmlto5.htm.
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Left’s impact on Democratic Party). Declining confidence also plays a major part of any 

explanation of this period as the moment of the New Deal coalition’s unraveling. 

Decline of the New Deal Political Order

The period between 1964 and 1972 are frequently identified in one context or 

another as the peak moment of the decline of the New Deal political order. Hence, other 

accounts suggest that era was a period of erosion of the New Deal electoral coalition that 

sustained a national Democratic Party majority between 1932 and 1968, the slow but 

certain rise of the Republican Party in the South and interior west, as well as a more 

general popular decline in the popularity of programmatic liberalism. The first two 

assertions are difficult to challenge, though there are numerous and nuanced explanations 

for these phenomena. The third assertion is open for considerably more debate, as one is 

bound to find many contradictions in trying to reconcile public opinion data, electoral 

results and government actions from this era. 

People can argue about the extent of the Democratic erosion that occurred 

between 1964 and 1972, but it would be foolhardy to suggest that the traditional New 

Deal coalition was, by 1972, as robust as it was a generation earlier. As mentioned above, 

the New Deal electoral coalition began showing signs of strain as early as 1948, and 

could arguably be traced back even farther when one considers the rise of Southern

opposition to FDR’s second term legislative agenda.44  Truman, like Kennedy after him, 

struggled to maintain as much of the traditional Democratic South as possible to secure 
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his own political base, while Johnson’s 1964 electoral losses in the South were more 

significant. By 1968, Democratic losses in the South occurred alongside the defections of 

traditional Democratic constituencies, such as members of organized labor and other 

white working-class voters. Race was a major part of this development, though not the 

only phenomenon, which drove many of the Democratic defections during this era. Other 

social and cultural issues, ranging from crime to youth permissiveness, often generated 

racial overtones in political debates, and appeared to position the Democrats on the 

wrong side of what Scammon and Wattenberg (1970) called the “social issue.”—a cluster 

of issues associated with race, crime and social order.45 At the same time, increasing 

dovishness in the Democratic Party on defense and foreign policy matters, the party’s 

identification with cultural liberalism and the growing secularism of American society 

also damaged the party’s standing among white Southerners and white working-class 

voters, especially Catholics.46 Democratic control of Congress, however, was not 

threatened during this eight year period. Democrats maintained majorities in Congress for 

44 out of 48 years between 1933 and 1981.47

Democratic erosion initially produced limited gains for the Republican Party, but 

as Phillips (1969) prognosticated, political developments of the 1960’s would make the 

South and the interior west an increasingly fertile territory for the GOP in subsequent 

44 . The so called “conservative coalition” of Southern conservative Democrats and Republicans in 
Congress that often blocked a large percentage of liberal legislation backed by non-Southern Democrats 
after the first New Deal.  
45 . Edward Carmines and James Stimson, Issue Evolution: Race and the Transformation of American 
Politics, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989; Richard M. Scammon and Ben J. Wattenberg. 
The Real Majority: An Extraordinary Examination of the American Electorate, New York: Coward and 
McCann, 1970, pp. 20-21, 35-44.
46 . Ginsberg and Shefter, p. 49. 
47 .The World Almanac and Book of Facts: 1999, Mahwah, NJ: Primedia Co., 1998, p. 90. 
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years.48 In 1964, conservative Republican presidential nominee Barry Goldwater carried 

five deep Southern states and showed strength throughout the region. Four years later, an 

era of Republican dominance of presidential elections began, lasting until 1992, largely 

on the strength of Republican votes in the South and the interior west. In the 1972 

presidential election, Richard Nixon was particularly successful at courting the larger 

share of voters who voted for former Alabama Governor George Wallace for president in 

1968.49 Nonetheless, Republicans did not achieve a statistically higher percentage of 

voters who self-identified as Republican during this eight year period.50 Nor did 

Republicans achieve major gains in the Congress during this period. Nonetheless, 

Republicans could claim victory during this era in that they became competitive in South

and the party was often able to take political advantage of the Democrats’ increasingly 

strained relationship with non-Southern white working class voters, as Nixon often did. 

The Republican ascendancy in the South was slow, but certain, given the Democratic 

advantages of incumbency among officeholders, lingering Southern familial attachments 

to the party and the South’s poorer economic condition relative to the rest of the nation. 

Not until the 1980’s did a significantly larger number of white Southerners begin actually 

identifying themselves as Republican.51

In spite of the fact that this was a period of substantial state expansion into the 

policy arenas of civil rights and social welfare, many accounts suggest or imply that this 

48 . Kevin Phillips, The Emerging Republican Majority, New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 1969.  
49 . Arthur H. Miller, et. al., “A Majority Party in Disarray: Policy Polarization in the 1972 Election”, 
American Political Science Review, Vol. 70 (September, 1976), pp. 753-78. 
50 . The NES data indicate that Republican identifiers (leaners included) ranged from 31% to 34% between 
1964 and 1972. Stanley and Niemi eds., Vital Statistics, 1998, p.108. 
51 . Earl Black and Merle Black. Rise of Southern Republicans, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2002.
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era commenced the decline of programmatic liberalism in American politics. Such 

accounts often make linkages between this period and the “Reagan Revolution” of the 

1980’s and the Republican capture of Congress in the 1990’s, suggesting that a rising 

conservatism slowly emerged out of the 1960’s. While electoral outcomes were mixed 

for both parties between 1964 and 1972, studies of American public opinion from this era 

give no reason to suggest an insurgent activist conservatism in the electorate. Stimson’s 

(1998) analysis of public opinion data reveals that a clear majority of the American 

people continued to favor an activist federal government on a wide range of economic 

and social issues during this period.52  Indeed, in the aftermath of the Goldwater debacle 

of 1964, the national Republican Party refrained from positioning itself as an agent of 

activist conservatism during this period.53

Accounts of this era as a period of rising conservatism are therefore misleading 

and incomplete. The liberal state first forged by the architects of the New Deal 

experienced a period of rapid growth, mostly with the blessing of the American people. 

Hence, when we also consider the formidable position that the liberal national 

Democratic Party continued to play during this period, it becomes clear that we should be 

just as vigilant about searching for explanations both inside and outside of the New Deal 

regime. Indeed, major changes were taking place within the traditional New Deal regime, 

resulting in changes to the regime’s ordering of coalition partners and interpretations of 

core principles. 

52 . James A. Stimson. Public Opinion in America: Moods, Cycles and Swings, 2nd Ed. Boulder, Co.: 
Westview Press, 1998, pp. 68-73. 
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Chapter Two: Rethinking Regime Politics

THE OBJECTIVE

The era between 1964 and 1972 is frequently categorized as representing the end 

of the New Deal political order, the erosion of the old New Deal electoral coalition or the 

beginning of some kind of a new constitutional, political or public policy regime. 

The task of this chapter will be to establish the value of the regime framework as 

a mechanism for categorizing American political eras. I will establish a new theoretical 

framework for looking at American political regimes, with a particular emphasis on 

internal change within the existing governing regime between 1964 and 1972. The 

hypothesis of this project asserts that the New Deal regime was reconstructed, not 

dissolved, between 1964 and 1972 upon new public policy interpretations of long-

established regime principles. During this era, there was a significant disruption between 

coalition partners within the New Deal regime. I will then discuss the case selections and 

methodologies to be used in this project.  

THE VALUE OF THE REGIME FRAMEWORK

In the first chapter I discussed some of the more general problems associated with 

the regime framework as a mechanism for categorizing and describing political eras and 

institutional behavior. Challenges include maintaining a model with some degree of 

analytical rigor, defining what constitutes regime change and the difficulty of 

53 . That did not take place until 1980, and only with limited success at that. Indeed, the 1968 and 1972 
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operationalization. Other problems include accounting for historical exceptions to the 

norms of the regime during the given period under examination (such as deviating 

elections). In addition, any framework of American political regimes must be sufficiently 

flexible so as to be able to deal with the large constellation of political and governmental 

institutions at the given time of analysis. This is not to suggest that the regime framework 

can, or should, attempt to be the “end all and be all” explanatory mechanism of American 

governmental institutions and political outcomes. Far from it, as I would readily submit 

that the most specific questions concerning political institutions and political behavior are 

often best considered outside of the regime framework. Hence, it would be wrong to 

assume a particular pattern of partisan roll call votes in the Congress in 1937 simply 

because there was a fairly strong governing regime of American politics at the time. 

Obviously there are going to be many other phenomena going on. Ever mindful of these 

criticisms and its imperfections, I would nonetheless argue that the regime framework is a 

valuable analytical approach to use to account for the macro political universe of a given 

American political period.  

The regime framework allows us to establish a set of norms with regard to the 

complex interaction between institutions (both inside and outside of government), 

political parties, electoral politics and the constituent groups of American politics. The 

regime framework can also establish for observers what Ackerman (1991) calls the 

“baseline”, or norms of constitutional government for an entire era.54 While all models 

have limitations, if successfully applied, the regime framework should explain the tenets 

platforms of the Republican Party committed the party to the enforcement of civil rights legislation and 
effective administration of existing social welfare programs.  
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of a dominant political order in a given period of time in American political history. The 

general rules of public policy formulas, governmental commitments, electoral politics, 

constitutional norms and how these phenomena interact with each other can be greatly 

simplified under a regime framework. From such conclusions, we can make some more 

specific assumptions about the behavior of political actors. For example, while 

Skowronek’s (1997) account of presidential behavior should not be used as a universal 

model for explaining all presidential behavior, his work is nonetheless useful for 

establishing the opportunities and limitations for presidential action given a president’s 

place within a dominant political regime.55 Similar inferences could be drawn with regard 

to the behavior of other government institutions and political actors in the context of their 

places within a dominant political regime.  

There are a number of complex periods of major change in American political 

history. There is also a wealth of literature explaining the most specific phenomena 

during such periods at just about every level of government and politics, often with little 

or no appreciation for the interaction of various institutions and processes within a 

dominant political order. The regime framework allows us to simplify and account for 

some of the periods of American political history that remain challenging for political 

scientists. For this project, the regime framework is especially useful because it will 

allow us to gain some better degree of analytical control over a complex, yet rapidly 

changing American political era between 1964 and 1972. As I discussed in the previous 

54 . Ackerman, pp. 58-67.  
55 . Indeed, his finding of a long-term erosion of  “political time” by itself suggests the limitations of his 
model and possibly suggests the decreasing usefulness of identifying presidents with a regime, Skowronek, 
pp.33-58, 409-446.   
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chapter, this was an era of rapid change and transformation at almost every level of 

American government and politics, and it continues to generate scholarly attention, given 

this period’s continued impact on the contemporary political era. If we are looking for a 

macro-account of this very important era, electoral realignment will not be sufficient 

because that approach only tells us about parties, voters and elections. As we now know, 

use of the realignment framework gives us nebulous and contradictory explanations of 

this period. The partisan decomposition that characterized this period requires us to look 

to the broader political universe, where accounts of realigning elections and political 

party competition do not tell the whole story. The regime framework allows us to observe 

how the long-term custodians of constitutional government interact with their supporters 

and how principles of government are made, interpreted into public policy and 

periodically reformed.     

Because the regime framework is meant to function as a macro theory of 

American politics, it requires sound rules for identifying moments of regime change, lest 

such moments get mixed up with the rough and tumble of normal, everyday politics. Still, 

I believe that it would be foolish to assume that regime transformation—that is, 

replacement of one dominant regime with a new regime—is the only kind of political 

change worth noticing within the life-cycle of a regime. Significant as they are, moments 

of regime transformation are fairly rare in American political history. It would not be fair 

to assume that the political universe simply moves along at an equilibrium established by 

the regime for several decades at a time before the next moment of regime 

transformation. Could it be possible that major change can occur within an existing 

governing regime, and that the guiding principles of that regime are redirected, but not 
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replaced? Hence, I believe it is also equally important to establish sound rules for 

identifying significant change within an existing regime. Because the regime framework 

is meant to account for what will most likely be a fairly long era for a dominant political 

order, it is essential that we be able to account for major periods of disruption that were 

significant for the development of the regime, but did not result in the regime’s 

dissolution. These episodes of intra-regime change are almost as rare as the displacement 

of a dominant regime, but their political consequences have a lasting effect on everyday 

government and politics.    

A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR THE NEW DEAL REGIME

My framework of American political regimes seeks to explain a critical era that 

greatly changed the New Deal political order forged during the 1930’s. The central 

dilemma I seek to resolve in this project is if the traditional assumptions and accounts of 

the period between 1964 and 1972 are sound explanations of the political universe of this 

era. I am inclined to believe that they are not. Whether the topic is elections, parties, 

courts, social movements, administrative agencies, Congress, or the president, much of 

the literature covering this period is preoccupied with the nuance and complexity of this 

era. Perhaps that is necessary, but it also comes at the cost of avoiding efforts to arrive at 

a systematic macro-explanation of this era within the governmental and political order 

that was forged during the 1930’s.  Electoral and public opinion data covering this era 

often yields contradictory and incomplete findings. Accounts of American political 

regimes must be concerned with more than simply election returns and political party 

control over elective offices and institutions. In addition, studies of administrative 
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agencies and courts will only tell us part of the larger story about what was happening in 

this era. It is the interaction of the major forces within the political and governmental 

universe, and a regime’s commitment to a set of core principles that warrants our 

attention if we seek to explain the evolution of the broader political universe.  

In order to arrive at an explanation for this period, it is necessary to examine the 

evolving principles of the New Deal regime. A regime requires some degree of 

overarching, guiding principles of government and political action if it is to credibly 

speak and act on the behalf of a majority of Americans, and on behalf of constitutional 

government itself. Did this period between 1964 and 1972 represent an assault on the 

New Deal political order from forces not affiliated with the regime, eventually resulting 

in its dissolution? Were the regime’s principles being assaulted and discarded by forces 

who regarded the regime to be illegitimate and morally bankrupt? Or is this period better 

categorized as an era of significant internal change within the regime, resulting in the 

reconstruction of a still legitimate political order?  Were the regime’s principles simply 

redirected and re-interpreted towards new issue agendas and new political constituencies?    

I believe that the approach I have sketched out below will facilitate a 

comprehensive re-examination of the New Deal regime in this critical era. It is an 

approach that will emphasize the role of the major constituent partners of the New Deal 

regime, as well as the new constituencies being pursued by the leaders of that regime. 

Particular emphasis will be placed upon how the regime’s leaders and coalition partners 

interpreted and executed the principles of the New Deal political order. Below I will 

discuss the key differences between regime transformation and intra-regime change, 

followed by a discussion on the roles of the various coalition partners within a regime, 
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the role of regime managers (leaders), as well as the case selections and methodology that 

will be used in this project. 

THE NEW DEAL REGIME AND ITS COALITION PARTNERS

In this project a regime will be defined as a diverse, majority coalition of political 

allies committed to a broad, though sometimes vague, set of core principles of 

constitutional government and political action. The regime’s principles must command 

the support of a clear majority of the American people, which can be discerned through 

the repeated election of regime loyalists to public office, and/or clear and measurable 

evidence of majority support for the regime’s principles of government.56 Having said 

that, at times the American people may disagree as to how the regime’s principles are to 

be translated into public policies. For example, the New Deal regime’s commitment to 

economic security commanded wide popular support in the 1960’s, but whether or not 

this principle extended to popular support for many of the Great Society programs was 

another matter entirely. 

By definition, loyalists of the regime must control a majority of the machinery of 

the national government for a generation or more. This would include the executive 

branch, Congress, the judiciary and the bureaucracy. Regular victories in elections down 

the ballot are a necessity for the regime to build institutions, sustain itself and entrench 

itself into the fabric of American political life. Electoral victories do not necessary always 

represent a public mandate for the regime managers’ entire legislative agenda, but they 

56 . Survey research or polling—for all of its faults—would be a useful way to measure the American 
public’s thinking about the principles of an existing regime.   
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do represent a public affirmation of confidence in the regime’s loyalists to govern, rather 

than the regime’s opposition. Every platform plank may not win support from the 

American people, but a governing regime differentiates itself from its opposition by its 

ability to win the regular confidence of the American people to govern and confront the 

day to day problems of the nation. 

To maintain their control over political outcomes, dominant regimes will also 

maintain a powerful coalition of politically mobilized allies outside of the federal 

government. This will include state and local government actors, allied interest groups 

and institutions that promote the regime’s principles to public audiences. Disruptive 

events, internal divisions within the regime and/or poorly run campaigns may produce 

deviating elections that occasionally displace the regime from the executive branch or 

Congress. Still, even out of power, a regime is considered dominant when it retains 

significant influence over political outcomes through a powerful coalition of allies inside 

and outside of government, so long as it holds the continued allegiance from a significant 

number of Americans. Such a scenario could be said to have existed in the 1950’s, when 

the popularity of Republican president Dwight D. Eisenhower did not extend into any 

kind of a popular mandate for the dismantling of the institutions created by the New Deal 

regime. Furthermore, key supporters of the New Deal regime, such as organized labor, 

remained influential and politically active.    

A regime is guided by a belief in a particular institutional approach to meeting the 

challenges of American life. These core principles of constitutional government are 

infused into the institutions and processes of American government, and the tenets of the 

dominant regime will shape the parameters of legitimate political debate for at least a 
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generation. The Jeffersonian regime of the early nineteenth century was guided by a faith 

in limited central government and deference to the states. Political actors who sought to 

enlarge the size and scope of the federal government at the expense of the states faced the 

limitations of Jeffersonian principles.57 The Republican regime of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries was guided by a faith in the virtue of laissez-faire and 

industrialization. National unity and the belief that government should actively promote 

the rapid industrialization of the American economy were core articles of faith for the 

Republican regime from the Civil War through the Hoover Administration. At best, 

political forces who sought to rein in the power of large corporate interests faced 

limitations, if not outright resistance from the regime’s leadership.58

The New Deal regime was guided by a confident faith in the ability of the federal 

government to act as a positive agent for improving human welfare. Indeed, government 

existed to smooth out the rough edges of the business cycle and guard hard-working 

Americans against the uncertainties of a sometimes fickle marketplace. Fundamentally 

pro-capitalist, architects of the New Deal regime in the 1930’s cast their efforts not only 

on humanitarian grounds, but also to preserve the ancient virtues of the free enterprise 

system. At the same time, the regime promised the average American worker a life of 

economic security and dignity if he or she worked hard and played by the rules. The 

federal government and the American presidency grew in size and scope for the purposes 

of reining in the power of business, using the federal government to aid the 

57 . As an example, the Federalist Party ceased to be a force in national politics after the War of 1812. Also, 
consider the challenges faced by politicians who sought to implement a more sophisticated national system 
of internal improvements, which often clashed with Jeffersonian ideology.   
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disadvantaged and to guarantee a certain degree of economic opportunity for all 

Americans. The ability of the national Republican Party to disassociate the federal 

government from the commitments of the New Deal regime was rather limited by the 

1940’s and 1950’s. Republicans like Barry Goldwater, who promised to discard these 

principles, were soundly repudiated by the national electorate.59

The establishment of a new regime of American government and politics is bound 

to be a major and very rare event. It seems likely that a major, epoch changing crisis is 

necessary to discredit the tenets of an old regime and bring a new one into power. The 

New Deal regime was brought into power through the worst economic catastrophe in the 

nation’s history. The Civil War and Reconstruction brought a Republican regime into 

power in the 1860’s. The Jeffersonian regime came to power in an environment of 

extreme polarization in the election of 1800, with regime managers calling their 

ascendancy a continuation of the American Revolution.60 In addition, the participation of 

so many Jeffersonians in the crucial episodes of the Revolution and the Founding may 

have given the leaders of that regime the special moral authority they needed to establish 

a new political order for the nineteenth century.  

58 . The forces I speak of here would include the diverse egalitarian political movements of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, whether they were hostile to the regime (Populists and Socialists) 
or affiliated with it (Progressives).   
59 . Ronald Reagan was, of course, somewhat more successful in the 1980’s, though he faced major 
limitations with regard to his ability to build a new regime on the principles of economic conservatism, 
social conservatism and assertiveness in foreign policy. The New Deal regime established many stubborn 
institutions which were able to resist the “Reagan Revolution”. See Skowronek, pp. 409-429.   
60 . On the 1800 election and the politics leading up to that moment, see John E. Ferling, Adams vs. 
Jefferson: The Tumultuous Election of 1800, New York: Oxford University Press, 2004; Bernard A. 
Weisberger, America Afire: Jefferson, Adams and the Revolutionary Election of 1800, New York: Harper 
Collins, 2000. 
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In any case, replacement of an existing regime is a major event, but it must be 

contrasted with the more common episodes of political change that do not destroy the 

regime, but nonetheless, effect major changes upon the execution of the regime’s core 

principles. Before moving on it will be necessary to clearly distinguish between regime 

transformation (replacement) and intra-regime change. After clarifying this distinction, I 

will turn to an equally important distinction that must be made concerning the 

relationship between the regime and the majority political party.  

Regime Transformation

What happens when a new regime comes to power and replaces an old one? 

While I have some issues with the way they handle internal, or mid-life regime change, 

for the most part, I do not take issue with Ackerman and Skowronek’s characterizations 

of how new regimes are created out of the destruction of old regimes.61 Like Ackerman, 

and unlike Skowronek, I am inclined to treat the Jacksonian Era as the mid-life moment 

of intra-regime disruption within the Jeffersonian regime. Jacksonian Democrats cast 

themselves as the rightful heirs to the Jeffersonian political legacy, which is more 

consistent with political actors who are regime loyalists, rather than repudiators. In 

contrast, Republicans of the 1860’s and Democrats of the 1930’s more sharply repudiated 

the old governing regimes which opposed them. 

61 . Ackerman (1991) argues that new regimes must pass a series of major “tests” to overcome institutional 
resistance and popular skepticism to achieve legitimacy, pp. 276-294; Skowronek’s (1997) argument puts 
the regime-building president in a position of wide latitude to tear down old assumptions of constitutional 
government and institutionalize new ones for posterity, pp. 36-39
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 When a new regime is created, a large degree of departure from past 

constitutional doctrines occurs. New regimes come into existence after a period of public 

re-examination of American constitutional government. New constitutional amendments 

and/or significant doctrinal changes from the federal judiciary will dramatically reshape 

basic conceptions of rights, citizenship and the proper boundaries of government under 

the Constitution. Constitutional change may occur outside of the context of a period of 

regime transformation, sometimes with noticeable political effect, but regime 

transformation is distinct from intra-regime change in that repudiation of the existing 

regime extends well beyond court decisions. 

A new regime also requires repudiation of at least some of the major institutions 

and practices of the “old” regime, increased popular participation in politics and repeated 

and regular ratification in elections. A successful new regime must indict at least one of 

the major foundational principles of the old regime, rather than just attacking the 

competence and governing efficiency of the old regime. Indeed, these are many of the 

characteristics to be found in a conventional electoral realignment, meaning that the 

creation of a new regime could intersect with a period of realignment in the electorate. 

Well beyond the arena of electoral politics, however, the most fundamental and basic 

assumptions with regard to the role of constitutional government are up for grabs during 

an episode of regime change. The questions for public debate are highly polarizing, as 

policy alternatives to the old regime have the potential to dramatically transform received 

understandings of constitutional government. The disruption must be so significant and 
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so permanent as to achieve a new equilibrium in the larger American political universe. 62

The new equilibrium should establish new understandings of constitutional principles by 

courts, politicians and non-government political actors. Architects of a new regime will 

know they have succeeded if they achieve a fundamental rewriting of the relationship 

between the American people and their government. 

Most notably, the tenets of the existing regime must be discarded and their leaders 

discredited for a generation. Old formulas of government action to resolve problems are 

repudiated as either unworkable or immoral. For example, the series of sectional 

compromises used to compromise away a major debate over slavery from the 1820’s 

through the 1850’s was deemed impossible and/or immoral to replicate by 1860. Not only 

was compromise impossible by 1860, an emerging consensus on both sides regarded it as 

an affront to each side’s understandings of constitutional government. Thus, Jacksonian 

Democrats were increasingly discredited throughout the north. Likewise, by 1932, the old 

economic formulas of the Republican regime were deemed inconsistent with, if not the 

cause of, an economic crisis so severe as to cause many Americans to question the very 

stability of capitalism itself. Hence, Herbert Hoover became synonymous with the 

failures of an old and discredited regime. 

As for pinpointing the end of the New Deal regime, that question by itself opens 

up another set of periodization debates, which time does not permit for this project. The 

New Deal regime was arguably the most enduring of all regimes in American political 

62 . Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones. Agendas and Instability in American Politics, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1993, pp. 1-24. The authors devise a model of “punctuated equilibrium” as a 
mechanism for explaining how public policy outcomes are shaped by moments of disruption so major as to 
permanently change the political equilibrium of a given policy issue.   
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history.63 It is necessary, however, for us to draw a clear boundary at which point the 

New Deal regime was sufficiently weakened to the point that it increasingly functioned 

as a force of political opposition, rather than as a governing regime. The election of 

Ronald Reagan in 1980, the most conservative Republican president since Calvin 

Coolidge, arguably represented the beginning of the decline of the New Deal regime. The 

Republican capture of Congress in 1994, followed by unified control of the federal 

government in the early 21st century, further reduced the remnants of the New Deal 

regime to a force of opposition. The New Deal regime, like regimes that preceded it, left 

behind established institutions and enduring government programs. Since the 1980’s, 

New Deal Democrats have increasingly been playing “defense”, fighting to preserve the 

institutional remnants of their regime, rather than expanding it.   

Intra-regime change

Intra-regime change differs from regime transformation mainly in that there is a 

difference between what happens to the existing set of regime principles and the regime’s 

leadership. Table 2.1 summarizes the key differences. First, during a period of regime 

transformation, the existing regime principles are in the process of being discredited and 

discarded. During a moment of intra-regime change, the principles of the existing regime 

remain popular and legitimate, but conflict within the regime generates considerable 

debate over the interpretations and execution of those principles. Second, the leaders of a 

regime are replaced and discredited during a moment of regime transformation, much 

63 . Sidney Milkis, The President and the Parties: The Transformation of the American Party System Since 
the New Deal, New York: Oxford University Press, 1993; Skowronek, pp. 409-46.  
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like Republicans were displaced in the 1930’s. In a period of intra-regime transformation, 

however, the leadership of the regime may change, but it will be a change from within the 

regime, rather than a displacement of the regime from the councils of power. Thus, for 

regime transformation to have taken place in the 1960’s, Goldwater should have defeated 

Johnson in 1964 and implemented his solidly conservative, anti-New Deal regime 

program. Liberal Democrats should have been driven from power at all levels of 

government. Instead, what happened was a redirection and reinterpretation of existing 

regime principles toward new issue agendas, such as a government effort to fight poverty 

and the enactment of civil rights legislation.    

Table 2.1: Characteristics of Regime Transformation and Intra-regime Change

Existing regime principles Political universe

Regime Transformation -Unpopular and discredited -Constitutional change
-Major national crisis
-Political debate is polarizing  
-Forces not loyal to the old regime 
assume permanent control of institutions
-Institutions are swept away 
-Emerging principles of constitutional 
government develop

Intra-regime change -Legitimate and popular -Anti-regime forces are unable to 
-Baseline for mainstream political assume permanent control of government
debate and action -Redirection of regime’s principles
-Interpretations of principles towards new issue agendas
are contested by the regime’s -Conflict between regime’s coalition 
coalition partners partners

-Rearrangement of the regime’s coalition 
partners
-Occurs at the approximate mid-life of the 
regime
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After a dominant, governing regime has been established, new challenges will 

inevitably arise, separate from the issues and crises that brought the regime to power in 

the first place. At that point, the regime’s leading political actors will be forced to re-

evaluate established interpretations of regime principles. The regime’s core principles 

remain popular and legitimate, but rising new issue agendas and political movements 

force leading political actors to revise established governmental formulas toward the 

fulfillment of new challenges. The many competing groups within the regime must 

function in a political universe where the principles of the regime are well-established 

assumptions of constitutional government, but the interpretation of those principles is no 

longer a matter of public consensus.  

During the mid-life of the regime, the constituent groups, or coalition partners of 

the regime, as I will call them, will not be terribly successful if they take their case to the 

American people through a frontal assault on the regime. Coalition partners may claim 

that their issue agendas are compatible with the overarching principles of the regime. 

They may also suggest that their issue agendas, such as civil rights, or states rights, 

represent the “real” intentions of the regime’s founders, and that by implication, those 

who disagree are somehow not loyal to the principles of the regime. On the other hand, in 

a period of heated political conflict, coalition partners may step outside of the loyalist 

rhetoric into a critique of the regime that appears to blur the distinction between friendly 

criticism from a political ally and criticism from a rebellious political turncoat.

 Intra-regime conflicts are bound to flare up from time to time, as we would 

expect to see from any majority coalition organization. Tensions simmer below the 

surface, and are frequently resolved through compromises and straddling of potentially 
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polarizing issues.64 For about the first thirty years of the New Deal regime, regime 

leaders had to straddle and compromise away the competing demands of civil rights 

leaders and Southern states rights advocates. By the mid-1960’s, these tensions so badly 

divided the New Deal regime that its leaders were forced to pick one polarizing side, thus 

dramatically reinterpreting the regime’s principles to incorporate the principles of the 

civil rights issue agenda. When intra-regime conflicts intensify and multiply, the 

consequences for regime development will be very significant, even if the regime is itself 

not displaced from power. During periods of major intra-regime conflict, members within 

the regime’s political coalition battle for status and leadership positions within the 

regime. They fight over the interpretation of the regime’s core principles, new issue 

agendas and which coalition partners are to be the leaders and agenda-setters for the 

regime in its next generation of existence. The result is intra-regime change: the large 

scale redirection and re-interpretation of the regime’s core principles for the purposes of 

fulfilling new issue agendas. The regime is reconstructed upon the same overarching 

principles, but with new interpretations of those principles, as well as a new arrangement 

of coalition partners. The composition of the regime’s coalition partners will not only 

change, but there will also be a long-term rearrangement of leaders and followers among 

the regime’s coalition partners. This should be considered a moment of reconstruction of 

the regime from within, which should be carefully distinguished from Skowronek’s 

“politics of reconstruction”, which he defines as a political environment where a new 

64 . See Sundquist’s  (1983) use of the slavery issue as an example of majority party straddling of the 
slavery issue, pp.50-73.  
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regime replaces an old one.65 I use this terminology because reconstruction implies an 

improved construction of an already existing or imperfect structure, whereas construction 

implies the creation of an entirely new structure where an old structure, or no structure at 

all, once existed.         

By the mid-1970’s, the New Deal regime’s policy priorities were dramatically 

different from the policy priorities of the regime’s first generation of existence. The 

regime’s principles of economic security and government aid to the disadvantaged of 

society remained popular with the American people. In contrast to just fifteen years 

earlier, the regime was now fully supportive of the civil rights issue agenda, it was more 

closely aligned with liberal interest groups, and it was less dedicated to military 

superiority. In addition, the leading coalition partners of the regime shifted from the 

white South to blacks, while the influence of organized labor slipped somewhat.

The Regime and the Majority Party

It’s tempting to use the political party as a proxy for the American political 

regime. Like regimes, the major parties are aggregating forces in American politics, with 

the ability to take control of and dominate government institutions and the political 

landscape for a sustained period of time. They key difference between a regime and a 

political party is power. A regime is the nation’s regular governing organization, while a 

political party that is perennially out of power is merely an opposition party. In other 

nation-states, regimes are sometimes brought to power through the military, or the clergy. 

The party organization is the vehicle by which American regimes attain and retain 

65 . “Politics of reconstruction” is defined in Skowronek, pp. 36-39.  
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political power through winning elections. Because the party faces similar challenges of 

building and maintaining a majority coalition, the party platform can be useful as a 

mechanism for discerning the governing regime’s principles and its commitment to a set 

of policy formulas. 

The importance of political parties should not be reduced in any account of 

American political regimes. If one dismisses the importance of electoral politics as a 

variable that shapes regimes, it can be too easy to dismiss the importance of political 

parties as irrelevant to the objectives of a functioning regime. If nearly all of the national 

leaders of the regime belong to the majority party, as do a majority of the regime’s 

supporters in the electorate, it would be foolish to dismiss the relationship between the 

majority party and the regime. Given the challenges of coalition management the New 

Deal regime faced between 1964 and 1972, the party platform can serve as a valuable 

tool for exploring to what extent the regime’s principles were affected during this critical 

era. Both the majority party and the governing regime faced the same challenges of 

managing and balancing competing demands from constituent groups.   

During the New Deal regime’s tenure in power, Democrats dominated the 

Congress, most statehouses, and until 1968, presidential elections. New Deal Democrats 

also defined most of the terms and conditions concerning the use of government in 

domestic and foreign policy. Therefore, this project assumes that the Democratic Party is 

the majority party of the New Deal regime, and that the party platform is the best

mechanism for examining the regime’s overarching principles and its commitment to a 

specific policy agenda. In this project I will use the platforms of the Democratic Party to 

examine changes within the New Deal regime between 1964 and 1972. In addition, the 
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party platform will be used as a frequent point of reference concerning the policy 

commitments of both the New Deal regime and the old Republican regime that preceded 

it.   

But I add one caveat. I do not call the New Deal regime a “partisan” or 

“Democratic” regime per se. The regime was guided and led by the majority Democratic 

Party, but its successes and failures are not wholly explainable through discussions of 

party politics and electoral results. Nor did the coalition partners that fought amongst 

themselves between 1964 and 1972 devote a whole lot of explicit loyalty to the 

Democratic Party. Instead, the advancement of their issue agendas was of primary 

importance. The squabbling coalition partners in this period are best thought of as uneasy 

allies of the New Deal regime, rather than devoted party loyalists. The Democratic Party 

was simply the most useful vehicle for participation in the political process at the time. 

The civil rights movement actively courted white Democratic politicians in the 1960’s, 

and when elements of the New Left entered two party politics, they almost always did so 

through the Democratic Party. Having said that, sometimes coalition partners sought the 

fulfillment of their issue agendas from outside of the Democratic Party, such as when 

former Alabama Governor George Wallace ran a third party campaign for the presidency 

in 1968. Had Wallace succeeded, he could have reshaped the New Deal regime in a way 

that was independent of the Democratic Party. In a rebellion against the regime 

managers, the Wallace campaign sought to represent the old South and the northern white 

working class, both key constituencies of the original New Deal regime. Yet at the same 

time, the Wallace platform of 1968 was more supportive of the regime’s core economic 

principles than the candidate’s hot rhetoric and historical reputation would indicate. In 
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short, many of the important developments that affected the New Deal regime during this 

era took place outside of the traditional channels of Democratic Party councils. While I 

argue that the Democratic Party was affiliated with the New Deal regime, shared most of 

its principles and political objectives, I would submit that intra-regime change should be 

examined from both inside and outside of the majority political party.

Coalition Partners

Classic works of political science tell us that rational political actors form 

coalitions for the purposes of achieving a “minimum winning coalition” in elections and 

other arenas of political competition.66 Furthermore, members of political coalitions will 

be inclined to seek “selective benefits”, not available to non-coalition members. For their 

part, the leaders of the coalition will have the responsibility to provide a structure of 

incentives to entice reluctant participants who would otherwise simply take advantage of 

the public goods the coalition provides to everybody without contributing themselves.67

The literature concerning the formation and maintenance of political, legislative 

and/or electoral coalitions is voluminous.68 The purpose here is not to challenge these 

established rules of coalition formation and collective action. Rather, the purpose is to 

establish a framework for operationalizing intra-regime change through the interaction of 

66.  William H. Riker, The Theory of Political Coalitions, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962, pp. 32-
46.
67 . Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1965. 
68 . On coalitions in the policymaking arena, see Paul A. Sabatier and Hank C. Jenkins-Smith, eds. Policy 
Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach, Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993. For a good 
review of the coalition literature and some of the major questions behind it, see Barbara Hinckley, 
“Twenty-One Variables Beyond the Size of Winning Coalitions”, Journal of Politics, Vol. 41, No. 1, Feb. 
1979. 
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the coalition partners of the New Deal regime. A majority party coalition is made up of a 

diverse assortment of players, and their internal conflicts can have profound effects upon 

the structure of the governing regime. Assumptions will be made in this project that 1) 

coalition partners seek to maximize their influence within the regime, or to maintain an 

existing position of significant influence, 2) long-established coalition partners may be 

suspicious of outsiders being brought into the coalition, and 3) at any given point, the 

support of certain coalition partners is a higher priority to the leaders of the regime than 

the support other coalition partners. 

To simplify the interaction between various coalition partners in the New Deal 

regime, I distinguish between two types of coalition partners, as well as the outside 

constituencies being courted by regime leaders for membership in the regime. These 

three different groups have very different relationships with the regime, especially after a 

period of major intra-regime conflict. 

Primary Coalition Partners: The “Base”

Primary coalition partners are the regime’s leading constituencies, the public face 

of the regime, consisting of groups who are accustomed to being the regime’s top 

policymaking priority. The issue agendas of the primary coalition partners are the top 

priority of the regime’s leaders and its majority political party, while voters from primary 

coalition partners are among the most loyal to the regime on Election Day. 

Representatives of primary coalition partners are well represented in the institutions of 

government controlled by the regime. They hold a large share of congressional 

committee chairmanships and represent state and local governments in parts of the 
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country that are essential to the national regime’s political sustenance. In the 

policymaking process, primary coalition partners play an at least influential, if not 

dominant, role. The regime’s leadership cannot afford to cast aside primary coalition 

partners in the making of political decisions and public policies. If necessary, during 

presidential campaigns, regime-affiliated presidents and presidential candidates will 

actively and openly court primary coalition partners’ support to shore up the “base” of the 

regime’s electoral coalition. In doing so, regime leaders will rearticulate their 

commitments to traditional interpretations of the regime’s principles, and back away from 

commitments to non-primary coalition partners if such commitments appear to severely 

threaten the regime’s electoral coalition.   

During periods of major intra-regime conflict, the status of primary coalition 

partners is jeopardized within the regime. That is, major internal disruptions to the 

equilibrium of the regime may result in the weakening of the primary coalition partners’ 

influence within the regime. During such periods, primary coalition partners will have to 

fight to retain their positions of influence within the regime. Additionally, when it comes 

to public policy issues, some primary coalition partners who joined the regime at the time 

of its creation are likely to cling to more traditional, orthodox interpretations of the 

regime’s principles. Some primary coalition partners may embrace a more modern 

interpretation of the regime’s principles, but more often than not they remain deferential 

to the decisions of regime managers. For example, most white liberals who favored black 

civil rights in the 1940’s and 1950’s remained loyal to the regime, even though regime 

managers made civil rights, at best, a secondary priority of public policy. 
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At the start of 1964, the commencement of an era of internal political strife for the 

New Deal regime, the regime’s primary coalition partners were to be found in the ranks 

of organized labor, economic liberals, Cold War “hawks”, the white South and the 

northern white or “ethnic” working classes. Organized labor cemented its alliance with 

the regime in the 1930’s and strengthened its influence further in the 1940’s and 1950’s. 

Economic liberals, with a philosophy rooted in early twentieth century progressivism, 

occupied a major position of influence within the regime. Harry Truman’s hard line 

against the Soviet Union’s spread of Communism in the late 1940’s established the 

prominence of defense “hawks” within the regime well into the 1960’s. The white South

remained an essential part of the regime’s national electoral coalition until the 1960’s, 

and remained an even more important source of strength for the regime within Congress 

well into the 1970’s. Finally, primary coalition partners of the New Deal regime could be 

found among the ranks of working class European ethnics. These coalition partners were 

largely concentrated in northern metropolitan areas, largely lower-middle class and often 

Catholic, Eastern Orthodox or Jewish. They were often immigrants, or the children of 

immigrants.69

 As these constituencies were brought into the New Deal regime in the 1930’s, 

they tended to cling to more conservative interpretations of New Deal ideology, believing 

the regime to represent the values of self-discipline, thrift, sacrifice, tolerance of racial 

segregation and government support for upwardly mobile behavior. By the 1960’s, these 

69 . Kristi Anderson, Creation of a Democratic Majority, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979. The 
argument presented here suggests that Democrats built a new majority party in the 1930’s out of the large 
waves of recently arrived immigrants from Europe. 
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interpretations were being challenged by previously subservient elements of the regime 

coalition. 

Secondary Coalition Partners: Second String Players on the Team

Secondary coalition partners are affiliated with the regime, and support the regime 

in elections, but these groups are treated as “second-class” members of the coalition by 

the regime’s leadership. Their role within the regime is not irrelevant, but within the 

hierarchy of coalition partners their place is the equivalent of a militarily weak nation-

state in a collective security organization, or a backup infielder on a baseball team. 

Indeed, they are second string players on the team, meaning that sometimes they can be 

determinative players of political outcomes, but more often their role is subservient to 

primary coalition partners and the political imperatives of the regime’s leadership. During 

a regime’s first generation of existence, the issue agendas of secondary coalition partners 

are ignored, straddled or given token acknowledgement by the regime’s leaders. 

Institutions may be set up to serve secondary coalition partners, but often without 

adequate funding or political support from regime leaders. The regime’s leaders will not 

be willing to sacrifice the unity and stability of the coalition by adopting the full issue 

agenda of secondary coalition partners. Secondary coalition partners remain in the regime 

so long as doing so yields more benefits and advancement of their issue agendas then can 

be achieved by leaving the regime all together.

Yet the tensions continue to build up within the ranks of the secondary coalition 

partners. During periods of intra-regime conflict, secondary coalition partners abandon 

their subservience to the regime’s leadership, perhaps seeking to take advantage of a 
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moment of political disequilibrium. Secondary coalition partners then begin to seek a 

better seat at the table, closer to the regime’s leaders, where their issue agendas will be 

given a greater priority. Compared to primary coalition partners, secondary coalition 

partners are less entrenched within government institutions. Secondary coalition partners 

often have to depend upon more unconventional and less establishmentarian approaches 

to political action. Still, they are often willing and eager to work with the power brokers 

within the regime.     

In the New Deal regime, blacks represented the best example of a secondary 

coalition partner until the mid-1960’s. Their Democratic loyalties were cemented in the 

1930’s, largely because of the economic benefits they gained from the New Deal, but the 

regime maintained an ambivalent stance towards the civil rights issue agenda. Only very 

small, gradual and sometimes token steps could be taken prior to the mid-1960’s. 

However, by the end of that decade the civil rights issue agenda was fully incorporated 

into the principles of the New Deal regime, and blacks gradually advanced into positions 

of greater prominence and influence within the regime. Other secondary coalition 

partners existed within the regime during its first generation in power, such as Native 

Americans and Hispanics. Black Americans, however, through mainstream civil rights 

groups, were most successful at elevating their status within the regime between 1964 

and 1972. Some secondary coalition partners are more politically organized and more 

successful than others at making their case to regime managers. Nor do all secondary 

coalition partners necessarily become primary coalition partners during a moment of 

significant intra-regime change. The status of black Americans improved little—and 

arguably declined—within the Republican regime during the Progressive Era. 
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New Coalition Partners

New coalition partners are those constituent groups that are not affiliated with the 

regime but seek entry into the regime’s coalition, either because they are courted by the 

regime’s adherents, or because they seek entry into the regime on their own initiative. 

New coalition partners may be previously apolitical people getting involved in 

mainstream politics for the first time, or they may be joining the regime out of frustration 

from being affiliated with the regime’s opponents.

During periods of major intra-regime change, new coalition partners are likely to 

be incorporated into the existing regime to some extent. Disruption to the equilibrium of 

the existing regime makes conditions ripe for the political activation of forces that had 

previously been politically inactive, or were politically hostile to the regime. Because 

some coalition partners will leave the regime during these periods, and others will 

diminish in importance, new coalition partners may be pursued by the regime’s leaders to 

maintain a national majority. On the other hand, new coalition partners may take 

advantage of disruptive conditions within the regime to flirt with mainstream politics on 

their own. Their loyalties to the regime will be viewed as suspect by longtime insiders, 

who may indeed have reason to be suspicious, if the new members are in fact more 

concerned about narrow ideological crusades, rather than the larger principles of the 

regime.  

Between 1964 and 1972 the New Deal regime was forced to contend with a wide 

range of new coalition partners, some of whom became more serious players on the team 

than others. The regime started out with an uneasy relationship with the New Left, which 
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the Johnson Administration sought to bring into the regime in 1964, until they turned 

openly hostile as the Vietnam War escalated. Likewise, many of the War on Poverty 

programs were directed towards some of the more transient and permanently poor 

members of our society. Often the recipients of these programs were persons who were 

mostly apolitical, but whom the leaders of the New Deal regime regarded as possible 

allies. While new coalition partners sometimes appear to have limited influence within 

the regime, the relationship between other coalition partners and the leaders of the regime

can be greatly shaken when new elements are introduced in the into the regime. As we 

will see, political outcomes were greatly affected by Johnson’s War on Poverty and the 

New Left, both of which introduced new coalition partners into the New Deal regime.

Table 2.2: Characteristics of a Regime’s Coalition Partners

Relationship with 
Regime

Status within 
regime

Interpretation of 
regime principles

Status within 
regime during 
period of intra-
regime change

Primary Coalition 
Partners

-Leading;
-Top priority of 
regime managers

-Traditional
-Orthodox
-Deferential to 
regime managers

-Jeopardized

Secondary 
Coalition Partners

-Subservient
-Issue agendas are 
subordinated in the 
name of regime 
unity

-Innovative
-Expansive

-Rising

New Coalition 
Partners

-Ignored -Mixed
-Unpredictable

-Viewed with 
suspicion

Regime Managers

The regime manager is a national leader of the regime charged with the 

responsibility of maintaining the health, unity and majority status of the regime 
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coalition.70 Whereas, coalition partners are first and foremost devoted to a more narrow 

set of ideological commitments, the regime manager is charged with the custodial 

responsibility of balancing the competing agendas and ideologies of the various coalition 

partners, brokering compromises and resolving disputes between coalition partners and 

the leadership of the regime. A regime manager is also responsible for setting the 

strategic themes for the regime’s public messengers, facilitating the regime’s 

communications with the American people and possibly even providing assistance for 

regime-affiliated politicians in campaigns. 

Regime managers may include congressional leaders of the majority regime-

affiliated party, national majority party leaders, presidents and their top political advisors, 

and high ranking officers of the executive branch. There are limitations to these 

categorizations, of course, as not all congressional leaders of the majority party put out 

maximum effort to be regime managers beyond their responsibilities in Congress. Some 

congressional leaders, especially committee chairs, prefer to stay away from national 

party politics. Executive branch officials are also sometimes similarly reluctant to 

exercise the full powers of regime management. 

Presidents, of course, have a major task as a regime manager. No president can 

avoid the responsibilities of the job. Not only does the success of the presidency depend 

on him being a competent regime manager, he is also expected to serve as the national 

representative of his regime as long as he holds office. As Johnson learned, intra-regime 

conflicts cannot be ignored, and presidents who fail to resolve such conflicts will find 

70 . From this point forward, any reference to a “regime leader” will be referred to as regime manager, 
unless otherwise specified. 
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that their own political capital eventually suffers as a result. Now that presidents have a 

loyal cadre of political advisors, they are in a position to provide more resources for the 

task of regime management, though some presidents have been more willing than others 

to fully utilize their political advisors for the tasks of regime management.71

Ultimately, it’s the regime manager who translates the regime’s principles into a 

specific course of public policy. Because of this, during periods of major intra-regime 

change, it is the regime managers whose power, legitimacy and authority will be 

challenged by numerous factions. The Johnson Administration confronted this problem in 

the 1960’s with growing intensity until the great regime manager was driven from office 

by a divided nation.

CASE SELECTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

The argument presented here asserts that the New Deal regime was reconstructed, 

not dissolved, during the critical political era between 1964 and 1972, which will 

frequently be referred to as the regime’s “reconstructive era”. After a period of significant 

intra-regime conflict, the regime was reconstructed on the basis of new interpretations of 

existing and popular principles of constitutional government. The reconstructed regime 

stood squarely in favor of civil rights and social liberalism, abandoning its tolerance for 

racial segregation and social conservatism. 

The emphasis in the project will be on the coalition partners and managers of the 

New Deal regime, for they are the actors who most directly shape the principles of the 

71 . To the extent that a modern “Reagan regime” exists in American politics today, one could argue that 
Karl Rove superbly plays the role of the regime manager as political advisor to President George W. Bush. 
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regime, as well as the interpretations of those principles and their day to day 

implementation in government and politics. 

This project will not be court-centered, though that should not be taken as a 

dismissal of the impact of courts upon regime development. Coalition partners and 

regime managers are the political actors who do the day to day work of actually 

reconstructing regimes. Courts can and do establish constitutional doctrines, but to earn 

the legitimacy of the governing regime, the courts’ judicial philosophy must have some 

degree support from the American people and from regime managers. Court decisions 

can often force a re-examination of regime principles, but in the end it’s the coalition 

partners and regime managers who are left to contest the respective issues in the political 

arena and enforce the court orders respectively. In addition, courts can expedite or 

exacerbate periods of intra-regime change through controversial decisions, but internally 

the regime changes because of how coalition partners and regime managers responded to 

court actions in the political and policymaking arenas. So while court decisions can 

catalyze change within a regime, it’s the coalition partners and regime managers that 

must respond to the actions of the judicial branch.    

There are literally hundreds of different individual constituents to the New Deal 

regime, yet it will be necessary for me here to select cases which will allow me to group 

some of the individual coalition partners together to draw some generalizable 

conclusions. For example, there were variations in the policy preferences and choice of 

tactics among the various civil rights organizations and New Left organizations, but their 

critiques of the regime managers were very similar. Time simply does not permit me to 
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select separate cases that would individually cover the most narrowly defined primary 

and secondary coalition partners of the New Deal regime. 

Chapter Three will cover the construction of the New Deal regime in the 1930’s. 

This chapter is necessary to further delineate the distinction between regime 

transformation and intra-regime change, which is a major objective of this project.  

Before discussing the machinations of intra-regime change and the re-interpretation of 

the regime’s principles in the 1960’s and 1970’s, it is essential that the reader fully 

understand the principles of the New Deal regime, as they were implemented in the 

1930’s. The New Deal era is a baseline against which to measure the extent of change 

during the era between 1964 and 1972. The principles of the New Deal go well beyond 

economic issues and government programs, to deeper matters of the regime as an agent 

of legitimacy, stability, national survival and social order. Through an examination of 

Franklin Roosevelt’s major speeches and Democratic Party platforms between 1932 and 

1948, I will be looking for proclamations of the regime’s principles of government as 

they pertain to the regime’s relationship with the American people.72 In addition, I will be 

looking for differences in the regime’s proclamations of principles during times of crisis 

verses times of stability. It is important to show how, if at all, the regime adjusts to a 

stable political environment after the era of crisis that brought the regime to power comes 

to an end. The new regime’s articulation of principles concerning the use of government 

and their translation into public policies left room for the political debates that would 

follow a generation later.  

72 . Supplementary research was conducted at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library in Hyde Park, 
New York. 
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The following four chapters will concern the period of reconstructive intra-regime 

change between 1964 and 1972. I will examine the role of the Johnson Administration in 

its execution of the Great Society programs, the civil rights movement, the New Left and 

the 1968 presidential campaign of George Wallace. In each case, I am asking to what 

extent, if at all, the respective political actors were seeking an expansion and articulation 

of the regime’s principles. Did they accept the core of New Deal ideology as it concerned 

the role of government? Or, did they make arguments and advance issue agendas that 

sought to tear down the New Deal state and build a new regime with no major foundation 

at all in the existing regime?   

In Chapter Four, I examine the role of the Johnson Administration as the 

managers of the New Deal regime in this disruptive era. This chapter is required because 

conventional wisdom suggests that Johnson presided over the beginning of the 

dissolution of the New Deal regime, rather than its reconstruction. In pushing through the 

programs of the Great Society how was the Administration seeking to reconcile these 

bold policy initiatives with the principles of the regime? How successful were the regime 

managers at placating the various coalition partners? To answer these questions, I look at 

the Great Society in two parts. First, I evaluate the War on Poverty programs, most of 

which were administered by the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), where Johnson 

and other regime managers sought to reach new constituencies with innovative social 

welfare programs that would benefit America’s poorest citizens. Then I will turn my 

attention to Great Society programs that were targeted toward middle class constituencies 

for the purposes of improving the quality of life. In this chapter, I will use the 

Administrative History of the Office of Economic Opportunity and presidential 
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statements concerning key pieces of Great Society legislation to evaluate the philosophy 

of Johnson Administration regime managers responding to the political disruption of this 

era.73

Chapter Five will cover the civil rights movement and how that issue agenda 

became an explicit, leading part of the New Deal regime’s ideology by the mid-1960’s. 

This chapter is required because the civil rights issue was arguably the greatest threat to 

the survival of the New Deal regime. This chapter will show how a secondary coalition 

partner became a primary coalition partner during the regime’s reconstructive phase. 

How did the major civil rights groups critique the regime? How did they succeed at 

convincing the regime managers to make civil rights a core principle for the regime’s 

next generation of existence? First, the chapter will empirically show how the regime 

treated the civil rights issue as a secondary regime principle between 1933 and 1963, 

through an examination of Democratic Party platforms and annual Democratic 

presidential messages. Then I will evaluate the role of three major mainstream civil rights 

organizations during the Johnson Administration, and how these groups interacted with 

regime managers. Archival research, oral history interviews and biographies of civil 

rights leaders will be used to examine the regime managers’ relationship with the civil 

rights community. 

In Chapter Six, the uneasy relationship between the New Left and the New Deal 

regime will be examined. New Left movements were high profile and influential during 

this era. This case is a logical choice because it provides us with a good example of how 

73 . Supplemental research was conducted at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library in Austin, 
Texas. 
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regime managers sought to both co-opt and confront the impulses of the New Left, so as 

to maintain the integrity of the New Deal regime. The New Left, while often far removed 

from mainstream American politics, nonetheless greatly affected political outcomes 

during this period, especially within the regime. This chapter should shed some light on 

how governing regime respond to radical grass-roots social movements. Particular 

emphasis will be placed on the role of the student Left, particularly the Students for a 

Democratic Society (SDS), and black militant organizations, particularly the Black 

Panthers. In particular, I will look for an answer to the question of whether or not the key 

voices of the New Left sought to assault the New Deal regime from the outside, or to 

work within it as new coalition partners. How did regime managers respond to the New 

Left? The answer that I find suggests that regime managers adopted a dual strategy of 

both conciliation and confrontation. In this chapter, I examine SDS and Black Panther 

manifestos and speeches, as well as the Church Committee’s Senate investigation of 

government counterintelligence activities concerning these two groups. Through archival 

and secondary source research, I also examine the Johnson Administration’s response to 

the draft resistance movement and regime managers’ concerns about various “Black 

Power” movements.     

In Chapter Seven, George Wallace’s 1968 presidential campaign is examined as 

the best example of a Southern New Deal Democrat making his case nationally to argue 

on behalf of many of the regime’s primary coalition partners, especially in the white 

South and among culturally conservative northern white working-class voters. This 

chapter is necessary because the Wallace campaign represented the most concerted 

efforts of certain primary coalition partners to reassert their status within the regime. Did 
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Wallace’s campaign constitute a repudiation of the New Deal regime by some of its most 

previously loyal voters? Or was the Wallace campaign an effort to restore traditionalist 

interpretations (including segregation) of the New Deal regime’s principles?  In this 

chapter, I will look at Wallace’s party platform (written personally by the candidate) from 

the 1968 campaign. There will also be a qualitative analysis of Wallace’s campaign 

rhetoric, through an examination of newspaper accounts of Wallace’s 1968 campaign.  

In the final chapter, I will test the proposition that this period of intra-regime 

conflict resulted in a redirection of the regime’s principles and a rearrangement of 

coalition partners. If my hypothesis is confirmed, I should expect to see a substantial 

change in the composition of the regime’s leadership. There will also be explicit evidence 

of a commitment to actively use the state to fulfill the issue agenda of the civil rights 

movement, and to at least partially respond to the New Left’s critique of the regime. 

Party platforms should reveal a commitment to change the regime’s practices in major 

ways, but with foundations in the existing regime. This chapter will address the 

reconstruction of the New Deal regime with an empirical examination of Democratic 

Party platforms and the regime’s handling of the civil rights issue, as well as 

environmental protection, given that it’s the best example of a post-materialist issue 

agenda. The chapter will also assess the role of regime managers and the place of various 

coalition partners within the regime after 1972, especially the white South. The evidence 

from this chapter will suggest that the principles of the New Deal regime were redirected 

toward new issue agendas, new commitments and new constituencies. By the 1970’s, 

rules of procedure, and interpretations of New Deal principles facilitated a new 

constellation of primary and secondary coalition partners.
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Chapter Three: Constructing an Orderly and Disciplined New Deal 
Regime

BUILDING A REGIME AND ESTABLISHING FIRST PRINCIPLES

The architects of the New Deal regime built new institutions, new government 

programs and established a set of core principles meant to serve as a foundation for 

American constitutional government. They established an electoral coalition that 

achieved majority status for at least a generation, and continued to define much of the 

coalitional makeup of the Democratic Party long after the regime’s reconstructive era 

between 1964 and 1972. In the 1940’s, regime managers assimilated the cause of anti-

communism into the tenets of New Deal liberalism and gingerly began to make gestures 

in support of the civil rights issue agenda. Even after the critical era of 1964-72 ended, 

the principles of government forged by the regime retained a potent hold on the 

fundamental assumptions of American politics. 

The Objective

This chapter rests on the hypothesis that regimes are ripe for creation out of 

moments of national crisis that threaten national survival. This chapter also seeks to draw 

some conclusions as to how a regime transitions from the moment of its creation to a 

more stable period of permanent governance. This chapter will be necessary to show how 

the New Deal regime is an example of the distinction between regime change and intra-

regime change. In the previous chapter, I made a distinction between the characteristics 

of regime change and intra-regime change. In addition, it will be necessary to 
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demonstrate the key differences between the regime change of the 1930’s and the intra-

regime change that occurred between 1964 and 1972, which will be the subject of 

subsequent chapters. Indeed, the principles of government and politics established by the 

liberal wing of the Democratic Party in the 1930’s established the framework for future 

intra-regime conflicts.

Certainly, economic security is a well-documented core principle of the New Deal 

regime.74 Future regime managers in the Truman, Kennedy and Johnson administrations 

sought to re-articulate this principle as the foundation of additional expansions to the 

social welfare and regulatory state. It is difficult for supporters of the regime, as well as 

for objective outside observers, to challenge the notion that the architects of the New 

Deal regime believed in the confident use of the federal government to promote 

economic security for the American people. However, what is often overlooked is how 

the architects of the New Deal also constructed a regime that sought to promote social 

order and discipline: to construct a regime that was consistent with the values of law and 

order, respect for authority and traditional social relationships. Rather than trying to 

promote social revolutions, the architects of the New Deal sought to uphold traditional 

social norms, which discouraged social and political upheaval from the left and the right 

for a generation. As part of their commitment to social order and discipline, the first 

managers of the New Deal regime were at the very least complicit in, if not outright 

supportive of, racial segregation. At the very least, regime managers recognized the 

74 . William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, 1932-1940, New York: Harper 
and Row, 1963; Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Politics of Upheaval, 1935-1936: The Age of Roosevelt, 
Vol. 3, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960. 
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legitimacy of the arguments used by Southern segregationists that racial integration was a 

catalyst for societal chaos.  

The nascent New Deal regime earned its legitimacy from the political system and 

the American people through its ability to resolve a severe economic crisis that 

threatened national survival. A regime is most likely to earn long-term legitimacy if it can 

position itself as a guardian of national survival. Once regime managers successfully 

addressed the most severe aspects of the Great Depression, they increasingly pursued 

policies that were aimed at achieving a more long-term commitment to a new economic 

order. With the crises of world war and depression resolved, the regime could promote 

itself as an agent of stability, prosperity and social order for more than a generation. At 

the same time, regime managers were constrained by the relatively stable political 

environment that followed the twin crisis of the Great Depression and World War II. For 

regime managers, stable political environments can mitigate against necessary reform 

movements, most notably concerning civil rights. While the regime’s fundamental 

assumptions of economic rights survived the reconstructive period intact, this era’s major 

sources of conflict within the regime came from the Great Depression era commitment to 

maintain a well-ordered and disciplined society.

To fulfill both of these objectives, I will look beyond the economic principles of 

key New Deal legislation for a clear pattern of principles concerning the subjects of 

social order and discipline. Were significant non-economic principles embedded into the 

programs and ideologies of the New Deal? If so, how did these principles evolve in the 
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1930’s and 1940’s, and lay the groundwork for the intra-regime friction that erupted in 

the mid-1960’s? 

In order to understand the evolution of the New Deal regime, it is important that 

we give due attention to all phases in its development. I will look at speeches of President 

Franklin Roosevelt and other regime managers, with special attention to those speeches 

that articulate the regime’s overarching principles and policy ambitions, such as 

Roosevelt’s State of the Union Addresses in 1935 and 1944. Much of my emphasis will 

be concerned with the enactment and implementation of major programs that articulated 

the philosophy of the New Deal, including programs of the First New Deal (banking 

reform in 1933, the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the National Industrial Recovery 

Administration) and the Second New Deal (the Wagner Act and Social Security Act). In 

addition, I will be concerned with regime managers’ policy commitments as the war drew 

to a close. Democratic Party platform planks between 1932 and 1948 will be treated as 

indicative of the regime’s principles and policy commitments. Then I will discuss the 

assimilation of anti-communism into the regime’s set of core principles in the 1940’s, 

followed by some concluding remarks on the regime’s “stable period” after the 1948 

election until 1964. 

My expectation is that through speeches, party platforms and White House 

internal deliberations, we would see a gradually increased emphasis between 1933 and 

1948 on long term principles and policy commitments that are meant to foster social 

order, stability and discipline. Conversely, we would expect to see increasingly less 

government action that is directed toward short-term resolution of crisis conditions.  
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THE REGIME AND THE PROMISE OF STABILITY

A new regime is brought into power behind a mandate to bring stability to the 

polity, as it is recognized at the time. Coming into power as a consequence of a polarizing 

election and/or times of national crisis, the managers of a new regime promise to bring 

social stability and harmony to the American people through dramatic departures from 

old formulas of governance. Before addressing the formation of the New Deal regime, it 

is necessary to briefly address the promises of stability that accompanied the Jeffersonian 

and Civil War/Reconstruction era Republican regimes. Underneath all of the policy 

commitments to a sound economic system, democratic values and national unity is a 

promise to maintain tranquility and social order for the American people. The implication 

behind these promises, of course, is that the old regime can no longer be trusted to keep 

these promises to future generations of the American people.  

 The Jeffersonian regime came into power as the result of a disputed election in 

1800 that threatened to disintegrate into armed conflict or a secession crisis.75 As 

Jefferson famously wrote years later, the Democratic-Republicans promised to recommit 

the nation to democratic values, consistent with the “real” principles of the American 

Revolution and the Declaration of Independence.76 The Jeffersonians promised simplicity 

and economy in government, a recommitment to civil liberties and promoted the virtue 

and innocence of agrarian values over the complexity and uncertainty of industrialization 

and urbanization. Recommitting the nation to the Founders’ antipathy towards political 

75 . Wesiberger, pp. 258-77. 
1. Jefferson to Spencer Roane, 9/6/1819, Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/137.html. 
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parties, Jefferson and his successors sought to construct a regime without what they 

regarded as the destructive influences of two-party politics. The election of 1800 was 

supposed to be a divisive election to end bitter partisan warfare for generations to come.77

Coming to power as a consequence of the apocalyptic election of 1860, 

Republicans committed their new regime to national unity as the highest virtue, 

chastising the old regime for complicity with the forces of sectionalism and slavery. The 

1860 Republican Party platform proclaimed:

That the present Democratic Administration has far exceeded our worst 
apprehensions in its measureless subserviency (sp) to the exactions of a sectional 
interest… in construing the personal relations between master and servant to 
involve an unqualified property in persons; in its attempted enforcement 
everywhere, on land and sea, through the intervention of Congress and of the 
Federal Courts of the extreme pretensions of a purely local interest; and in its 
general and unvarying abuse of the power intrusted (sp) to it by a confiding 
people.78

Republicans held up national unity as essential to the peace and tranquility of the 

American people, even if the racial hierarchies of Southern culture and customs had to be

tolerated. As Gerring (1998) shows, national unity, social harmony and social order were 

core principles of the Republican Party well into the 1920’s.79 For the next two 

generations, Republicans positioned themselves as the responsible custodians of 

government power against farmer-labor agitation, crime and Southern secession (known 

as “waving the bloody shirt” to remind wavering Republican voters of past Democratic 

sectionalism). Indeed, Republican presidents from Abraham Lincoln through Rutherford 

77 . Hofstadter, pp. 128-52. 
78 . Republican Party Platform of 1860, The American Presidency Project, Santa Barbara, CA., 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=R1860.
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B. Hayes brushed aside the radical reformers within their party who sought a more 

punitive and egalitarian reconstruction of the South, often in the name of national unity 

and stability. Furthermore, national unity was to be upheld through policies of hard 

money and internal improvements that would economically integrate the various regions 

of the nation. “My efforts in the future will be directed to the restoration of good feeling 

between the different sections of our common country”, Ulysses S. Grant said at his

second inauguration in 1873, “to the restoration of our currency to a fixed value as 

compared with the world's standard of values—gold—and, if possible, to a par with it; to 

the construction of cheap routes of transit throughout the land, to the end that the 

products of all may find a market and leave a living remuneration to the producer.”80

While Grant promised legal equality for freed slaves, he was also honest about his 

commitment to using the power of the federal government to enforce it. “Social equality 

is not a subject to be legislated upon, nor shall I ask that anything be done to advance the 

social status of the colored man.” He tacitly admitted that federal action would be 

disruptive to national unity. “The States lately at war with the General Government are 

now happily rehabilitated, and no Executive control is exercised in any one of them that 

would not be exercised in any other State under like circumstances.”81

The New Deal regime’s promises of stability were rooted in dramatic economic 

departures in economic and regulatory policy. The new regime managers of the 1930’s 

promised stability, social order and discipline through the most extensive use of the 

79 . Gerring, pp. 57-124. 
80 .  Inaugural Address of Ulysses S. Grant, March 4, 1873, The American Presidency Project, Santa 
Barbara, CA., http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=25821. 
81 . Ibid. 
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federal government ever undertaken in the name of economic security for the American 

people. Underneath all the new economic policies and programs, business regulations and 

new government agencies was a regime built upon a commitment to traditional social 

norms and the tolerance of racial hierarchy in the South. When these commitments were 

challenged by regime loyalists a generation later, even as domestic state capacities were 

expanding, the principles of the New Deal regime were re-interpreted and redirected 

towards the fulfillment of new issue agendas. As a consequence, the New Deal regime 

was reconstructed around a new constellation of coalition partners.    

THE EVOLUTION OF REGIME CONSTRUCTION

This project seeks to make a distinction between the establishment of a new 

regime and intra-regime change, yet an important distinction should also be made within

the former category. The process of successful regime change achieves two objectives: 

resolution of a major crisis, and the establishment of a new governmental order for the 

next generation. 

A major crisis is the most likely catalyst for the creation of a new regime, in much 

the same way that major crises are often cited as the major historical impulse behind 

electoral realignments.82 If we assume the Civil War and the Great Depression to be 

events that meet this definition of a significant crisis of generational impact, then it would 

be fair to suggest that the creation of American political regimes are most likely to draw 

their roots from eras of national peril. Still, the first generation of regime managers will 

continue the task of construction even after the crisis that brought the regime to power is 
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on a clear path to resolution. After the crisis is on a path to resolution, then attention turns 

towards long term maintenance of the regime as a primary objective.

The task of building a new regime takes on a very different character when one 

compares the challenges facing the regime managers during a period of major crisis and 

during the period after the crisis conditions are resolved. The early years of regime 

construction are dedicated to the resolution of a crisis serious enough to threaten national 

survival. Gradually, the emergency objectives of the regime give way to the priority of 

establishing a long-term, sustained set of core principles of government and politics (see 

Table 3.1). Such principles will be compatible with, but not identical to, the principles 

that defined the regime during its first years of crisis management. During this latter 

phase of regime construction, the regime’s hierarchy of coalition partners will crystallize, 

even as internal tensions between coalition partners gradually increases.

Table 3.1: The Changing Face of Regime Construction

Early years of regime’s creation Subsequent years of regime’s                           
creation.

Regime managers’ 
primary objective

Resolution of crisis -Crystallization of long- term 
regime principles

-Solidifying hierarchy of 
coalition partners

New Deal Regime 
examples

-Temporary work programs and 
direct relief (CCC, FERA, WPA)
-Bank Holiday 
-Experimental economic 
programs (NIRA, AAA)

-Social Security Act
-Wagner Act
-Fair Labor Standards Act
-State of the Union Address
of 1944

-1944 presidential campaign
-Toleration of racial segregation

82 . This is the core argument in Burnham (1970), and Sundquist (1983). 
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    This is not to suggest that regime managers act without regard to the long-term 

implications of their actions in their first years in power. Roosevelt and the architects of 

the New Deal did articulate clear, if somewhat vague, principles of government action 

even in the earliest years of the Administration. In fact, Roosevelt’s famous address at the 

San Francisco Commonwealth Club during the 1932 presidential campaign represented a 

noteworthy statement of the emergent regime’s general principles. He argued that the 

task of government was to “assist the development of an economic declaration of rights, 

an economic constitutional order”, as the shared task of the business man and the 

working man to guarantee order and stability for the future.83 In addition, government 

agencies such as the FDIC, the SEC and the TVA were all established in 1933, at the 

height of the Great Depression, and became permanent ingredients of the New Deal 

regime’s economic structure. Still, in the first months and years after the new regime’s 

ascension to power, the highest priority was resolution of the short-term crisis. Roosevelt 

and other managers of the regime articulated general principles of government action in 

the presidential campaign, but his early presidential rhetoric and the language of the 1932 

Democratic Party platform indicated that resolution of the economic crisis was to be the 

regime’s first order of business. Long-term principles were present and important in the 

early rhetoric and actions of the regime’s first months and years in power, but crisis 

resolution through a commitment to experimentation and pragmatism was the regime’s 

highest commitment in 1933. 

83 . Samuel Rosenman, ed. The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume 1: The 
Genesis of the New Deal, 1928-33. New York: Random House, 1938. Campaign Address on Progressive 
Government at the Commonwealth Club, San Francisco, CA, 9/23/32, pp. 742-56.
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Installed as a repudiation of the Hoover Administration and the Republican 

regime that traced its origins back to the Civil War and Reconstruction, the Democratic 

Party platform of 1932 and the Roosevelt campaign cast their role in the tradition of 

limited American constitutional government. While the party platform calls for 

government action to assist farmers, combat unemployment and strengthen enforcement 

of existing anti-trust laws, the platform is equally firm in its commitment to limited 

government, balanced budgets and sound money:

We advocate an immediate and drastic reduction of governmental expenditures by 
abolishing useless commissions and offices, consolidating departments and 
bureaus, and eliminating extravagance to accomplish a saving of not less than 
twenty-five per cent in the cost of the Federal Government. And we call upon the 
Democratic Party in the states to make a zealous effort to achieve a proportionate 
result…84

With the exception of a plank calling for the repeal of Prohibition, the platform is 

silent on the subject of substantive constitutional change, framing the party’s issue 

agenda more in the context of a major departure in public policies during an emergency, 

rather than a constitutional revolution or a civic exercise in regime change. Roosevelt and 

the Democrats’ promises of a new social contract with the American people (a “New 

Deal”, as FDR called it in his Democratic Convention acceptance speech) were vague 

and unspecific. Explicit assaults on existing constitutional doctrines were subordinated to 

the pragmatic task of crisis resolution, where an emergent regime is most likely to earn its 

long-term legitimacy if it is successful.85

84 . 1932 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1932.
85 . Ackerman (1991) uses the phrase “higher lawmaking” to describe what happens when emergent regime 
managers, opinion leaders and ordinary American engage in a rare, but significant moment of civic 
deliberation over the future of constitutional government. Before the emergent regime can engage the 
nation in the process of higher lawmaking, Ackerman argues, it must earn some degree of legitimacy from 
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Privately, within Roosevelt’s inner circle of advisers, very real concerns of social 

upheaval shaped the Administration’s early planning of the new president’s first months 

in office. Arguing on behalf of an aggressive course of action, Adolf Berle, part of 

Roosevelt’s famous “Brains Trust”, warned his colleague, Raymond Moley that, “it must 

be remembered that by March 4 next we may have anything on our hands from a 

recovery to a revolution. The chance is about even either way.”86 As the Brains Trust 

worked to design the regime’s policy response to the crisis during the four month 

interregnum, bank failures spread, industrial activity plummeted even further and 

mainstream commentators spoke openly of national collapse.87

Roosevelt’s first inaugural address is articulate as a statement of general 

principles concerning the use of the federal government as an agent of economic 

improvement, but Roosevelt’s language concerning the need to resolve the immediate 

crisis at hand is far more urgent. The inaugural asserts a mandate to pursue major 

departures in economic policy to meet the needs of the crisis while speaking only very 

vaguely about the establishment of permanent institutions of government to maintain 

long-term economic security. In addition to his attacks on the leadership of the old 

regime, and the once virtuous “money changers” among the leadership of the capitalist 

classes, Roosevelt made a famous declaration that resolution of the crisis first demanded 

a restoration of public confidence and calm. “So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief 

that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror 

existing political institutions and the American people. See pp. 256-94. I would argue that Ackerman does 
not address the importance of crisis resolution itself as a legitimizing agent for an emergent regime. 
86 . Berle to Moley, 11/10/32, (Moley, Raymond), Berle Papers, Franklin Delano Roosevelt Presidential 
Library, Hyde Park, NY.
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which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.” Roosevelt also suggests a 

willingness to stretch the limits of constitutional government to the cracks in the name of 

crisis resolution when he suggested that “it may be that an unprecedented demand and 

need for un-delayed action may call for temporary departure from that normal balance of 

public procedure”. He also asserted a willingness to “ask the Congress for the one 

remaining instrument to meet the crisis—broad Executive power to wage a war against 

the emergency, as great as the power that would be given to me if we were in fact 

invaded by a foreign foe” if the national emergency required it.88

One of Roosevelt’s first acts in office was the closure of all banks under the 

Federal Reserve system. The “bank holiday” came in March of 1933 amid an atmosphere

of financial panic, widespread failures of financial institutions, and panicky customers 

pulling their assets out of banks. While a more comprehensive system of bank deposit 

insurance would evolve out of the Glass-Steagall act of June, 1933, the bill granting 

Roosevelt’s request for a bank holiday was passed with considerable haste and very little 

congressional deliberation on March 9.89 Time magazine noted that “so hastily had the 

bill been drawn up that no printed copies of it were yet available for [House] members. 

Their only knowledge of what they were being asked to approve came from a clerk’s 

sing-song reading of the lone text which still bore last-minute corrections scribbled in 

pencil. Chairman Steagall of the yet unorganized Banking and Currency Committee arose 

to explain to his bewildered colleagues how HR 1491 gave dictatorial banking power to 

the President, authorized impounding of all gold, and provided for a new currency issue.” 

87 . Leuchtenburg, pp. 18-40. 
88 . Public Papers, Volume II, Inaugural Address, 3/4/33, pp. 11-16. 
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The bill then passed the Senate, with no amendments, by a vote of 73-7. “In seven hours 

and 51 minutes after it opened its special session Congress had sent President Roosevelt 

the first thing he had asked for—the largest grant of power over the US pocketbook ever 

given in peacetime.”90

The centerpiece of the New Deal’s economic policy in Roosevelt’s first term 

came from the National Industrial Recovery Act. The program facilitated voluntary 

business participation in the establishment of industry codes regulating fair competition, 

labor relations, wages and production and distribution levels. While participation was 

voluntary, the Administration made patriotic appeals to the business community to do 

their part in aiding the recovery effort by partaking in the program. Participating 

businesses were asked to publicly display a blue eagle as a patriotic symbol of their 

commitment to bringing the nation of out economic crisis. Roosevelt provided additional 

encouragement for business participation in the program by signing an executive order in 

August, 1933 mandating that all government contractors be in compliance with the 

established codes for their respective industries.91 “On the surface and in most official 

explanations,” Time magazine noted, “voluntary partnerships were called for but deep 

down in the new law were large penal powers which gave a determined Government the 

whip hand over the toughest business.”92

89 . Leuchtenburg, pp. 43-44. 
90 . Time, March 20, 1933, Volume XXI, Number 12, p.11.
91 . See Executive Order #6246 in the Public Papers, Volume I, 8/10/33, pp. 320-21.
92 . Time, Volume XXI, Number 22, May 29, 1933.
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Most economic historians argue that overall economic recovery was rather 

limited—or even regressive—under the two years of this program’s existence.93 The 

program, while important to the early Administration’s recovery efforts, was not the 

linchpin of a long-term economic reconstruction project. It facilitated a tenuous and 

temporary alliance between the regime and participating businesses, but was constructed 

first around a commitment to industrial recovery above any commitment to making this 

program a part of the permanent machinery of a new regime. This is not to suggest that 

the National Recovery Administration was without short term implications for the 

emergent New Deal regime. Many of this program’s most important provisions were later 

re-enacted into future legislation (such as the Wagner Act and the Fair Labor Standards 

Act) that would be the building blocks of an empowered working class, which in turn 

would form the core constituency of the New Deal regime. In 1933, however, recovery 

and restoring some semblance of economic stability was the apparent top priority of the 

program’s architects, as well as the brokering of a bill acceptable to business and labor 

leaders.94 Ideological zealotry or a commitment to making this a permanent program did 

not appear to be major factors behind the planning and drafting of this program. The 

establishment of administrative institutions to implement the program was equally 

incoherent and haphazard in ways that would eventually undermine support from the 

business community as well as domestic political support.95 Roosevelt later conceded that 

93 . Kenneth Finegold and Theda Skocpol, State and Party in America’s New Deal, Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995, pp. 10-12.  
94 . On the drafting process of the NIRA, see Arthur Schlesinger. The Coming of the New Deal: 1922-
1935: The Age of Roosevelt, Volume II, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1957-60, Chapter 6.
95 . Finegold and Skocpol, pp. 90-103. 
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the program’s drafting was vague and unspecific, but that there was “an urgent need for 

speed.”96

The U.S. Supreme Court put to rest any questions concerning the program’s 

future with a unanimous decision in the case of Schechter Poultry vs. the United States, 

rebuking the Administration for exceeding the boundaries of the commerce clause and 

improperly delegating legislative powers to the president. That decision, knocking out the 

NIRA in its entirety, followed a decision earlier in the year in the case of Panama 

Refining Co. vs. Ryan, which took away presidential powers to control international trade 

under the Recovery Act. After the decision, Undersecretary of the Treasury Dean 

Acheson lamented to a colleague that the Administration’s hastiness and incoherence in 

the process of drafting the program was to blame for the Court’s decision in the Panama 

case:

I doubt whether this decision would ever have been made --certainly it would not 
have been made in the same sweeping fashion--if the Act had come up as part of a 
program which had been worked out with patience, restraint and an understanding 
of the workings of the federal system. But coming as it did, as part of so many 
similar acts, which are predicated upon discarding that system, and after the Act 
itself had been drastically amended to try to bring it within plain limitations of the 
Constitution, the majority approached it in the same spirit of impatience with 
which it was written and swept away the whole business.97

Around the same time as the Administration was facing its stiffest resistance from 

the Supreme Court in 1935, regime managers began moving the machinery of the federal 

government away from a primary devotion to resolution of the emergency. In 1935, 

Roosevelt launched his Second New Deal, consisting of programs and proposals with 

96 . Public Papers, Volume II, pp. 247-48.
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much more of a long-term thrust than the First New Deal, requiring significantly more of 

a permanent governmental commitment. The regime’s early commitment to the principle 

of experimentation as a virtue in uncertain times was to be subordinated to the 

importance of building a stable new economic order. Commerce Secretary Daniel Roper 

implored Roosevelt that “further developments in the recovery program, with special 

reference to economic and social security, can in no way be considered in the category of 

experimentation…a new chapter had to be written in the book of this country’s economic 

life if the existing capitalistic system was to be preserved. The maintenance of economic 

security for the worker is now realized by all advanced countries as an unavoidable 

responsibility of government.”98

As early as the 1932 campaign, Roosevelt spoke of a new understanding of 

“economic rights” as being equally sacred as the explicit rights of the Constitution. They 

included the right to a job, a living wage, a decent home, a dignified retirement, time for 

a recreation, and the right of workers to organize and collectively bargain. These themes 

were a major part of Roosevelt’s State of the Union Address in 1935, when he called 

upon Congress to pass the major initiatives of the Second New Deal.99 At this point, the 

regime was transitioning away from emergency crisis management toward the 

development of a more permanent economic order. Programs of the Second New Deal 

included Social Security, the Wagner Act and the most comprehensive work relief 

agency of its time, the Works Progress Administration. The first two programs 

97 . Dean Acheson to Alexander Sachs, 1/10/35, Offical File: 1k, (AAA Miscellaneous), 1935, FDR 
Library, Hyde Park, NY. 
98 . Memo, Roper to FDR (Roper’s written answers to questions submitted by the Standard Statistics 
Company), 1/19/35, Official File: 3, Department of Commerce (Jan.-Mar. 1935), FDR Library, NY.  
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represented the building blocks of a permanent new regime, while the third was a 

continuation of the regime’s emergency era commitment to temporary work relief. By the 

late 1930’s and early 1940’s, some emergency work relief programs were cut back, but 

comprehensive wage and hours legislation was enacted in the Fair Labor Standards Act 

of 1938.

American entry into World War II forced regime managers to return to the task of 

crisis management, but at this point the New Deal economic order was well entrenched 

and accepted across the political landscape. The war only further burnished the regime’s 

credentials as an agent of national survival. As American progress in the war improved, 

regime managers began planning the construction of a stable postwar international order 

through deliberations at the Yalta Conference, and through institutions like the United 

Nations.

Regime managers also resumed their emphasis on institutionalizing the New Deal 

economic order. By 1944, in both his State of the Union Address and in the presidential 

campaign, Roosevelt laid the foundations for the New Deal regime outside of the context 

of a national crisis. In preparation for his 1944 State of the Union Address, a presidential

aide, Louis Brownlow, called upon Roosevelt to link peacetime prosperity at home to the 

Four Freedoms (freedom from fear, want and freedom to worship and speak freely) he 

articulated in 1941 as organizing principles of American participation in the war. “The 

way back to peace and prosperity is to realize the Four Freedoms through the Five 

Fundamentals of the right to work, the duty of production, fairness of distribution, equal 

99 . Public Papers, Volume IV, Annual Message to Congress, 1/3/35, pp. 15-25. 
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access to education and the enjoyment of personal security.”100 Roosevelt called these 

“good ideas”, and followed with a speech that arguably laid the foundation for the New 

Deal regime after the Depression, the war and Roosevelt himself. He spoke of a postwar 

world order of stability, security and American leadership in international institutions and 

he contextualized New Deal domestic programs as being part of a “second bill of rights”. 

These rights, he argued, were essential to making the explicit rights of the Constitution a

reality for ordinary Americans:

As our nation has grown in size and stature, however—as our industrial economy 
expanded—these political rights proved inadequate to assure us equality in the 
pursuit of happiness…We have come to a clear realization of the fact that true 
individual freedom cannot exist without economic security and independence.101

This was a famous speech that has attracted some degree of recent scholarly 

attention for the reach of Roosevelt’s commitments to government action.102 It is perhaps 

the best example of how Roosevelt would have implemented the regime’s principles after 

the war. Yet it is not so much of a revolutionary speech when one considers that the 

speech was more of a celebration of the regime’s well-established principles of 

government action, and not a radical departure from the infrastructure Roosevelt’s 

Administration had been building for over a decade. The speech promised an era of 

stability, social order and economic fairness, not revolutionary fervor, nor the destruction 

of the basic assumptions that underlay a capitalist economy. This is what we would 

expect from the leader of a regime that has just established a long-term legitimacy with 

100 . Memo, Brownlow to FDR, 12/14/43, President’s Personal File: 1820, Box 7, Speech Materials and 
Suggestions (Aug.-Dec. 1943), FDR Library, Hyde Park, NY. For the Four Freedoms speech see, Public 
Papers, Volume X, Annual Message to Congress, 1/6/41, p. 672. 
101 . Public Papers, Volume XIII, Message to Congress on the State of the Union, 1/11/44, pgs. 32-44.
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the American people. 

These themes referring to a new “economic constitutional order” with sacred 

rights were repeated throughout Roosevelt’s limited activities in the 1944 presidential 

campaign and again at Roosevelt’s 1945 State of the Union Address. With an era of 

peace and prosperity on the horizon, preservation of these economic rights was to be the 

regime’s top priority, and substantially disruptive social reforms, like an assault on racial 

desegregation, would most likely have to wait until intra-regime tensions permitted a re-

evaluation of the regime’s application of principles. In a last minute campaign address, 

Roosevelt positioned the regime as the postwar agent of stability, prosperity and 

peacetime technological growth. “I look forward to millions of new homes, fit for decent 

living; to new, low priced automobiles; new highways; new airplanes and airports; to 

television; and other miraculous new inventions and discoveries, made during this war, 

which will be adapted to the peacetime uses of a peace-loving people”103

National Survival as a Legitimizing Agent for the Regime

A commitment to national survival is an important foundational principle of any 

American political regime. A regime that can lay claim to having “saved the nation” from 

a sectional rupture, economic catastrophe or some other cataclysm that threatens the 

survival of the country, earns legitimacy for itself for the foreseeable future. A regime is 

constructed for the purposes of maintaining order and stability for the foreseeable future, 

102 . See Cass Sunstein, The Second Bill of Rights: FDR's Unfinished Revolution and Why We Need It 
More Than Ever, New York: Basic Books, 2004.
103 . Public Papers, Volume XIII, Campaign Radio Address from the White House, 11/2/44, pp. 383-88.  
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meaning that a regime’s legitimacy and sustenance is most vulnerable during a period of 

instability so significant as to threaten the very survival of the nation. 

In the earliest years of a new regime’s establishment, the imperative of national 

survival will take precedence over the development of elaborate new constitutional 

principles and long term public policy commitments. Hence, the early years of a new 

regime’s development could fairly be described as messy, and at times, haphazard, at 

least if we are looking for a consistent pattern of ideological principles that will form the 

core of the new regime’s approach to government and politics. This is not to suggest that 

new regimes operate in the absence of principled commitments to a particular issue 

agenda or set of long term goals, but rather, that a new regime’s first priority is the 

resolution of the impending major crisis that brought the new regime into power in the 

first place. Resolution of the crisis takes precedence over the construction of permanent 

institutions and processes of government. Resolution of the crisis establishes long term 

legitimacy and popular majority status for the regime. Once the crisis is on a credible 

path toward resolution, regime managers, having earned the legitimacy of the American 

people, can take the liberty of publicly establishing more long term commitments to a set 

of permanent regime principles and long term policy commitments. As a mechanism by 

which to lay claim for a new generation of reform and state action, regime managers will 

try to reaffirm their legitimacy with the American people by making public appeals that 

remind Americans of the regime’s past record of preserving national survival during 

times of crisis. 

For the old Republican regime, preservation of national survival was linked to 

Republican leadership in the Civil War and Reconstruction. The 1880 Republican Party 
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platform asserted that it had, “suppressed a rebellion which had armed nearly a million of 

men to subvert the national authority. It reconstructed the Union of the States, with 

freedom instead of slavery as its corner-stone.”104

Given the party’s proven record in times of deep crisis and national division, the 

Republicans claimed for their regime the long-term legitimacy to act as the proper 

stewards of national unity, personal freedom and capitalist growth. 

We affirm that the work of the Republican party for the last twenty-one years has 
been such as to commend it to the favor of the Nation; that the fruits of the costly 
victories which we have achieved through immense difficulties should be 
preserved; that the peace regained should be cherished; that the Union should be 
perpetuated, and that the liberty secured to this generation should be transmitted 
undiminished to other generations; that the order established and the credit 
acquired should never be impaired; that the pensions promised should be paid; 
that the debt so much reduced should be extinguished by the full payment of 
every dollar thereof; that the reviving industries should be further promoted, and 
that the commerce already increasing should be steadily encouraged.105

In the aftermath of a long period of national crisis (depression and world war), the 

Democratic Party platform of 1948 positioned the regime as the custodians of prosperity, 

peace, and responsible American leadership in the world.

Our party record of the past is assurance of its policies and performance in the 
future.

Ours is the party which was entrusted with responsibility when twelve years of 
Republican neglect had blighted the hopes of mankind, had squandered the fruits 
of prosperity and had plunged us into the depths of depression and despair.

Ours is the party which rebuilt a shattered economy, rescued our banking system, 
revived our agriculture, reinvigorated our industry, gave labor strength and 
security, and led the American people to the broadest prosperity in our history…

104 .  1880 Republican Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=R1880.

105 . Ibid.
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Ours is the party which stood at the helm and led the nation to victory in the war.

Ours is the party which, during the war, prepared for peace so well that when 
peace came reconversion promptly led to the greatest production and employment 
in this nation's life.106

The platform’s early text reasserted the regime’s claim of legitimacy and then 

called for state action and extension of New Deal principles into the policy arenas of 

health care, labor-management relations, education, housing, veterans’ benefits and even 

a limited commitment to civil rights. 

In foreign policy, the platform reminded the American people of the regime’s 

wartime stewardship, using this claim of legitimacy to commit the nation to a new world 

order of American leadership in the world and international cooperation. 

Ours is the party which first proclaimed that the actions and policies of this nation 
in the foreign field are matters of national and not just party concern. We shall go 
forward on the course charted by President Roosevelt and President Truman and 
the other leaders of Democracy…

We declared in 1944 that the imperative duty of the United States was to wage the 
war to final triumph and to join with the other United Nations in the establishment 
of an international organization for the prevention of aggression and the 
maintenance of international peace and security.

Under Democratic leadership, those pledges were gloriously redeemed.107

With the war won and American hegemony in world affairs clearly established, 

the regime claimed a long-term mandate to position the nation as the world’s leading 

democracy. The platform calls for a leadership role in the new United Nations, proactive 

efforts to achieve arms control, support for the Marshall Plan and recognition of Israel.  

The long-term stability of a governing regime can survive short term crises such 

106 . 1948 Democratic Party Platform. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1948
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as recessions, scandals, unpopular wars (as long as they are limited in scope), poorly run 

presidential campaigns, adverse court decisions and hostility from state governments or 

even from Congress. Such disruptions and political shocks can result in elected officials 

of a governing regime being temporarily displaced from power, but the legitimacy of the 

regime’s principles of government remain firmly in place. The New Deal regime of 1952

suffered a setback due to the Korean War, domestic political corruption and a poor 

presidential candidate. The Republican regime of 1912 was hurt by a badly divided party 

and an unpopular president. The Jeffersonian-Jacksonian regime of 1840 was hurt by a

poor economy. In each case, however, the fundamental assumptions of government and 

the boundaries of legitimate government action were not substantially altered by the 

regimes’ electoral defeats. The opposition party was still forced to operate within the

limitations of the institutions and processes created by the governing regime because 

national survival was not in jeopardy. The opposition party may have been able to make 

credible claims on control of the presidency or Congress for a few years at a time, but to 

substantially alter the political and constitutional landscape of American government 

would have required the party to demonstrate its stewardship of the nation and its 

institutions during periods of national crisis so serious as to threaten the very survival of 

the republic. 

Internal divisions within a regime can certainly result in electoral consequences, 

including, but not limited to, loss of the presidency. As the subsequent chapters will 

show, intensifying internal debates over the interpretations of a regime’s principles can 

107 . Ibid.
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result in a significant rearrangement of the regime’s policy priorities and hierarchy of 

coalition partners. Intra-regime change is nearly as disruptive as regime change, but even 

in the intense environment in American politics between 1964 and 1972, national 

survival was not a contested topic of mainstream political debate. The rising crime rates 

and urban riots of the 1960’s do not compare to civil war, and far from resembling the 

Depression era conditions of the 1930’s, the economy between the 1964 and 1972 mostly 

boomed.108 Hence, even during that troubled era, the New Deal regime was able to 

extend its principles toward the fulfillment of civil rights legislation and new domestic 

social welfare programs. The powers and the reach of the New Deal state were extended, 

not curtailed. 

On the other hand, when national survival is itself in doubt, an old regime risks 

losing its long-established reign as the legitimate guardian of national survival. The 

Jeffersonian-Jacksonian regime of 1860 was unable to hold the nation together, thus 

earning for the Democratic Party the baggage of sectionalism and rebellion for a 

generation. The Republican regime of 1932 was unable or unwilling to depart from the 

party’s economic orthodoxies, thus earning for that party a generation of baggage linking 

it to the Depression and indifference to human suffering. The Republican regime’s 

legitimacy from having saved the nation from civil war disappeared as fast as the 

economic prosperity of the 1920’s. 

108 . A mild recession hit the economy between December, 1969 and November, 1970. National Bureau of 
Economic Research website, http://www.nber.org/cycles/cyclesmain.html. For crime statistics, see Stanley 
and Neimi, Vital Statistics, p. 377.   
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ORDER AND DISCIPLINE AS A PRINCIPLE OF THE NEW DEAL REGIME

The political mandate of the early New Deal regime was primarily an economic 

one. The new regime would succeed or fail to earn its legitimacy as a protector of 

national survival by fixing the economic catastrophe and rebuilding the foundations of 

the American market economy. Hence, ending the Depression and restoration of 

economic stability were the first priorities of the New Deal regime in the 1930’s, even 

after the Depression’s worst years. Dreadful as the consequences were for many 

Americans, preservation of national survival in the 1930’s was not going to come from an 

assault on institutionalized racial segregation. To do so would have ruptured a key north-

South alliance within the Democratic Party that traced its origins back to the Jeffersonian 

regime, while linking the nascent regime to potentially even more socially disruptive 

forces. New Deal programs, by their very nature and structure, were designed around 

commitments to not only promote economic stability as a first priority, but also to 

maintain traditional social relationships, doing little to challenge (and sometime 

reinforcing) received understandings concerning the roles of women, and non-whites. 

Economic stability was linked to social stability, while deference to Southern practices 

and customs on race were linked to the necessity of maintaining social order during times 

of crisis.

Economic Stability as an Agent of Social Order 

Maintaining social order underlay major New Deal programs aimed at halting 

runs on the banks, reviving industrial activity, slowing the pace of foreclosures on farms 



93

and homes, and putting increasingly desperate men to work. In declaring a banking 

holiday and laying the foundations for a more secure system of national banking, 

Roosevelt not only articulated the economic necessity of his actions, but also hitched his 

banking reforms to the advancement of American civilization and the restoration of 

public confidence, lest the nation revert backwards towards more primitive systems of 

banking and currency exchange:

There is an element in the readjustment of our financial system more important 
than currency, more important than gold, and that is the confidence of the people. 
Confidence and courage are the essentials of success in carrying out our plan. You 
people must have faith; you must not be stampeded by rumors or guesses. Let us 
unite in banishing fear. We have provided the machinery to restore our financial 
system; it is up to you to support and make it work.109

Roosevelt’s advocacy of a Securities and Exchange Commission also rested upon 

more than just purely economic principles. Bankers, corporate executives and stock 

traders held sacred positions of trust with the American people that demanded 

government supervision. “What we seek is a return to a clearer understanding of the 

ancient truth that those who manage banks, corporations and other agencies handling or 

using other people’s money are trustees acting for others,” Roosevelt told Congress in the 

Fall of 1933.110

Regime managers not only hailed temporary work relief programs for their short-

term economic stimulus, but also for deterring young men and other displaced workers 

from anti-social behavior, such as alcohol, crime and failure to support their families. The 

CCC was celebrated as a deterrent to criminal behavior, “First of all picture a youth of 

109 . Public Papers, Fireside Chat, 3/12/33, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=14540&st=&st1=
110 . Public Papers, Volume II, Message to Congress, 3/29/33, pp. 93-94. 
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nineteen or twenty years of age, without a job…He is ready to follow the lead of the first 

spellbinding agitator, not because he wants to, but because he can see no other way out.” 

Young men in this program worked together, lived together and ate together under strict, 

almost militaristic rules of conduct. Men were also required to send a substantial portion 

of their paychecks home to support their families.111

Regime managers hoped to utilize youthful idealism through agencies like the 

CCC and the National Youth Administration, linking the tasks of economic recovery with 

the advancement of American civilization and the restoration of social order. “Youth is 

more hospitable to change than age. It is less wedded to the past, and less fearful of its 

ability to adapt itself to new conditions. Consequently, youth acclaims progressiveness. It 

sees government putting its emphasis on human rather than material values. It welcomes 

and is thankful for a government that tries to bring social development in line with 

material development, for it knows that most of the ills to which it has fallen heir were 

brought about by our social organizations not keeping pace with our mechanical and 

economic genius as a people.”112

Legislation promoting various forms of relief for farmers, industrial development 

and peace in labor relations revolved around central commitments to promoting 

cooperation and stable relationships between major players in an advanced capitalist 

democracy. Traditional hierarchical relationships concerning businesspersons, workers, 

consumers and farmers were re-formulated, not only to build a new economic order, but

111 . Literary Digest, Volume 116, Number 11, September 9, 1933, “The Forestry Army at the Front”, pp. 
5-6.
112 . “Vital Speeches of the Day”, August 15, 1939, Vol. V, #2, Articles and Publications by Aubrey 
Williams, FDR Library, Hyde Park, NY. 
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to lay the groundwork for orderly relationships that would reduce the likelihood of 

societal disruption. The old regime, “taught that men and institutions that conserve power 

and wealth were our best protection against anarchy and reckless social experiment,” 

Attorney General Donald Richberg told the Literary Digest. “We have learned the lesson 

that there must be an organization for cooperative action so that the continuous exchange 

of necessary products and services will not be interrupted, and so that millions of our 

theoretically free citizens will not be deprived of making a living.”113

The Wagner Act established a formal recognition of workers’ rights to organize, 

established procedures to investigate unfair labor practices through the National Labor 

Relations Board and federal supervision of elections within labor unions. The bill was 

signed by Roosevelt as a remedy to promote “a sense of sober responsibility and of 

willing cooperation [between management and labor], however, it should serve as an 

important step toward the achievement of just and peaceful labor relations in industry”.114

Plotke (1995) has discussed the role of the new regime in establishing an important 

alliance with organized labor through the Wagner Act.115 With the status of labor 

elevated, not only within the regime, but as a legitimately recognized partner in the 

American economy, regime managers placed unions in the role of responsible custodians 

of legitimate worker grievances against management. In a nation with an often violent 

labor history, the elevation of labor organizations to a position of status within the regime 

revealed the regime managers’ new commitment to forging peace and economic stability 

113 . Literary Digest, Volume 118, Number 22, December 1, 1934, “Richberg: The President’s No. 1 Man”,  
pp. 5-6.
114 . Public Papers, Volume IV, Wagner Act Signing Statement, 7/5/35, pp. 294-296. 
115 . Plotke, pp. 92-127. 
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through formal channels of communication and negotiation between management and 

workers.

Even the NIRA, with its requirements of minimum wages, recognition of 

workers’ rights to organize and restrictions on child labor, was positioned as a possible 

agent of social order and discipline:

This new soft-coal code, it is hoped by the staunchest supporters of the NRA, 
[will] restore order into an industry that has fallen more and more deeply, during 
the last half century, into anarchy and chaos. Unbridled competition, strikes, 
violence, bloodshed, and labor conditions that have been indicted as peonage have 
for decades disgraced the soft-coal industry.116

Passage of the Social Security Act in August of 1935 arguably did more to 

position the regime as the long-term guarantor of economic security than any other piece 

of legislation enacted in the 1930’s. Regime managers depicted Social Security as the 

beginning of the construction of an infrastructure to prevent future economic 

catastrophes:

This law, too, represents a cornerstone in a structure which is being built but is by 
no means complete. It is a structure intended to lessen the force of possible future 
depressions. It will act as a protection to future Administrations against the 
necessity of going deeply into debt to furnish relief to the needy. The law will 
flatten out the peaks and valleys of deflation and of inflation. It is, in short, a law 
that will take care of human needs and at the same time provide for the United 
States an economic structure of vastly greater soundness.117

The economic benefits of this program are well-known. As part of the regime’s 

increasing emphasis on establishing long-term commitments to security over redressing 

116 . Literary Digest, Volume 116, Number 14, September 30, 1933, “The Coal Code as a Victory for the 
Nation,” p. 7.
117 . Public Papers, Signing Statement of Social Security Act, 8/14/35, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=14916&st=&st1=. 
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immediate emergency needs of the economic crisis, Social Security also positioned the 

regime on the side of traditional American families who frequently had to take care of a 

dependent elderly relative. The regime’s commitment to the elderly would become a 

cornerstone of its policy agenda well into the rest of the century, as Social Security 

benefits were increased, coverage under the program was expanded into a growing 

number of professions, and the Johnson Administration implemented additional programs 

to serve older Americans.    

While the regime would establish a closer relationship with feminist organizations 

in the 1970’s, the regime’s commitment to promoting economic stability did little to 

explicitly challenge traditional gender roles. While many women were brought to 

Washington D.C. to work for New Deal agencies in the 1930’s, and many New Deal 

programs included job and relief opportunities for women, the core emphasis in the 

administration of federal programs was directed towards the unemployed male 

workforce. Work relief programs for women disproportionately put them into positions 

that did not challenge their traditional roles as homemakers and mothers.118 Issues 

concerning race, however, held an even greater potential than gender to destroy the 

regime’s new coalition, as well to literally foment violence. 

118 . On this topic see, Suzanne Mettler, Dividing Citizens: Gender and Federalism in New Deal Public 
Policy, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998. Many women were appointed to positions within the 
Roosevelt Administration, but programmatic commitments continued to be male-centered. See Martha 
Swain, Ellen S. Woodward: New De al Advocate for Women, Oxford, MS: Mississippi University Press, 
1995; Susan Ware, Beyond Suffrage: Women in the New Deal, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1981. 
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Maintaining Order and Discipline through Acquiescence in Racial Segregation

On the subject of racial segregation and discrimination, the political 

circumstances that the managers of the early New Deal regime faced is obvious to any 

observer with some knowledge of American political history. As regime managers were 

busy enlarging the size of the federal government for the purposes of economic security 

and regulation, the apprehension and hostility of Southern Democrats increased. A larger 

federal government made it all the more likely that someday its machinery would be 

directed toward racial segregation, which was frowned upon by Roosevelt, his liberal 

advisers and other northern Democrats. 

At the same time, the ancestral allegiance of black voters towards the Republican 

Party switched to the Democratic Party in the presidential election of 1936.119 Black 

voters established themselves as a key secondary coalition partner for the New Deal 

regime (at least in the northern states, where their voting rights were less compromised), 

just as they had in the old Republican regime. Demands from civil rights organizations 

that regime managers extend New Deal principles into the policy arena of racial equality 

intensified in the 1940’s and 1950’s, as did white Southern resistance to desegregation. 

Regime managers had an extremely difficult balancing act on their hands for a 

generation. The existence of civil rights as a secondary regime principle will be discussed 

in greater detail in Chapter Five, when I will cover the relationship between the regime 

and the civil rights movement during the regime’s reconstructive era.

It must be remembered that before there was a New Deal regime the white South
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occupied a place of significant importance within the national Democratic Party going all 

the way back to the regime of Jefferson and Jackson. Southern delegates at the 

Democratic National Convention held an effective veto over the party’s presidential 

nominee due to a rule mandating that the nominee have the support of two-thirds of the 

delegates. That rule was repealed in 1936, but the ability of the South to vote as a block, 

especially if the national party threatened Southern segregation, kept the party’s 

presidential nominees from making significant commitments to racial equality between 

1936 and 1960. Hence, the fundamental assumptions that underlay de jure racial 

segregation were not challenged in ways that invited a potentially destructive intra-

regime debate about the compatibility of segregation alongside New Deal economic 

commitments. As the first generation of regime managers were making vague promises 

in favor of civil rights, however, a quiet deference to their still powerful Southern faction 

continued to be a major part of the regime’s normal politics.

Some Southern congressmen and senators turned against the New Deal as the 

1930’s wore on, inviting a failed “purge campaign” by Roosevelt in the 1938 Democratic 

congressional primaries. Yet in this campaign, regime managers did not engage a national 

debate about race and civil rights. Roosevelt attempted to make a reasoned defense of the 

New Deal’s economic benefits for the South, while some of the targeted Southern

Democrats successfully exploited racial resentments and hinted at the regime’s growing 

courtship of northern blacks. After Roosevelt’s unprecedented use of presidential powers 

to interfere in party primaries, the hands of anti-integration Southern Democrats were 

119 . Nancy J. Weiss. Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age of FDR, Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1983, pp. 180-208. 



100

strengthened, regardless of their stance on New Deal economic initiatives. 120 Thus, the 

purge campaign made it considerably more difficult for regime managers to challenge 

racial segregation in the South, which continued to be an organizing principle of the 

Southern wing of the Democratic Party.    

Sometimes regime managers were more explicit in their approval of segregation. 

A number of major New Deal programs either explicitly authorized segregation, or 

tolerated the practice even if it was not written into the particular statute. Other programs 

functioned in ways that many blacks found economically harmful. In spite of language in 

the law forbidding segregation, CCC enrollment remained segregated in many 

communities, and many state and local administrators resisted enrolling blacks in the 

program. Local officials often found ways to evade or outright violate non-discrimination 

orders in other public works programs. The AAA, which paid farmers to not produce 

surplus crops, resulted in many black sharecroppers and tenant farmers losing their jobs 

when land owners no longer needed them. Land owners, in violation of federal law, also 

frequently neglected to pass along a proportionate share of their subsidy payments to 

sharecroppers and tenants. The federal government was not vigorous about enforcement 

of this provision. The NIRA frequently created codes for various industries that often 

functioned in ways that disproportionately hurt black employees. Black workers often did 

not enjoy the benefits of due process under the Recovery Administration’s established 

procedures for investigating complaints and alleged violations of the law. Direct relief 

funds through FERA improved conditions for many blacks, but the disbursement of funds 

120 . Milkis, pp. 83-97. 
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was reportedly unequal and discriminatory, often because Roosevelt Administration 

officials deferred to the prejudices of state and local officials who administered the 

programs.121

New Deal programs existed alongside the continuation of segregation, and 

sometimes the programs incorporated segregation into their day to day administration. A 

reasonable observer at the time could come to the conclusion that the regime’s economic 

principles were either not meant to challenge segregation, or even that New Deal 

economic philosophy was positively compatible with segregation. Anti-New Deal 

Southern Democrats feared the potential of the New Deal state to ultimately undermine 

segregation, but the administration of key New Deal programs revealed that racial 

equality was at best a low priority for regime managers. 

For many Southerners segregation was the linchpin of maintaining an orderly and 

disciplined society. Southern politicians defended segregation as upholding civility, 

reducing racial tensions, promoting strong communities and keeping crime low. The 

refusal of regime managers to vigorously make racial equality a part of the early New 

Deal regime and its key programs not only came out of political concerns about holding 

the South for the Democrats, but also out of a commitment to preserve order and 

discipline in times of crisis. Racial segregation was an injustice and an affront to the 

principles of American constitutional government. On the other hand, the Great 

Depression and World War II represented more immediate threats to national survival in 

the 1930’s and 1940’s. Regime managers made token gestures and administrative orders 

121 . Weiss, pp. 52-59. 
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opposing racial segregation, but first and foremost concerned themselves with resolution 

of the crises at hand. Aggressive movement towards integration would have introduced 

significantly more disruption into an already disorderly political universe. 

Shortly before American entry into the war, Assistant Secretary of War Robert 

Patterson told Roosevelt that racial integration of the military “would produce situations 

destructive to morale and detrimental to the preparations for national defense...It is the 

opinion of the War Department that no experiments should be tried with the 

organizational set-up of these units at this critical time.”122 Indeed, Roosevelt issued a 

directive later that year that stopped well short of fully integrating the armed forces, 

though it did expand job opportunities for blacks in the military.123

In switching their allegiance to the Democratic Party away from their ancestral 

party of Lincoln, black Americans embraced a regime that mobilized them on the basis of 

economic commitments, with the occasional vague and sometimes un-enforced 

commitment to enforce racial equality. Weiss (1982) found that black Americans, like 

many white Americans of the time, regarded the economic emergency as the nation’s 

highest priority, and a matter of national survival, for blacks even more so than for 

whites.124 Just as the old Republican regime had lost its legitimacy as an agent of national 

survival because of the Depression, for blacks the old regime could no longer credibly 

represent economic liberty for individual Americans in the same way as it had when it 

sponsored the end of slavery in 1865. With millions of blacks living in conditions of 

122 . Memo, Robert Patterson (Asst. Secretary of War) to FDR, 10/8/40, Official File: 25, War Department 
(June-Dec. 1940), FDR Library, Hyde Park, NY.  
123 . Weiss, pp. 274-280. 
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destitution in the 1930’s, the New Deal regime had the same opportunity to court them as 

it did with regard to white Americans. The regime first and foremost promised blacks 

equal economic opportunity where their old regime failed to deliver amid the wreckage 

of the Depression.  

1948-1964: THE STABLE PERIOD FOR THE NEW DEAL REGIME

Regimes are most likely to be created out of a crisis, but they also govern for a 

significant period of time within a political environment of stability. A stable 

environment exists when a long-established governing regime exists in an environment 

absent of a major crisis and/or new political cleavages so severe that they threaten to 

permanently disrupt old partisan fault lines.125  During such eras, leaders of the two major 

parties moderate their rhetoric and their actions and regime managers make the 

maintenance of their constellation of coalition partners the highest priority. Perceived 

radicals within the regime are repudiated or marginalized by regime managers. Regime 

mangers will be more concerned about trying to serve their primary coalition partners 

over advancing the status of secondary coalition partners, much less introducing 

disruptive new constituencies into the regime. 

In the mid-1870’s, Republican leaders repudiated the radicals within their ranks, 

thus establishing the promotion of industrial capitalism as the regime’s highest long-term 

124 . Weiss, pp. 212; E.E. Lewis. “The Economic Position of the American Negro: A Brief Summary “, 
Journal of Negro Education VIII (July, 1939). 
125 . In the literature on electoral realignment, similar criteria are used to differentiate realigning elections 
from maintaining elections and deviating elections.  See Angus Campbell and others, “A Classification of 
the Presidential Elections” in Elections and the Political Order, New York: Wiley, 1966, pp. 69-74; Key 
(1955), and Sundquist, pp. 4, 298-321.  
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priority in the newly reconstructed nation. Blacks were relegated to secondary coalition 

partner status within the regime, just as they would be within the New Deal regime’s first 

generation of existence. This obviously meant that the cause of racial equality was to 

serve as little more than a token commitment for the regime managers. Regime managers 

could claim some degree of legitimacy on this issue as the “party of Lincoln” that 

destroyed slavery.126 The Republican Party between the mid-1870’s and early 1890’s 

governed in a postwar environment of patronage politics, labor unrest, economic 

conditions that ranged from boom to bust, lingering sectional bitterness and growing 

public concern over corporate power. With the question of national survival now settled, 

regime managers nonetheless had their hands full with these problems, all of which had 

the potential to severely disrupt their fragile national majority. At the time, with a well-

organized civil rights movement still not yet in existence, the prospects for blacks to 

advance within the regime were limited. Hence, regime managers did not need to be 

responsive, especially with the Democratic Party as an unacceptable alternative for most 

blacks at the time. For regime managers to make efforts to raise the status of blacks 

within the regime, or to attempt to introduce new constituencies would have added an 

additional element of major risk that would have been unlikely to pay dividends to the 

regime. Republican regime managers concerned themselves first and foremost with 

serving their primary coalition partners in business and industry, Civil War veterans and 

Protestant northerners of native stock. Service to the primary coalition partners was done 

in the name of maintaining the regime’s stability, which was linked to national stability. 

126 . This is a common theme that is used in Republican Party platforms of the late-nineteenth century to re-
affirm the party’s legitimacy on the issue of racial equality.  
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Not until the Progressive Era, with the status of secondary coalition partners in the GOP 

on the ascendancy, would regime managers have to substantially reinterpret and rethink 

their principles as they pertained to policy commitments.

The experience of the New Deal regime is similar. The era of stability for that 

regime begins with the election of 1948 and ends in 1964, when Lyndon Johnson 

committed the regime to civil rights as a core principle, and embraced innovative 

formulas of government action to alleviate poverty. During this era, New Deal regime 

managers served their primary coalition partners in organized labor, the white working 

classes and the South, while making the principle of civil rights and racial equality a 

secondary principle. In addition, regime managers adopted the cause of containing the 

spread of communism around the world as a core principle. Anti-containment policy 

liberals were shunned by regime managers, and supporters of aggressive action on civil 

rights held limited influence within the regime. The presidential election of 1948 was a 

significant episode in establishing this framework as the context of American politics 

until 1964, as well as foreshadowing the intra-regime battles that were to follow.

The Election of 1948: The New Deal Regime Confirmed

The election of 1948 was significant for so many more reasons than the famous 

upset victory of President Harry Truman. This was an election that had a particular 

significance for the development of the New Deal regime because it represents the first 

election in which the regime did not have to compete under conditions of crisis. The 

regime’s conditions of political equilibrium were established for the next 16 years: 
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support for Cold War foreign policy, a strong domestic social welfare state and token 

overtures in favor of civil rights. Republicans won two presidential elections in the 

1950’s, in part, by competing on these terms and conditions of politics. With the 

Depression and war settled favorably for the United States, regime managers won a 

popular mandate for the continuation of an active domestic social welfare state (including 

many of the commitments of Roosevelt’s 1944 State of the Union address) and a 

containment foreign policy vis a vis the Soviet Union that was created around the goal of 

fostering international stability, rather than American hegemony. Civil rights was 

established as a secondary policy commitment for the regime with the adoption of a 

limited Democratic Party platform plank calling for equality of opportunity without 

language specifically attacking Southern segregation statutes. Commitments to use the 

machinery of the federal government to eradicate racial segregation were vague and 

unspecific.127

Truman’s upset victory occurred in an atmosphere of Democratic divisions on the 

left and the right, as well as considerable distrust of the incumbent president from 

Democratic Party insiders and constituencies of the regime.128 Nor was it easy for 

Truman to function as a regime leader in the Herculean shadow of Roosevelt. Protesting 

the party’s limited civil rights plank, Southern Democrats in four states abandoned the 

national party to support the candidacy of South Carolina Governor Strom Thurmond, 

whose Dixiecrat Party was exclusively dedicated to the preservation of racial segregation. 

127 . 1948 Democratic Party Platform. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1948. 
128 . See the reader edited by Michael Lacey, The Truman Presidency, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990, pp. 57-88, 128-155, 156-173. 
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Thurmond’s campaign was also a strictly regional effort, in stark contrast to the national 

presidential campaign in 1968 of George Wallace, whose campaign appeals covered a 

wider range of issues. For the New Deal regime, Thurmond’s campaign represented the 

first major defection of a major part of one of the regime’s coalition partners in a national 

election. Thurmond’s support was weak outside of the four states where the state party 

organizations put their machinery behind the South Carolina Governor.129 Truman’s 

cautious stance on the civil rights issue kept the regime managers a safe distance from the 

most virulent racists of the Southern Democratic Party, who were represented by the 

candidacy of Thurmond, while maintaining a deferential relationship with moderate 

segregationists in the Democratic South. While regime managers did not openly celebrate 

their relationship with segregationists in the 1940’s and 1950’s in the same way that they 

celebrated their relationship with organized labor, regime managers in this period did not 

challenge segregation to such an extent that it would have raised questions about the 

compatibility of New Deal principles and racial segregation. A significant number of 

Southern electoral votes were still needed to elect presidents, even if the region would not 

be the unanimous stronghold that it was during the Roosevelt years and the Republican 

regime that preceded the New Deal era. Adlai Stevenson’s base of electoral support in 

1952 and 1956 came from the South, while the region was carefully courted by John F. 

Kennedy in 1960. Support from Southern Democrats in Congress, who still controlled 

key committee chairmanships, was also essential for regime managers.130

Meanwhile, a faction of very liberal New Deal Democrats, never fond of Truman, 

129 . Thurmond’s strongholds were in Alabama, Mississippi, South Carolina and Louisiana, Donaldson, pp. 
184-87.
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and believing that he betrayed the legacy of Roosevelt, supported the candidacy of Henry 

Wallace. Calling for friendship and cooperation with the Soviets, a major part of 

Wallace’s message was an opposition to the Administration’s Cold War foreign policy, 

somewhat foreshadowing part of the New Left’s critique of the regime two decades later. 

Wallace also called for aggressive government action on civil rights, and won many high 

profile endorsements of black leaders. Just as Truman and regime managers were proud 

to disassociate themselves from the racism of Thurmond’s Dixiecrats, they were equally 

happy to distance themselves from Wallace and his supporters, whom Truman called 

“crackpots” and “communists”.131 Truman’s convincing victory, and Wallace’s meager 

nationwide support, vindicated the regime’s assimilation of Cold War foreign policy into 

liberal New Deal ideology. In addition, it vindicated—for however long it could last—the 

regime’s fragile commitment to a vague and not especially aggressive course of action on 

civil rights, while continuing to avoid a more fundamental debate about the compatibility 

of de jure racial segregation within the regime’s set of core principles.      

The outcome of the 1948 is well known: a convincing, though not overwhelming 

upset victory for Truman and the Democrats.132 In spite of all of the Democratic 

divisions, Truman consolidated New Deal regime coalition partners into a bare national 

majority and confirmed the prominent place of organized labor and the white working 

classes within the regime. Truman won satisfactory support from black voters as well in 

130 . This will be a subject for the final chapter. 
131 . Donaldson, 1998, pp. 2, 99-100, 191-199. 
132 . Truman won nearly 50% of the popular vote and 303 electoral votes to 45% and 189 electoral votes 
for the Republican, Thomas Dewey. Thurmond won over 2% of the vote and 39 electoral votes, while 
Wallace won over 2% and no electoral votes. Perhaps more impressive than the upset victory for Truman 
was the extent of his coattails, as Democrats won control of Congress, reversing the Republican gains of 
1946.  
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major metropolitan centers. Going into the campaign, labor leaders publicly expressed 

deep reservations about Truman, but he kept organized labor loyal to the regime through 

his veto of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947, a careful courtship behind the scenes and on the 

campaign trail. Labor leaders flirted with the Wallace candidacy in 1947, but Wallace’s 

“soft on communism” label, as well as outright support from American communists, 

pushed organized labor away from Wallace and back to Truman.133  As a primary

coalition partner in the New Deal regime, organized labor followed regime managers, and 

much of the rest of the country, in publicly adopting a harder line on Communism.

Indeed, after the 1948 election, the political context of the regime in an 

atmosphere of peace and prosperity was firmly in place. Stevenson and Kennedy 

campaigned in strong support of containment of the Soviet Union and ambivalence on the 

increasingly intense issue of civil rights. Kennedy was less deferential to the South than 

his predecessors, but he stopped far short of endorsing an ambitious program to 

fundamentally challenge the core policies of institutionalized racial segregation. 

Stevenson was a poor campaigner running against a candidate who was a national hero 

and who made no promises to repeal well-established New Deal programs. Kennedy, an 

especially attractive and telegenic candidate, was the last presidential candidate of the 

New Deal regime to construct a fragile national majority in the Electoral College, while 

still stopping short of fully endorsing the issue agenda of mainstream civil rights 

organizations.   

133 . Donaldson, pp. 56-57. 
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Adding Anti-Communism as a Core Principle of the New Deal Regime

A number of scholars have written on the success of liberal Democrats at building 

a linkage between liberalism and anti-communism, including support for the containment 

policy during the Cold War.134 Liberalism existed not just along side anti-communism, 

but as an integral part of it. Opposition to communism was hitched to liberal principles in 

support of free speech, freedom of association, freedom of worship, equal opportunity, 

due process of law and human rights. Opposition to communism from the regime 

certainly came in part out of political necessity as well. Even during the early years of the 

Cold War, Democrats faced the threat of the “soft on communism” label, which became 

especially powerful during the peak years of the McCarthy investigations of so-called 

communist infiltrations into the activities of the US government. Even after the Vietnam 

War shattered this consensus within regime, many liberal Democrats, most notably 

Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson of Washington continued to espouse a Truman era hard 

line concerning the Soviet Union and its efforts to spread communism around the world. 

The New Deal regime was created around a core set of economic policies that 

underlay a commitment to security, social order and discipline. With the New Deal 

regime firmly in place by the late 1940’s, how could regime managers just add anti-

communism to the list of core regime principles? First, as previously discussed, regime 

managers had recently established a proven ability to protect the nation from crises so 

serious as to threaten the survival of the republic (economic depression and world war). 

134 . See Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, Orlando, FL: HBJ Publishers, 1955; Plotke 
(1995); Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.,The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom, New York: Da Capo Press, 
1949.  
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With the United States holding superpower status alongside the Soviet Union by the late 

1940’s, Cold War liberalism was linked to national survival in the face of an 

expansionist, totalitarian foe.135 Even in the darkest years of the Depression, communism 

never materialized into a domestic political threat.136 As Hartz (1955) argued, 

Communism, like socialism and feudalism represents an ideological tradition that is 

almost absent in American political history.137 Americans react with either hostility or 

indifference to ideological issue agendas that appear to conflict with classical liberalism. 

With both parties embracing a postwar American leadership role, and in the face of an 

international Soviet threat, assigning the regime to a long-term commitment to stop the 

spread of communism was a relatively non-controversial move. 

Second, the containment policy was perfectly consistent with the commitment of 

any governing regime to establish and maintain order and stability. By its very nature, 

containment was a foreign policy designed to preserve an international balance of power 

arrangements. It was not—ostensibly, anyway—a policy committing the nation to the 

conquest of existing Communist states and American empire. Regime managers 

continued to affirm a strong support for diplomacy, arms control negotiations and 

collective security agreements that would position the United States as a responsible 

leader of democratic nations in the world. As long as the Soviet Union was perceived as 

the aggressor, and the United States as the defender of stability and democracy in the 

world, the regime’s support for the containment policy could be credibly linked to the 

135 . This policy was made a formal part of American foreign policy with the adoption of the famous 
National Security Council report, NSC68, issued in April of 1950. For the inspiration behind the 
containment policy see George Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct”, Foreign Affairs, (1947). 
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regime’s domestic legitimacy as the protector of security and stability. Once many liberal 

Democrats began to question these assumptions during the Vietnam War, regime 

managers began to soften their support for the containment policy. 

CONCLUSION: TOWARD AN ERA OF RECONSTRUCTION

Secondary coalition partners always impose demands on regime managers, but 

after a period of generational replacement and growing distance between the crises that 

brought the regime to power in the first place, the likelihood of an era of significant intra-

regime conflict increases. By the early 1960’s, appeals to voters on the basis of the 

regime’s Depression and wartime leadership were used less frequently, and regime 

managers were forced to devote more and more attention to civil rights issues and the 

problems of long-term, hard core poverty. 

These issues were promoted to a degree in the truncated Kennedy Administration, 

but Kennedy arguably had to spend more time as a custodian of the New Deal regime, 

working to keep together an increasingly fractious constellation of coalition partners. 

Kennedy’s vigor for civil rights legislation alternated between assertive and lukewarm. 

Explosive situations concerning racial integration at the two flagship universities in 

Alabama and Mississippi increasingly pushed regime managers toward support for 

mainstream civil rights activists, although even as late as 1963, regime managers were 

still willing to let the pugnacious Alabama governor publicly “save face”, lest he come 

136 . At the height of the Depression in 1932, the Communist candidate for President, Norman Thomas, 
earned exactly 2.23% of the popular vote. 
137 . Hartz, pp. 293-309.  
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across as the humiliated “victim” of the Kennedy Administration.138

As the experience of the Johnson Administration shows in the next chapter, 

significant intra-regime conflict affords regime managers major opportunities to reshape 

their relationships with coalition partners and reinterpret core regime principles. It also 

affords them an equal opportunity to fail. Kennedy had less of an opportunity to be an 

innovator of the New Deal regime, not only because of the short length of his tenure, but 

also because the disruptive forces inside and outside of the regime had yet to fully 

materialize: American combat involvement in Vietnam was on the eve of starting; New 

Left political movements were germinating, but had yet to significantly threaten the 

regime, much less any major political actors; the Republican Party was still under the 

control of moderates, and the South still formed a critical part of the regime’s base. In the 

early 1960’s, the traditional New Deal coalition was a skeleton of what it was twenty-five 

years before, but a new hierarchy of coalition partners had yet to crystallize. Core regime 

principles still revolved around economic issues as the keystone to national survival, 

social order and discipline, and regime managers continued to treat civil rights issues as 

secondary in importance with the potential to destroy not only the regime’s national 

coalition, but also to foment social disorder. 

Regime managers would soon have to respond to the intensifying demands not 

only of the civil rights community, but also of the New Left and a growing white 

Southern backlash, which even had pockets of support in the north. The core principles of 

138 . On the fiascos at the Universities of Alabama and Mississippi see Carter, pp. 110-112, 133-155. On 
Kennedy as a regime “articulator” see Stephen Skowronek, “Presidential Leadership in Political Time” in 
Michael Nelson ed., The Presidency and the Political System, 7th ed. Washington, D.C: Congressional 
Quarterly Press, 2003, pp. 132-138. 
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the New Deal regime’s economic commitments were not under attack, but efforts to 

redirect those principles towards a full commitment to racial equality and other new 

domestic policy formulas achieved the most substantial period of reconstruction of the 

New Deal regime in its history. 
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Chapter Four: Making a Great Society out of a New Deal State

THE JOHNSON ADMINISTRATION: REGIME MANAGERS IN ACTION  

Any discussion of a regime’s creation, growth and demise must give due attention 

to the role of the regime managers, that is, the people in positions of significant political 

power, operating the governmental and political institutions that carry out and implement 

the regime’s policies and ideologies every day. Presidents and their administrations play 

a major role in the development of a regime. In his landmark study of presidents as 

regime leaders, Skowronek (1997) suggests that American presidents are both shapers of 

and limited by the regimes in which they operate. Their powers in office are largely 

determined by the political time, or their point in time within the life-cycle of the regime 

in which they govern. Presidents like Lyndon Johnson are identified as orthodox 

innovators who govern at the approximate mid-life of their regime. Such presidents are 

bound by the parameters of the basic ideologies and commitments of their regime, though 

they also seek to add their own particular stamp of achievement to their regime through a 

specific program of domestic and foreign policy. At the same time, such presidents must 

manage the deepening tensions within their regime.139

Significant political developments between 1964 and 1968 required a response 

from the managers of the New Deal regime. Conventional wisdom suggests that the 

traditional New Deal regime, or political order, began unraveling between 1964 and 

139 . Skowronek, pp. 41-43, 325-60. 
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1972.140 Skowronek’s work suggested that Johnson, the mid-life regime president, 

precipitated the erosion of the traditional New Deal regime, which would accelerate in 

the 1970’s and 1980’s. The Johnson Administration, managers of the New Deal regime 

during its mid-life reconstruction, had to contend with intra-regime tensions between 

increasingly militant secondary coalition partners, who were seeking a more prominent 

seat at the table, while primary coalition partners were working just as hard to maintain 

their status within the regime. Clients of the new institutions devised by Johnson’s 

domestic programs ranged from the traditional New Deal coalition partners to new 

constituencies perceived as being somehow out of the American mainstream. As core 

New Deal principles were reconciled with the principles behind Johnson’s domestic issue 

agenda, received understandings with regard to the role of a social welfare safety net 

were transformed. In an era defined by post-Depression, postwar affluence, the principles 

of the New Deal state were redirected toward new issue agendas, as well as long 

neglected and new constituencies. 

The Objective

This chapter will give emphasis only to the Johnson Administration’s domestic 

and social welfare programs, better known as the Great Society. While the Nixon 

Administration made contributions to the social welfare and regulatory state, they cannot 

be viewed as the contributions of a regime manager, but rather, as that of an “opposition” 

140.  Lowi (1979), Phillips (1969) and Ronald Radosh, Divided They Fell: The Demise of the Democratic 
Party, 1964-1996, New York: Free Press, 1998.
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regime president, which warrants a different set of questions.141 As the next chapter will 

show, the Johnson Administration’s embrace of the civil rights issue agenda caused a 

significant intra-regime transformation, not to mention a fundamental redirection of the 

regime’s core principles. Even though there was always a close relationship between the 

Johnson Administration’s civil rights agenda and its Great Society programs, the 

relationship between civil rights and the principles of the New Deal regime will be dealt 

with separately, given the importance of the role of race in redirecting the regime—and 

transforming all of American politics—for decades to come.  The Great Society was part 

of a larger effort by Johnson and his allies to reshape the New Deal regime by elevating 

and empowering underprivileged constituencies that had been overlooked during the 

regime’s formative years, while at the same time enhancing the standing of the regime’s 

increasingly affluent primary coalition partners. The regime managers’ efforts to satisfy 

old and new constituencies exacerbated existing intra-regime tensions and opened up new 

ones. 

While Skowronek shows us how Johnson, the regime-affiliated president, 

struggled in his role as the orthodox innovator, there is little discussion of how and why 

the specific domestic programs of his Administration served to create and deepen fissures 

between primary and secondary coalition partners of the New Deal regime. To fully 

understand the reconstruction of the New Deal regime, it is necessary to examine 

Johnson’s efforts to bring new constituencies into the regime under the auspices of the 

141. Crockett, pp. 151-74.  
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War on Poverty. Many of the political objectives of the War on Poverty disrupted the 

prerogatives of the regime’s primary coalition partners.

If we are to fully understand how American political regimes develop, we need to 

examine the specific programs and agencies that defined Johnson’s commitment to a 

Great Society. By giving closer scrutiny to the policies, programs and agencies of the 

Great Society, we can better understand Johnson’s dilemma as the mid-life regime 

manager. We can also better understand how and why the New Deal regime’s coalition 

experienced dramatic internal and external change at its approximate mid-life. Did the 

principles behind the initiatives of Great Society redirect the principles of the New Deal 

toward new and neglected constituencies, or did the Great Society represent an assault on 

the principles of the New Deal? We can begin to answer this question through an 

examination of the specific principles that underlay the Great Society’s most noteworthy 

programs and administrative agencies. Indeed, answering this question is essential if we 

are to make sense of this disruptive period of the life-cycle of the New Deal regime.   

This chapter will examine the most significant components of the Great Society 

and examine how they affected the core principles of the New Deal regime, and its 

existing coalition of affiliated constituencies. I will first discuss the War on Poverty, 

largely engineered by the controversial Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO). To be 

sure, Johnson’s War on Poverty could be understood as an umbrella term, intersecting 

with many different areas of policy and many different government agencies. Here my 

discussion will be restricted to the OEO and its programs. The OEO provides us with the 

best examples of innovative programs that were devoted to ending poverty. This agency’s 

mission was unique in that it was dedicated to eliminating poverty. Here we can see how 
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the Johnson Administration hoped to redirect the principles of the New Deal regime 

toward constituencies that existed outside of the American political mainstream. My task 

will be to discern the philosophy of the OEO and its outreach approaches. I will examine 

the OEO’s Administrative History, which was a comprehensive history of the agency put 

together by OEO staffers near the end of the Johnson Administration. The manual details 

the agency’s various problems and its successes. I will also examine the White House 

Confidential File on OEO activities, the oral history of the agency’s deputy director 

during the Johnson Administration, and Johnson’s own thoughts about the OEO, as 

written in his memoirs.142

I will then turn my attention to the Great Society programs that were designed to 

serve predominantly middle class constituencies, addressing the concerns of a prosperous 

nation, no longer concerned with self-preservation and national survival. I will pay 

particular attention to programs concerning public health, natural beauty and spiritual 

fulfillment, particularly Medicare, conservation and beautification programs, and 

programs directing government support for the arts and humanities. What were the 

principles that defined these programs? Were they cast in the tradition of the New Deal’s 

commitment to social welfare and economic security? Did they push the New Deal 

regime towards a commitment to post-materialist values? To answer these questions, I 

will examine presidential speeches, signing statements, speeches of Administration aides 

and internal White House deliberations that capture the principles underlying these 

programs. 

142 . All archives are located at the Johnson Presidential Library in Austin, TX. The Oral History of former 
Director Sargent Shriver is not open at the time of this writing. The Oral History of Deputy Director 
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As regime managers, Johnson’s Administration sought to serve everybody by 

advancing the status of the regime’s primary coalition partners, accommodating the 

growing demands of secondary coalition partners and bringing in new coalition partners, 

all at the same time. Regime managers’ association with non-traditional political 

constituencies hastened the redirection of the regime’s core principles and the reordering 

of coalition partners: a process that would be complete by the 1970’s, after the Johnson 

Administration. In addition, Great Society programs were marketed through traditional 

appeals to the regime’s principles of government, alongside appeals to post-material 

values. 

FROM A NEW DEAL STATE TO A GREAT SOCIETY 

As a young member of Congress, Lyndon Johnson idolized Roosevelt and 

enthusiastically supported the New Deal. Johnson’s story as a New Dealer in the darkest 

days of Roosevelt’s second term is well known.143 As a white Southerner, who grew up 

poor and came of age during the emergence of the New Deal, Johnson in some ways 

represented the ideal face of the New Deal regime. Yet Johnson’s job as a regime 

manager in a period of heightened political tensions required him to do more than simply 

maintain the domestic policy commitments of the 1930’s and 1940’s, to say nothing of an 

ego and a complex, troubled personality that pushed him toward a desire to eclipse 

Roosevelt’s achievements by advancing liberal principles of activist government toward 

Bertrand Harding will be used instead.   
143 . Robert Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power, New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1982; 
Robert Dallek. Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and his Times, 1908-1960, New York: Oxford  
University Press, 1991.
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the fulfillment of more sweeping issue agendas.144 Johnson’s vision for the New Deal 

regime stressed the affirmative use of economic prosperity to alleviate human suffering 

and enhance personal fulfillment, but his domestic programs also encouraged grass roots 

participation in ways very different from the New Deal. 

As a regime manager in a period of heightening intra-regime tensions, Johnson

had to balance the demands of the regime’s primary coalition partners: the white working 

class, organized labor and the South, against the demands of the regime’s secondary 

coalition partners: blacks and the increasingly militant and idealistic young liberals. In 

addition to his commitments to the civil rights issue agenda and the Vietnam War 

(consistent with the postwar US policy of containing the spread of communism), Johnson

was committed to an extremely ambitious domestic and social welfare issue agenda to 

use postwar American prosperity “to enrich and elevate our national life, and to advance 

the quality of our American civilization.”145 The Great Society would move America out 

of a postwar era defined by complacency, industrialization, mechanization, 

suburbanization and bourgeois conformity. This was an era defined by the New Deal 

consensus of a well-established social welfare and regulatory state, a Cold War foreign 

policy, and little appetite for new reforms that appeared to threaten middle-class 

144 . James David Barber, The Presidential Character, Predicting Performance in the White House, 4th Ed. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, pp. 66-80; Joseph Califano, Jr., The Triumph and Tragedy of Lyndon 
Johnson, New York: Simon Schuster, 1991; Robert Dallek, Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and his Times, 
1961-1973, New York: Oxford, University Press, 1998; Eric Goldman, The Tragedy of Lyndon Johnson, 
New York: Knopf, 1969; William Leuchtenburg, In the Shadow of FDR: From Harry Truman to Ronald 
Reagan, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1985, p. 142. 
145 . University of Michigan Commencement Speech, May 22, 1964, entry 357, pp. 704-707. Public 
Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-64. Volume I, Washington, D. C.: 
Government Printing Office, 1965.
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norms.146 Government policies emphasized balanced budgets and Keynesian economics, 

while poverty was regarded as “an afterthought” in the midst of an otherwise affluent 

society.147

The Great Society called for re-stimulating the reformist impulse of the New Deal 

towards not only the eradication of poverty, but also towards the enrichment of the 

human spirit by using “material affluence as a base for achieving its non-material 

dreams”.148 Drawing inspiration from the emerging social movements of the 1960’s, the 

principles behind the Great Society were introduced by Johnson at a commencement 

speech at the University of Michigan in May of 1964.149 The Johnson White House and 

their allies would attempt, with limited success, to bring elements of the very-low income 

and working classes into the New Deal regime that had been left behind by the regime’s 

first generation of reform in the 1930’s and the subsequent three decades of relative 

inaction in the domestic policy sphere. At the same time, the architects of the Great 

Society served its increasingly affluent clients in the American middle-class through an 

issue agenda that emphasized not only economic security (a traditional regime 

commitment), but spiritual fulfillment, environmental protection, beautification and  

higher education, or what might better be called “post-materialist” concerns. 

As comparative political scientist Ronald Inglehart has shown, a society enters 

into a post-materialist phase when it achieves a certain level of industrial development 

and material affluence, and it no longer needs to concern itself with self-preservation and 

146 . Hartz (1955), pp. 284-309, Schlesinger (1949). 
147 . John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society, New York: New American Library, 1958.
148 . Speech, Lady Bird Johnson, “The Great Society”, Great Society, Office Files of Fred Panzer, Box 364, 
Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library (LBJL), Austin, TX. 
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economic survival.150 Post-materialist concerns would include spiritual or religious 

fulfillment, support for environmental protection, disarmament, public health and safety, 

advanced education and concern for racial and gender equality. As the Wall Street 

Journal described the American socioeconomic climate in 1966, “for the first time in a 

considerable number of years people have the time and freedom from incessant toil to 

worry about so esoteric a matter as the value of existence. Throughout the ages a few 

have done it, but the great majority of men were bound to grubbing for subsistence.”151

Still, the Great Society was premised upon the notion that a thriving middle class 

society would benefit from the eradication of poverty, for which creativity and 

administrative innovation would be absolutely required. By 1964, only a segment of the 

American population could be said to have entered into the post-materialist phase. The 

Great Society would serve old and new constituencies in the hopes that both could 

peacefully co-exist in the New Deal regime. 

The OEO: Foot Soldiers in the War on Poverty

The New Deal regime left an impressive social welfare safety net in place by the 

end of the 1930’s, but it was a state apparatus that was ill-equipped to handle the problem 

of a permanent underclass amidst an otherwise thriving industrial economic order. As a 

1968 report concluded from the Office of Economic Opportunity, those unemployed in 

149 . Goodwin, pp. 271-81. 
150 . Ronald Inglehart, “Cultural Change in Advanced Industrial Societies: Postmaterialist Values and
Their Consequences," International Review of Sociology 3 (1988) 77-100; Ronald Inglehart, “The 
Renaissance of Political Culture”, American Political Science Review, Vol. 82, No. 4 (December, 1988), 
pp. 1203-30. 
151 . Wall Street Journal, “Review and Outlook”, 12/30/66.  
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the Great Depression of the 1930’s were primarily skilled workers, hence the need at that 

time was for jobs, more so than skills:

The effect [of the New Deal] was to bypass the hard-core poverty-stricken--those 
without job skills or the proper motivation--the bystanders, the “unworthy poor”.
Thus, during the Thirties and beyond, literally millions of impoverished 
Americans failed to benefit directly from the social and economic legislation of 
the Thirties--elderly citizens not covered by Social Security or whose public and 
private benefits did not support a decent life; the chronically unemployed; 
workers displaced by improved technology or working at poverty jobs; and a 
minority of farmers, Negroes and the young.152

Nor did the surviving programs of the New Deal even begin to deal with the root 

causes of poverty, or the cycle of poverty that trapped millions of Americans with no 

employable job skills, no education and no motivation to succeed in an increasingly 

advanced industrial order. Contributory New Deal programs like Social Security served a 

predominantly middle-class clientele, as well as lower income workers, but no matter 

how much money one made, he or she still had to have a steady income to be a 

beneficiary of the program. Minimum wage laws and the right to unionization raised 

standards of living for millions of Americans, but did little to help those who were simply 

not qualified to find work. Basic welfare assistance did little more than allow 

beneficiaries to temporarily make ends meet, if they were even eligible for benefits at all.    

Part of Johnson’s “unconditional” declaration of a “war on poverty”153 was an 

innovation of the New Deal regime commitment to provide assistance to the 

disadvantaged. In the War on Poverty, the regime would attempt to forge an alliance 

between traditional allies in organized labor, the white-working class and big city 

152 . Administrative History of the OEO, 1968, Chapter 1, Volume 1, Box I, LBJL. 
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Democratic Party organizations, alongside entirely new constituencies of persons 

seemingly locked in a permanent cycle of poverty. This would include unskilled and 

uneducated non-workers, street dwellers, substance abusers as well as other transient and 

marginal members of society. These groups were not a core component of the New Deal 

regime during its formative years. Indeed, the regime managers of the 1930’s hoped to 

align themselves with the cause of honest, everyday workers who had simply fallen upon 

hard times through no fault of their own. Nonetheless, the regime managers regarded this 

permanent underclass of the 1960’s as a natural potential ally if only they could 

adequately meet their needs. As Johnson later said: 

Harry Truman used to say that 13 or 14 million Americans had their interests 
represented in Washington, but that the rest of the people had to depend on the 
President of the United States. That is how I felt about the 35 million American 
poor. They had no voice and no champion. Whatever the cost, I was determined 
to represent them. Through me they would have an advocate, and I believed, new 
hope.154

The centerpiece legislation of the Johnson Administration’s War on Poverty 

would come out of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. This legislation created the 

Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) to administer a wide range of anti-poverty 

programs in underprivileged communities including VISTA, Job Corps, the 

Neighborhood Youth Corps, Head Start, Adult Basic Education, Family Planning, 

Community Health Centers, Congregate Meal Preparation, Economic Development,

Foster Grandparents, Legal Services, Neighborhood Centers, Summer Youth Programs 

153 . Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union, 91- January 8, 1964, Public Papers, LBJ, 
1963-64. Volume I,
154 . Lyndon Baines Johnson. The Vantage Point: Perspectives of the Presidency, 1963-1969, New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971, p. 71.
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and Senior Centers. The law required the “maximum feasible participation” of local 

participants in all OEO programs, presumably freeing the programs from bureaucratic 

interference from Washington and local political elites. The law called for local 

communities to establish Community Action Programs, composed of local residents, to 

design and administer various anti-poverty programs in impoverished communities.155

Inspired by his work as a young man in the New Deal era National Youth 

Administration, Johnson himself agreed with his advisors who pushed the concept of 

Community Action Programs and active citizen participation in local anti-poverty efforts, 

“I was willing to take the chance,” he wrote, “I realized that a program as massive as the 

one we were contemplating might shake up many existing institutions, but I decided that 

some shaking up might be needed to get a bold new program moving.156” OEO officials 

regarded citizen participation as essential to the success of the larger anti-poverty effort. 

In all likelihood, those constituencies bypassed by the New Deal would require a sense of 

empowerment if they were to truly benefit from any anti-poverty efforts. Community 

Action would not only strengthen communities and civic participation, but it would also 

raise public awareness about the existence and causes of poverty, 

Never before had a major nation attempted such a feat. To put an end to the 
poverty of the minority, at a time when the majority were enjoying their greatest 
prosperity. To enlist the services of a million volunteers at a time when they had 
earned the right to untroubled leisure. To change the direction and alter the scope 
of established institutions which were serving adequately the needs of the vast 
majority. And to bring into sight and into mind, a segment of our society which 
could well have remained hidden and ignored…

155 . On the fiasco of the Community Action Programs, see, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Maximum Feasible 
Misunderstanding: Community Action in the War on Poverty, New York: Free Press, 1969.
156 . Johnson, pp. 74-75. 
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Community action was based partly on the view that principle hope for the poor 
was for them to “develop sufficient strength and skill to maneuver themselves, 
largely by their own efforts, out of where they are and into something better”. 
Corollary to this is the belief that if any reforms are feasible in the existing social 
system they will have to be accomplished through vesting poor people with the 
political and administrative power necessary to force the changes they consider 
important upon the power structure.157

Decentralization and citizen participation in OEO programs was cast in the long 

tradition of American suspicion of centralized bureaucratic institutions and democratic 

impulses, in contrast to the perceived bureaucratic complexity of the New Deal.158 Even 

the naming of the various OEO programs was done with the intention of drawing a 

contrast with the New Deal, while at the same time attempting to revitalize the reformist 

impulses of that era. “Mr. Shriver [the OEO Director] has striven to find arresting names 

that would neither be identified with existing programs nor ape Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

alphabet soup of new agencies in the nineteen-thirties,” the New York Times wrote.159

To an extent far greater than the New Deal, the OEO functioned as 

institutionalized activist arm for the poor, rather than just a relief agency. The agency’s 

mission was not only to provide relief for the neediest in society, but also, to raise public 

awareness of the problems of poverty and to rally citizens into grass roots civic action to 

eliminate poverty. In effect, the OEO relied upon the New Deal era principle of 

experimentation in social welfare policy and redirected it toward a considerably broader 

issue agenda related to serving underprivileged constituencies. As OEO Director Sargent 

Shriver told a Senate Committee:

157 . Ibid. 
158 . Milkis, pp. 201-04; James A. Morone, The Democratic Wish: Popular Participation and the Limits of 
American Government, Basic Books, 1990, 223-48. 
159 . New York Times, “New Era in Naming Projects”, 2/13/66. 



128

OEO has placed poverty in the public spotlight. It has served as a rallying point 
for a broad spectrum of citizens who want to eliminate poverty—businessmen, 
labor union officials, religious leaders, State and local officials, social welfare 
professionals, minority groups leaders, hundreds of thousands of plain citizens, 
and most of all the poor themselves. OEO has served as an advocate for the needs 
of the poor within the halls of the Federal Government. It has been an 
experimenter, an originator of pilot projects, a designer of new programs which 
have potential for solving the problems of poverty.160

Bertrand Harding, the OEO’s Deputy Director, admitted to the agency’s 

shortcomings and tendency to generate political controversy, but he also suggested that 

its failures notwithstanding, the OEO did more good than harm because it advanced the 

cause of eradicating poverty to the top of the American political issue agenda:

In a restricted sense, we’ve talked more than we have delivered, but in a broader 
sense I think the talking and the publicity and the PR has awakened this nation to 
a very real problem that many, many did not even understand existed four or five 
years ago. And it’s only through that awakening that we’re going to be able to 
make progress.161

The OEO’s anti-poverty efforts, qualitatively and quantitatively different from the 

New Deal relief programs of the 1930’s, were cast as consistent with the principles that 

underlay the social welfare legislation of the New Deal, albeit through innovative 

programmatic formulas. While most New Deal programs were popular because they 

demanded reciprocal obligation from recipients, rewarded upwardly mobile behavior and 

were consistent with middle class values162, OEO programs sought to infuse the 

principles of local citizen participation, decentralization or even outright political 

160 . Summary of OEO before the Senate, Shriver to Califano, 9/23/67, WHCF: EX LE/WE 7, LE/WE 9, 
Box 165, LBJL. 
161 . Bertrand Harding, Oral History Interview, Tape II, Nov. 25, 1968, LBJL, p. 25.
162 . Kamarck, Elaine Ciulla. “The Post New Deal Democratic Party”, in Peter W. Schramm 
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activism alongside the regime’s traditional commitment to economically rehabilitate 

Americans who had fallen upon hard times. 

War on Poverty programs targeted narrower constituencies than the programs of 

the New Deal. New Deal programs were aimed at very broad segments of an 

impoverished society struggling through the nation’s worst economic crisis in history. 

Many of these beneficiaries were either middle class, or thought of themselves as middle 

class people suffering through hard times, thus maintaining their class consciousness. 

Social Security, work relief programs, farm relief programs and new rights for workers to 

unionize and receive a minimum wage are just some examples of government actions that 

were targeted towards large and mainstream segments of American society in the 1930’s. 

War on Poverty programs targeted much narrower, and arguably more unpopular, 

categories of poor people in the United States. These programs were also introduced in an 

era of prosperity and generally rising standards of living, not an economic depression that 

affected almost every American. Hence, such programs could be more politically 

vulnerable to attacks from traditional political allies, especially when problems with 

occurred with implementation and administration.163

Reconciling such principles with the New Deal regime was not impossible, as the 

federal government’s War on Poverty drew its ideological roots from New Deal’s 

commitment to provide a safety net to the underprivileged through innovative 

experimentation. The institutions of the New Deal tolerated, excused and sometimes even 

and Bradford P.Wilson, eds. American Political Parties and Constitutional Politics, Lanham, MD: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 1993.
163 . On the fierce reaction against the Democratic Party and social programs of the 1960’s and 1970’s 
among the white working classes of New York City, see, Jonathan Reider, Canarsie: The Jews and Italians 
of Brooklyn Against Liberalism, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985. 
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explicitly authorized racial segregation while establishing core principles of social 

welfare. On the other hand, the governmental formulas of the War on Poverty, and its 

particular commitment to the inner cities, allowed issues of race and civil rights to 

become clustered with issues of social welfare.  

The constituencies being served by the War on Poverty, in a rather unorthodox 

manner at that, challenged the regime’s traditional approaches and institutions because 

local participation in the programs became so politicized.164 Community Action 

Programs provided funding for political activities that often disrupted the regime’s 

traditional allies in municipal government, and stimulated the political consciousness of 

constituencies perceived to be out of the political mainstream. The OEO and other urban 

renewal projects served a clientele with little history of playing a prominent role within a 

governing regime. In reaching out to the marginal, transient and often unpopular 

constituencies bypassed by the New Deal, the OEO had to contend with the inevitable 

political backlash that was sure to arise, both from the inside and outside of the regime. 

Unfortunately for the OEO, the agency was persistently on the defensive against the 

charges that it was riddled with fraud, that it excused or tolerated urban crime and rioting, 

and that it served constituencies of undeserving recipients who did not partake in middle-

class values of hard work, personal responsibility and upward mobility. 

Table 4.1 shows that expenditures for OEO programs that predominantly served 

either the regime’s secondary coalition partners or new constituencies generally followed 

164. For examples of the inherent tensions between city officials and the federal government in the 
administration of federal programs in Oakland, California see, Jeffrey Pressman: Federal Programs and 
City Politics, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1975; Also, Jeffrey Pressman and Aaron 
Wildavsky, Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington are Dashed in Oakland, Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1973.  
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an upward trajectory during the Johnson Administration. These were programs that 

gradually strengthened the political and economic power of factions within the regime 

who were frequently hostile to the regime’s primary coalition partners. Yet the objective 

of these programs was to reconcile the regime’s principles with regard to the social 

welfare state with new policies that would serve new constituencies in an era of new 

challenges. Community Action Programs and VISTA would attempt to reconcile New 

Deal principles of social welfare with greater citizen participation. Legal Services would 

strengthen the hand of poor people who previously lacked the resources necessary to 

challenge powerful institutions that wielded significant authority over their lives, such as 

landlords, municipal governments and local businesses. New, previously non-political 

constituencies now had institutions and programs that attempted to bring them into the 

American mainstream, and into the ranks of the permanent working classes. Programs 

such as Job Corps, Special Impact, and Neighborhood Youth Corps (NYC) would 

provide skills and training for marginal persons seeking to enter the ranks of the working 

classes. Upward Bound, Head Start and Follow Through would help to provide the 

necessary educational advantages for young people growing up in an increasingly 

complex economic order that demanded ever more formal education.   
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Table 4.1: Fiscal Year Expenditures for OEO Programs165

(millions of dollars)
Program 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969
Com. 
Action 

137.8 364.1 353.0 411.1 416.1

Head Start   96.4 198.9 349.2 316.2 333.9
Job Corps 165.0 289.9 190.1 260.2 257.3
Follow Through --- --- --- 14.6 32.0
Legal 
Services

--- 24.8 25.2 35.9 47.3

NYC 130.0 265.5 339.4 259.1 323.4
Special 
Impact

--- --- --- 19.9 22.4

Upward 
Bound

    2.5 24.9 28.2 31.6 30.8

VISTA     1.8 14.8 20.3 22.4 25.4

As programs grew, the OEO was forced to work hard to combat what they 

believed to be popular myths rapidly being attached to their agency. Director Shriver 

regularly sent out press releases to, in his view, set the record straight about OEO. He 

argued that the agency’s programs were consistent with New Deal regime principles of 

hard work and upward mobility. “OEO has never handed out a dime,” he argued, “We are 

a hand up program, not a hand out: an educational, health, job training and justice 

program. The only thing OEO hands out is an opportunity, a second chance.” Noting that 

only 6 Job Corps workers had been arrested out of over 12,000 during the riots in the 

summer of 1967, an OEO brochure noted that many Job Corps graduates served in the 

military, including in Vietnam. “You don’t see any Job Corps graduates burning their

165 . Data comes from Robert D. Plotnick and Felicity Skidmore, Progress Against Poverty: A Review of 
the 1964-1974 Decade, New York: Academic Press, 1975. 
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draft cards,” the agency bragged.166 The OEO also went out of its way to assure the 

president and the American public that it not only condemned urban rioting, but that it 

actively worked to ease the tensions in inner cities that caused rioting. Community action 

workers worked to keep order in major cities in the aftermath of Martin Luther King’s 

assassination167. Sometimes local OEO workers would act as a liaison between local 

government officials and disgruntled citizens and tried, where possible, to resolve 

disputes and facilitate urban peace during the annual summer riots between 1965 and 

1968.168 While Johnson privately expressed frustration with the OEO’s reputation for 

appearing to facilitate urban disorder and fraud, he also privately applauded OEO-

sponsored local activism because it was giving a voice to the urban poor for the first 

time.169 He continued to publicly support the OEO’s independence and innovative charter 

for as long as it was politically sustainable.         

In spite of the agency’s best efforts to publicize its successes and debunk popular 

myths, the OEO suffered from one public relations disaster and accusation of 

skullduggery after another. This agency, which was celebrated by the architects of the 

Great Society for its independence from traditional bureaucratic norms, and its ability to 

innovate in ways far more creative than traditional government agencies, gradually fell 

victim to the shortcomings of these same traits. For example, the OEO recruited 100 

166 . Brochure, “Myths and Facts about OEO”, 1967, White House Confidential File, OEO, Office of 
Economic Opportunity, 1967-, Box 129, LBJL. 
167 . Harding to LBJ, 4/18/68, White House Confidential File, OEO, Office of Economic Opportunitty, 
1967-, Box 129, LBJL.
168 . Shriver to LBJ, 9/7/67, White House Confidential File, OEO, Office of Economic Opportunity, 1967-, 
Box 129, LBJL.
169 . Califano, pp. 76-80. 
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Chicago gang members to work with the VISTA program in 1967.170 The Harlem Dance 

Troupe won a Community Action grant.171 OEO workers were accused of inciting or 

failing to discourage rioting in New York City, Detroit and Houston.172 OEO was also 

very involved in the providing of legal services to the indigent, especially in the 

aftermath of the annual summer urban riots between 1965 and 1968, fueling charges that 

the agency was somehow sympathetic with the rioters.173

The New Deal regime’s commitment to a non-political, non-partisan 

administrative state174 was also undermined by accusations of improper taxpayer funded 

political activism, sometimes including factions of the New Left. Relationships between 

OEO officials and local politicians were also not helped by the fact that the federal 

government retained ultimate control over the disbursement of funds to local Community 

Action Programs, nor did Shriver care to defer to the wishes of local officials very 

often.175 OEO’s  worked to register voters in major cities, which of course, were almost 

all Democrats, drawing criticism from local politicians.176 In Syracuse, NY, radical 

activist Saul Alinsky, a Community Action leader, organized disgruntled local tenants, 

registered voters, and aired various other local grievances at City Hall, irritating the city’s 

Republican mayor.177 Mimeograph equipment belonging to Community Action teams 

170 . Shriver to LBJ, 7/13/67, White House Confidential File, OEO, Office of Economic Opportunity, 1967-
, Box 129.
171 . Morone, 234. 
172. OEO memo to LBJ, 9/15/67, White House Confidential File: WE/MC, Poverty Program, Great 
Society, 1964-1966, Box 98, LBJL.
173 . Shriver to LBJ, 9/7/67, White House Confidential File, OEO, Office of Economic Opportunity, 1967-, 
Box 129, LBJL.
174 . This is the core argument of Milkis (1993). 
175 . Califano, pp. 76-80. 
176. US News and World Report, “Interview with Sargent Shriver”, 2/28/66.  
177 . Shirley Scheibla. Poverty is Where the Money is, New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 1968, p. 137. 
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was frequently used to organize and publicize political rallies, including a demonstration 

in Newark against police brutality, which city officials blamed for starting the Newark 

riots of 1967. Activists often explicitly injected themselves into local political disputes 

and organized citizen-backed commissions to hold local government institutions 

accountable for their performance, such as police review boards. Other activists and 

Legal Services lawyers worked to relax state and local eligibility requirements for 

welfare programs and challenged local rules and procedures as unfair to the poor with 

regard to zoning laws, garbage collection and public education. Mississippi’s two 

senators grumbled that OEO programs were funding civil rights activism. Incidents of 

local cooperation with militant political activists undermined the OEO’s political support 

in Congress, generated unfavorable media coverage, and spurred calls for the agency to 

be brought under greater local political control. The notion that Community Action 

Programs were truly representative of the rank and file poor became difficult to sustain 

when turnout was low for local elections to Community Action boards, and  major 

personnel decisions and control over funds rested in the hands of officials designated by 

the federal government, to the exclusion of democratically elected local politicians.178

Congress acted in 1967, approving two amendments to bring Community Action 

Programs under greater control of local political structures. One amendment mandated 

that local governments be required to certify Community Action Agencies before 

operating, the other amendment required that one third of the boards of Community 

Action Agencies be composed of locally elected politicians or their appointees.179

178 . Moynihan, p. 137 , Morone, pp. 233-40 , Piven and Cloward, pp. 
179 . Moynihan, pp. 158-59. 
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Political activism under the auspices of Community Action continued, but local 

politicians and their representatives now had seats at the table to help shape the future 

destiny of Community Action Programs. By restoring some degree of control to 

municipal governments and big city politicians, regime managers gave some ground, 

albeit reluctantly, to primary coalition partners who feared the prospect of a well-funded 

cadre of impoverished city dwellers and New Left activists disrupting local political 

arrangements. While eager to bring in new coalition partners and to satisfy increasingly 

militant secondary coalition partners, regime managers had to partially yield to primary 

coalition partners in positions of power whose commitment to aiding the disadvantaged 

did not include many of the unorthodox approaches devised by rank and file activists on 

Community Action Agency payrolls.    

In spite of the economic benefits the programs brought to local communities, the 

OEO and its supporters simply could not credibly make the case that the institution was 

an agent of the middle-class principles of the New Deal regime while it was so closely 

identified with radical political activism. The South, where the New Deal regime was 

already skating on thin political ice by the 1960’s, presented a particular problem:

They wanted to do something about the Community Action Programs…this was 
big with the South that we let them put local government predominant in the 
Community Action Programs…The Southerners liked the Job Corps. They liked 
Head Start. They liked a good many things about [the War on] Poverty because it 
was bringing money into their areas…the Community Action Program had raised 
hell in some specific areas…But it particularly hurt [in] the South because they 
had militants involved in it…180

180 . Barefoot Sanders, Oral History Interview, Tape II, March 24, 1969, LBJL, p. 18. 
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Public perceptions of the OEO as a hotbed of taxpayer-funded radical activism 

complicated the vision of the regime managers within the Johnson Administration to 

construct a more participatory, decentralized and grass-roots based social welfare state. 

Not only were local officials and members of Congress demanding more local 

government control of OEO programs, but the Administration faced growing pressure to 

cut back “the activities that make people angry”, particularly , and to expand “the 

programs that make people feel warmly benevolent,” such as Head Start.181 The regime 

was guided by a central faith in the idea that government had an obligation to assist the 

disadvantaged in society. However, the original New Deal was successfully framed as a 

legislative program on behalf of at least minimally skilled, otherwise normal, hard-

working Americans of the middle and working-classes who had fallen upon the hard 

times of the Great Depression. The War on Poverty, however, was faced with the task of 

motivating and assisting constituencies that had either been ignored in politics for a 

generation, and whose status did not appreciably rise in spite of a generation of economic 

growth and a rising middle-class in society. These were the most radical, marginal, and 

transient members of our society, and the New Deal regime managers of the Johnson 

Administration disrupted traditional New Deal political alliances by attempting to bring 

them into the political arena. Because OEO sponsored programs sought to reach 

constituencies that had been bypassed by the New Deal, or who were not significant 

players in local and national politics, regime managers understood the need to avoid 

181 . Washington Post, 1/22/67, “Beachhead Cleared in War on Poverty.”
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using traditional formulas of political action to stimulate these constituencies. Indeed, to 

some extent they would have to challenge state authority. 

At the same time, militant activists who partook in OEO Community Action 

Programs damaged the regime’s relationship with primary coalition partners, such as big 

city political establishments (who represented a major source of Democratic votes since 

the 1930’s), the South and the white working-class. Their unconventional tactics soured 

relationships with local political structures, and eventually, the members of Congress that 

represented those communities. The New Deal regime became linked to elements of 

political extremism and militant activism that appeared to be inconsistent with the 

regime’s traditional embrace of middle-class values. By openly identifying with, or at the 

very least tacitly cooperating with, radical political elements and championing the cause 

of constituencies perceived as outside of the mainstream, the regime risked not only its 

relationship with primary coalition partners, but also jeopardized received understandings 

and interpretations of the regime’s central faith. 

Pursuing marginal and previously unorganized political constituencies came at a 

risk for the managers of the New Deal regime. Regime managers who appeared to be 

making excuses for OEO sponsored radicalism and street violence only served to publicly 

associate the regime’s policies and practices with the most marginal and tangential 

constituencies being pursued by the current generation of regime managers. For example, 

after an OEO-funded group in Cleveland dumped trash and rats on the steps of City Hall 

to protest slum conditions, Vice President Hubert Humphrey appeared to excuse the 

militancy. He noted, “I could lead a mighty good revolt myself,” if his family was, “stuck 
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on a fourth floor of a tenement with rats nibbling on the kids’ toes…with the streets 

filthy, with no swimming pools, with little or no recreation.”182

While popular support remained strong for the regime’s core principles and 

commitments with regard to the value of a social welfare state, even in the aftermath of 

the Johnson presidency, the War on Poverty set off a significant intra-regime conflict 

over the interpretation of the regime’s commitment to assist the disadvantaged. In 

addition to the explosive issues of race and civil rights (which will be dealt with in the 

next chapter), the War on Poverty, under the auspices of the OEO, raised troubling 

questions for the managers of the twentieth century welfare state. How much of a 

commitment to hard work, reciprocal obligation and obedience of the law should be 

required of lower-income beneficiaries who often did not come from the ranks of the 

traditional working classes? The regime was ostensibly committed to the values of social 

order and discipline, as well as a social welfare state that demanded reciprocal obligation 

from beneficiaries. How politicized should anti-poverty programs be, given that the New 

Deal regime was ostensibly committed to a non-political administrative state? As the 

regime was reconstructed, the new generation of regime managers was forced to answer 

such questions, with the inevitable consequence of a major reshuffling of coalition 

partners. 

182 . New York Times, July 19, 1966.
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A Great Middle Class Society

While many Americans remained locked in poverty by the early 1960’s, many 

more Americans were part of a rising middle class by this time. To retain political 

support, any major expansion of the New Deal state would have to be compatible with 

the values of a predominantly middle class society. Programs and policies would have to 

be perceived as being consistent with middle class values. Amid prosperity, rising 

standards of living, and at least twenty years removed from the crisis of World War II, 

the regime managers now functioned in a political climate far removed from the crisis 

atmosphere that defined the Great Depression and the Second World War. A new 

generation of young people, raised under prosperity, was coming of age. National 

survival was threatened only by the possibility of a major disruption of the stalemate with 

the Soviet Union, where the Johnson Administration was maintaining the regime’s 

commitment to an assertive stance. As tensions with the Soviet Union eased somewhat 

from their 1950’s zenith, regime managers pursued a course of action that attempted to 

balance traditional commitments to a Cold War foreign policy, alongside a generous 

expansion of the social welfare and regulatory state, better known as “guns and butter”183. 

Indeed, Johnson’s counselor on economic issues, Walter Heller, argued for the “Guns and 

Butter” approach to the Great Society, and that continued generous appropriations “can 

do a lot of good in strengthening the economic and political base for Vietnam.” Because, 

“Well-heeled private citizens and businesses--cashing in on government sparked 

183. This term was used to describe the tension between domestic spending needs and national defense 
needs. It appears as early as Harry Truman’s Annual Message to Congress in 1952; see 15 - Annual 
Message to the Congress: The President's Economic Report, January 16, 1952. Harry S. Truman, 
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prosperity--can afford the costs of Vietnam far better than the bare-bones budgets of our 

programs for the poor, the Negro, the unskilled, and the undereducated.” Heller also told 

Johnson that the poor cannot exit poverty during periods of prosperity because they “are 

blocked by lack of education, training, health, squalor, and discrimination.”184 Hence, the 

middle class was a constituency of both economic and political importance to the grand 

strategy of the Great Society.  

As the Johnson Administration was declaring war on poverty, often serving 

secondary coalition partners and new constituencies, these same managers of the New 

Deal regime worked to satisfy their primary coalition partners with an equally generous 

issue agenda. Just as assiduously as they targeted the marginal poor, the architects of the 

Great Society targeted the primary coalition partners of the New Deal regime, who were 

deeply rooted in the white middle class and the white industrial working class. While 

initiatives concerning health care, consumer protection, beautification of the nation’s 

physical plant and funding for higher education all yielded some degree of benefit for the 

poor, opening the doors of education, recreation and health care to the underprivileged, 

even if only slightly. Still, these were largely initiatives aimed at a constituency of middle 

class Americans. For it was that large body of (mostly white) middle-class Americans 

who accounted for most of the consumer spending, most of the young people entering 

into colleges and universities in the 1960’s, most of the energy behind the 

environmentalist and conservationist movements—as they presumably had more time to 

Containing the Public Messages, Speeches, and Statements of the President, 1945-1952/53, vol. VIII, 
Washington, D.C: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1961-66. 
184.  Heller to LBJ, 12/21/65, Confidential File: WE/MC, Poverty Program (Great Society, 1964-1966), 
Box 98, LBJL, Austin, TX.
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engage in recreation—and it would be middle-class people who would be the major 

beneficiaries of increased Social Security benefits and Medicare. The many programs of 

the Great Society that were directed at the middle class were aimed at reconciling post-

materialist values with traditional New Deal ideologies that were rooted in a strong social 

welfare and regulatory state. Perhaps because the United States had not yet fully 

advanced into a post-materialist society by the mid-1960’s, we find that regime managers 

often justified the post-materialist part of the Great Society issue agenda by using 

materialist arguments related to economic security. While these belief systems sometimes 

clashed, post-materialist values would prove to be an easier synthesis with the orthodox 

values of the New Deal than the often tumultuous OEO anti-poverty program. 

Public Health

Longevity and health are rights that can be conferred by states secure enough in 

their survival to be able to allocate substantial resources toward the sick and the aged, 

that is, those persons whose labor is not immediately required—as workers or soldiers—

for the state’s survival. 

Still, health care is both a materialist and a post-materialist concern. Having a 

society where the state guarantees a “right” to health care can certainly promote greater 

economic productivity, efficiency and security in the long-run. At the same time, a 

substantial portion of health care services will be consumed by the elderly, the very sick 

and young children: that is, those who are not workers or soldiers. The goal of universal 

health care is as much of an economic strategy as it is aimed at enhancing the quality of 

life in ways that do not yield an economic benefit. 
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As the final chapter will show, health care was a growing commitment of the 

Democratic Party’s platform beginning in the 1940’s, but not until the mid-1960’s did the 

issue rise to a level of primary importance to the regime managers. FDR made reference 

to a “right” to health care in his famous “economic constitutional order” state of the 

Union address in 1944, and repeated this declaration in his last State of the Union address 

the following year.185  Compulsory National Health insurance was introduced by Senators 

Robert Wagner, James Murray and Rep. John Dingell Sr. in 1943, but Congress took no 

action. The Social Security Board called for compulsory national health insurance to be 

incorporated into the SS system in their Eighth Annual Report to Congress on January 

19, 1945. Wagner, Murray and Dingell tried again in 1945, to no avail, even after 

President Truman endorsed the crux of their plan later that year.186

Promoting universal health care for all would be a monumental political 

undertaking, which the American public and powerful institutions might find difficult to 

reconcile with well-accepted New Deal principles of government. The Great Depression 

was, after all, a crisis that revealed the fundamental failure of an older economic order of 

agribusiness and industrial capitalism, not the health care system per se, although regime 

managers could certainly make persuasive arguments about the relationship between the 

health care and a well-functioning economy. Reconciling a right to health care for all 

with the policies and institutions forged as a consequence of the Great Depression was 

185 . Annual Message to Congress, pp. 32-44. Samuel Rosenman, ed. The Public Papers and Addresses of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume XIII, Victory and the Threshold of Peace, 1944-45, New York: Harper and 
Brothers Publishers, 1950. 
186 .  “Medicare--Social Security Amendments of 1965”, HEW Publication, August, 1965, Medicare, 
Office Files of William Sparks, Box 14, LBJL, Austin, TX. The Wagner, Murray and Dingell legislation is 
S. 1161 and HR 2861 from the 78th Congress, 1st Session, Congressional Record. 
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bound to raise charges from critics within and outside of the regime that regime managers 

were straying from the principles of New Deal liberalism into socialism. Any extension 

of a “right” to health care for anybody had to be consistent with popularly accepted New 

Deal regime principles of social welfare. In short, reforms would have to be oriented 

toward middle-class social norms, promote work and responsibility or serve vulnerable 

constituencies with whom the American public would be likely to sympathize.

By promoting health care for the aged and the very poor, the regime managers 

would apply the same principles of universal social welfare and economic security to the 

concept of medical care for the elderly. While the post-materialist goal of longevity and 

health was articulated through Medicare, early advocates of the program promoted the 

legislation as consistent with the regime’s commitment to economic security, or more 

expansively speaking, the security against having one’s savings depleted by a 

catastrophic illness. As HEW Secretary Anthony Celebrezze explained in 1963, “the two 

most important values of the proposal are that hospital insurance for the aged through 

social security would provide additional protection against poverty.187” 

As they promoted the Medicare legislation, regime managers fused arguments 

relating to economic security with arguments relating to reciprocal obligation and the 

American public’s antipathy towards welfare dependency. The right to health care would 

be balanced with the virtue of hard work in an industrial society. Regime managers 

argued that Medicare would benefit future generations and it would be a bulwark against

the evils of welfare dependency. It was “conservative” because it would be a sound 

187 . Anthony J. Celebrezze, “Social Security and Hospital Insurance for the Aged”, August, 1963, 
American Medicine: The Forensic Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 3.
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investment in younger generations, as it would prevent the elderly and their families from 

“forfeiting their economic independence...draining their children’s resources [and 

avoiding the need of] applying for public charity.188” “A conservative and business-like 

approach to the problem with which it deals…It stresses individual responsibility and the 

contributory nature of insurance protection,” Assistant HEW Secretary Wilbur Cohen 

argued.189

As early as the Kennedy Administration, regime managers argued that Medicare 

was an “eminently conservative” proposal, as HEW Special Assistant for Aging Donald 

P. Kent said, that would protect the assets and savings Americans had spent a lifetime 

working so hard to build. Nor would it be a welfare program, because health care was a 

right that was rightfully earned by workers. “We want a program that will encourage 

individual initiative and preserve maximum freedom and independence.” Casting 

Medicare in the same tradition as Social Security, Kent says, “twenty-seven years ago the 

issue was new. The decision taken was momentous. Time has proven the decision was 

right. Knowing this, let us move boldly forward to perfect this great American system of 

social security so that it does in fact achieve the purpose for which it was designed--to 

free us from the fear of a destitute old age.”190

These arguments tended to be made alongside the moral arguments relating to the 

obligation of a society to take care of its elderly and guarantee them a quality retirement. 

To a great extent, the post-materialist goal of guaranteeing the elderly a quality retirement 

188 . Ibid.
189. Paper by Wilbur Cohen, “The President’s Program of Hospital Insurance for the Aged”, 1964, Office 
Files of Richard Goodwin, Medicare, Box 31, LBJL, Austin, TX. 
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was framed within the context of the regime’s commitment to economic security. A 

similar pattern of principled argument was advanced by regime managers with regard to 

other Great Society legislation related to health care. Whether it was Medicaid, childhood 

immunizations or increased Social Security benefits, regime managers framed the terms 

of debate on both humanitarian and economic grounds. Such programs were not only 

morally right in a civilized nation, but made good economic sense because of the health 

care costs saved and the economic productivity that would be preserved. 

Health care may very well be considered a post-materialist concern, yet the 

managers of the New Deal regime continued to frame the issue in the context of the 

regime’s orthodox commitment to economic security. Humanitarian and moral concerns 

were fused to these arguments. The new institutions devised by the architects of the Great 

Society to execute the regime’s more expansive commitment to health care served both 

materialist and post-materialist ends, but they were also cast in the tradition of the 

regime’s core commitments to economic security. 

Natural Beauty

While FDR committed the New Deal regime to a course of action relating to 

conservation and environmental protection, the natural environment, the programs of the 

early regime often fused environmental and conservation programs with work relief 

programs, primarily designed to get men on to payrolls. Whatever environmental benefits 

were yielded simply constituted a desirable afterthought in an atmosphere otherwise 

190 . Speech, Donald P. Kent, Cooper Union, NYC, 12/3/62, Office Files of Richard Goodwin, Medicare, 
Box 31, LBJL, Austin, TX. 
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defined by economic crisis. The virtues of environmental protection and natural beauty 

co-existed alongside the more urgent need to get men working again.                    

Like Theodore Roosevelt before him, Johnson committed his regime to an issue 

agenda of conservation, environmentalism and visual beautification independent of 

questions related to economic growth. A regime commitment of secondary importance 

during the Great Depression was re-articulated and elevated to a position of prominence 

during the Johnson Administration. On February 8, 1965, President Johnson sent a 

Special Message to Congress deploring air pollution, urban congestion, the lack of 

recreational space and the buildup of “unsightly” junkyards and billboards along 

highways. He called for a package of conservation, anti-pollution and natural 

beautification legislation to ensure that “beauty must not be just a holiday treat, but a part 

of our daily life,” because “association with beauty can enlarge man's imagination and 

revive his spirit. Ugliness can demean the people who live among it. What a citizen sees 

every day is his America. If it is attractive it adds to the quality of his the life. If it is ugly 

it can degrade his existence.”191 In a frank acknowledgement that the rapid 

industrialization and population growth of the postwar era had negative consequences for 

the environment and the beauty of the nation’s physical plant, Johnson made a post-

materialist argument for a comprehensive attack on the evils of industrialization and 

suburbanization: 

To deal with these new problems will require a new conservation. We must not 
only protect the countryside and save it from destruction, we must restore what 
has been destroyed and salvage the beauty and charm of our cities. Our 

191. Public Papers, LBJ, Vol. II., Special Message to the Congress on Restoration and Conservation of 
Natural Beauty, February 8, 1965. 
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conservation must be not just the classic conservation of protection and 
development, but a creative conservation of restoration and innovation. Its 
concern is not with nature alone, but with the total relation between man and the 
world around him. Its object is not just man's welfare but the dignity of man's 
spirit. In this conservation the protection and enhancement of man's opportunity 
to be in contact with beauty must play a major role.192

Almost absent from the speech (and several others concerning these issues), is 

any appeal to the economic sensibility of his legislative program. Rather, the 

Administration articulated a message that stressed the need for environmental cleanliness 

and beauty as virtues in themselves, even if it created occasional tensions with the 

demands of economic growth. Hence, to some extent, the managers of the New Deal 

regime promoted an issue agenda that implicitly challenged their own devotion to their 

orthodox commitments to economic security, setting the stage for future political debates 

that often pitted advocates of economic growth against advocates of natural beauty.

Congress responded by enacting over 20 pieces of legislation pertaining to 

environmental protection, conservation and highway beautification during the 1965-66 

sessions, though Congress fell short of Johnson’s ambitious proposals.193 Intra-regime 

tensions surfaced due to Johnson’s assertion of a “right” to enjoy natural beauty 

alongside the regime’s commitment to provide economic security. Factions that remained 

focused on materialist concerns of day to day sustenance clashed with forces favoring a 

more stringent commitment to natural beauty. In subsequent years, the regime would 

forge closer ties with increasingly strong and ambitious environmentalist organizations. 

192 . Ibid. 
193 . Highway Beautification was a special project of Lady Bird Johnson, though Congress watered down 
many of the regulatory provisions pertaining to the placement of billboards along highways. Washington 
Post, 1/20/67, “Bills Have Yet to Flower In a Pollution-Plagued America”. 
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This relationship set off a series of conflicts within the regime between primary coalition 

partners—particularly in organized labor, which remained committed to an issue agenda 

of economic growth and industrialization—in opposition to the environmentalist factions 

that grew in strength in the 1970’s. 

Spiritual Fulfillment

New Deal regime managers also hoped that beautification of the environment and 

the nation’s physical plant would also enhance the culture and soul of the American 

people. A variety of Great Society policies concerning education, recreation, community 

service and urban renewal were framed on the basis of their potential to enrich the culture 

of the nation and enhance the personal, spiritual fulfillment of the American people. 

While such descriptions may seem like the bourgeoisie, post-materialist concerns of a 

prosperous citizenry, such principles were also directed toward much of the anti-poverty 

and civil rights aspects of the Great Society. Programs such as VISTA were meant to 

inspire a cadre of young, middle-class people to serve underprivileged communities, 

while the Administration’ s civil rights program would bring about racial harmony. 

Programs such as Model Cities and Community Action would empower local 

communities with the tools necessary to plan urban development in ways consistent with 

local values. Alongside economic prosperity, urban communities would become vibrant 

centers of culture, safe recreation, civic participation and racial harmony. As Vice 

President Humphrey optimistically proclaimed in 1965, “we seek to transform the 

anxiety, loneliness, and boredom which today frequently characterize urban living into an 
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exciting and stimulating experience where the richness of city life can be enjoyed on a 

truly human scale. We seek to remove not only the ugliness of urban slums, but the 

ugliness of intolerance and prejudice, to create not only the beauty of design, but the 

beauty of the spirit.”194 These dreams often literally went up in smoke as crime rates 

skyrocketed and urban riots plagued cites annually between 1965 and 1968. The regime 

managers’ efforts to embrace post-materialist values as a part of urban renewal and the 

War on Poverty quickly became subsumed to the more immediately pressing problems of 

crime and poverty per se.       

A generation ago, FDR promoted economically beneficial conservation measures 

and articulated the “right” of all working Americans to enjoy a vacation and enjoy 

recreation as a reprieve from hard work.195 Regime managers under the Johnson 

Administration worked to construct institutions that would do more than serve the end of 

recreation as a reprieve from hard work, but rather, make recreation a part of the nation’s 

cultural and spiritual character. In signing in to law the creation of the National 

Endowments for the Arts and Humanities, Johnson linked government funding for the 

arts to the advancement of history’s great civilizations:

In the long history of man, countless empires and nations have come and gone. 
Those which created no lasting works of art are reduced today to short footnotes 
in history's catalog. Art is a nation's most precious heritage. For it is in our works 
of art that we reveal to ourselves, and to others, the inner vision which guides us 
as a Nation. And where there is no vision, the people perish.196

194 . Hubert Humphrey, “Education: Key to the Great Society”, Great Society: New Goals for USA, Office 
Files of Horace Busby, Box 32, LBJL, Austin, TX. 
195 . Samuel Rosenman, ed., The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume 5: The 
People Approve, 1936,  New York: Random House, 1938. Campaign Address, Wichita, KN, October, 13 
1936, pgs. 458-63.
196 . Remarks at the Signing of the Arts and Humanities Bill, September 29, 1965. Public Papers, Vol. II. 
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Johnson used similar rhetoric two years later when he signed into law the creation 

of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting in 1967. “While we work every day to 

produce new goods and to create new wealth, we want most of all to enrich man's spirit. 

That is the purpose of this act…At its best, public television would help make our Nation 

a replica of the old Greek marketplace, where public affairs took place in view of all the 

citizens.”197 Television would serve more than just a news and entertainment value in the 

next generation, it would also contribute to the educational and cultural advancement of 

American civilization.  

While Johnson and his fellow regime managers promoted education as a major 

part of the Great Society’s commitment to economic opportunity, whether it was Head 

Start or the various initiatives meant to open the doors of college to more young people, 

other educational initiatives were promoted as cultural initiatives for the dual purposes of 

public recreation and the advancement of the nation’s creative potential. A society no 

longer concerned with day to day survival was free to devote governmental resources to 

the promotion of recreation, above and beyond the minimal ability of a subsistence 

society to enjoy a reprieve from work. To be sure, public broadcasting and funding for 

the arts would provide poorer constituencies with educational and cultural opportunities 

that may not have previously been open to them. On the other hand, governmental 

funding for the arts very much reflects a post-materialist concern for the cultural and 

spiritual health of a society, rather than the material well- being of the nation’s underclass. 

The same point could be made with regard to environmental and conservation policy. By 

197 . Remarks Upon Signing the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967, November 7, 1967, Public Papers, Vol. 
IV.
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the end of Johnson’s presidency, the New Deal regime was committed not only to an 

issue agenda that promoted recreation as relief from the rigors of hard work, but also as a 

means of elevating the national spirit and culture through an appreciation of the arts and 

the natural beauty of the country.   

CONCLUSION

A close look at the War on Poverty and Great Society programs discussed above 

suggests that Johnson and his fellow New Deal regime managers sought to incorporate 

unorthodox policy formulas for addressing poverty into the regime’s core principles of 

government. OEO’s association with militant political activism (fairly or not), challenged 

the regime’s commitment to a non-partisan administrative state. The agency’s association 

with rising inner city crime and riots (again, fairly or not) diminished the regime’s claims 

to represent social order and discipline, which as Chapter Seven will show, was a cluster 

of issues that played right into the hands of George Wallace in 1968. Johnson’s embrace 

of an environmentalist, conservationist agenda, purely on the merits of natural beauty, 

appeared to challenge the regime’s commitment to promote economic security for lower 

income workers who might need employment in industries that were not environmentally 

friendly. Johnson and other regime managers touted the materialist benefits of many 

Great Society programs, especially pertaining to health care, education and the War on 

Poverty, but regime managers just as commonly used post-materialist language to tout 

the non-economic benefits of the Great Society issue agenda. Johnson’s simultaneous 

embrace of the Great Society’s materialist and post-materialist ends reveals that whether 

intended or not, the effects of the Great Society did as much to confuse the core 
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principles of the New Deal regime as much as they reified and rearticulated those same 

principles. As a consequence, primary coalition partners in the white working class, the 

South and big city politicians were angered. 

As regime managers during the height of intra-regime conflict over domestic and 

foreign policy issues, the Johnson Administration and their allies in Congress were forced 

to address the growing demands of secondary coalition partners, while continuing to 

please primary coalition partners. At the same time, the War on Poverty was also directed 

toward bringing new constituencies into the regime’s ranks. By 1968, the regime’s 

national electoral coalition was damaged, the consensus over the meaning of its core 

commitments was in disarray and the Democratic Party was badly divided. The 

institutions and practices of the regime accelerated their transformation in ways that 

would dramatically redefine the political leaders and followers within the New Deal 

regime.  
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Chapter Five: Civil Rights: Becoming First String Players on the Team

THE POWER OF RACE

Race is powerful stuff in American politics. To say nothing of the power of racial 

tensions to serve as a catalyst for violent crime or residential segregation of American 

neighborhoods, race has had, and continues to play a major role in the drawing of 

political cleavages. Where they were allowed to vote, black men formed a reliable 

constituency for the Republican Party for over 70 years, in large part because the GOP 

could lay claim to being the party of abolition. Conversely, white Southerners formed an 

almost unanimous block of electoral support for the Democratic Party for approximately 

100 years after the Civil War. For the white South, the Republican Party represented not 

only the hated Yankees who humiliated the South and brought untold bloodshed to the 

region, the GOP was also depicted as an agent of “miscegenation” and everything else 

that white Southerners feared about black people.198 After the national Democratic Party 

of the 1960’s committed itself to a more stringent civil rights agenda, black voters moved 

from supporting the party by convincing majorities to almost unanimous majorities in 

elections. Likewise, a mass exodus began of white Southerners out of the Democratic 

Party and into the Republican Party. This process would take as much as 40 years to fully 

play out (unraveling 100 years of generational attachment to one political party does not 

198 . This term was first popularly used by the Democrats in the 1864 presidential election to refer to 
interracial marriages and offspring.  
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happen overnight), and other social and cultural issues would facilitate this Southern

realignment of American politics.199

American political history is fraught with electoral campaigns where racial 

prejudices were exploited for temporary political gain, even at the long-term expense of 

racial harmony. From the rumors of Thomas Jefferson’s fathering of illegitimate children 

by a black slave mistress in the 1804 campaign, to the 1920 “whispering” campaign 

against Republican Warren Harding that he allegedly had a less than completely white 

family genealogy, race could be used an effective emotional trigger to depict one 

candidate as the defender of white supremacy and the other candidate as not fully 

committed to the principle of racial superiority.200 As noted in Chapter Three, Southern

Democrats targeted by FDR’s 1938 “purge” campaign resorted to explicit racial rhetoric 

to save their careers, a common tactic that traces its origins to nineteenth century 

Southern politics, when the Democratic Party positioned itself as the protector of 

institutionalized white supremacy.  

Of course, race has been used in far more subtle ways as a prism through which 

substantive policy issues have been debated in political campaigns. Crime, welfare, drug 

policy, education and immigration issues are commonly raised in presidential, 

congressional, statewide and local election campaigns. In the contemporary era, these 

issues are ostensibly discussed without explicit references to race, yet such issues 

frequently have, and often still do, tap into voters’ cognitive perceptions with regard to 

199 . Exit polling data from the 2004 presidential election reveals a greater degree of racial polarization in 
Southern voting behavior than in the nation at-large, 
http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2004/pages/results/states/US/P/00/epolls.0.html.
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certain racial groups. Hence, the impact of racial politics in shaping long-term voting 

behavior, and hence regime development, should not be underestimated.     

The Objective

The purpose of this chapter is to show how secondary partners in a governing 

regime become primary coalition partners. Mainstream black civil rights organizations 

became primary coalition partners, albeit gradually, during the Johnson Administration. 

In addition, civil rights legislation and enforcement became a major policy commitment 

of the regime. The transformation of the Democratic Party’s New Deal regime into an 

explicit alliance with mainstream civil rights organizations between 1964 and 1972 

serves as an example of how secondary coalition partners successfully advanced their 

status within the regime’s hierarchy. At the same time, regime managers reconciled the 

issue agendas of the regime’s former second string players with the regime’s core 

principles, as they originated in the New Deal of the 1930’s. While Democratic leaders 

endorsed a cautious course of action on civil rights legislation between 1948 and 1963, 

the party’s core commitment during this period was to balancing the increasingly tenuous 

national coalition of white Southern conservative Democrats and black voters.   

With an examination of the 1964-72 reconstructive era for the New Deal regime, I 

will seek to answer the following questions. How did the regime’s token commitment to 

the issue agenda of mainstream civil rights organizations evolve into an essential 

component of the regime’s core policy commitments? How did civil rights organizations 

200 . Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Dirty Politics: Deception, Distraction and Democracy, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1992, pp. 75-81.   
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change their relationship with the managers of the regime? Did the civil rights leadership 

attack the foundations of the regime as ideological opponents of a governing order, or did 

they critique the regime managers as allies seeking to reconcile established principles 

with a new issue agenda? That is to say, did they seek to tear down the regime and start 

over again, or did they seek to make civil rights an essential part of the many other 

economic rights that were now well-established by the New Deal? Finally, how did 

regime managers reconcile orthodox New Deal ideology with the civil rights issue 

agenda?  

I will start by discussing the role of civil rights as a secondary regime principle

during the first half of the New Deal regime’s existence. How did regime managers 

articulate a nominal commitment to civil rights while above all remaining most loyal to 

the political imperatives of white Southern Democrats and the economic objectives of the 

New Deal? How specific and how stringent are the regime managers’ policy 

commitments to using to using the power of the federal government to promote civil 

rights? To fulfill this task, I will examine Democratic Party platform language between 

1932 and 1960, as well as Democratic presidential State of the Union addresses between 

1933 and 1963. For the years where the incoming president did not deliver a State of the 

Union Address, the Inaugural Address will be used. For the 1953-60 period, when 

Republicans held the White House, I will use the Democratic presidential nominee’s 

convention speech. These speeches have been chosen because they set the overarching 

themes and commitments of the president and the presidential nominee. I will be 

quantitatively and qualitatively assessing the content of regime managers’ commitments 
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to the civil rights issue agenda, looking for evidence of an evolving stance on the issue 

between 1933 and 1963.   

In order to become primary coalition partners, a constituency’s representative 

organization must become a major player in the policymaking process. For some civil 

rights groups, this began to take place in the mid-1960’s. I will consider the role of three 

major civil rights organizations during the 1964-72 period: the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC) and the National Urban League. While regime managers looked 

upon the growing militancy within such organizations as the Student Non-Violent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Black Panthers and the Congress of Racial 

Equality (CORE) with concern, regime managers in this period actively sought a more 

cooperative relationship with the three well-established mainstream civil rights groups 

mentioned above. Regime managers increasingly involved these organizations and their 

political allies to play an active role in the shaping of political strategy, the crafting of 

specific legislation and wording of party platform planks. I will cover each if these three 

organizations’ relationship with the managers of the New Deal regime between 1964 and 

1972—a period of major advancement for civil rights in the arenas of legislation, court 

action and administrative action. How did each of these groups interact with regime 

managers and shape the regime’s changing interpretations of core principles? Emphasis 

will be given to the national leaders of the three organizations mentioned above: Ralph 

Abernathy and Martin Luther King (SCLC), Roy Wilkins (NAACP) and Whitney Young 

(National Urban League). Oral histories from the Johnson Library will be scrutinized, as 

well as biographies and autobiographies of these leaders.  
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The role of more militant groups, like the Black Panthers, in shaping the behavior 

of regime managers should not be underestimated, but this topic will be covered in the 

next chapter as part of a broader discussion of the New Left political movements and 

their influence on the regime.      

CIVIL RIGHTS AS A SECONDARY REGIME PRINCIPLE

Regimes have a comprehensive platform of principles, which they hope to 

translate into policy commitments and government action. Still, not all principles and 

commitments are created equal. The ordering of a regime’s principles is every bit as 

hierarchical as the regime’s constellation of coalition partners. Regimes, like any other 

organization dedicated to a comprehensive set of principles, must establish priorities to 

serve their constituents, attract mainstream public support and carefully balance 

sometimes competing demands from coalition partners. Which principles will be 

aggressively pushed in the political marketplace, and which principles will only be given 

lip service and token government action? Interest groups that are dedicated to a wide 

range of issues in American politics must make these decisions all the time, just as parties 

must obviously do so as well. 

When regime leaders make these decisions they make conscious decisions to 

relegate certain commitments to the status of secondary commitments. A secondary 

commitment is defined as a vague commitment by the regime managers to a particular 

course of governmental action. Yet, regime managers do not aggressively push for the 

enactment of such policies, either because of the political risk that doing so could pose to 

the regime’s internal unity, or because it could embolden the opposition forces outside of 



160

the regime. Another reason is that often the regime managers themselves are simply not 

very ideologically committed to the demands of the secondary coalition partners. For a 

time (perhaps decades), regime managers will be able to maintain political support from 

secondary coalition partners on the basis of the regime’s commitment to orthodox policy 

commitments. Thus, Republicans of the late-nineteenth century and early twentieth 

century could command strong support from blacks on the basis of the party’s heritage as 

the “party of Lincoln” and slave liberation, rather than a comprehensive commitment to 

civil rights. New Deal Democrats could command much support from blacks from the 

mid-1930’s to the mid-1960’s on the basis of the economic benefits blacks yielded from 

the New Deal inspired social welfare programs. Still, regime managers must placate the 

secondary coalition partners’ specific policy demands at some level if the regime is to 

maintain their electoral support. Therefore, regime managers make minimal promises of 

governmental action, which might include vague promises for more aggressive action at 

an undetermined time in the future. Government institutions may be set up to address 

parts of the secondary coalition partners’ issue agenda, but these institutions will only 

command half-hearted political support from regime managers and they may lack the 

funding necessary to complete their mission. 

When loud demands for more vigorous action come from secondary coalition 

partners, regime managers must assess the risks of any course of political action, as they 

calculate the political clout of the various coalition partners and attempt to estimate the 

potential for disruption within the regime’s traditional structure of members. When these 

demands come in the middle of the regime’s life-cycle—when the regime itself still 

commands strong support from rank and file Americans—regime managers must 
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reconcile these vociferous demands with the organizing principles of the regime that they 

govern. When regime managers make the decision to elevate secondary commitments 

(and congruently, secondary coalition partners) to major priority status, there are bound 

to be disruptive effects within the regime, and perhaps across the entire political 

landscape. In addition, interpretations of the regime’s central faith drastically change, as 

regime managers seek to build a political order that derives its moral authority to govern 

not only from a major crisis that occurred a generation ago, but also as an agent of 

positive transformative social change in more contemporary times. 

Civil Rights in the Republican Regime: 1860-1932

The old Republican regime invoked commitments to national unity and the 

affirmative use of the federal government to promote the industrial development of the 

nation.201 The GOP’s primary coalition partners came from the ranks of northern 

industrial capitalists who favored a limited regulatory climate. The regime’s secondary 

coalition partners came from the ranks of progressive reformers who championed anti-

trust legislation, civil service reform and plebiscitary political reforms like the direct 

primary, recall, initiative and direct election of senators. Whether they identified with the 

“Mugwump” faction of the 1870’s and 1880’s, or the “progressives” of the early 

twentieth century, regime managers could never afford to ignore these constituencies of 

reformers, lest the regime’s fragile national majority be permanently fractured.202 By the 

201 . Gerring, pp. 78-93. 
202 . To a much greater extent than the Jeffersonian/Jacksonian regime that preceded it, or the New Deal 
regime that followed it, the Republican regime was crisply defined by regional boundaries. Save for a few 
pockets of support in scattered counties that remained pro-Union during the Civil War, the GOP was almost 
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early twentieth century, demands from progressives for economic and political reforms 

grew even louder and gained considerable popularity. During the regime’s nearly seventy 

year tenure, regime managers endorsed, though not always enthusiastically, civil service 

reforms like the Pendleton Act, anti-trust legislation, such as the Sherman anti-trust Act, 

and a limited use in many states of direct primaries, voter initiatives, recall and referenda.      

Blacks also formed a constituency of secondary coalition partners for the old 

Republican regime. In the states where voter registration requirements were not overly 

cumbersome to them, blacks regularly provided Republican candidates with convincing 

electoral majorities. The regime’s legitimacy and moral authority as an agent of civil 

rights was established through the party’s commitment to ending slavery in the latter half 

of the Civil War. In its 1908 platform, the GOP proclaimed:

The Republican party has been for more than fifty years the consistent friend of 
the American Negro. It gave him freedom and citizenship. It wrote into the 
organic law the declarations that proclaim his civil and political rights, and it 
believes to-day that his noteworthy progress in intelligence, industry and good 
citizenship has earned the respect and encouragement of the nation. We demand 
equal justice for all men, without regard to race or color; we declare once more, 
and without reservation, for the enforcement in letter and spirit of the Thirteenth, 
Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments to the Constitution which were designed for 
the protection and advancement of the negro, and we condemn all devices that 
have for their real aim his disfranchisement for reasons of color alone, as unfair, 
un-American and repugnant to the Supreme law of the land.203

After the collapse of Reconstruction policy in the 1870’s, the regime’s primary 

policy commitments would be concerned with national unity and economic 

modernization through state sponsored industrialization. Enforcement of civil rights 

persona non grata in the South.  Therefore, maintaining majority support in northern mega-states like New 
York was essential. 
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legislation and the Reconstruction era constitutional amendments was haphazard, 

inconsistent and usually less than vigorous. The Freedmen’s Bureau, set up to help freed 

slaves transition into independence, was phased out of existence in 1872. Party platforms 

between 1920 and 1928 did call for federal anti-lynching legislation to protect blacks, but 

without a major commitment of political capital from regime managers. Symbolic 

gestures of support sometimes came in the form of to black leaders, such as Theodore 

Roosevelt’s White House dinner invitation to Booker T. Washington in 1901.204 The 

Progressive era represented the same type of internal mid-life regime reconstruction as 

was to occur within the New Deal regime between 1964 and 1972. Yet, the issues that 

reconstructed the Republican regime during this period revolved around matters of 

economic and political reforms, not race or civil rights. Indeed, as Smith (1997) shows, 

civil rights for black Americans regressed considerably during the Progressive era, either 

with the outright support of regime managers, or without their stringent opposition to the 

multiplying segregation statutes that spread after the Supreme Court’s famous Plessy vs. 

Ferguson ruling in 1896.205

The national Democratic Party’s deference to its Southern segregationist wing 

made it an unrealistic alternative for most blacks during this era, which permitted 

Republican regime managers to make only half-hearted or symbolic gestures in support 

of civil rights. 

203 . 1908 Republican Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=R1908. 
204 . This became a major controversy for the new president. See Edmund Morris. Theordore Rex, New 
York: Random House, 2001, pp. 52-58. 
205 . Smith, pp. 448-53.
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Civil Rights in the New Deal Regime: 1933-1963

During their first thirty years in power New Deal regime managers could not 

afford to ignore escalating civil rights controversies. Commitments to racial equality, 

enforcement of existing laws and political and economic advancement of black 

Americans were relegated to secondary priority status. Still, a secondary priority was still 

a priority. A priority that required careful rhetorical parsing, minimal expenditure of 

political capital and a cautious use of government powers to advance a nominal, and 

seemingly mainstream commitment to civil rights. Some primary coalition partners could 

be counted on for unequivocal support, such as northern white liberals. Some primary 

coalition partners, such as organized labor, increasingly moved toward greater sympathy 

for black civil rights in this period. As expected, full throttled opposition came from 

Southern segregationist Democrats, as they were primary coalition partners within the 

regime whose core principles were most threatened by an even minimal commitment to 

civil rights. As their supremacy within the regime began diminishing as early as the late-

1930’s, such a stance is hardly surprising, given their role as rational political actors 

seeking to maximize benefits.

In this era the regime managers made a number of symbolic gestures in support of 

racial equality and careful courtship of mainstream to somewhat conservative civil rights 

activists. They supported legislation, government agencies and commissions that indicted 

racial segregation, but fell short of a full frontal assault on institutionalized racial 

hierarchy in the South. These institutions and pieces of legislation helped to build much 

of the legal and political framework for a more substantive assault on racial segregation 
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in the future. Without a full political commitment from regime managers, however, these 

institutions and statutes were often under-funded, insufficiently staffed, and flexibly 

interpreted to such an extent as to maintain the principle of racial segregation as a regular 

part of social and political life in the South. 

From First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt’s gestures in support of racial equality, to 

John Kennedy’s sympathetic phone call to Correta Scott King after the jailing of her 

husband (and Robert Kennedy’s intervention to secure Dr. King’s release on bail), regime 

managers and their allies supported the cause of civil rights through methods that ranged 

from symbolic to minimally substantive, if not too politically risky.206

President Truman took more risks in the arena of civil rights than his predecessor, 

but to nowhere near such an extent that it would be a top priority of his Administration. 

He began the process of racial integration in the armed forces by executive order, but this 

action did not threaten Southern state segregation laws.207 He also unsuccessfully called 

upon Congress to enact federal anti-lynching legislation, employment discrimination 

legislation and an end to the poll tax. Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights issued a 

report in 1947 calling for broad-based civil rights legislation concerning public education, 

employment and other domains of public life. In addition, the report explicitly 

condemned de jure racial segregation as “inconsistent with the fundamental 

equalitarianism of the American way of life in that it marks groups with the brand of 

206 .  Paul F. Boller, Jr. Presidential Campaigns: From George Washington to George W. Bush, Revised 
Edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, pp. 299-300. On Eleanor Roosevelt’s role as First Lady, 
see Blanche Wiesen Cook. Eleanor Roosevelt: 1933-1938, Vol. 2, New York: Viking Press, 1999.
207 . See Executive Order #9981, http://www.trumanlibrary.org/9981.htm. 
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inferior status.”208 Truman publicly positioned the New Deal regime managers in 

opposition to institutionalized racial segregation, and he arguably set a framework for 

Johnson to make civil rights a central commitment of the regime. Still, Truman’s 

willingness to exert political capital for the task was still limited. As I will show shortly, 

in the context of Truman’s broader domestic policy agenda, civil rights remained a fairly 

limited commitment, just as it was a limited commitment within the Democratic Party’s 

broader platform. Truman and the Democrats survived a Southern defection of four states 

in the 1948 presidential election, serving notice to regime managers that a more 

widespread defection could occur if civil rights legislation were to become a top priority. 

Courtship of Southern Democratic support in Congress remained essential for Truman’s 

domestic social welfare legislation and his Cold War foreign policy.   

During the regime’s first generation in power, legislation that did pass Congress 

either contained superficial provisions or lacked a strong commitment to enforcement 

from the executive branch and regime managers. One example would be the Civil Rights 

Act of 1957, which was pushed through Congress by liberal Democrats and Senator 

Lyndon Johnson of Texas.209 The law articulated a federal commitment to voting rights 

for black Americans in Southern states and established a US Civil Rights Commission 

with limited powers to “appraise the laws and policies of the Federal Government with 

respect to equal protection of the laws under the Constitution”.210 In practice, however, 

the Commission lacked any real enforcement or statutory power, other than the ability to 

208 . See President’s Committee on Civil Rights, To Secure These Rights, the Report of the President’s 
Committee on Civil Rights, Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office, 1947. 
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periodically critique the federal and state governments’ commitments to civil rights. 

Statutory authority and enforcement powers remained with the executive branch, 

Congress and the courts. The legislation did create procedures under which interference 

with black voting rights could result in federal criminal charges, but enforcement 

provisions of the law remained unspecific and overly deferential to Southern state 

governments, especially when compared to the Voting Rights Act of 1965. In addition, 

the Commission was originally only given a two year life-span, and required yearly 

congressional reauthorization until the late 1960’s.  

Another example of civil rights as a secondary regime principle would concern 

the creation of the President’s Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity, which 

foreshadowed the creation of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). 

An executive order from President Kennedy on March 6, 1961 established the 

Committee, which allowed private organizations to file complaints of discrimination, and 

enhanced enforcement of anti-discrimination laws in government employment and 

among contractors doing business with the federal government.211 Still, civil rights 

activists charged that the Committee lacked not only enforcement powers, but that it 

lacked a serious commitment from the Administration, for fear of alienating still 

powerful Southern Democrats in Congress. The NAACP charged the Administration with 

failing to adequately fund and staff the Committee, noting as well that an ally to 

209 . Johnson had presidential ambitions for 1960 and understood the importance of demonstrating at least a 
nominal commitment to civil rights if he was to win the party’s nomination. See Robert Dallek. Lone Star 
Rising: Lyndon Johnson and his Times, 1908-1960, New York: Oxford University Press, 1991, pp. 517-28. 
210 . Text of Civil Rights Act of 1957, http://www.usconstitution.com/CivilRightsActof1957.htm. 
211 . See JFK’s message on Executive Order #10925, March 7, 1961,  
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=8520&st=10925&st1=
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Georgia’s segregationist senator Richard Russell was put in charge of one voluntary 

program under the Committee’s jurisdiction:

Policy is not practice. How seriously the provisions of the Executive Order will be 
applied is not yet apparent. What is apparent is the presence of dangerously 
nullifying tendencies in the Administration’s performance to date. In the simplest 
terms, these tendencies relate to one question: whether fear of Southern
conservative forces in Congress will be allowed to strangle the anti-discrimination 
employment program in its infancy. Spokesmen for these forces are very much in 
the minority, in Congress and in the Democratic party...Their greatest asset is the 
gullibility, the supiness, and the indifference of other members of Congress and 
officials of the Executive Branch…Instead, the Administration has relied for 
favorable publicity on a superficial approach...They yield high returns in press 
notices and only superficial and token results in new job opportunities.212

Democratic Party platforms between 1932 and 1960 expressed mostly vague and 

unspecific commitments to civil rights and the general principle of racial equality, with 

little emphasis on specific measures of governmental enforcement. As Table 5.1 shows, 

the number of sentences in party platforms expressing support for civil rights and racial 

equality remained in the single digits until 1952, and then increased to 38 in 1960. The 

ratio of civil rights sentences to the number of lines in the platform also gradually shrank, 

especially in 1960. Although platform language grew increasingly scornful of racial 

segregation and race-based voting discrimination, policy commitments were often 

articulated in vague language without calling for specific government institutions to 

enforce the proposed new laws—if any.    

As early as 1940, Democrats affirmed a commitment to “uphold due process and 

the equal protection of the laws for every citizen, regardless of race, creed or color,” and 

212 . “The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People Appraises the First Year of the 
President’s Committee on Equal Opportunity”, 4/6/62, Aides: George Reedy, Reedy: NAACP, Box 1, 
LBJL, Austin, TX.
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“to strive for complete legislative safeguards against discrimination in government 

service and benefits, and in the national defense forces.”213 Yet they did not call upon 

Congress to enact any specific piece of legislation, nor did they actually condemn state 

sanctioned racial segregation. 

Table 5.1: Sentences in Democratic Party platforms expressing support for new civil 
rights legislation, enforcement of existing civil rights laws, racial equality and 

advancement of black Americans, 1932-60.214

Year Presidential Nominee Sentences Ratio of Sentences to Platform Lines

1932 Roosevelt 0 0

1936 Roosevelt 0 0

1940 Roosevelt 4 1 to 102.5

1944 Roosevelt 2 1 to 64

1948 Truman 7 1 to 51.4

1952 Stevenson 15 1 to 56.4

1956 Stevenson 14 1 to 83.9

1960 Kennedy 38 1 to 39.8

213 . 1940 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1940. 
214 .  Sentences simply expressing a general commitment to equal opportunity for all Americans do not 
suffice. For a sentence to be counted as pro-civil rights it must be within the clear context of a 
political/governmental commitment to racial equality, support for new civil rights legislation, enforcement 
of existing civil rights laws and explicit commitments to the advancement of black Americans. Sentences 
that make a general denunciation of racism in international affairs are also counted, though they only count 
for a very small number of the totals. Provisions that strictly apply to policies concerning Native Americans 
or other minorities are not counted in this analysis. Platform lines are counted through a standard Word 
Count on Microsoft Word. 12 point type was used with Times New Roman font. Data compiled by the 
author.
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By 1948, the party had evolved toward a position of advocating equality of 

employment, the right to vote and “security of person” (no mention of the word 

“lynching”), but without advocacy of new government institutions to enforce theses 

measures, much less a condemnation of legalized segregation.215

In 1956, the party platform once again affirmed a general commitment to racial 

equality, anti-discrimination legislation in employment and voting rights, yet submits a 

slippery statement in reaction to the Supreme Court’s Brown vs. Board of Education

decision concerning racial segregation in public education. While appearing to support 

the Court’s decision, the party uses deferential language to leave matters of 

implementation to state and federal courts, rather than Congress or the executive branch:  

Recent decisions of the Supreme Court of the United States relating to segregation 
in publicly supported schools and elsewhere have brought consequences of vast 
importance to our Nation as a whole and especially to communities directly 
affected. We reject all proposals for the use of force to interfere with the orderly 
determination of these matters by the courts.216

By 1960, the party platform advanced more specific policy proposals concerning 

civil rights and the principle of racial equality, most notably in the arena of public 

education: 

A new Democratic Administration will also use its full powers—legal and 
moral—to ensure the beginning of good-faith compliance with the Constitutional 
requirement that racial discrimination be ended in public education. We believe 
that every school district affected by the Supreme Court's school desegregation 

215 . 1948 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1948. 
216 . 1956 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1956. The follow-up ruling in the Brown 
vs. Board of Education case called for desegregation to proceed with “all deliberate speed”, which often 
meant that resistant states and school districts could engage in a lot of deliberation, and very little speed. 
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decision should submit a plan providing for at least first- step compliance by 1963, 
the 100th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation.217

In addition, the platform called for a Fair Employment Practices Commission and 

a US Civil Rights Commission with strengthened powers to critique government policies 

in “education, housing, employment, transportation, and the administration of justice.”

Democrats also called upon “the Attorney General [to] be empowered and directed to file 

civil injunction suits in Federal courts to prevent the denial of any civil right on grounds 

of race, creed, or color.”218 Rather than affirming a general commitment to racial equality 

in voting rights, as the party had done in the past, the party platform more specifically 

denounced poll taxes and literacy tests. Rather than vague commitments to racial equality 

in public life, the platform denounces “segregated lunch counters”, “discrimination in 

public housing” and in public education. While not mentioning the Southern states by 

name, the platform of 1960 was far more comprehensive in its opposition to specific 

practices of racial segregation and in its affirmation to use the machinery of government 

to dismantle segregation wherever it existed.  

217 . 1960 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1960. 
218 . Ibid. 
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Table 5.2: Number of sentences in Annual Message speeches of Democratic 
presidents or presidential nominees expressing support for new civil rights 

legislation, enforcement of existing civil rights laws, racial equality and 
advancement of black Americans, 1933-63.219

Year President/Presidential Nominee Sentences

1933 Roosevelt 0
1934 Roosevelt 0
1935 Roosevelt 0
1936 Roosevelt 0
1937 Roosevelt 0
1938 Roosevelt 0
1939 Roosevelt 1
1940 Roosevelt 1
1941 Roosevelt 0
1942 Roosevelt 2
1943 Roosevelt 0
1944 Roosevelt 0
1945 Roosevelt 1
1946 Truman 2
1947 Truman 7
1948 Truman 3
1949 Truman 6
1950 Truman 4
1951 Truman 0
1952 Truman 4
1953 Truman 9
1956 Stevenson 7
1960 Kennedy 4
1961 Kennedy 1
1962 Kennedy 8
1963 Kennedy 2

Annual presidential messages to Congress, however, indicated that civil rights 

remained a secondary commitment of the regime during this era. Within the broader 

219 . “Annual Message” refers to the president’s State of the Union Address to Congress. For 1933, the 
Inaugural Address is used. For 1956 and 1960, the Democratic presidential nominee’s convention 
acceptance address is used. Rules of sentence selection are otherwise the same as in the analysis of party 
platforms. 
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context of Democratic presidents’ domestic and foreign policy agendas, civil rights 

and/or racial equality was a relatively limited priority. As Table 5.2 shows, at no time 

between 1933 and 1963 did a Democratic president or non-incumbent Democratic 

presidential nominee speak more than nine sentences in support of these principles in 

their Annual Message speeches (convention speeches for the presidential nominee when 

the party was out of power). Indeed, as late as 1963, President Kennedy’s final State of 

the Union Address to Congress contained only two sentences in support of these 

principles. 

The difference between the presidential Annual Message and the party platform is 

that the former is a venue for presidents to set the policy themes of their Administration 

for the upcoming year, and to press Congress to enact the Administration’s legislative 

priorities. Party platforms, however, are a venue for the party to establish its ideology and 

issue positions on a wide range of policy issues, even those issues that may not be an 

immediate priority for a large number of policymakers in Washington, D.C. A regime’s 

primary principles of government action should be prominent and specific in not only 

their quadrennial party platform, but also in the Annual Messages of their presidential 

spokespersons. Specificity is indicative of a programmatic commitment to enforce 

proposed laws, and provide the administrative machinery needed to fulfill the objectives 

of proposed laws.

Roosevelt’s denunciations of racism took place within the context of the Axis 

powers of World War II, making no mention of American domestic policies. “We must 

be particularly vigilant against racial discrimination in any of its ugly forms. Hitler will 

try again to breed mistrust and suspicion between one individual and another, one group 
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and another, one race and another, one Government and another,” he told Congress in 

1942.220 Otherwise, Roosevelt’s rare mention of anything having to do with race only 

stressed his belief that New Deal economic programs worked to the benefit of all races of 

Americans. 

In 1948, Harry Truman specifically called racial discrimination, “contrary to 

American ideals of democracy,” and openly urged Congress to enact his civil rights 

proposals in his Annual Message the following year, but left the vast majority of 

addresses to foreign and domestic social welfare policy.221

In 1956, Democratic presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson acknowledged the 

party’s deepening fissures over civil rights, but pledged the party to a nominal course of 

civil rights activism, even as he avoided any specific policy commitments. “Of course 

there is disagreement in the Democratic Party on desegregation…As President it would 

be my purpose to press on in accordance with our platform toward the fuller freedom for 

all of our citizens which is at once our party’s pledge.”222

By the Kennedy Administration, civil rights and principles of racial equality still 

did not occupy a large place in the presidential Annual Message, but Kennedy was 

somewhat more specific than his Democratic predecessors in his discussion of 

government action. In the 1960 campaign, Kennedy chastised President Eisenhower for 

not issuing an executive order to eliminate racial discrimination in public housing. As 

president, however, Kennedy did not do so until November of 1962, issuing an order of 

220 . 1942 State of the Union Address, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=16253. 
221  1948 and 1949 State of the Union Addresses, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=13005, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=13293. 
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limited legal reach.223 He even appointed a number of segregationists to federal 

judgeships in the South.224 His Annual Message in 1962 did call for federal anti-

discrimination legislation to guarantee the right to vote, government employment and 

continued enforcement of existing civil rights statutes. Still, Kennedy’s Annual Message 

of 1963 made little mention of civil rights or racial equality. 

CIVIL RIGHTS ORGANIZATIONS AND THE NEW DEAL REGIME: 1964-72

By the middle of the 1960’s, regime managers and mainstream civil rights 

organizations developed more collaborative relationships. Civil rights leaders and their 

allies in Congress increasingly moved from a position of being secondary consumers of 

regime policies to a position of leadership in the policymaking and agenda setting 

process. When it came to legislative and administrative action, civil rights organizations 

arguably enjoyed their greatest period of success, even into the Nixon Administration. 

Civil rights leaders were regularly invited to the White House to coordinate political and 

legislative strategy, they were regularly consulted before major presidential speeches and 

they participated in the drafting of civil rights and economic legislation. The White 

House also held quasi-academic conferences on the subject of civil rights, actively 

soliciting significant participation from civil rights leaders. When riots plagued  

American cities every summer between 1964 and 1968, civil rights leaders were invited 

222 . Proceedings of the Democratic National Convention, 1956, Beacon Press, Inc.: Richmond, Virginia, 
1956, p. 506.  
223 . Executive Order #11063, John F. Kennedy News Conference, November 20, 1962, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=9020&st=housing&st1=. 
224 . Kennedy News Conference, March 6, 1963, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=9588&st=&st1=. 
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to the White House to re-formulate domestic policy priorities and coordinate message 

strategies. As they had been doing for years, well established civil rights organizations 

continued to work for political change through peaceful civil disobedience, peaceful 

protest and public displays of pressure upon politicians. Indeed, sometimes these tactics 

continued to agitate regime managers. Yet, by the early 1970’s, this constituency was in 

far more of a position of influence and leadership than had been the case during the 

regime first generation of existence.      

This is not to suggest that regime managers and civil rights groups enjoyed an 

entirely harmonious relationship. In many instances, the relationship could still be rather 

adversarial. Civil rights leaders were unafraid to criticize their allies in the Johnson 

Administration or in the Democratic Party when they felt that the regime’s commitment 

to racial equality was less than zealous. Civil rights leaders, most notably Martin Luther 

King, were also willing to openly oppose the regime’s foreign policy actions in Southeast 

Asia. In addition, some formerly mainstream civil rights organizations took a turn in the 

direction of militancy in the mid-1960’s. The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and 

the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) adopted more militant tactics 

that included de-emphasizing the political process, and movements in the direction of 

black separatism. CORE purged its white members from the organization and declared its 

support for emerging “Black Power” movements in 1967-68.225 SNCC also purged its 

white members and staff and declared its solidarity with the Black Power movement in 

225 . Washington Evening Star, “CORE Moves Toward Phasing Out Whites”, 7/5/67.
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1966.226 These developments brought about considerable tension within the civil rights 

community, and regime managers feared the influence of black militancy on one of their 

increasingly important constituencies. 

While white Southern Democrats continued to wield considerable power in 

Congress during this period, the evolving collapse of the South as the regime’s regional 

base in national elections was complete by 1968. As the Voting Rights Act of 1965 

facilitated a rise in black Southern voter registration, civil rights activists were now in a 

stronger position to back their political agenda with electoral power. I will now turn to a 

discussion of the role played by three major mainstream civil rights organizations during 

this era in the shaping of the New Deal regime’s public policies and political priorities.  

The NAACP: The Oldest Ally

Shortly after becoming president, President Johnson received a memo from his 

press secretary George Reedy in preparation for a meeting with NAACP Executive 

Secretary Roy Wilkins. “I also think it is rather essential that Roy Wilkins be the Negro 

leader. Ted Kheel227 once told me that this should be Martin Luther King, but I don’t 

think that King has Wilkins’ judgment and sense of fair play.”228

It seems that Johnson behaved in a manner that gave heed to Reedy’s advice. A 

search of Johnson’s appointment files and recorded conversations reveals that he met and 

226 . Clayborne Carson. In Struggle, SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960's. Cambridge 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1981.
227 .  Kheel was a labor mediator and former president of the National Urban League. 
228 . Reedy to LBJ, White House Diary Backup, Appointment File, 11/29/63, Box 1, LBJL, Austin, TX. 
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conversed with Wilkins more than any other civil rights leader.229 This is not surprising, 

given Johnson’s professional relationship with Wilkins that dated back to the Texas 

senator’s support for the Civil Rights Act of 1957. Wilkins was the first civil rights leader 

to be consulted by Johnson after the Kennedy assassination. As Vice President, Johnson 

chaired the President’s Commission on Equal Opportunity in Employment. In that 

position, Johnson established a relationship with Wilkins and other civil rights leaders, 

which served him well once he became president.230

While NAACP leaders and the Johnson White House had their moments of 

disagreements over political and legislative strategies, the NAACP’s relationship with 

regime managers was arguably the most cordial of all the mainstream civil rights 

organizations. The NAACP was the nation’s oldest existing civil rights organization and 

it was a proven national and professionalized interest group with leaders who knew how 

to incorporate the cause of racial equality into larger debates over progressive social 

reform. Throughout their history, the NAACP worked within legislative and judicial 

processes to whatever extent the political and legal climate would permit. The group was 

active in pushing anti-lynching legislation in the first half of the twentieth century. Every 

president as far back as Herbert Hoover had either spoken before a national convention of 

the NAACP or sent a written greeting. By the mid-1960’s, the organization had 

assembled a formidable legal machinery which was used to erode racial segregation in 

229 .  For example, a search of recorded telephone conversations between November, 1963 and July, 1966 
(nearly all Johnson tapes after that period have not yet been released at the time of this writing) on the LBJ 
Library website reveals 24 recorded conversations with Wilkins, 8 with Martin Luther King (SCLC) and 7 
with Whitney Young (National Urban League).  See 
http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/Dictabelt.hom/content.asp. 
230 . Oral History of Roy Wilkins, April 1, 1969, pp. 1-6, LBJL, Austin, TX; Michael R. Beschloss. Taking 
Charge: The Johnson White House Tapes, 1963-64, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997, p. 29.  
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the public schools. The organization was also openly bi-racial in its public appeals and in 

its structure of leadership. The NAACP even had a white president, Kivie Kaplan, as late 

as 1975.   

Perhaps because of these reasons, the NAACP was attacked within the civil rights 

community for insufficient militancy, a timeworn message and being too cozy with 

liberal white politicians. “Its critics call it an organization of button down collar, middle 

class black bourgeoisie with old-fashioned ideas that the Negro has outgrown. They say 

the NAACP is out of touch with the poor in the ghettoes and the young people on the 

street corners. Black power preachers have pronounced the civil rights movement dead 

and the NAACP with it.”231 Within the organization, these charges were often raised by a 

dissident faction of mostly younger, idealistic members, often called the “Young Turks”. 

The Young Turks advocated SNCC-style militancy, a more distant relationship with 

white politicians and devolution of power from the national organization down to local 

activists. The dissident faction took over several local chapters and succeeded in making 

some procedural changes at annual national NAACP conventions, but the organization’s 

Board of Directors continued to support the policies of Wilkins and senior NAACP 

leaders.232

As the 1964 presidential campaign got underway, the NAACP dropped its official 

non-partisan stance and all but endorsed Johnson’s election to a full presidential term. 

Wilkins and other civil rights leaders believed that stopping Goldwater necessitated a 

commitment to working directly through the electoral process. In addition, after that 

231 . Washington Post, “Wilkins Defends NAACP Role”, 7/10/67.
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summer’s riots in Harlem—a harbinger of subsequent inner city riots—Wilkins and other 

leaders expressed concern over Goldwater’s potential backlash appeal to a nationwide 

constituency of angry white voters. Regime managers and civil rights activists could 

appreciate the mutual threat that rising white backlash could pose to not only the cause of 

racial equality, but also the long-term stability of the New Deal regime. In late July, 

Wilkins convened a meeting of major civil rights leaders, who then agreed to a 

moratorium on public demonstrations and mass marches until after the November 

election. Instead, the NAACP, SCLC and National Urban League worked on voter 

registration projects. CORE and SNCC did not join in the moratorium.233

In the Johnson White House, civil rights leaders enjoyed a level of access and 

influenced that they had never before experienced. Wilkins and the NAACP enjoyed a 

level of access that made them full partners in plotting the strategic themes, agenda 

setting and policymaking arm of the White House and other regime managers. As 

Wilkins wrote in his memoirs, “He called me before each of his major speeches on civil 

rights and after each civil rights crisis…I had no trouble getting through to him whenever 

I had to.”234 Johnson and other regime supporters relied upon the NAACP to continue 

mobilizing grass roots political support for civil rights legislation, while also working in 

concert with regime managers to round up votes for bills pending in Congress. Wilkins 

and other civil rights leaders’ input was solicited before major presidential addresses 

concerning civil rights and social welfare policy. After yearly episodes of urban rioting, 

232 . Washington Star, 6/29/68, “NAACP Militants Lose Vote and Walk Out of Convention”. Wilkins was 
promoted to Executive Director in 1965. 
233 .  New York Times, 9/27/64, “Rights Leaders Reviewing Strategy for Action Here”; Roy Wilkins, 
Standing Fast: The Autobiography of Roy Wilkins, New York: Viking Press, 1982, pp. 303-04. 
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Wilkins and the NAACP played a leading role in coordinating civil rights and other 

domestic policy strategies in response. The NAACP and other groups pushed for renewed 

emphasis on legislation that would economically empower inner city blacks, as well as 

government studies of the causes of urban riots. Both demands were met in the form of 

poverty programs that sometimes delegated a significant amount of administrative 

authority to inner city black residents, and presidential commissions, such as the McCone 

and Kerner Commissions, to study the causes of rioting. In addition, the White House 

sponsored quasi-academic conferences on the intertwined subjects of civil rights and 

economic empowerment. At these venues, civil rights leaders played active participatory 

roles, sharing policy ideas with White House aides and other sympathetic politicians.235

The National Urban League: A New Policymaking Ally

After the NAACP, the National Urban League maintained an increasingly close 

relationship with the Johnson White House and other regime managers. The organization 

was established in the 1910’s through the merger of three northern civil rights 

organizations. The National Urban League’s early mission was directed toward 

improving inner city conditions for blacks, many of whom had relocated from the more 

rural Southern states. Their emphasis often centered upon helping transplanted black 

Southerners adjust to northern urban life. The organization’s early activism stressed 

economic empowerment, functioning almost as a social service agency with job training, 

educational, health care programs and other social services. The National Urban League 

234 . Wilkins, p. 299. 
235 . The most notable example was the White House Conference on Civil Rights, held in June, 1966.
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also included the use of social scientific inquiries into inner city social problems, thus 

serving as a sort of think tank for other civil rights organizations and sympathetic 

politicians. As far as governments and private actors were concerned, the organization’s 

early political activism relating to racial discrimination utilized a strategy of negotiation, 

persuasion and the occasional boycott. Before the early 1960’s, the National Urban 

League did not partake in active involvement in the political process. In addition, the 

organization was not involved in the kind of grass roots activism associated with the 

NAACP, CORE or SNCC.236

That all changed under the leadership of Executive Director Whitney Young, Jr. 

Not only did Young make the National Urban League a more politically activist 

organization—though still a mainstream one—he forged close ties with regime managers 

in the Johnson Administration to make his organization a major player in the processes of 

making and implementing domestic policy, as well as helping regime managers to 

formulate political strategies. While the lion’s share of grass roots ground operations 

(picketing, sit-ins, civil disobedience, etc.) continued to be coordinated by established 

civil rights organizations, the National Urban League forged a closer relationship with the 

activist groups and increasingly deployed Urban League resources into the political 

arena. By the time of Whitney Young’s death in 1971, the National Urban League was a 

significant player within the political wing of civil rights movement and in the political 

process more generally.237

236 .  Nancy J. Weiss. Whitney Young, Jr. and the Struggle for Civil Rights, Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1989, pp. 99-101. See also the National Urban League’s history, 
http://www.nul.org/history.html. 
237 . Ibid, pp. 99-164
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Given its roots as a social service agency, the National Urban League was well 

suited to a partnership role in the shaping and implementation of anti-poverty legislation. 

President Johnson and his staff also made use of Young’s public policy expertise to set 

civil rights policy themes. Johnson’s famous Howard University address in June of 1965 

articulated what would become much of the philosophy behind the practice of affirmative 

action. Young and other civil rights leaders critiqued the speech before its delivery, and 

Johnson’s speechwriters are said to have used Young’s book, To Be Equal, in helping to 

set the tone of the address.238 As I will discuss shortly, the use of affirmative action by 

regime managers established the key difference between how black civil rights activists 

were once served as secondary coalition partners in the past, and later served as primary 

coalition partners.  

In To Be Equal, as well as in Young’s subsequent book, Beyond Racism, he 

advocated something like a domestic Marshall Plan for American inner cities. While 

Johnson’s War on Poverty programs were less ambitious than what Young had 

envisioned, Young was an active participant in the shaping of various anti-poverty and 

inner city programs to such an extent that he was repeatedly asked to serve in the Johnson 

Administration (invitations which were repeatedly denied). Young had a great deal of 

access to the President and his top aides and his advice was actively solicited by agency 

heads in the policy implementation process. Like Wilkins and King, Young’s counsel 

was employed in helping to coordinate the Administration’s political strategy in response 

to the outbreak of inner city riots. Even in the Nixon Administration, Young secured 

238 .  Ibid, pp. 154-55; Whitney M. Young, To Be Equal, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964
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federal funding for the Urban League to assist in the implementation job training, 

education and other social welfare programs, laying the groundwork for continued federal 

funding in the 1970’s under the leadership of Vernon Jordan.239

SCLC: An Uneasy Ally

The regime’s relationship with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

during this period was more tenuous. While regime managers often worked with SCLC 

leader Martin Luther King to coordinate political strategies and rally political support for 

civil rights legislation, this organization and its leader maintained a more tense 

relationship with regime managers compared to the NAACP and National Urban 

League’s rapport with Washington power brokers. By the time of King’s assassination, a 

significant rift had opened between regime managers and this organization over the 

Vietnam War, but the SCLC also remained a willing partner in helping to make civil 

rights a core policy commitment of the New Deal regime.240

The SCLC was founded in 1957 as a result of the famous successful Montgomery 

bus boycott. It served as a venue for black clergymen to fuse Christian principles with the 

objectives of the civil rights movement, giving an additional moral thrust to the cause. In 

the 1950’s and 1960’s its activities were mostly confined to the South. In its formative 

years, SNCC had a relationship with the SCLC, though the two groups later had a falling 

out. By the mid-1960’s, the SCLC was understood as a more politically moderate 

239 . Ibid, 148-49, 202-03; Whitney M. Young, Beyond Racism: Building an Open Society, New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1969; Oral History of Whitney Young, June 18, 1969, pp. 4-6, LBJL, Austin, TX. 
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organization than SNCC or CORE, but more activist and militant than the NAACP and 

National Urban League. As was the case with other mainstream civil rights leaders, 

King’s access with regime managers in the Johnson Administration was well above and 

beyond what he experienced under the two previous presidential administrations.241

Yet behind the scenes, Johnson’s distrust and suspicions of King prevented that 

alliance from becoming as close as the regime’s ties with the NAACP and the National 

Urban League. King and his organization may have been rising coalition partners, but 

they also made regime managers feel threatened. With Johnson’s approval, FBI director 

J. Edgar Hoover tapped King’s phones and employed a level of surveillance upon him 

normally reserved for suspected criminals or foreign enemies. King’s personal life was 

considered fair game by Hoover. Efforts were also made to insinuate that King and the 

SCLC had ties to Communists, and to damage SCLC fundraising activities, even as the 

organization was being awarded several federal government grants to administer job and 

education programs. As King and the SCLC became more involved in anti-war activities 

and the Poor People’s Campaign, Hoover justified further surveillance.242

Johnson may have felt threatened by King’s activism and charisma, but he could 

also appreciate the value of having King and the SCLC as allies. King and the SCLC 

were a potential linkage between the regime and the millions of disenfranchised black 

240 . On this tenuous relationship between Johnson and King, see, Nick Kotz, Judgment Days: Lyndon 
Baines Johnson, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Laws That Changed America, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
2005.
241 . Ralph David Abernathy, And the Walls Came Tumbling Down, New York: Harper and Row, 1989, 
pp. 228-29; Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr., Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1987, pp. 62-64, 82-84; 
Clayborne Carson, ed., The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr., New York: Warner Books, 1998, 
pp. 242-43. 
242 . Fairclough, pp. 155-56, 172-73, 217-19, 367-68. 
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Southerners that regime managers hoped to turn into loyal voters. Granted, the NAACP 

had a strong base in the South too, but whereas the NAACP was a national, 

professionalized organization with an effective legal machinery and effective political 

activists, the SCLC was more committed to communicating the moral outrage of 

segregation through civil disobedience and demonstrations.243 At the same time, Johnson 

made a public showing of alliance with King and the SCLC, at least concerning civil 

rights and anti-poverty legislation. King or an SCLC representative was included in all 

major White House meetings or conferences on civil rights, and while King’s street 

activism sometimes made regime managers nervous, it was just as common for Johnson 

to show solidarity with demonstrators through a renewed push for additional legislation. 

The best example in this case would be the Administration’s decision to press 

ahead for passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Earlier in the year, Johnson told civil 

rights leaders that passage of the bill was not likely and that it would be a secondary 

priority. Social welfare legislation would be the top priority instead. After the beating of 

voting rights demonstrators (led by King) in Selma, Alabama, however, Johnson then 

made a commitment to throw the full resources of the White House behind the 

legislation.244

King was more vocal in his opposition to the Vietnam War than other civil rights 

leaders, who were slower to articulate opposition a war that had been escalated by the 

most pro-civil rights president in the twentieth century. Toward the end of his life, King 

also organized the Poor People’s Campaign, an interracial effort to address poverty and 

243 . Ibid. pp.33, 204-06, 224-51. 
244 . Carson, ed., pp. 270-89; Goodwin, pp. 318-39
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economic injustice through the mobilization of people left out of the political system. 

Regime managers sought to reach many of these people through various OEO programs 

discussed in Chapter Four, but the Johnson White House and most of the Washington 

establishment generally frowned upon the campaign as being too militant and hostile. By 

1968, regime commitments to civil rights and social welfare now had to be balanced 

alongside fears of white backlash and public associations of liberalism with crime and 

marginal members of society.245

FORGING AHEAD AHEAD: CIVIL RIGHTS AS A PRIMARY COMMITMENT

It’s one thing to make secondary concessions to civil rights activists as part of a 

larger package of economic or social welfare legislation. It’s one thing to enact civil 

rights legislation that contains anti-discrimination language, but weak enforcement 

provisions and half-hearted commitments of enforcement from regime managers. It’s also 

one thing to make statements attacking the morality and injustice of racial segregation. 

It’s one thing even to enact fairly sweeping legislation barring racial segregation in public 

places. 

For a regime manager to say that segregation is bad is a step, but not a movement. 

To use the law to dispense with government mandated racial segregation puts the legal 

machinery of government on the side of civil rights activists to a point. For almost thirty 

years, regime managers relegated civil rights policies into matters of secondary 

concessions, which were made to satisfy secondary coalition partners without causing a 

245 . Califano, pp. 286-87; Rhoda Lois Blumberg, Civil Rights: The 1960’s Freedom Struggle, Revised 
Edition, Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991, pp. 178-79.
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long-term disruption to the traditional structure of the New Deal regime. When regime 

managers, however, use political and governmental processes to make racial equality a 

major priority, at the risk of alienating traditional political allies, then it’s fair to suggest 

that civil rights has evolved into a core policy commitment of the regime. When regime 

managers commit to using the full power of the federal government to not only bar racial 

discrimination, but also to pro-actively work toward racial integration, then we know that 

the regime has changed from within. 

There are two examples here that are especially noteworthy. The first is the 

regime’s commitment to affirmative action in the mid-1960’s, to pro-actively use the 

power of government to not only bar discrimination, but actively work toward integration 

in public and private institutions of American life. Affirmative action programs in 

government contracting began as early as 1961, but were expanded throughout the 

federal government in the Johnson and Nixon Administrations. Johnson’s famous 

Howard University speech in 1965 articulated much of the philosophy behind affirmative 

action:

You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate 
him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say,  “You are free to 
compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that you have been 
completely fair. Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All 
our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.246

To suggest that racial discrimination is bad and that it’s incompatible with 

America’s foundational principles is a far cry from asserting that racial integration is a 

positive good, toward which government must aspire. Using the machinery of 

246 . Weiss, p. 154; Howard University Commencement Address, June 4, 1965, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=27021&st=&st1=. 
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government to stop segregation is a negative power of the state that is used to stop 

discrimination by private and public actors. Using the machinery of government to bring 

about racial integration through preferences, set-asides, outreach programs and minority 

recruitment drives indicates that the state is committed to the positive achievement of 

racial equality. By elevating racial integration into a positive commitment of government, 

regime managers permanently shifted the debate away from the notion that government-

mandated segregation could be tolerated in the policymaking process.     

The second example concerns the regime managers’ strategic timing as to when 

they decided to make an all out political commitment to achieve ground-breaking civil 

rights legislation. After the Kennedy assassination, the brutal suppression of the Selma 

demonstrations and the King assassination, the Johnson White House made risky 

decisions to aggressively push for the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, 

and the open housing law of 1968 (respectively). After these crises, knowing that there 

would very likely be long-term political consequences, Johnson chose to pursue the more 

polarizing course of action on civil rights, rather than sweep the issue under the rug 

through compromise, as past regime managers often did in the name of preserving regime 

stability. Had these crises occurred in the 1940’s or 1950’s, it would be fair to assume 

that regime managers would respond by backing away from polarizing civil rights 

legislation, and returning to an emphasis on the regime’s social welfare and foreign 

policy commitments. Roosevelt did not respond to the 1943 race riot in Detroit with calls 

for new legislation, and after reports of post-war lynchings became public, Truman was 

far less aggressive than Johnson was in pushing for civil rights legislation. Johnson, on 

the other hand, called for a renewed emphasis on the Civil Rights Act after Kennedy’s 
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assassination at a time when a pragmatic politician might have wanted to avoid pushing 

for polarizing legislation, so as to facilitate national healing. He also called for a renewed 

push for the Voting Rights Act after the country saw television images of civil rights 

demonstrators in Selma being assaulted by Alabama police officers. Finally, he called for 

passage of legislation to bar racial discrimination in housing in April of 1968, just after 

King’s assassination, and just after numerous cities exploded into racial violence. The 

housing law was different from the 1964 and 1965 civil rights laws in that it was rather 

unpopular in all regions of the country.247

For about thirty years, regime managers usually dealt with secondary principles of 

racial equality through careful compromises to avoid a more substantive and 

comprehensive debate on racial segregation. Deference to white Southern Democrats 

continued to drive internal regime discussions over what, if any, limited measures should 

be taken to address practices of racial discrimination. Yet Johnson’s decision to engage in 

a full frontal moral and policy debate over segregation positioned black civil rights 

leaders and regime managers in outright opposition to the regional base of the New Deal 

regime. On other domestic and foreign policy issues, the Johnson White House continued 

to maintain a necessary working relationship with Southern Democrats in Congress, 

where they continued to maintain an institutional base of power well into the 1970’s. As 

white Southern defection from the regime to the Republican Party accelerated into the 

247 . For the stories of Johnson’s decision to push for these three laws, see Johnson, pp. 37-39, 160-66, 176-
79. See the Gallup Poll on open housing taken on March 9-14, 1967.The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion, 
1935-1971, New York: Random House, 1972, p. 2057.   
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1970’s, moderate to conservative white Southern Democrats continued to maintain a 

position of influence, but not dominance.248

Secondary regime principles can only become core regime commitments when 

regime managers first make a public acknowledgement of the moral righteousness of the 

secondary coalition partners’ signature issues. In the 1940’s, Truman was the first 

regime-affiliated president to morally condemn government sanctioned racial segregation 

as incompatible with the founding principles of the United States. As Truman and 

subsequent regime managers continued to denounce the morality of segregation, 

buttressed by limited movements of public policy in the direction of racial equality, civil 

rights activists could lay claim to an increasing level of moral authority and legitimacy to 

speak and act on the regime’s behalf. Regime managers continued to straddle the issue as 

best as they could for the next two decades. 

By the mid-1960’s, the white South was an increasingly less reliable ally in 

national elections. Civil rights activism was gaining in popularity within the regime 

among liberal northern Democrats and organized labor leaders. Civil rights was even 

ascendant outside of the regime, where liberal to moderate Republicans looked to the 

future with optimism after Eisenhower’s strong showing with black voters in 1956.249

Whatever they decided to do, regime managers had to make a decision to abandon three 

decades of political calculus on the civil rights issue, and risk the permanent 

reconfiguration of the New Deal regime. To try and compromise away the civil rights 

248 . This topic will be addressed in the final chapter. 
249 . Stanley and Neimi, p. 114. It is estimated that Eisenhower received 35%-40% of the black vote that 
year.  
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issue in 1964 as if it were still 1948 would have likely damaged the regime’s political 

support from both sides.     

Why would regime managers decide to risk the disruption of their regime by 

abandoning a generation of compromises on a polarizing issue? Much of the literature on 

electoral realignment teaches us that long-term majority electoral coalitions are held 

together through a series of compromises of increasingly polarizing issues. That approach 

works for the majority party for a period of time, perhaps decades, but underneath the 

series of fragile compromises, potentially polarizing issues are simmering. As the issues 

involved intensify, political parties and regime managers must decide if they are going to 

continue to try and forge compromises between restive coalition partners, or make a 

polarizing commitment to one or the other side of the polarizing policy issue. If regime 

managers and/or a political party decide to take a polarizing stance, at some level, the 

consequences are likely to be an electoral realignment.250

As rational actors, regime managers must assess, as best as they can, the long-

term political costs associated with maintaining a stance of compromise and 

accommodation, or taking a polarizing position on the issue in question. New Deal 

regime managers of the mid-1960’s, had to decide if making civil rights a core 

commitment of their regime would have better or worse political consequences than 

continued efforts to craft compromises. Although Johnson is known to have personally 

sympathized with the plight of black Americans251, as a regime manager, he had to make 

a decision that would serve the best interests of his regime in the era in which he 

250 . Burnham, pp. 6-8, Sundquist, pp. 35-49.  
251 . Johnson, pp. 154-79. 
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governed. Roosevelt, Truman and Kennedy all personally opposed segregation too, but 

they governed in an era was compromise was the more sustainable approach for them as 

regime managers.  

Nor did internal regime change occur overnight. On occasion, regime managers 

drifted back into the accommodationist approach when dealing with segregationist 

Democrats. For example, Johnson and Democratic Party operatives attempted to 

undermine the new, mostly black Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party at the 1964 

Democratic National Convention in its credentials dispute with the segregationist wing of 

the state’s party. At that time, putting on the public show of party unity needed to win the 

election against the anti-civil rights Goldwater was deemed more important than the 

MFDP’s particular grievances. The black delegation was seated four years later, 

however.252 As the war escalated, and riots and increasing crime beset major American 

cities, regime managers had to contend with a war that was itself damaging the regime 

from the inside and from the outside, as well as public demands to elevate law and order 

issues to the top of the American political agenda. Crime, riots and Vietnam arguably 

compromised an even more pro-active effort to achieve racial integration, as the regime 

came under attack from all sides. For example, when the Kerner Commission’s report on 

inner city riots came out, in large part blaming white racism for the problem, the report 

was generally ignored by regime managers.253 A lot was accomplished in the civil rights 

arena during the Johnson Administration, more than had been done in all previous 

252 . Wilkins, pp. 304-06. 
253 . Califano, pp. 260-62; Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, New York: 
Dutton, 1968.
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presidential administrations, so additional action would just have to be left to future 

regime managers.  

CONCLUSION: TOWARD A CIVIL RIGHTS REGIME

By the late 1960’s, the New Deal regime was unequivocally positioned in support 

of government protection of racial equality. Subsequent regime-affiliated presidential 

candidates would never again be able to straddle the civil rights issue as Stevenson had 

done. Unambiguous support was expected from black voters, civil rights leaders and 

white liberals. That future regime managers in the executive branch would support 

rigorous enforcement of existing laws and court orders was no longer in question. 

Mainstream civil rights leaders, mostly representing black voters, also earned a place as 

major contributors in the making and implementation of regime policies, as well as in the 

formulation of the regime’s political strategies.   

Regime managers in the Johnson Administration sought to reach the hard core, 

inner city poor through innovative War on Poverty programs. In doing so, they re-

directed, but did not repudiate, the existing regime’s commitment to using the machinery 

of the federal government to use social welfare programs on behalf of the disadvantaged. 

The civil rights movement transformed the regime’s soft support for the principle of 

racial equality into a core policy commitment. Whereas regime managers sought to use 

the War on Poverty programs to reach Americans who were economically left behind by 

the New Deal, affirmative support for racial equality politically empowered a 

constituency of proven regime loyalists. In asserting an unequivocal stance in favor 

government protection of racial equality, regime managers rectified their unfulfilled 
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ideological condemnation of racial segregation. In the past, when regime managers 

acquiesced in racial segregation, they did so not because racism was a core policy 

commitment, but rather, because economic and foreign policy commitments took 

precedence over civil rights issues.  In abandoning a generation of compromises with 

segregationists made in the name of political pragmatism, regime managers reconciled 

the regime’s historic commitment to economic justice with a commitment to racial 

justice. White Southern Democrats, of course, translated orthodox New Deal regime 

principles differently, as I will discuss in Chapter Seven.         

Would outright affirmative support for government protection of racial equality 

serve as a catalyst for additional political movements and causes to influence the New 

Deal regime? Regime managers had to contend with not only Republican opposition, but 

also attacks from left. Indeed, once the regime was out of the White House, with fewer 

custodial responsibilities of regime management, activists on the political left were in an 

even better position to push the regime even further toward new goals.           
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Chapter Six: Between Confrontation and Conciliation: A New Left 
Turn for the New Deal Regime?

THE NEW LEFT AS AN AGENT OF CHANGE

The New Deal regime was founded in the 1930’s as an alliance of economic 

liberals, organized labor, the white South and urban communities. By the early 1970’s, 

regime managers had reshaped an existing regime to reflect principles of racial equality, 

alongside traditional commitments to using the federal government as an agent of 

economic justice. As vague old commitments to civil rights were suddenly elevated into 

major priorities for regime managers, the status of the white South within the regime 

diminished accordingly. 

But civil rights issues do not tell us the entire story of the New Deal regime’s 

midlife reconstruction. It would be easy to dismiss the New Left as little more than the 

political “noise” of a turbulent era, having little effect on policymakers. Other works on 

American regime politics have either spoken dismissively of the New Left’s role, or 

neglected it all together.254 This chapter makes a different argument, suggesting that the 

New Left also served as a catalyst for internal change within the governing regime. The 

New Left helped to reshape the coalitional bases of the traditional New Deal regime, 

254 . For example, Ackerman (1991) generally dismisses New Left movements under his framework of 
“failed constitutional moments”, pp. 111-13. Skowronek (1997) gives insufficient attention to the role of 
the New Left in facilitating Johnson’s “articulation” of the New Deal regime pp. 325-60, while Lowi 
(1979) is primarily concerned with professional interest groups and their relationships with government 
agencies. 
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along with the translation of the regime’s ideologies into policy commitments. Regime 

managers were forced to respond to the militancy of anti-war, “Black Power” and other 

social movements of that era. Regime managers openly worried about the appeal of these 

movements to younger generations, as well as the impact of such movements on 

traditional formulas of governance. The ability of regime managers to respond to the 

demands of the New Left were limited by New Leftists’ hostility to centralized structures 

of authority, as well as the hostility of the regime’s primary coalition partners toward the 

tactics of the New Left. 

Regime managers, however, were unable to adopt a strategy of full scale 

confrontation with the New Left. At times, regime managers confronted, and at times 

they accommodated. By 1968, prospective Democratic presidential candidates were 

forced to contend within a political universe that was deeply influenced by the New Left. 

In large part, this was because New Left movements often originated as spin-offs from 

regime-affiliated groups.255 Hence it was easier for the regime’s adversaries to promote 

themselves as clear opponents of what the New Left represented.

The Objective

The New Deal regime of the 1930’s executed a successful consolidation of 

several strands of Old Left economic ideologies. The early architects of the regime fused 

elements of Populism, Progressivism and farmer/labor movements, all of which 

255 . Maurice Isserman, If I Had a Hammer: The Death of the Old Left and the Birth of the New Left, 
Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1989. The author argues that, contrary to popular assumptions, 
the early American New Left had close ideological roots with the Old Left.
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experienced periods of fleeting success during the previous Republican regime. For all of 

their differences, however, these movements were primarily directed toward economic 

and political reforms: anti-trust legislation, banking regulation, maximum hours and 

minimum wage laws, relief for indebted farmers, civil service reform and greater 

democratic accountability through primary elections, referenda, voter initiative and the 

recall. These movements forced regime managers to respond, either through direct 

confrontation with the movement leaders, or by finding ways to incorporate the 

movements’ issue agendas into the regime’s set of policy commitments. 

The argument presented here suggests that the New Deal regime functioned in a 

similar way during the critical period between 1964 and 1972. Governing regimes have to 

deal with activist movements, including movements that are perceived as “radical”. 

Regime managers in this era struggled to reconcile the Old Left economic commitments 

of the regime along with the commitments of the New Left’s insurgent activists. On the 

one hand, regime managers sought to distance themselves from politically unappealing 

New Left activists and rabble rousers, while still addressing the activists’ most pressing 

policy concerns. Through a dual strategy of confrontation and accommodation, regime 

managers sought to assimilate the New Left’s concerns, marginalize its most radical 

leaders and make coalition partners out of the young idealistic liberals who were most 

attracted to New Left activism. The end result was a regime that, by the 1970’s, 

integrated many of the New Left’s policy commitments into the traditional economic 

commitments of the New Deal regime. Emphasis shifted to post-materialist concerns, 

though most New Deal economic commitments remained intact. 
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Whereas the Old Left is categorized as representing political movements for 

economic equality and justice, the New Left categorizes political movements that stress 

social justice, world peace, personal fulfillment and anti-authoritarianism. Examples 

included anti-war activism, black militancy, environmentalism and a resurgent feminism. 

New Left organizations had few overt allies in actual positions of governmental power, 

and as a general rule they mostly abjured traditional channels of two-party politics in 

favor of street activism. The New Left challenged not only traditional structures of 

economic hierarchy, but also challenged traditional arrangements of social hierarchy as 

well. The New Left would be more anti-authoritarian than the Old Left, attacking the 

democratic legitimacy and moral authority of the institutions built by the regime. The 

New Left assaulted structures of authority very differently from the New Deal liberals of 

the previous generation, whether the target was the military establishment, the 

universities, the regime’s tolerance of racial discrimination, or the larger popular culture.  

The objective here will be to show how the New Left was a catalyst for the 

reshaping and redirecting of the New Deal regime’s policy commitments. The previous 

chapter discussed the evolution of civil rights activists from secondary to primary 

coalition partners within the regime. This chapter seeks to evaluate how political forces 

that have even more tenuous ties to the governing regime can force regime managers to 

establish new policy commitments and  re-prioritize existing commitments. On the one 

hand, the New Left represented an outside assault on the policies and practices of the 

New Deal regime. Activists denounced regime managers—and their Republican 

opponents—as agents of bigotry, conformity, mechanization, militarism and materialism. 

The challenge for regime managers was to address the concerns of the predominant 
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factions of the New Left, while still maintaining the identity of a labor-liberal New Deal 

regime that would hold together at least the bare minimum needed for national electoral 

victories.

There are many movements and organizations with competing agendas and 

differing tactics that could be fairly categorized as affiliated with the “New Left”. There 

is obviously not the time in this project to put them all under the microscope. Hence, I 

will be concerned primarily with New Left movements that fit into two major defining 

categories. The first is the Student Left, which was rooted on college campuses through 

the activism of idealistic college students and the intellectual leadership of academicians 

such as Noam Chomsky, Howard Zinn and Herbert Marcuse. Civil rights, and opposition 

to the Vietnam War were major galvanizing issues for the Student Left, but activism on 

these issues also spawned other movements that drew heavily from the younger 

generation. Women’s liberation movements grew out of campus-oriented New Left 

movements, many of which remained under the tight leadership of men.256

Environmentalist movements flourished after the 1970 Earth Day festival generated an 

outpouring of activism from college campuses. In addition, student led demonstrations 

and acts of overt resistance to authority figures increasingly demanded the attention of 

regime managers, and the Nixon Administration that followed. 

As it concerns the Student Left, this chapter’s main emphasis will be on the 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), as the best example of a national, well-

organized New Left student organization that was involved in a wide range of issues, 
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including civil rights, draft resistance, opposition to the Vietnam War, economic justice 

and greater student participation in college and university administrations. Because of 

this, SDS’s comprehensive political strategy provides a valuable insight as to the broader 

interaction between the New Left and the governing regime. This chapter seeks to 

examine how SDS challenged the governing New Deal regime as a leftist reaction against 

established formulas of government, and in turn how regime managers responded to SDS 

activities through a dual strategy of confrontation and accommodation. Was the SDS’s 

vision for America compatible with the orthodox principles of the New Deal regime? Did 

SDS’s values represent an overt attack on the regime? To answer these questions, I will 

examine SDS manifestos and landmark speeches of prominent SDS leaders (who speak 

on behalf of the organization) up to the organization’s fracture and descent into splinter 

groups in June of 1969. 257 Because of its rich use of primary sources, the authoritative 

history of SDS will also be used to examine the ideology of the organization.258

The second category concerns the role of black militant movements as a catalyst 

that forced regime managers to act. The appeal to angry young black Americans from 

organizations that shunned the integrationist approach of established civil rights groups 

greatly worried regime managers and demanded their attention, lest they lose an 

important regime coalition partner. The primary emphasis here will be on the Black 

Panther Party, as the best example of a national, activist group that advocated “black 

power”, opposed compromise with the white political establishment and rejected the 

256 . On the birth of modern women’s movements out of the sexism of New Left movements see Sara 
Evans, Personal Politics: The Roots of Women's Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New 
Left, New York: Random House, Inc., 1979. 
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pacifist approach of established civil rights organizations. Like SDS, the Panthers took 

stances on a wide range of political issues, and often got involved in mainstream political 

activities. How did the Panthers indict the principles and practices of the New Deal 

regime? Could the Panthers’ principles be made compatible with the regime’s policy 

commitments? To answer these questions, I will examine a sampling of manifestos and 

publications of the organization, as well as the writings of famous national Panther 

leaders that articulate the principles of the organization.259

Then I will examine the response of regime managers, who sought to limit the 

influence of “black power” movements through policy commitments that went beyond 

civil rights legislation. At the same time, however, regime managers sought to understand 

the sources of frustration that drove many black Americans to join organizations like the 

Black Panthers. On issues like the draft, regime managers pursued a good cop-bad cop 

approach concerning the New Left. The Johnson Administration’s draft reforms and 

responses to draft resistance activities of 1967-68 will be examined to show how regime 

managers alternated between accommodation and confrontation. This issue will be 

looked at because of its relationship with the anti-war movement, which was such an 

organizing principle of so much New Left activism.   

Regime managers were careful in their denunciations of the New Left, lest the 

regime alienate potential supporters that they hoped to court among young people and 

members of minority groups. Under the surface, however, a more aggressive campaign of 

257 . Such groups included the violent Weather Underground, Worker Student Alliance and the 
Revolutionary Youth Movement II.  
258 . Kirkpatrick Sale, SDS: Ten Years Towards a Revolution. New York: Vintage Books, 1974.
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surveillance and sabotage was being conducted with the approval of regime managers. To 

examine how the regime confronted the New Left, I will examine the US Senate Report 

of the “Church Committee” of the mid-1970’s.This Senate committee investigated 

alleged abuses of government agencies, most of which targeted groups on the political 

left. I will be concerned with the surveillance and sabotage activities of the federal 

government that were targeted against SDS and the Black Panthers between 1964 and 

early 1969, when the regime controlled the reigns of the government’s executive branch. 

Finally, I will close the chapter with some conclusions about what the New Left’s 

influence on the New Deal regime during this era says more generally about the evolution 

of American political regimes.     

SDS: ATTACKING THE UN-DEMOCRATIC DEMOCRATIC REGIME

Disparate as the New Left was, the Students for a Democratic Society embodied 

the comprehensive spirit of the new activists, their critiques of the governing regime and 

their tactics of political resistance. It was not a single issue interest group, although it 

became well-known for its anti-war and anti-draft activism.260 The group was also 

involved in civil rights and anti-poverty activism, as well as efforts to bring democratic 

and curriculum reforms to college campuses. SDS organizers envisioned a new era of 

259 .  Philip S. Foner, ed. The Black Panthers Speak, Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co., 1970; G. Louis 
Heath, ed. The Black Panther Leaders Speak, Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1976. 
260 . On the media depiction of SDS, see Todd Gitlin, The Whole World is Watching: Mass Media in the 
Making and Unmaking of the New Left, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2003. On the anti-
draft movement in the Boston area, see Michael S. Foley, Confronting the War Machine: Draft Resistance 
During the Vietnam War, Chapel Hill, NC; University of North Carolina Press, 2003. 
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progressive reform through an alliance of young people, non-whites and the working 

classes.

The organization’s history can be traced as far back as a 1960 meeting in Ann 

Arbor, Michigan in 1960. SDS was formed under the leadership of Robert Alan Haber, as 

a spin-off group from the League of Industrial Democracy, an old socialist organization 

that remained staunchly anti-communist in the 1960’s. SDS’s comprehensive statement 

of principles and issue positions came in the form of the Port Huron Statement, drafted at 

the group’s 1962 annual convention, along with a formal constitution. While the 

manifesto denounced communism and the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union, it also 

attacked the New Deal regime quite pointedly, especially with regard to the regime’s 

deference to Southern Democrats on civil rights and the regime’s Cold War militarism. 

At the same time, the manifesto, which was referenced earlier, was less anti-

establishment than subsequent SDS platforms or addresses by SDS leaders. While the 

statement of 1962 called for a substantial re-commitment to an agenda of liberal reform, 

it did not call for the displacement of the two major political parties or declare American 

constitutional government to be illegitimate. Indeed, the Port Huron Statement explicitly 

advocates a two party system as being necessary for the “ideals of political democracy”. 

The SDS’s manifesto called for conditions that would precipitate an electoral 

realignment, as it foresaw a rising liberalism on social issues within the Democratic Party 

and an ascendant Republican Party in the South. “It is somewhat to the interests of the 

United States that such a movement should be a public constituency pointed toward 

realignment of the political parties, demanding a conservative Republican Party in the 
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South and an exclusion of the ‘leftist’ elements of the national GOP.” 261 The nation’s 

best interests would be served by the regime stressing its differences with its Republican 

opposition, through a true two party system that emphasized major rifts between the 

parties on civil rights, foreign policy and other domestic issues. Consensus and 

compromise often stifled needed social reforms, confused voters and diminished the 

regime’s moral authority to govern. SDS charged the New Deal regime of the early 

1960’s with being more concerned about the task of regime management, rather than the 

reformist spirit that brought it to power in the first place. On the eve of the internal 

reconstruction of the New Deal regime, SDS nonetheless still regarded the regime’s 

authority to be legitimate, albeit flawed and misdirected: problems with civil rights and 

foreign policy could and should be solved through the regime’s governing apparatus and 

the two party system; social and economic reforms should be brought up to date with the 

regime’s commitment to using the power of government to improve human welfare.       

 That all changed as the SDS became the leading voice of the Student Left in the 

1960’s. In December of 1964, membership in SDS stood at about 2,500. By November of 

1968, membership had grown to at least 80,000.262 While the Port Huron Statement of 

1962 sounds very much like the rhetoric of a secondary coalition partner, subsequent 

manifestos and major speeches by SDS leaders represented a more dramatic assault on 

the regime’s legitimacy to govern—indeed, upon the entire legitimacy of American 

constitutional government. As far as SDS was concerned, the regime was no longer an 

acceptable vehicle through which to achieve social reform and world peace. An 

261 . Students for a Democratic Society, Port Huron Manifesto, Port Huron, Michigan, June 11-15, 1962. 
262 . Sale, pp. 663-64. 
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organizing pamphlet of November, 1967 argued that “much of the anti-war movement, 

regardless of rhetoric, seems predicated on the assumption that existing power is 

legitimate and that the regular channels of political opposition are sufficient to end the 

war.”263

For example, when it came to draft resistance, the SDS urged its mostly student 

members to avoid complicity with the draft system through obtaining college deferments, 

because doing so would be an acknowledgement of government’s right to conscript 

young men. It would constitute acceptance of the regime’s basic assumptions of the Cold 

War domestic state. After a period of reluctance and inconsistent anti-draft activism, SDS 

leaders fully committed the organization to draft resistance at a national meeting in 

December of 1966. SDS then became a willing partner in draft resistance activities, 

urging college men to publicly return their draft cards to the federal government, or in 

some cases to burn them.264

As for the war itself, it was the catalyst that destroyed any possible alliance 

between SDS and the regime managers. As SDS National Secretary Paul Booth noted, 

“we volunteer to help the Peace Corps learn…how to energize the hungry and desperate 

and defeated of the world…[and we] serve in hospitals and schools in the slums, in the 

Job Corps and VISTA, in the new Teachers Corps”, but until regime managers brought 

the war to an end, a truly participatory democracy would never be a reality, and the 

263 . SDS Guide to Community Organizing, “We’ve got to Reach our own People”, The Movement Press: 
San Francisco, CA, May, 1968; document can also be found at: 
http://archive.lib.msu.edu/AFS/dmc/radicalism/public/all/dontmournorganize/AEW.pdf?CFID=1198064&
CFTOKEN=74773682. 
264 . Sale, pp. 311-16; On the October 16, 1967 National Draft Card turn-in see, Foley, pp. 76-109. 
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organization would be committed to an agenda of resistance.265 SDS spokespersons 

indicted not only the specific war in Indochina, but also the entire foundations of Cold 

War era foreign policy. The Cold War was simply code for imperialism. They charged 

that anti-communism was used to stifle domestic political dissent, to red-bait leftist or 

civil rights organizations, and to maintain a political climate of fear, so as to justify 

militarism. Hysterical anti-communism was also used as a cynical tool by power brokers 

to preclude a political alliance of working class and non-white Americans. Indeed, 

freedom at home could not exist for long in a nation on a permanent war footing, which 

the Cold War demanded. SDS president Paul Potter summed up the organization’s 

critique in a famous speech at an anti-war rally in April, 1965:

What in fact has the war done for freedom in America? It has led to even more 
vigorous governmental efforts to control information, manipulate the press and 
pressure and persuade the public through distorted or downright dishonest 
documents such as the White Paper on Vietnam. It has led to the confiscation of 
films and other anti-war material and the vigorous harassment by the FBI of some 
of the people who have been most outspokenly active in their criticism of the war. 
As the war escalates and the administration seeks more actively to gain support 
for any initiative it may choose to take, there has been the beginnings of a war 
psychology unlike anything that has burdened this country since the 1950s.266

SDS’s next president, Carl Ogelsby, indicted the Vietnam War as part of a 

“corporate liberalism” that perverted the regime’s humanitarian credentials to serve the 

needs of an economic elite. Specifically denouncing liberal Democrats from Truman to 

Johnson for being the architects of Cold War foreign policy, Oglesby attacked a whole 

generation of regime managers for asserting an ideological kinship between domestic 

265 . Sale, pp. 233-34, statement of SDS National Secretary Paul Booth at a Washington, D.C. press 
conference, October 20, 1965; sometimes called the “Build, not Burn” speech.  
266 . Naming The System, speech of SDS President Paul Potter at Washington, D.C. rally, April 17, 1965, 
http://actiontendency.net/NLN/sds_wuo/sds_documents/paul_potter.html.   
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liberalism and military intervention in the name of anti-communism. From the overthrow 

of Mossadegh in Iran, to the Bay of Pigs in Cuba, to Indochina, “the anti-communist 

ideology merely tries to disguise it so that things may stay the way they are. Thus, it 

depicts our presence in other lands not as a coercion, but a protection. It allows us to even 

say that the napalm in Vietnam is only another aspect of our humanitarian love.”267

On civil rights issues, SDS attempted to build an alliance with militant 

organizations that promoted “black power” and rejected accommodation with the New 

Deal regime managers. SDS sought to merge the revolutionary fervor of the group’s 

activism with black power movements, so as to begin building the foundations of a 

powerful political alliance of young people, poor people and non-whites. In April, 1968, 

the SDS National Council approved a resolution calling for a commitment to “black 

liberation” to move “the white population into a position of rebellion which joins the 

black struggle for liberation to make the American revolution.”268

The reality, however, was different. An anti-regime alliance between black power 

movements and SDS never materialized to any serious degree. The previous year, a 

convention made up of white student radicals and various black power groups imploded, 

producing little more than bickering and hard feelings.269 Black power advocates 

distrusted the white radicals, and feared white co-option of their movement, in much the 

same way that they saw the mainstream civil rights movement as a vehicle for ambitious 

267 . Sale, pp. 242-44; Let Us Shape the Future, speech of SDS President Charles Oglesby at Washington 
D.C. rally, November 27, 1965. The full speech can also be found at:  
http://actiontendency.net/NLN/sds_wuo/sds_documents/oglesby_future.html. 
268 . Ibid, pp. 418-19; resolution adopted at the National Council meeting, March 29-31, 1968; New Left 
Notes, April 8, 1968. 
269 . Irwin Unger, The Movement: A History of the American New Left, 1959-1972, New York: Dodd, 
Mead & Co., 1975, pp. 137-38. 
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liberal white politicians. Black power organizations would work with whites on their own 

terms, if they even chose to do so at all. Other SDS members argued that public 

affirmations of solidarity with black militants were nothing more than a reflection of 

liberal white guilt. Shortly before SDS’s dissolution, its National Council adopted a 

resolution in the spring of 1969 declaring its support for the Black Panther Party’s 

revolutionary goals. 270 In any event, SDS ceased to be a major force within the New Left 

community after the group splintered at its annual convention in June, 1969. 

Similar to black power organizations, which will be addressed shortly, SDS 

organizers feared that their issues and organizational tactics would be co-opted by 

establishment liberal politicians. The 1968 presidential campaigns of Eugene McCarthy 

and Robert F. Kennedy certainly energized many young, idealistic people to play an 

active part in the political system, and to play it within the dominant regime at that. 

Looking ahead to the upcoming Democratic National Convention in Chicago that year, 

SDS activists wanted people demonstrating against the war and the political system that 

made the war possible, not lobbying power brokers within the regime to win the 

presidential nomination for their respective candidate. For SDS activists, these two 

candidates were still wedded to the tenets of New Deal regime ideology, particularly 

when it came to foreign policy. Kennedy and McCarthy may have articulated an 

opposition to the Vietnam War, but they still supported the basic framework of Cold War 

foreign policy. Indeed, Kennedy was part of a powerful political family with deep roots 

within the dominant regime. That summer, SDS sent members to the Chicago 

270 . Sale, pp. 419-20; Foner, ed., 1970, pp. 225-29. 
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convention, not only to demonstrate against the war, but also to “educate” the young 

activists working on behalf of Senator McCarthy’s bid for the Democratic nomination. 

“We reject your candidate,” SDS told McCarthy supporters in an open letter, “because all 

he can do is make statements, a figurehead, mouthpiece, manipulated, just like the other 

candidates, by those who really hold power and make decisions…electoral politics 

provides a chance for different styles of carrying out what we call imperialism.”271

McCarthy, or any other Democratic presidential candidate for that matter, could only be a 

captive manager of an illegitimate regime, rather than a pro-active force for positive 

social change.

 Being absorbed into the New Deal regime, or into the mainstream of 

contemporary two party politics would only dilute the revolutionary thrust of SDS’s 

commitments. It would also confirm the governing legitimacy of the regime’s foreign 

policy principles and its mechanized, top-down administrative approach to social welfare 

and economic policy. Rather, the SDS hoped to draw from the New Deal regime the 

building blocks of a new reformist coalition. Young white liberals, non-whites and 

politically unorganized poor people could not be mobilized into a cohesive force for 

progressive social change so long as they continued to submit to the political leadership 

of regime managers whose organizing principles of government were shaped by the 

domestic and international order of the 1930’s and 1940’s. 

What made the SDS’s relationship with the regime different than the secondary 

coalition partners’ relationship with the regime? After all, civil rights activists, including 

271 . Unger, pp. 140-41; Sale, pp. 414-15, 450, 474; “Message to Fellow Students Working for McCarthy”, 
distributed to McCarthy supporters during the week of the 1968 Democratic National Convention Chicago.
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conservative groups like the NAACP, continued to make civil disobedience a major part 

of their political strategy, even as they were being welcomed into the corridors of power 

of the Johnson White House. Civil rights organizations also intensified their opposition to 

the war in the final two years of the Johnson presidency. 

Two differences can be identified. First, unlike secondary coalition partners, 

however, the SDS had no real stake in the New Deal regime. While many rank and file 

SDS members did participate in Great Society programs like VISTA, Job Corps and 

Community Action, the group had virtually no political allies in positions of official 

power, nor did SDS seek them. Civil rights groups, on the other hand, represented black 

voters that had invested a generation of political support in the Democratic Party’s liberal 

wing. For secondary coalition partners, second-class citizenship is still citizenship, and it 

would seem reasonable to expect that they would first work to elevate their status within 

the governing regime that actually had the power to make and administer laws, rather 

than seeking to topple the regime all together. Limited as it was, civil rights organizations 

had political capital to use, and a growing chorus of sympathetic voices from northern 

white liberals, big city mayors and even organized labor. Civil rights groups still needed 

to use civil disobedience as part of a comprehensive strategy, and to articulate the gravity 

of their issue agenda, but only as one tool in a larger political arsenal that included 

political accommodation with increasingly sympathetic regime managers. 

Second, SDS represented a generational group with little or no historical memory 

of the New Deal regime’s formative years. The Great Depression and World War II were 

not formative experiences for the new young activists. Far fewer young people would be 

inclined to associate the regime with the protection of national survival, which as Chapter 
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Three discussed, is so important to establishing a regime’s legitimacy. On the contrary, 

SDS’s organizing principles assumed that the United States and its governing regime 

were the greatest threats to domestic and world peace. The regime’s reformist credentials 

were from a bygone era, representing obsolete commitments and lacking moral authority 

because of the regime’s support for militarism, imperialism and tolerance of Southern

racism. This phenomena increased as larger waves of young people from the Baby Boom 

generation began to enroll in colleges and universities in the mid-1960’s.

THE BLACK PANTHERS, BLACK POWER AND THE NEW DEAL REGIME

While regime managers sometimes had serious disagreements with mainstream 

civil rights groups, black militant organizations represented a threat to the regime’s 

blossoming relationship with the civil rights community in the late 1960’s and early 

1970’s. Through their charismatic leaders, militant organizations had the potential to 

influence millions of young black Americans who felt un-represented by the established 

civil rights groups. Various black power activists targeted their message to black 

Americans, who on a daily basis, faced poverty, police brutality, deteriorating inner city 

conditions, discrimination and lack of economic opportunity. For regime managers, these 

movements had the potential to either radicalize the civil rights movement (which 

actually happened to SNCC and CORE), or fracture an increasingly important electoral 

coalition for the regime. 

The term “Black Power” seems to have originated with Stokely Carmichael of 

SNCC in the summer of 1966. “It is real that black people can come together and start 

determining for their lives how they’re going to live and controlling their economic and 
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political lives,” he said. Dan Watts, publisher of the radical magazine, “Liberator”, had 

harsh words for leaders of the mainstream civil rights movement:

I feel that at this juncture, because over a period of a hundred years the white 
establishment has built a barrier between the white power structure and the black 
community, this barrier being a well consisting of neurotic white liberals and their 
house niggers that they draw from the community with their various lame-brain 
schemes to integrate us...Roy Wilkins. Your Martin Luther Kings. Your Whitney 
Youngs. They do not represent the aspirations of the brother who is standing out 
there on [Harlem’s] 125th Street and Lenox Avenue now, who doesn’t even have 
two coins to rub together.

He urged white liberals to keep their “civil rights...and give me money and power 

instead.” 272

Different black power movements shared some common characteristics, though 

they did not always agree upon tactics or the usefulness of political relationships with 

whites. In general, black power movements stressed a more explicit emphasis on racial 

pride and ancestral African heritage, including demands that universities establish 

African-American studies programs. Instead of celebrating American history and 

glorifying the Founding Fathers, black power advocates were unapologetic in their 

denunciations of the United States as being founded upon racist principles. They 

demanded that the federal government at least live up to the principles of the 

Constitution, although they more commonly denounced the Constitution as illegitimate 

all together. Black power advocates rejected the premise of American constitutional 

government as being built upon a foundation that did not have a place for black 

Americans. Black power advocates also sometimes promoted a contradictory message 

when it came to capitalism. On the one hand they would stress the importance of 
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economic empowerment of black communities, urging blacks to become producers and 

business owners, even as they denounced capitalism for being inherently discriminatory 

and oppressive. Non-violent protest and resistance, a trademark of Martin Luther King’s 

approach to activism, should be abandoned if self-defense should become necessary. 

Finally, to whatever extent black power organizations formed political alliances with 

whites, it should only be done on the terms of the black organizations.273

Black power organizations included separatist groups like the Nation of Islam, 

which once had Malcolm X as its leading spokesman. CORE and SNCC also embraced 

black power ideology for a time, and even established civil rights organizations had 

factions of younger activists who were sympathetic with black power movements and 

tactics.  

During its existence, the Black Panther Party represented the major strains of 

thought that defined black power movements. Founded by Bobby Seale and Huey 

Newton in October of 1966 in Oakland, California, the Panthers spread throughout 

California and the rest of the country over the next two years. There were chapters in 28 

cities by June of 1970. The Panthers extended principles of black power beyond political 

activism into social service functions. The Panthers operated a very efficient school 

breakfast program, administered a sickle-cell anemia testing program and sponsored 

classes on self-defense, first aid and drug rehabilitation. In addition, the group sponsored 

classes to inform welfare recipients and renters of their legal rights, and tailed police car 

272 . Transcript of CBS program, “Black Power, White Backlash”, New York: CBS News, 9/27/66, Office 
Files: Fred Panzer, Negroes--Black Power, Box 387, LBJL. 
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patrols to document any possible incidents of police brutality. Where it was legal, 

members sometimes carried guns for protection, prompting calls for gun control 

legislation in California, which the Panthers denounced as racist. Unlike SNCC or 

CORE, it did not have roots in mainstream civil rights organizations, although the 

Panthers sometimes worked with SNCC. The Panthers stressed racial pride and rejected 

the subordinate role of black civil rights activists who worked within the political system 

to achieve their goals. Still, it was not a black separatist organization, as it sometimes 

formed alliances with student radical organizations. Nor was it entirely hostile to 

electoral politics, in contrast to SDS. Black Panther Information Minister Eldridge 

Cleaver ran for president in 1968 on the ticket of the mostly white California-based Peace 

and Freedom Party. The party formed somewhat of an alliance with the Panthers, 

nominating two other Panther leaders as candidates for State Assembly and the House of 

Representatives that same year. Also, in 1973, co-founder Bobby Seale ran a very 

credible campaign for Mayor of Oakland.274

As they were founding the Black Panther Party, Newton and Seale also produced 

the group’s famous Ten Point Platform, which functioned as the Panthers’ official 

political platform. After periodically meeting with residents of Oakland ghettos to hear 

their grievances, Newton and Seale produced the platform. The Ten Point Platform 

asserted that black people will not be free until they “are able to determine their own 

destiny”. Its platform called for government sponsored full employment programs and 

273 . On the ideology of Black Power see, George Breitman, “In Defense of Black Power”, International 
Socialist Review, Jan-Feb, 1967. Item can also be found at:  
http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/document/swp-us/bpower.htm. 
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payment of reparations for decades of slavery and segregation. It also called for 

government to provide decent housing for blacks, free from the control of white 

landlords, and an educational system that acknowledged the historical role of black 

Americans and the nation’s persecution of them. For the Panthers, opposition to the 

Vietnam War was part of a larger, worldwide struggle of non-white peoples against white 

imperialism. In point number six, the platform called for black men to be exempted from 

military service. “We will not fight and kill other people of color in the world who, like 

black people, are being victimized by the white racist government of America.” The 

platform then called for an end to police brutality, openly urging blacks to carry weapons 

for self-defense, as well as freedom for all black men being held in the nation’s jails, 

“because they have not received a fair and impartial trial.” Panthers then called for jury 

trials to be held in accordance with what they viewed as the true spirit of the Fourteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution. Black persons accused of committing crimes should be 

judged by a jury “from the black community from which the black defendant came”. 

Finally, the platform called for something like a national constitutional convention of 

black Americans to determine “the will of black people as to their national destiny”. This 

plank was followed by language from the Declaration of Independence, asserting the 

natural rights of persons to form a new government after “a long train of abuses of 

power” have been committed by their existing government.275

The Ten Point Platform made no distinction between the twentieth century 

practices of the New Deal regime and past practices of racial oppression of black 

274 . Foner, ed., pp. x-xxix. For a listing of Black Panther chapters see, Heath, ed., 1976, pp. 6-7, 90. Future 
Chairwoman Elaine Brown also ran for a seat on the Oakland City Council that year. 
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Americans. In addition, the regime’s commitment to civil rights legislation was ignored. 

The governing regime was simply the custodian of a racist system of constitutional 

government. At the same time, there was an implicit acknowledgement that American 

constitutional government could be made to work for black Americans if blacks were 

assertive in claiming their rights, and if white politicians acknowledged the reality of 

hundreds of years of institutionalized racism. The platform’s invocation of the Second 

Amendment right to bear arms, and the Fourteenth Amendment rights to due process of 

law suggested that the Panthers believed the Constitution could be useful political tool of 

resistance. If not, separation and/or armed resistance should be considered.  

While the Panthers continued their social service functions, Panther rhetoric and 

demands in subsequent years increasingly stressed resistance and the illegitimacy of 

existing channels of political access. Johnson’s Great Society programs were just part of 

a long pattern of empty promises that gave blacks the illusion of empowerment.276 In 

April of 1970, Minister of Culture, Emory Douglas, wrote that “the only way to make this 

racist U.S. government administer justice to the people who it is oppressing, is through 

the resistance of those people. By taking up arms…killing the officials of the government 

until the reactionary forces in America…are dead.”277 In a “message to America”, the 

Panthers called for a “Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention” to be held in 

Philadelphia in September of 1970. Asserting that the Constitution  gave black people 

“no future within the present structure of power and authority in the United States”, 

275 . “What we Want, What we Believe”, in Foner, ed. pp. 2-4. 
276 . Ibid., pp. 78-80, “The Ten Point Platform and Program of the Black Panther Party”, Bobby Seale in 
The Black Panther, October 18, 1969.
277 . Heath, ed., p. xii, The Black Panther, April 25, 1970. 
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calling for a new constitution to be adopted in conjunction with “other oppressed ethnic 

groups, the youth of America, women, young men who are slaughtered as cannon fodder 

in mad, avaricious wars of aggression, [and] our neglected elderly people.”278

The Panthers did not seek partnership in the New Deal regime, and there is little 

evidence to suggest that they made any distinction at all between the regime and the 

federal government that they regarded as illegitimate and morally corrupt. When the 

Panthers did enter into the arena of electoral politics, it was outside of the regime, 

through a fringe third party that had no roots in the regime. At the height of their power, 

they established an impressive array of social service and community empowerment 

programs, which in black communities, rivaled the reach of the Johnson Administration’s 

Community Action Programs. As the organization began weakening throughout the 

1970’s due to internal divisions, and heavy infiltration by law enforcement agencies, 

some Panther leaders endorsed Democratic candidates for public office. For example, 

Huey Newton urged Panthers to support Shirley Chisholm’s bid for the 1972 Democratic 

presidential nomination.279 In such cases, however, the Panthers were acting more as 

outside interest group activists, rather than as reliable constituencies of the New Deal 

regime.  

278 . Foner, ed., pp.267-71, “Call for Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention”, June 19, 1970. 
279 . New York Times, April 28, 1972. In their last stronghold of Oakland, the Panthers also endorsed Ron 
Dellums, who was elected to US House of Representatives in 1970, as well as Lionel Wilson for the 
mayorship of Oakland in 1977, helping him to become the first black mayor of that city.  
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GOOD COP, BAD COP: THE REGIME MANAGERS RESPOND

The New Left was more than just a nuisance for regime managers. For regime 

managers to simply write of the activists as agitators and troublemakers would have been 

a grave mistake, although other coalition partners sometimes did so. The United Auto 

Workers denounced the Black Panthers as “racists who want to destroy the United 

States.”280 As the next chapter will discuss, George Wallace made attacks on the New 

Left as prominent in his campaign as his attacks on civil rights legislation.  

Regime managers had to reach out to disaffected black Americans and young 

students who might be persuaded to join the radical movements, lest the regime’s 

coalition of white liberals and blacks be shattered. The regime’s survival in future 

decades was also at risk because New Left movements were so attractive to a large 

number of young people. Hence, regime managers would have to reconstruct traditional 

programmatic approaches to civil rights and domestic policy. The challenge for them was 

to on the one hand reach out to a faction of activists who distrusted administrative 

authority and established interest groups, and at the same time marginalize the influence 

of the most vocal and militant activists. To satisfy culturally conservative, tradition-

minded coalition partners, regime managers also had to confront elements of the New 

Left. To maintain its legitimacy with middle-aged white working class voters and white 

Southerners, regime managers also had to position themselves as opponents of the New 

Left. Therefore, New Left activists who resisted the draft, participated in the 

counterculture and allegedly incited riots had to be confronted. After all, this was a 

280 . UAW Washington Report, 9/11/67.



220

regime that had established its legitimacy as a protector of order and discipline. 

Confrontation—repression, in some cases—would be a required part of the regime’s 

reconstruction project. In short, the regime had to maintain a good cop, bad cop approach.  

Accommodation

The philosophy of the Great Society that Johnson articulated in his famous 1964 

Commencement Address at the University of Michigan was in part a response to the 

concerns of the emerging movements of the New Left. Johnson’s speechwriter Richard 

Goodwin actually looked to the Port Huron Statement for inspiration in seeking an 

overarching theme to the speech. SDS was a less radical organization in 1964, but the 

willingness of Johnson’s speechwriter to hitch the philosophy of the Great Society to the 

founding principles of SDS indicated that regime managers hoped to absorb the emerging 

social movements of the 1960’s under the auspices of the regime’s new direction.     

As Chapter Four discussed, the Johnson Administration’s War on Poverty 

programs were in large part aimed at politically empowering hard-core poor people. 

Administrative power was delegated to local participants, often without consulting local 

government officials, with the intention of expanding the regime’s base of coalition 

partners to include the poorest Americans who were left behind by the New Deal of the 

1930’s. Even through it raised the suspicions of primary coalition partners, regime 

managers sought to bring into the regime the most marginalized, hard-core poor members 

of society. Successful courtship of these constituencies would presumably make New 

Left radicalism less appealing to these persons, and reduce the political effect of the New 

Left’s critique of regime managers. As I also discussed, when it came to programs like 
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the Community Action Program, regime managers at first were not terribly vigilant about 

preventing radical activists from taking advantage of government sponsorship of 

community activism. Participation restrictions were not implemented until pressure from 

Congress and local officials forced the Administration to make changes. 

War on Poverty programs just as often recruited the participation of middle class 

college students or other young people who might otherwise fall under the influence of 

charismatic New Left activists. In theory, programs like VISTA and the Teacher Corps 

would give idealistic young people a tangible sense of political empowerment, rather than 

looking for it through a group like SDS. Working closely with residents of poor 

communities, young people from middle class backgrounds could politically mobilize 

poor people through the filter of regime-affiliated programs.281 Many young people of the 

1930’s came of age through New Deal work relief programs like the NYA and the CCC, 

which helped to prevent them from slipping into a cycle of long-term destitution, poverty 

and political extremism. Their relationship with the governing regime was associated 

with employment and economic survival during hard times. In the 1960’s, regime 

managers hoped to court young people through programs that would activate their 

commitments to racial and social justice. Instead of coming of age politically through 

groups like SDS, young people would have the chance to do so under the regime’s 

auspices of “maximum feasible participation”.  

Other efforts were less successful. Draft resistance and inequities in the nation’s 

system of conscription also provided regime managers an opportunity to address the 

concerns of the New Left. The draft was a well-established domestic policy commitment 
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of the Cold War, and it was not especially controversial until the war became 

increasingly unpopular. According to White House aide Joseph Califano, Johnson was 

deeply disturbed by gross inequities in the Selective Service System. Deferments were 

readily available for various occupations and almost every category of undergraduate and 

post-graduate student. Local draft boards were mostly unrepresentative of the 

communities in which they served. Draft resistance was a big part of the anti-war 

movement by 1967, and New Left critics charged that the draft was not only a form of 

slavery, but that it systematically disadvantaged the poor and non-white Americans.282

In response, Johnson challenged the authority of the Selective Service System’s 

powerful director, Lewis Hershey. He convened a National Advisory Commission in 

1967 to review SSS procedures and recommend reforms. He also saw to it that there was 

significant minority representation on the Commission. That same year, Johnson secured 

the appointment of a total of 226 black, Hispanic and Native American persons to serve 

on local draft boards. More minority appointments followed, as well as affirmative action 

requirements for local draft boards. Furthermore, Johnson eliminated most graduate 

school deferments in early 1968, along with marriage and fatherhood deferments. 

Congress rejected a proposal for a draft lottery. By reforming the draft, the regime 

managers could claim some degree of credibility on civil rights grounds (though civil 

rights groups intensified their opposition to the war anyway). Nor were New Left 

activists appeased, as the morality of the draft itself was not challenged by regime 

managers. Indeed, draft resistance intensified, along with the war, as Johnson’s reforms 

281 . Califano, p. 78. 
282.  Ibid., pp.196-203.
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actually increased the number of young, educated people eligible for conscription: the 

base of the New Left.283

The regime also made efforts to reach out to potential black militants, or at the 

very least, to understand the sources of black power movements in inner city ghettos. 

Seeking a more dramatic account of conditions in inner city ghettos, Johnson quietly sent 

presidential aides to visit ghettos in over a dozen major cities in 1967 and early 1968. 

Taking a low-profile approach, they met with local residents and listened to their 

grievances, even living in ghettos for a short period of time. Johnson aide Sherwin 

Markman’s summary report of the ghetto visits indicated that black ghettos were isolated 

from the rest of American society—similar to the findings of the Kerner Commission. 

Black power was a response to a climate of alienation in the ghettos. Surprisingly, 

Markman’s findings on the popularity of black power movements suggested that black 

power could be a source for positive action. He also argued that while some black power 

advocates sometimes used inflammatory rhetoric, there was nothing inherently violent 

about the principle of black power. “It is my judgment,” Markman told Johnson, “that the 

increased pride in race must inevitably lead to strong racial motivation for better social 

organization, better education, and better jobs. This motivation can, at least, serve the 

same purpose for Negroes as ethnic history has served for other minorities which have 

successfully made it in our society.”284 In response, Markman urged Johnson to target 

War on Poverty and civil rights programs to make inner city blacks an essential part of 

the Administration’s vision of a Great Society, lest ghettos become breeding grounds for 

283 . Ibid., pp. 196-97; Foley, pp. 60-61, 66; Califano to LBJ, 6/29/67, Califano Papers, Box 55, LBJL. The 
first draft lottery was held on December 1. 1969.  
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voices of extremism and riots. Johnson was apparently deeply influenced by these written 

reports of ghetto visits, and his decision to press forward with further civil rights and anti-

poverty legislation in 1968 can be partially be attributed to his reaction to this reports.285

Inside the Johnson Administration, worries about the influence of black militancy 

surfaced every time a particular issue or problem confronted black Americans. For 

example, when many black agricultural workers were losing their jobs and homes in the 

mid-1960’s due to reduced cotton allotments and new agricultural machinery, Attorney 

General Katzenbach warned Johnson that their plight could be “exploited by leftist 

elements of the civil rights movement”, and he urged Johnson to “deal with this problem 

expeditiously and directly through surplus food distribution, crash employment programs, 

and as many poverty programs as we can fund”.286 Regime managers also feared that 

black militants were catalysts for riots, which demanded renewed emphasis on urban 

renewal and civil rights legislation. Responding to a study on the condition of black 

Americans, Johnson aide Douglas Cater warned the president that “The Black 

Powerites… are able to take single pieces of data, blow them all out of proportion and 

trumpet the thesis that Things Are Terrible And Getting Worse. Among other bad effects, 

this idea feeds on itself, causing additional unrest.” Cater urged Johnson not to ignore 

284 . Markman to LBJ, 2/17/68, WHCF: We9, LBJL. 
285 . Paper delivered by Sidney M. Milkis, The Modern Presidency, Social Movements, and the 
Administrative State: Lyndon Johnson and the Civil Rights Movement, Conference on Political Action and 
Change: Leaders, Entrepreneurs, and Agents in American Political Development at Yale University, 
October 22-23, 2004., pp. 40-44; Oral History of  Sherwin J. Markman, Tape I, pp. 24-36, 5/21/69, LBJL. 
286 . Katzenbach to LBJ, 2/14/66, WHCF: STATES, EX:ST 24, Mississippi, Box 11, LBJL.
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continued problems in black communities in his speeches, and to “lay great stress on the 

problems as well as the progress.”287

Given what happened to CORE and SNCC, once understood as mainstream civil 

rights organizations, it was understandable that regime managers would fear the New 

Left’s influence upon mainstream civil rights organizations, and more generally, upon

black Americans.  

Confrontation

Because of the New Left’s hostility to traditional formulas of two-party politics 

and government, and because of the New Left’s appeal to young liberals and black 

Americans, regime managers also had to sometimes treat the New Left as opponents. 

While Republicans from Richard Nixon to Ronald Reagan sought to confront the New 

Left by associating the unpopular activists with the Democratic Party, New Deal regime 

managers sometimes had to confront the New Left to maintain an existing governing 

coalition. By publicly positioning the regime in opposition to the worst elements and 

most egregious offenses of New Left activists, regime managers could still maintain 

credibility as protectors of social order and discipline. 

In reality, the regime’s efforts to confront the New Left were not terribly 

successful. In many cases, New Left activists relished confrontation with regime 

managers, while regime managers, with the custodial responsibilities of carefully 

managing a governing coalition, were hardly enthusiastic for a fight. Confrontation was 

287 . Cater to LBJ, 8/11/67, Office Files: Douglass Cater, Memos to the President, August, 1967, Box 17, 
LBJL. 
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inconsistent and beset by legal and political constraints. Even when they resorted to 

subterfuge, regime managers often failed to undermine New Left activism by making 

New Left leaders into martyrs, thus making liberals more sympathetic with the New Left 

and their grievances. Tactical disagreements within the regime also produced a less than 

fully confrontational response to the New Left. 

Draft resistance was a good example of this problem for regime managers. Draft 

resisters wanted to pick a fight with the federal government and deliberately complicate 

its efforts to prosecute the war. On the other hand, by 1967-68, as the war was becoming 

more controversial in the country and more divisive within the regime, regime managers 

had to be careful in their efforts to confront the resisters. Even as the Johnson 

Administration was instituting reforms to the military draft, it also made a concerted 

effort to use the power of the federal government to not only punish draft resisters, but 

also to make a political example of the New Left activists who made draft resistance an 

integral part of the anti-war movement. Johnson was outraged after thousands of students 

either burned or returned their draft cards to the federal government on October 16, 1967. 

He demanded that the resisters be prosecuted by the Justice Department, and that 

prosecutors make a strong public showing of enforcement to deter future draft resisters. 

Attorney General Ramsey Clark urged a more cautious approach to prosecutions, and 

while he did seek the indictments of several prominent draft resisters, in many other cases 

he avoided bringing the full weight of the Justice Department down upon most rank and 
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file resisters. Clark, in fact, somewhat sympathized with resisters who were acting out of 

conscience. 288

Johnson also authorized other forms of confrontation of draft resisters. For a brief 

period of time after the draft card turn-in, the Selective Service experimented with a 

proposal to punish deferment-protected student draft resisters by reclassifying them to 1-

A status—available for military service. This action sparked a major national controversy 

and divisions within the Johnson Administration. Johnson even asked the FBI to 

investigate whether or not communists were involved in provoking the draft resistance 

movement. In addition, FBI agents were dispatched to conduct intimidating interviews 

with resisters, their families and their associates.289

In practice, however, prosecutions and punitive draft re-classifications were 

sporadic. Decisions about draft classifications were still mostly in the hands of local draft 

boards, whose loyalties to the regime varied throughout the country. Attorney General 

Clark angered other regime managers for his apparent reluctance to prosecute resisters en 

masse. As Foley (1997) argued, occasional prosecutions, harassment by FBI agents and 

punitive draft re-classifications were a source of consternation for the New Left, but such 

actions also intensified solidarity within anti-draft and anti-war organizations and 

enhanced the legitimacy of their efforts.290 Their activities were now serious enough that 

regime managers had to respond by using the machinery of the federal government. 

While the Johnson Administration’s attempted crackdown on draft resistance publicly 

288 . LBJ to Clark, 10/20/67, WHCF: Box 26, LBJL. In a November 18, 1967 meeting, Johnson demanded 
to know why the Justice Department had only prosecuted 1300 out of 7300 alleged draft resisters and 
evaders, Califano, pp. 200-01; Foley, pp. 131-59, 231-33.  
289 . Califano, pp. 200-03; Foley 138-48
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positioned the regime as the defender of law and order and duty to country, its efforts did 

little to marginalize the influence of draft resisters, whose efforts continued. Indeed, draft 

resisters’ influence upon the regime was powerful enough that the Democratic National 

Platform of 1972 called for an amnesty “to those who for reasons of conscience refused 

to serve in this war and were prosecuted or sought refuge abroad.”291

Regime managers also approved of subterfuge to monitor or undermine New Left 

activists. The regime utilized domestic covert operations to subtly attack New Left 

groups. Whether it was the FBI’s COINTELPRO activities, or the CIA’s “Operation 

Chaos”, regime managers took advantage of government surveillance programs to 

undermine the political and organizational activities of New Left groups. Such programs 

were sometimes used in response to regime managers’ irrational fears and 

overestimations of the New Left’s political clout. At the same time, through surveillance 

and dirty tricks, regime managers were able to learn more about the weaknesses of New 

Left organizations and disrupt their activities. 

FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover could hardly be described as a regime manager. His 

top priority was the protection of his agency and its powers. As a well-entrenched figure 

in the federal government, he maintained good professional relations with leaders of both 

parties.292 Still, Hoover’s surveillance of New Left organizations had the full backing and 

encouragement of the Johnson White House. Johnson was, in fact, convinced that the 

anti-war movements had direct ties to the American Communist Party and communist 

290 .  Foley, pp. 141-46. 
291 . 1972 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1972.  
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agents abroad. Johnson commonly told his aides and Cabinet secretaries about the latest 

FBI report suggesting that communists were closely associated with radical anti-war 

groups.293

Hoover was happy to oblige. Through the FBI’s secret COINTELPRO activities, 

Hoover’s FBI not only spied on New Left groups like SDS and the Black Panthers, but 

also drew up elaborate plans to foment internal divisions within those groups, spread 

gossip and misleading information about them, sabotage their political activities and 

frame their leaders on dubious criminal charges. According to Senator Frank Church’s 

Senate Committee that investigated FBI abuses of power, the FBI worked to prevent the 

SDS from organizing additional campus chapters.294 In June of 1968, Hoover approved a 

plan "to get cooperative news media to cover closed meetings of Students for a 

Democratic Society (SDS) and other New Left groups" to disrupt the organization.295 In 

addition, the FBI urged local agents to publish leaflets with unflattering photos of SDS 

activists, as well as phony letters and mailings to create divisions between SDS and other 

New Left groups. FBI informants within SDS were urged to spread rumors to sow 

internal dissention and degrade morale within local chapters.296

The FBI was even more aggressive in combating the Black Panther Party. The 

Nixon Administration used the federal government more aggressively than the Johnson 

292 . On Hoover’s power over the federal government see, Curt Gentry, J. Edgar Hoover: The Man and the 
Secrets, New York: Norton, W. W. & Company, Inc., 2000. 
293 . Goodwin, 404-05; Frank J. Donner, Age of Surveillance: The Aims and Methods of America's 
Political Intelligence System, New York: Knopf Publishing Group, 1980, pp. 259-61. 
294 . Final Report of the Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations, Intelligence Activities and 
the Rights of Americans, Book II, Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, April 26, 
1976, Part D, footnote 31. 
295 . Ibid, Part E, footnote 128.  
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Administration to undermine the Panthers. Still, surveillance operations were given 

legitimacy by the Johnson White House, which mostly took a dim view to black 

militancy. In August of 1967, the FBI approved of an expansion to its COINTELPRO 

activities to monitor “black nationalist hate groups”, fearing the “rise of a messiah who 

could unify and electrify the militant nationalist movement”. At first, the Panthers were 

not a high priority, but by late 1968, Hoover declared the group to be “the greatest threat 

to the internal security of the country,” and gradually made the group the focus of the 

FBI’s surveillance of black militant organizations. 297

  The Church Committee found “that high officials of the FBI desired to promote 

violent confrontations between Black Panther Party members and members of other 

groups, and that those officials condoned tactics calculated to achieve that end.” For 

example, in November, 1968, the FBI initiated a plan to disrupt the San Diego chapter of 

the Panthers by taking advantage of their rivalry with another black militant organization. 

After two Panthers were killed in January, 1969 at the UCLA campus by members of the 

rival organization, the FBI orchestrated a campaign to send taunting letters and cartoons 

in the mail (allegedly from the rival organization) to Panther leaders and offices, so as to 

aggravate existing tensions between the two groups.298

The CIA also played a part in the regime’s confrontation of the New Left. The 

agency’s Operation Chaos facilitated the surveillance of Americans “to gather and 

evaluate all available information about foreign links to racial, antiwar and other protest 

296 . Ibid, Supplementary Detailed Staff Reports: The FBI’s Covert Action Programs Against American 
Citizens, Book III, April 23, 1976.
297. Ibid, Supplementary Detailed Staff Reports: The FBI’s Covert Action Program to Destroy the Black   
Panther Party. 
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activity in the United States.” Unlike the FBI’s COINTELPRO, which was created to 

monitor domestic communist activities at the height of the Cold War in the 1950’s, 

Operation Chaos was created in 1967 in response to White House concerns about foreign 

communist influence upon the anti-war movement. Although the program was expanded 

early in the Nixon Administration, it was a program first created under the auspices of the 

regime to provide the Johnson White House with more information about New Left 

activism. CIA professionals apparently had no desire to create this program, but years

later, the agency’s director, Richard Helms, told the Church Committee that he felt it was 

necessary to create the program in response to Johnson’s demands.299

Under Operation Chaos, a sophisticated domestic intelligence gathering operation 

was created to monitor the New Left, and much of this information was freely passed on 

to the FBI. Information was gathered through wiretaps, burglaries and interceptions of 

mail, as well as through lawful sources. Still, repeated reports to Johnson indicated that it 

was the assessment of the CIA that there was no evidence of international communist 

involvement in American anti-war activities. The Church Committee noted that Johnson 

refused to take these assessments seriously, demanding more investigations to look for 

possible foreign involvement in the anti-war movement.300

The regime used its control over the machinery of the federal government to 

manage with a complex relationship with the New Left. While regime managers will 

understandably distrust or dislike destabilizing forces of opposition that seek to tear apart 

298 . Ibid, footnotes 13-18. 
299 . Ibid, Supplementary Detailed Staff Reports: CIA Intelligence Collection About Americans:
Chaos and the Office of Security., footnotes 13-14, 64-96.  
300 . Ibid., section I-A. 
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the regime’s carefully crafted governing coalition, hostility can also be expected from the 

regime’s traditional primary coalition partners. Chicago’s powerful mayor, Richard J. 

Daley, an important power broker of national importance to the regime, deployed the full 

resources of his government to confront New Left activists at the 1968 Democratic 

National Convention. Openly associating the New Left with crime and the 

counterculture, Daley ordered his police to use heavy-handed tactics against 

demonstrators.301 Even before that tumultuous event, Daley’s police force often 

cooperated with FBI COINTELPRO activities that targeted the Black Panthers.302

The following chapter will discuss George Wallace’s appeal to old primary 

coalition partners of the regime, in part, through vigorous attacks on the New Left in the 

1968 presidential campaign.    

CONCLUSION: REGIMES AND OUTSIDE POLITICAL MOVEMENTS

Like political parties, regimes must deal with emergent political movements. The 

stakes are higher for regimes, however, because they must govern for a sustained period 

of time. On the other hand, political parties that are not affiliated with a governing regime 

have more freedom to make politically risky decisions regarding their relationship with 

political movements, such as the Democrats’ alliance with the Populists in 1896, or the 

Republican Party’s alliance with evangelical Christians in the 1970’s. Parties still have to 

balance their constellation of coalition partners when making these decisions, but regimes 

301 . See the report on the Chicago riots by Daniel Walker, Rights in Conflict, to the National Commission 
on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 12/1/68. The 
report famously called the affair a “police riot”. 
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also have to carry the full weight of government on their shoulders. If a party fails to 

address the challenge of political movements, then its electoral prospects might be 

weakened, but if a regime fails to address the challenge, then its ability to govern may be 

compromised. 

Regimes are expected to use the machinery of government to serve their existing 

coalition partners. When regime managers accommodate outside political movements 

through government action, there is a risk of alienating established coalition partners, 

who will argue that the new activists should not be given legitimacy. If the movement is 

politically unpopular, accommodation could embolden the opposition party, enabling the 

opposition to tie the regime to the controversial activists and their questionable cause. 

Therefore, regime managers also have to worry about inheriting the movement’s political 

baggage. On the other hand, using the power of government to attack and undermine 

outside movements can alienate other coalition partners who may at least sympathize 

with the grievances of the activists, if not their tactics. No matter what the regime does, 

there will be risks.

The reconstruction of regimes from within occurs not just in response to the 

demands of secondary coalition partners, but also in response to the demands of outside 

political movements that may not even be seeking a place under the regime’s tent. Even 

radical political movements can get the attention of regime managers. Even if the 

movements fail to establish an entirely new regime of their own, they can still very much 

affect the behavior of the governing regime and its political priorities. Political 

302 . Final Report of the Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations, Supplementary Detailed 
Staff Reports: The FBI’s Covert Action Program to Destroy the Black Panther Party, footnotes 165-68.
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movements from outside of the regime can also force regime managers to reconsider 

established formulas for political action. When these movements take place in a period of 

significant overall political disruption, they can serve as a catalyst for the internal 

reconstruction of the governing regime. As the final chapter will show, the New Deal 

regime became more responsive to the grievances of the New Left by the 1970’s. 
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Chapter Seven: Order and Discipline: George Wallace and the New 
Deal Regime

THE INTERNAL COUNTERREVOLUTION

George Wallace earned a national reputation as a spokesperson against racial 

integration and defender of states rights during his first term as governor of Alabama 

between 1963 and 1967. Running an explicitly segregationist gubernatorial campaign in 

1962, Wallace positioned himself as the adamant defender of traditional Southern social 

arrangements and racial hierarchies in opposition to the federal government’s efforts to 

compel the integration of public institutions. Wallace’s campaign made no effort to 

obscure the issue of race, though he stopped just short of using racial slurs and embracing 

any kind of a coherent racist philosophy. Instead, he combined a rhetoric of harsh 

denunciations of federal government intrusion into the affairs of the states alongside 

intellectual arguments in defense of legal segregation. In a famous televised incident, 

Governor Wallace symbolically stood in the schoolhouse door to block the court-ordered 

registration of a black student at the University of Alabama in June of 1963. That 

incident, as well as Wallace’s loud and public clashes with civil rights advocates and the 

Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, positioned him as the leading Southern

spokesperson in opposition to the efforts of liberal politicians to redirect the principles of 

the New Deal regime toward an explicit pro-civil rights stance. Ever the publicity hound, 

Wallace wasted little time in taking his case beyond the South with a northern speaking 

tour and an entry into three presidential primaries in 1964. Soon afterward, Wallace also 
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earned a reputation for loud denunciations of the student counterculture, the New Left, 

intellectuals, eastern journalists and government bureaucrats.303

As the nation approached the 1968 presidential election and the domestic political 

situation continued to intensify, the unity of the traditional New Deal electoral coalition 

was in serious danger. Inside and outside of the South, many voters who opposed the 

regime’s newfound commitment to the civil rights issue agenda as a core principle found 

a voice in George Wallace,  a defender of the regime’s traditional tolerance of—and at 

times, explicit support for—racial segregation. Likewise, their opposition to racial 

integration fused quite nicely with their angst over very public displays of the student 

counterculture and its relationship with the New Left political movements. The national 

Wallace movement, therefore, would fuse a defense of racial segregation with a support 

for traditional cultural values. The national Wallace movement purported to represent 

those traditional New Deal regime principles of social order—understood by the Wallace 

faction as tolerating racial segregation—and social discipline. At the same time, 

Wallace’s vitriolic attacks on institutions reveal that his campaign was also a dual 

exercise in both articulating old principles of the New Deal regime, while assaulting 

regime managers’ new interpretations of those principles. 

The Wallace movement, manifested in his four campaigns for the presidency 

between 1964 and 1976, peaked with his 1968 American Independent Party campaign, 

when he carried 4 Southern states and polled respectably throughout the country. By 

303 . On the sources of Wallace’s support in his four presidential campaigns, see, Jody Carlson, George C. 
Wallace and the Politics of Powerlessness: The Wallace Campaigns for the Presidency, 1964-1976, New 
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1981; For Wallace’s political biography and impact, see, Dan Carter, 
The Politics of Rage: George Wallace, the Origins of the New Conservatism, and the Transformation of 
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1968, Wallace’s message, which had been exclusively linked to resistance to racial 

integration during his first term as governor, now tapped more broadly into the cultural 

angst of elements of the New Deal’s primary coalition members. The constituencies most 

drawn to the Wallace message during these years felt threatened by the rising strength of 

the New Deal regime’s secondary coalition partners, finding in Wallace a voice that 

celebrated a more orthodox, albeit less progressive vision for the regime. 

The Wallace movement is often treated as the forerunner to the modern 

conservative movement, suggesting that Wallace’s appeal was the logical gateway for his 

supporters to gravitate toward Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, conservatism and the 

Republican Party in the following decades.304 While many voters did indeed follow this 

path, especially in the South, a closer examination of the Wallace campaign rhetoric will 

reveal that his message was aimed at maintaining the practices of the traditional New 

Deal regime, and that Wallace’s indictments of the regime were directed toward the 

regime managers’ growing sympathy for secondary and new coalition partners. The

Wallace movement represented not only resistance to racial integration and equality, but 

also represented a sharp indictment of further government sanctioned social engineering, 

intellectuals, the New Left, permissive young people and any group or institution that 

appeared to threaten discipline in society and traditional social arrangements. In addition, 

as I discussed earlier, the early New Deal regime tolerated, in some precincts outright 

condoned, the practices of racial hierarchies and segregation. Part of Wallace’s message 

was aimed at those constituencies who saw no conflict between racial discrimination and 

American Politics, Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1995; For Wallace’s personal 
biography, see, Stephan Lesher, George Wallace: American Populist, New York: Addison-Wesley, 1994.  
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New Deal ideology. While the Wallace message certainly exploited racial resentments, 

especially in the South, it also celebrated the cultural values of the early New Deal 

regime: thrift, sacrifice, government programs that promoted upward mobility, respect for 

elders, law enforcement and the military, discipline and social order. This message, 

articulating an interpretation of the orthodox New Deal regime challenged the 

interpretations of Johnson’s Great Society, the civil rights movement and the New Left’s 

critique of the regime. Indeed, Wallace’s core body of support came from those 

constituencies that made up the base of the traditional new Deal coalition, although by 

the 1960’s, regime managers had other interpretations of New Deal orthodoxy in mind.    

Wallace’s famous campaign slogan, “Stand up for America”, could easily be 

understood as a message meant to defend the cultural tenor of the traditional New Deal 

regime against the social engineering and social disorder of the 1960’s. Traditional New 

Deal coalition partners, namely the white South and the white, northern working-class 

found a sympathetic voice in Wallace between 1964 and 1972. It could be argued that 

Wallace’s popular appeal resulted in large part from his supporters’ growing feelings of 

powerlessness and desperation in an era of significant tumult and social reform305, 

although Wallace spoke to a constituency of voters who were among the New Deal 

regime’s most important coalition partners for a generation. The Wallace movement 

represented just as much of an interpretation of the orthodox principles of the New Deal 

regime, as it was a reaction against the New Left, intellectuals, government bureaucrats 

and the civil rights movement. Wallace’s regressive and demagogic sounding rhetoric—

304 . Burnham, pp. 143-58; Carter, pp. 465-68; Phillips, 25-27, 33-35.  
305 . This is the core argument of Carlson, (1981). 
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to say nothing of his record of resistance to civil rights during his first term as Alabama 

Governor—has made it too easy for observers to emphasize the role of the Wallace 

movement in facilitating the rise of conservatism and the Republican Party, especially in 

the South. Rather, Wallace advocated, sometimes loudly, an explicit issue agenda that 

was either dormant or taken for granted during the regime’s first generation of existence. 

Issue positions that would define Wallace’s role in national politics in the 1960’s and 

1970’s were not incompatible with support for the New Deal state in the 1930’s and 

1940’s. For the architects of the New Deal regime either preferred to keep such issues off 

of the American political agenda from 1930’s through the early 1960’s (civil rights) or 

such issues were simply not of national importance (crime and disorder). It would thus be 

a mistake to understand the Wallace movement as just an anti-government, pro-fascist 

reaction against the New Deal state. For starters, the Wallace issue platform hardly 

embraced the issue agenda of conservatives seeking to repeal the New Deal state. The 

Wallace movement represented an internal counterrevolution against the new and 

secondary constituencies within the regime that were now seeking a more prominent seat 

at the table. By the 1970’s, the Wallace faction was reduced to secondary importance 

within the New Deal regime, hastening the exodus of many of its members into the 

Republican Party, even though it embraced a very different kind of conservatism.  

The Objective

This chapter will show that the Wallace movement represented a significant strain 

of thought within the New Deal regime, in contrast with other accounts that seek to link 

this movement to the rise of American conservatism in the 1970’s and 1980’s. The 
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content and principles that underscored Wallace’s election campaign appeals will be 

closely scrutinized. Did Wallace call for the repudiation of core New Deal regime 

commitments and practices, or did he call for a reaffirmation of the regime’s traditional 

practices that dated back to the 1930’s? The platform of Wallace’s American Independent 

Party warrants close examination for its stances on contemporary issues, and its 

relationship to the principles of the New Deal regime. Given the unique circumstances of 

the AIP’s creation as the personal vehicle of Wallace’s candidacy, the platform provides 

us with the best explanation of Wallace’s comprehensive political ideology in 1968. My 

attention will then turn to the voters who were sympathetic to Wallace’s 1968 campaign, 

examining their beliefs on the traditional economic issues associated with orthodox New 

Deal ideology. I will then examine his campaign rhetoric, as it serves the best and most 

obvious example of his public appeals and the issue agenda he chose to emphasize. 

Special attention will be paid to his 1968 campaign, when the popular national thrust 

behind Wallace peaked, representing the greatest threat to the New Deal regime, as well 

as to both major political parties. Finally, I will close the chapter with a discussion of the 

Wallace movement as separate and distinct from the modern conservative movement that 

began to take shape in American politics in the 1970’s and 1980’s.    

To be sure, Wallace’s vision for the New Deal regime was by and large not the 

vision that would prevail in the 1970’s, and many people within his constituency left the 

regime all together, but the Wallace movement would have a significant impact upon the 

internal reconstruction of the New Deal regime and the redirection of its principles in 

government and politics. 
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THE AMERICAN INDEPENDENT PARTY (WALLACE) PLATFORM OF 1968

Unlike his other three campaigns for the presidency, Wallace’s 1968 campaign 

went  outside of the regime’s governing Democratic Party, thus freeing him up to more 

explicitly attack the regime managers and the constituencies they served. Wallace’s 

presidential candidacy of 1968 fell under the banner of the American Independent Party, 

a national party created around the ideology of George Wallace and for political purposes 

of his presidential candidacy. The AIP platform was written largely by Wallace himself 

with minimal assistance from others.306 Unlike the platform of Strom Thurmond’s 

Dixiecrat Party of 1948, the AIP platform addressed a wide range of contemporary 

issues, often well-removed from Wallace’s signature campaign appeals on the basis of 

race and crime. Its language is often surprisingly mainstream, especially relating to those 

issues that did not facilitate race-based appeals. The platform is supportive of a generous 

social welfare state, reasonable regulation of business and industry and traditional New 

Deal economic principles. Its positions on foreign policy issues were also consistent with 

Cold War era hawks in the New Deal coalition, favoring an aggressive stance in 

opposition to the spread of international communism. While the AIP’s stances on matters 

closely connected with race and crime could be described as conservative, it becomes 

difficult to conceive of these planks as somehow contrary to a reasonable interpretation 

of orthodox New Deal principles, considering the old regime managers’ toleration of 

Southern racial hierarchies alongside the development of the New Deal state. 

306 . “Wallace Issues Platform Urging Tougher Policies”, New York Times, October 14, 1968. 
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One might assert that Wallace’s national political organization was primarily 

concerned with exploiting white Americans’ racial resentments and fears of crime, in part 

because Wallace’s campaign appeals were usually made through divisive and harsh 

rhetoric. Unsurprisingly, Wallace’s candidacy was supported by racist and far-right 

organizations that Wallace either quietly embraced or conspicuously refused to 

repudiate.307 Press accounts of Wallace on the campaign trail tended to highlight his 

emphasis on law and order issues (arguably the preeminent domestic issue of the 1968 

campaign) and any other stump speech even indirectly related to race. At the same time, 

the platform planks of the AIP, and Wallace’s political ideology, as revealed in his stump 

speeches, suggest that his movement represented significant elements of the New Deal 

regime’s primary coalition partners—white Southerners and the northern white working 

class. His party platform and campaign appeals were cast in language consistent with 

orthodox New Deal principles.

National Economy and Labor

Wallace’s support for states rights did not extend to issues related to economic 

development, environmental protection and regulatory policy, at least not to the same 

extent as was the case with regard to issues pertaining to education and racial 

segregation. Nor did the AIP fully repudiate the Johnson Administration’s commitments 

to environmental protection and beautification. The AIP was fully supportive of the 

regime’s economic and regulatory state, as well as the traditional constituencies that were 

307 . “Glad to Have the Support of Birchers, Wallace Says,” Chicago Sun-Times, September 19, 1968. 
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served by the New Deal’s economic order, though it often affirmed a belief in 

administering the machinery of the New Deal state more efficiently than the current 

regime managers. The party platform embraced the regime’s traditional support for 

government programs that promoted upward mobility and rewarded hard work, such as 

proposing “that the federal government aid and assist in a well-designed program of job 

training or retraining for those in need thereof.”308 The platform was supportive of the 

regime’s traditional use of public works projects as an approach to economic stimulus, 

and as a relief measure for temporary employment of displaced workers, though with the 

caveat that such projects only serve the national interest “rather than becoming wards of 

the government and the recipients of gratuitous handouts.” 

Support for an energetic federal role in the areas of agriculture, conservation, 

space exploration and scientific research was affirmed. The Wallace platform supported 

existing New Deal era agricultural relief agencies, such as the REA, and agricultural 

subsidies as a means of guaranteeing a minimal income to farmers, though with the 

caveat that farm subsidies should be phased out if farm income increased significantly. In 

addition, the platform pledged its support for a federal role in the areas of conservation 

and environmental protection:

We are vitally concerned about the future well-being of our citizens and fully 
realize that positive action programs must be undertaken, in a cooperative effort 
between the federal government and the states, to assure adequate outdoor 
recreational facilities and to assure necessary health safeguards for generations to 
come…

308 . All of the following AIP platform excerpts from 1968 are from Kirk H. Porter and Donald Bruce 
Johnson, eds., National Party Platforms, 1840-1968, Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1970, pp. 699-
718. 
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Full support will be given to the establishment of adequate water quality standards 
to protect the present high quality waters, to abate pollution, and to improve the 
status of waters not now considered of 
high quality.

Federal support for scientific exploration, including space exploration, was 

promised, consistent with the regime’s commitment to promote an energetic federal role 

relating to national economic modernization and scientific advancement, while support 

for space exploration was affirmed as being both a scientific and military necessity:  

Federal assistance will be made available for research in various fields of science 
for in research lies the key to tomorrow. Such assistance will be directed both to 
individuals and to institutions... 

We fully support renewed and expanded efforts in our space program with the 
objective of acquiring knowledge and experience of benefit to the peaceful 
pursuits of mankind as well as that essential to the military security of this nation.

Likewise, the AIP affirmed its support for federal coordination of a modernized 

system of transportation, revealing a strong commitment to an expanded national 

highway system, reduced traffic congestion and urban mass transit systems. In particular, 

the AIP spoke favorably of the federal highway system as a positive federal program 

because it was “self-financed”, through gasoline and excise taxes, “which amounts to a 

capital investment of public funds,” suggesting that the Wallace faction continued to 

support an activist federal government, so long as the beneficiaries of federal programs 

were required to contribute.  

The platform is equally explicit in its support for one of the regime’s core 

constituencies: organized labor: 

Through the means of their great trade organizations, these men and women have 
exerted tremendous influence on the economic and social life of the nation and 
have attained a standard of living known to no other nation…The concern of this 
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Party is that the gains which labor struggled so long to obtained not be lost to 
them either through inaction or subservience to illogical domestic policies of our 
other national parties.  

While the platform never called for the repeal of the controversial 14b provision of the 

Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which gave states the right to restrict union shops through so-

called state “right to work laws,” the platform’s language affirmed the role of labor as a 

key constituency whose prerogatives would be protected by government.309  While 

Wallace opposed the traditional labor-liberal stance with regard to provision 14b, he 

nonetheless expressed his personal opposition to state legislatures that exercised their 

right under the provision to enact so-called “right to work” laws.310 Wallace’s platform 

guaranteed the right of collective bargaining, support for the NLRB and for the minimum 

wage. The AIP committed itself to “pledge and assure that labor will be adequately 

represented in all deliberations of this Party and its administration of the affairs of 

government.” 

While Wallace may have purported to speak for primary coalition partners within 

the ranks of organized labor, the leaders of organized labor had other ideas. Wallace’s 

mostly pro-labor union AIP platform was dismissed by prominent labor leaders who grew 

alarmed by the candidate’s significant appeal within their rank and file. Late in the 

campaign, the leaders of prominent labor organizations mounted an aggressive campaign 

to dissuade members sympathetic to Wallace’s message from defecting from the 

Democratic candidate. The authenticity of Wallace’s claims to stand for traditional 

309 . Repeal of this provision was called for in all but one of the Democratic Party platforms between 1948 
and 1980. To obtain all major party platforms online see 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/site/docs/platforms.php.
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regime principles on labor issues was attacked by labor leaders, who argued that 

Wallace’s campaign was primarily dedicated to turning back the clock to a time when the 

regime managers tolerated and endorsed racial segregation. In their official statement 

endorsing Vice President Hubert Humphrey for the presidency, the AFL-CIO called 

Wallace a charlatan to the regime’s commitment to organized labor, denounced his 

record in Alabama on labor issues and suggested that his commitment to working people 

was predicated on racism, rather than a real support for the working classes. “His 

pretense to be the friend of the worker is especially galling to the American labor 

movement. The record of low wages, poor working conditions, high crime rates, high 

illiteracy rates, anti-unionism, segregation and prejudice in Alabama testify to the falsity 

of that claim.”311 Another AFL-CIO publication dismissed Wallace’s support from the 

ranks of organized labor as “based strictly and only on racism.”312 Governor Wallace was 

an “apostle of fear and hatred”, UAW President Walter Reuther said.313

Perhaps rather cleverly, the platform used the language of support for democratic 

processes within labor organizations as a gateway for its support for state and local 

autonomy in matters pertaining to racial integration. One platform plank called for an end 

to governmental meddling “into the internal affairs of labor organizations, seeking to 

direct and control actions as to seniority and apprentice lists and other prerogatives.” 

Indeed, one could credibly make the case the support for racial discrimination within 

310 . “Wallace Says Law Stand Deters Reprisal by Right”, New York Times, September 26, 1968. 
311 . “AFL-CIO Lashes Wallace: ‘No Platform, No Program’”, Chicago Daily News, September 18, 1968. 
312 . “Unions Fight Wallace Bid”, New York Times, October 3, 1968.
313 . “Reuther Opens Fight on Wallace”, Washington Post, September 23, 1968. 
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labor unions was very compatible with pro-labor New Deal principles.314 Wallace’s party 

interpreted the New Deal regime’s pro-labor principles into an opposition to 

governmental efforts to supervise internal activities that might mandate racial equality 

within union organizations. Here, the platform’s democratic, pro-labor rhetoric was 

perfectly compatible with Wallace’s deference to institutions that preferred racial 

hierarchies.    

The platform affirmed its support repeatedly for the “free enterprise system” and 

the American people’s rights of “private property”. Explicit expressions of respect for the 

tenets of a capitalist economic order and private property were common throughout most 

of the AIP platform planks on matters pertaining to the economy and social welfare. It 

called for lower taxes, liberating business and industry from “ever-increasing intrusions 

of government” into the affairs of private enterprise, an end to the “lavish expenditures of 

our federal government”, “bureaucracy…for bureaucracy’s own sake”, and “the 

elimination of unnecessary and wasteful programs and reduction in government 

expenditures at home and abroad.”  Yet, while respectful of the virtues of capitalism, 

there was nothing in the platform’s rhetoric to suggest a call for repeal of the economic 

and regulatory institutions of the New Deal state. Nor was Wallace’s public rhetoric any 

more deferential to the principle of free enterprise than Roosevelt’s rhetoric, which also 

endorsed the virtues of a capitalist economic order. Great tribute was paid to the principle 

of “efficiency” in administration, and denouncements of government waste were a 

common theme throughout the platform, but a fully frontal assault on the tenets of the 

314 . Weiss (1983) shows how the National Urban League was unsuccessful in its efforts to amend the 
Wagner Act of 1935 to include anti-discrimination provisions, pp. 163-66.  
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New Deal regime would have required a substantial rhetorical commitment to actually 

repealing at least a substantial portion of the New Deal state’s machinery, especially

pertaining to the economy and social welfare. No such language is found in the AIP 

platform. 

Although there were marginal denunciations of waste and inefficiency, the AIP 

platform asserted its support for the regime’s well-established commitment to provide 

economic security and modernization through institutions that would promote values 

consistent with hard work, upward mobility and individual choice. Similar values were 

articulated with regard to the AIP’s views on the regime’s social welfare state.  

The Social Welfare State

The AIP positioned itself in full support of the machinery of the New Deal 

regime’s social welfare state. While speaking in the language of “efficiency” and paying 

tribute to the virtues of the “free enterprise system”, the platform of Wallace’s national 

party clearly indicated a strong support for the established principles of the regime when 

it came to caring for the underprivileged and ensuring a safety net for Americans who 

worked hard and played by the rules. If Wallace’s national campaign represented an 

assault on the New Deal regime we should expect to see language calling for the repeal of 

at least substantial portions of the social welfare machinery that was born during the 

1930’s.   

Instead, we find either an absence of such rhetoric from the platform, or we find 

provisions calling for an even more generous role for governmental aid to the elderly, and 
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those unable to help themselves. While the AIP endorsed a role for private organizations 

in aiding the needy, the platform states that “for those whose infirmities, age, or other 

problems prevent…independence, welfare services should be adequate to provide a living 

with dignity and honor.” Social Security payments, the platform argued, should be raised 

by 60%, minimum payments should be increased to $100 (an amount that should be 

indexed to inflation), earnings limitations of beneficiaries should be lifted and tax 

deductions for prescription drugs and medical expenses should be restored to 100%. The 

AIP’s stance in support of the institution of Social Security is a far cry from Republican 

presidential nominee Barry Goldwater’s suggestion four years earlier that the program 

should be made voluntary.315

Wallace’s party also committed itself to a government role in health care, 

stipulating that “it is the obligation of a responsible government to help people who are 

unable to help themselves.” The AIP even endorsed expansion of the Medicare program, 

one of the few Great Society programs to be supported by the Wallace organization. 

Specifically, the platform called for aid to those unable to pay Medicare deductibles, 

expanded nursing home care under Medicare, and aid to states and cities for hospital 

construction. As I will discuss later, Wallace was disdainful of most other Johnson era 

Great Society programs, suggesting that they were wasteful and catalysts for crime and 

permissiveness. “The urban areas of our nation are in a state of social and economic 

unrest”, the platform declared, “largely brought about through unfilled promises hastily 

and carelessly made and the failure of ill-conceived programs enacted under duress and 

315 . Boller, p. 310
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compulsion..” Yet, because Medicare was a contributory, universal program that served a 

predominantly middle class constituency, the Wallace organization could readily embrace 

the program as fully consistent with its emphasis on social order and traditional middle 

class values.316 It is difficult to conceive of an anti-New Deal regime movement calling 

for an expansion of the single largest piece of social welfare legislation enacted since the 

Social Security Act of 1935.

Foreign and Defense Policy

The AIP positioned itself squarely in the ideological camp that favored an 

assertive stance against the spread of Communism: “We will oppose aggression and 

subversion, Communist or otherwise, whenever it infringes upon the national interest of 

this country or its friendly allies through means appropriate to the situation,” including 

the possibility of a “military conclusion” to the Vietnam War, using much greater 

military force in Southeast Asia, if peace negotiations failed. Support for high Pentagon 

budgets and military superiority over US adversaries was also affirmed: “We have been 

told that parity rather than superiority in weapons and munitions is sufficient to assure the 

keeping of the peace and the protection of this country—This is not true”; “We will 

assure to our services the best attainable weapons, equipment, machines and munitions 

without resort to the devious distinctions of cost effectiveness…” While many 

conservatives also favored a hard line against the spread of international Communism, 

316. Theda Skocpol, Missing Middle: Working Families and the Future of American Social Policy, New 
York: Norton, W. W. & Company, Inc., 1999. The argument presented here suggests that social welfare 
programs most likely to enjoy broad public support are those that are deeply rooted in middle class values 
and serve a universal constituency. 
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the position of Wallace’s party on foreign policy and defense issues is also fully 

consistent with a large body of New Deal liberals, exemplified by Sen. Henry “Scoop” 

Jackson (D-WA). Jackson’s social and economic liberalism existed alongside a strong 

support for Cold War era assertiveness against the Soviet Union, and its satellite states 

around the world.317 Wallace’s party fully endorsed the regime’s conception of the 

United States as a global military power with the duty to stop Communist aggression. At 

a time when the regime’s coalition partners were becoming increasingly split over the 

meaning of its foreign policy principles, Wallace’s organization positioned itself in sharp 

opposition to the growing dovishness of the American Left. 

States Rights and Racial Integration

To characterize the AIP as an organization devoted only to states rights would be 

a mistake, but the AIP nonetheless positioned itself squarely on the side of Southern

political ideology with regard to the relationship between states and the federal 

government. Every major domestic policy plank of the platform affirms a strong support 

for the role of state and local government autonomy from federal bureaucrats. On this 

subject, the platform issues its most direct frontal attack on the practices and policies of 

the New Deal regime: 

The Federal Government…has in the past three decades seized and usurped many 
powers not delegated to it, such as, among others: the operation and control of the 
public school system of the several states; the power to prescribe the eligibility 
and qualifications of those who would vote in our state and local elections; the 
power to intrude upon and control the farmer in the operation of his farm; the 
power to tell the property owner to whom he can and cannot sell or rent his 

317 . For the political biography of Senator Jackson, see, Robert G. Kaufman, Henry M. Jackson: A Life in 
Politics, Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2000.
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property; and, many other rights and privileges of the individual citizen, which are 
properly subject to state or local control, as distinguished from federal control.

All of the government policies mentioned above can be easily linked to the practices of 

racial discrimination, the signature issue for which Wallace earned his national 

reputation. 

That Wallace’s national movement drew largely from voters who opposed racial 

integration, especially in the South, does not need to be rehashed here.318 Indeed, 

Wallace’s fiery campaign rhetoric certainly had the potential to tap into racist attitudes 

through the prism of other issues. However, viewed in the context of his general support 

for the machinery of the New Deal state, Wallace’s opposition to government mandated 

racial integration suggests that his faction sought to restore the regime’s practices to a 

time when racial segregation was tolerated—and sometimes even explicitly mandated—

by the early architects of the New Deal regime. As I discussed in previous chapters, the 

formation of the New Deal regime allowed many of the regime’s Southern supporters to 

conceive of New Deal principles as compatible with support for racial discrimination and 

antiquated Southern customs and traditions. Roosevelt himself contributed to the 

formation of this ideology. The Wallace movement sought to maintain the dominance of 

the New Deal’s primary coalition partners of white Southerners and the northern white 

working class, and to restore fading interpretations of New Deal regime principles that 

permitted racial hierarchies. 

318 . Scammon and Wattenberg, pp. 98-100, 185-99. 
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Crime and the Judiciary

Support for racial segregation also dovetailed well with many Americans who 

were alarmed by rising rates of crime and the rebelliousness of the youth counterculture 

in the 1960’s. Likewise, the federal judiciary was singled out as a bulwark of social 

permissiveness and was labeled as an institution devoid of democratic accountability. The 

implicit suggestion throughout the platform was that the regime managers were virtually 

elevating the criminal class to the status of an official regime constituency. The Wallace 

movement linked rising crime and urban riots not only to the subtle racial prejudices of 

its followers, but also to the apparent institutional incapacity of the regime managers to 

control the problem. The AIP platform was a direct challenge to the regime managers 

under the Johnson Administration who were influenced by social scientific studies 

linking poverty to crime, such as the Kerner Commission:

The criminal and anarchist who preys on the decent law-abiding citizen is 
rewarded for his misconduct through never ending justification and platitudes 
from those in high places who seem to have lost their concern for that vast 
segment of America that so strongly believes in law and order.

Unsurprisingly, the AIP called for tough suppressive measures to combat crime, 

ridiculing the notion that criminal activity could be explained “as the answer to any 

problem be it social, economic, or self-developed. Anarchists and law violators will be 

treated as such and subjected to prompt arrest and prosecution.” The platform affirmed its 

explicit support for law enforcement institutions, promising to liberate them from 

“arbitrary judicial decrees” rendered by judges who, “in their solicitude for the criminal 

and lawless element in our society, shackle the police and other law enforcement 



254

agencies.” Laying much of the blame at the feet of the liberal Warren Court for the “near 

revolutionary conditions which prevail in our country today”, the platform challenged the 

notion that criminals or accused criminals should enjoy a new set of procedural or 

substantive rights, which would allegedly come at the expense of law-abiding citizens. In 

addition, the party attacked the Justice Department for being more concerned with the 

“disruption of legal processes”, rather than the prosecution of violent criminals.  

The judiciary was also assailed for its alleged lack of democratic accountability, a 

familiar problem to the early architects of the New Deal. Whereas, the Supreme Court of 

the first New Deal was openly hostile to many of the early foundations of the New Deal 

regime, the Wallace movement attacked the federal judiciary for, in its view, redefining 

constitutional rights downward to constituencies that were undeserving of governmental 

protection. Calling for greater democratic accountability to restore pre-Warren Court 

conceptions of civil liberties, the platform called for a constitutional amendment forcing 

District level federal judges to stand for re-confirmation by the voters at “periodic 

intervals”. The platform also called for Supreme Court and Appellate level judges to 

periodically face re-confirmation by the US Senate.      

The Wallace party’s platform planks with regard to the role of government and 

the judiciary as they concerned the issue of crime highlighted perhaps the greatest 

overarching principle Wallace stressed in the 1968 campaign: order and discipline in 

society. It was here that Wallace staked his claim as the rightful heir to the principles of 

the New Deal regime. The platform asserted an overarching acceptance of the economic 

principles of the New Deal regime, where the foundational basis of the regime was first 

established in the 1930’s, while Wallace the candidate repudiated the extension of those 
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same principles toward civil rights legislation or any kind of sympathy with New Left 

political movements. Yet Wallace’s rhetoric of repudiation was not cut from the same 

cloth as Republican repudiators from Goldwater to Reagan. His public appeals to 

supporters were persistently cast in the language of social order and discipline in 

opposition not only to the civil rights movement, but also in opposition to what he and his 

supporters regarded as a rising class of regime managers dedicated to perverted 

interpretations of New Deal principles. In his comprehensive platform, Wallace’s 

candidacy embraced a restorative rhetoric that sought to return the regime to the policies 

and practices of the 1930’s and 1940’s, not the policies and practices of the pre-regime 

1920’s. 

THE WALLACE CONSTITUENCY

Who voted for Wallace? What did they believe? These and other related questions 

formed a large part of the scholarly debate about the meaning and significance of the 

political changes going on in the late 1960’s.319 The question here is what, if any, 

elements of the New Deal coalition Wallace represented in the electorate. Who was 

Wallace’s constituency? Did they support the core principles of the New Deal regime? 

Table 7.1 shows the percentages of persons who give Wallace favorable or highly 

favorable Scalometer ratings (+4 or +5) in early September, 1968. At this time, Wallace 

was polling at about 20% in most major public opinion polls, which would prove to be 

319 . Burnham, pp. 143-58; Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller, Jerrold G. Rusk and Arthur C. Wolfe, 
“Continuity and Change in American Politics: Parties and Issues in the 1968 Election”, The American 
Political Science Review, Vol. 63, No. 4. (Dec., 1969), pp. 1083-1105; Phillip Crass, The Wallace Factor, 
New York: Mason/Charter, 1976; Phillips, 461-65; Scammon and Wattenberg, pp. 185-99.



256

the height of his strength during the campaign.320 This survey allows us to do more than 

simply look at the small percentage of Wallace voters and instead direct our attention to 

the constituencies who at least felt sympathetic towards Wallace, even if they actually 

cast their ballot for another candidate in November. Here we can actually get some idea 

as to what constituencies would be ripe targets for the Wallace campaign.

Table 7.1: Persons Giving a +4 or +5 F avorability Rating to Wallace321

White Southerners 46%
Farmers 33%
Rural 33%
Income >$3000 29%
Manual Workers 27%
Grade School Edu. 27%
Protestants 25%
Men 24%
Union Members 24%
High School Edu. 23%
Income $7-9000 21%
Women 19%
Democrats 19%
Midwesterners 17%
Prof. and Business 15%
Northern Whites 15%
Roman Catholics 13%
Westerners 13%
Republicans 13%
Easterners 12%
Cities over 1 million 11%
College Educated 11%
Non-Whites     6%
Jews       1%

The results are not surprising, although it’s worth noting that in no demographic 

group does Wallace generate a majority of respondents expressing a favorable view of 

320 . In September, two separate polls conducted by Gallup and Harris showed Wallace’s support rising to 
21%, Scammon and Wattenberg, p. 342. 
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him, reinforcing the notion that Wallace’s candidacy represented a third-party uprising in 

the electorate, rather than a serious campaign to win a majority of the voters. Wallace 

appealed to a significant segment of the regime’s primary coalition partners: lower-

income, white working class, union members and white Southerners. Granted, even 

among white Southerners, Wallace’s best group, only 46% of respondents gave the 

candidate a favorable rating. Still, this is a substantial number, and it was a harbinger of 

Wallace’s strong performance in the South in November. Other traditional New Deal 

constituencies giving Wallace high marks, at least by the standards of a third party 

candidate, were low income persons (29%), manual workers (27%), union members 

(24%) and the lower middle-class (21%). Jews (1%), non-whites (6%), big city voters 

(11%) and Roman Catholics (13%), all of whom could fairly be described as coalition 

partners of the regime, express comparatively low numbers of persons who have a 

favorable view of Wallace. Large percentages of farmers (33%) and rural residents (33%) 

also express a favorable view of Wallace. These demographic characteristics likely 

correlate very highly with each other, and these are constituencies which are more 

difficult to distinctly label as New Deal coalition partners or not, as their relationship to 

the regime likely depends upon other demographic characteristics, especially region. For 

example, Wallace won impressive margins in rural Southern and border state counties, 

yet he did not clear 10% in any rural counties in New England or New York.322 Wallace’s 

321 The Gallup Poll, Public Opinion, 1935-71, Vol. III, New York: Random House, 1972. Survey Dates: 
9/1-6/1968, p. 2166.
322 . Richard M. Scammon, Alice V. McGillivray and Rhodes Cook,  America at the Polls, 1960-1996 
Kennedy to Clinton : A Handbook of American Presidential Election Statistics, Washington, D.C. : 
Congressional Quarterly Press,  1998.
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appeal among Republicans (13%) and persons of the professional and business class 

(15%) is limited, though not insignificant. 

Where in the country did Wallace draw his support? Did his candidacy resonate in 

the same places as the traditional sources of support for Democratic presidential 

candidates? Wallace’s Southern strength is to be taken for granted, though Sundquist 

(1983) finds a high county-level correlation between the Wallace vote of 1968 and the 

Goldwater vote of 1964 and the Thurmond (Dixiecrat) vote of 1948.323 In the late 1960’s, 

Southern Wallace voters were in a period of transition where they continued to support 

Democrats for local, state and congressional races until the 1990’s, while increasingly 

voting Republican in presidential elections starting in the 1970’s.324

The more interesting findings concern Wallace’s sources of support outside of the 

South. Wallace scored 4,826,148 popular votes outside of the South, or 48.7% of his 

national total. He won 8.26% of the non-Southern vote. Counties outside of the South

where Wallace won more than 10% are considered pro-Wallace. Table 7.2 shows how 

many pro-Wallace counties from 1968 voted for Democratic presidential candidates 

during the New Deal regime’s first generation of leadership.

323 . Sundquist, pp. 278-79, 358-59. 
324 . Ibid., pp. 414-20.



259

Table 7.2: Non-Southern Pro-Wallace Counties Supporting Democratic Presidential 
Candidate325

1932 1936 1940 1944 1948 1960 1964

607 581 388 298 375 173 569

87.2% 83.5% 63.9% 49.1% 53.9% 24.9% 81.8%

N=696

The correlation of pro-Wallace counties and support for Democratic presidential 

candidates steadily declined in the 1940’s and 1950’s, only surging once again during the 

year of Lyndon Johnson’s landslide victory in 1964. While Wallace commanded a strong 

base of support outside of the South, the data suggest that pro-Wallace counties had been 

trending away from the Democratic Party for over twenty years, and that their support for 

Johnson in 1964 was a deviation from a long-term secular trend. Regionally speaking, 

Wallace represented a constituency of Southern Democrats, many of whom voted for 

Goldwater in 1964, and working class non-Southern voters whose ties to the Democratic 

Party had been loosening since World War II. Although non-Southern voters who were 

raised in the South showed a greater propensity to vote for Wallace than voters who spent

a lifetime outside of the South.326

But Wallace’s urban and suburban support outside of the South should not be 

understated either, as county-level statistics sometimes tend to mask other interesting 

325 . Data compiled by the author from Richard Scammon, America at the Polls: A Handbook of American 
Presidential Election Statistics, Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1965; Richard M. Scammon, 
Alice V. McGillivray and Rhodes Cook,  America at the Polls, 1960-1996 Kennedy to Clinton : A
Handbook of American Presidential Election Statistics, Washington, D.C. : Congressional Quarterly Press,  
1998.  
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phenomena within major cities and suburban communities. Wallace clearly made inroads 

into the heart of blue-collar industrial communities where the New Deal regime had been 

strong for a generation in electoral politics. Wallace also scored impressive margins in 

lower middle-class communities across the Midwest and the northeast. Wallace scored 

15% or more in at least a third of majority white precincts in Gary, Cleveland, Newark, 

Baltimore, Columbus, Pittsburgh, Akron, Cincinnati, Indianapolis, Flint and Detroit; 

Wallace’s strength was particularly strong in communities near black neighborhoods. 

Wallace polled well among ethnic Slavs, around 10% among Italian-Americans, while 

Irish-American voters were cool to his candidacy. 327

 Wallace voters exhibited the most confidence in government when it came to law 

enforcement and the use of military power. As Table 7.3 shows, the Wallace voters 

favored the regime’s traditional commitment to stopping the spread of international 

communism, although like a growing consensus of voters by the late 1960’s, they 

believed involvement in the war to be a mistake. Wallace voters strongly favored a 

military resolution to the conflict, rather than negotiation or withdrawal. Wallace voters 

did not look favorably upon civil disobedience and public demonstrations (in the context 

of 1968, that would be associated with civil rights and opposition to the war), and they 

supported a more suppressive solution to the problems of urban crime and riots. When it 

came to domestic policies, aside from civil rights and law and order issues, Wallace

voters were persistently more liberal than Nixon voters.328 A solid plurality (48%) 

326 . Converse et. al., pp. 1101-05. 
327 . Crass, pp. 144-46; Samuel Lubell, The Hidden Crisis in American Politics, New York: W.W. Norton, 
1971, pp. 75-76, 90-93.
328 . Scammon and Wattenberg, pp. 195-99.  
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favored a government role in health care, while a minority (27%) favored a federal role 

concerning job assistance. Context is important when assessing the latter category. Job 

assistance in the context of the political universe of 1968 could reasonably be associated 

with the controversial Office of Economic Opportunity and other War on Poverty 

programs, where several prominent federal job-training programs, such as Job Corps,

were mired in accusations of fraud, waste, and association with urban rioting. In addition, 

these were vocational problems that primarily served a clientele of people who were 

often young, sometimes indigent, and often black—constituencies the Wallace faction 

was bound to look upon with at least some degree of suspicion. In that context, it’s 

difficult to immediately conclude that Wallace voters believed the federal government 

should play no role in vocational training, a claim that is supported by the AIP platform 

plank in support of job training and public works projects. The question concerning 

federal aid to education suggests that Wallace voters may fear a linkage with federal 

funding and forced integration of schools, which they fiercely oppose. Still, Wallace 

voters’ views on racial integration were not entirely racist. A minority of Wallace voters 

favored explicit racial segregation as a positive good, but they appeared to support the 

notion that local communities and institutions should have the right to racially segregate.
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Table 7.3: Profile of the Wallace Voters329

Agreed with following statements Wallace voters (N=116)

Identify with the working class 64%
Family was working class 80%
In favor of strict segregation 38%
Civil rights people pushing too fast 87%
Against federal push to school integration 75%
Should have stayed out of Vietnam 64%
Take stronger stand in Vietnam 67%
Approve of lawful protest marches 22%
Approve of sit-ins, mass meetings, demonstrations   5%
Use force to solve problem of urban unrest 52%
Favor federal medical help 48%
Favor federal aid to education 11%
Favor federal job assistance 27%
Government is run by a few big interests 70%

70% of Wallace voters agreed that government was run by a few big interests, a 

far more cynical view than the opinion of the Humphrey and Nixon voters, though the 

cynicism of the Wallace voters was a harbinger of a broader decline in public confidence 

in government across the electorate just a few years later.330 Wallace voters, it could be 

argued, may have associated the “powerful interests” of government with meddling 

bureaucrats pushing racial integration on to communities, or the growing strength of the 

regime’s secondary coalition partners, towards whom public policy was increasingly 

oriented, or at least perceived as such. This short profile of Wallace voters and his 

sources of electoral strength suggests that Wallace represented a constituency that had 

become frustrated with the managers of the New Deal regime, as well as the regime’s 

secondary coalition partners (blacks, liberal young people associated with the New Left), 

329 . Data compiled from the 1968 Post-Election Study of the University of Michigan’s Survey Research 
Center. 
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all of whom were competing for a prominent role in the shaping of the regime’s policy 

commitments. Wallace’s campaign rhetoric speaks to a frustration his supporters felt that 

the regime managers were serving constituencies whose values were not compatible with 

what they believed to be the core principles of the New Deal regime: social order and 

discipline. 

THE WALLACE RHETORIC: A CASE FOR SOCIAL ORDER AND DISCIPLINE

We have examined the broader Wallace platform through an analysis of his 

personal campaign vehicle, the American Independent Party platform, but it is just as 

important that we examine the specific appeals Wallace utilized while he was on the 

campaign trail in 1968. His comprehensive platform is one thing, but what message were 

his voters and sympathizers hearing? Was Wallace’s rhetoric a repudiation of the 

principles behind New Deal regime? Or did Wallace appear to embrace the regime’s core 

principles, while only repudiating the competing interpretations of those principles? The 

results are not so cut and dry.

Any understanding of George Wallace’s campaign as an out of the mainstream, 

racist or neo-fascist reaction to the rise of progressive social movements in the 1960’s 

implies that his candidacy was somehow dedicated to the repeal of every progressive 

social reform of the twentieth century. It was not. While there was more regressive than 

progressive language to be found in the Wallace campaign of 1968, a fair reading of his 

stump speeches suggests that he did not use the bulk of his repudiating rhetoric to attack 

the orthodoxies of the New Deal regime, as it was established in the 1930’s. Rather, 

330 . Carlson, p. 112; Lipset and Schneider, pp. 13-29.



264

Wallace’s fiercest repudiating rhetoric was reserved for those groups of people who were 

allegedly perverting the values of the regime, the intellectuals and bureaucrats who 

appeared to make excuses for crime and the youth counterculture, and the regime 

managers who all too often directed the institutions of government toward secondary 

coalition partners or new groups outside of the mainstream of society. Instead, Wallace’s 

rhetoric harkened back to an era when the policies and practices of the New Deal state 

existed peacefully alongside a society reinforced by a clear social order, clear moral 

standards and discipline in society. Elders and authority figures were respected, 

especially the police and the military. Government rewarded hard work and obedience of 

the law with programs that promoted upward mobility and middle class living. Racial 

hierarchies were tolerated, if not explicitly authorized, while efforts to disrupt such 

arrangements were associated with subversive radicalism and crime. For it was assumed 

that racial segregation reinforced social order, discipline and cultural purity.  

Wallace’s campaign, like his whole political career, was known for closely 

linking race to crime in his public appeals, and many politicians have certainly yielded 

significant political benefits by craftily lumping such issues together in their campaign 

rhetoric and advertising.331 It is hard to challenge the notion that Wallace’s campaign 

rhetoric was not intended, to at least some extent, to tap into the racist sentiments of 

many of his supporters. Yet to leave the account at that would fall short.  When one 

understands the foundations of the New Deal regime, as we examined in Chapter Three, 

and how its early architects deferred to Southern political actors to keep racial 

331 . For a discussion of the famous Willie Horton advertisements in the 1988 presidential campaign, see, 
Jamieson, pp. 16-42, 128-34.  
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segregation off of the national issue agenda, it becomes clear how the Wallace message 

can be considered to be consistent with certain orthodox interpretations of the regime’s 

core principles. In 1968, Wallace was articulating in frank and harsh language what more 

pragmatic regime managers could not or would not defend: the regime and its institutions 

were built in the 1930’s and 1940’s upon deference to communities that chose to racially 

segregate. The regime managers who chose to break that agreement were the real 

betrayers of the regime’s principles and the public faith. For it was they who would be 

breaking a contract with the supporters of racial hierarchies, and presumably it was the 

regime managers who would be to blame when social order and discipline broke down. 

Wallace’s appeals may have sounded shrill and out of the political mainstream because 

the candidate was a pugnacious campaigner who enjoyed a fight, but the ideology he 

articulated in speech after speech suggested that he represented a significant strain of 

political thought within the regime. Much of the campaign rhetoric is hyperbolic, and 

depending on one’s point of view, entertaining or maddening to read.332 Even though race 

forms a persistent backdrop to his campaign, the consistent message Wallace drives home 

can be narrowed down to a common critique of the regime: it served undeserving 

constituencies, directly and indirectly contributing to the breakdown of social norms.

Similar to the approaches of the New Left, the civil rights movement and even the 

regime managers affiliated with the Johnson Administration, Wallace alternated between 

articulation and invocation of the regime’s principles on the one hand to frontal assaults 

332 . A full account from major newspapers of all of Wallace’s campaign activities in 1968 can be found at 
the LBJ Presidential Library in Austin, TX, Office Files of Fred Panzer, Folders: Wallace, George (ex. 
Gov. of Ala. ‘67/68’), Wallace, George (6/1/68-7/31/68’), both in Box 130. Also, Panzer Files, George 
Wallace—8/1/68—, Box 129. This constituted my review of the Wallace campaign rhetoric.  
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on the regime’s legitimacy. Wallace’s harsh and often sweeping denunciations of social 

welfare institutions and his indictments of traditional two party politics positioned his 

campaign eerily close to the role of a regime repudiator, rather than the representative of 

a regime-affiliated faction jockeying for political power. An objective look at Wallace’s 

rhetoric also obscures the distinction between intra-regime dissent and a frontal assault on 

the core ideologies of the New Deal regime. Wallace, an intelligent and educated man, 

was more than capable of framing a wide range of complex issues in a mainstream 

language that appreciated their complexity and nuance, as his personally written platform 

demonstrated. 

Political actors that seek to tear down an old regime and build a new one need not 

seek the repudiation of every major policy, practice and institution of the old regime. 

They must, however, win public affirmation of their indictment of at least a major part of 

the old regime’s foundational principles. To only attack the implementation of those 

principles through certain public policies or commitments to new issue agendas (even 

controversial ones) falls short of indicting the regime’s fundamental assumptions of 

constitutional government. Hence, the New Deal Democrats of the 1930’s did not come 

to power calling for a restoration of slavery and sectionalism, but they did successfully 

challenge the old regime’s core commitment to the principle of industrial capitalism with 

a minimum of government interference. Had Wallace articulated more of an opposition to 

the foundational economic assumptions of the New Deal regime, alongside his 

commitment to racial hierarchy, Wallace would have been better positioned as a full 

repudiator of the regime. That is, a campaign more along the lines of Barry Goldwater in 
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1964, melding doctrinaire economic conservatism with a principled opposition to civil 

rights legislation.

Wallace articulated a clear commitment to repudiating institutions that promoted 

the civil rights issue agenda. Yet we find very little commitment from Wallace to tearing 

down entire institutions of the orthodox New Deal state. As the core principles of the 

New Deal regime of the 1930’s concerned economic policies, Wallace’s attacks on 

regime managers and civil rights activists credibly positioned him as the representative of 

the regime in its first generation of existence, even if his commitment to racial 

segregation was more explicit than most of the regime managers of the 1930’s.  

Where civil rights were not concerned, Wallace was committed to a nuanced 

domestic policy agenda that promoted economy, efficiency and social welfare service to 

traditional New Deal constituencies. He attacked War on Poverty programs that he 

associated with integration, crime and urban decay, but otherwise his commitment to a 

social welfare state was strong. Yet his rhetoric on the campaign trail more often than not 

emphasized a bellicose, anti-government tone that emphasized law and order issues and 

other domestic issues easily linked to race and civil rights, such as education. The tone of 

his rhetoric summoned the forces of regime repudiation, rather than articulation. His 

rhetoric was framed in the repudiating language of sweeping away, rather than fine 

tuning, the institutions that promoted the regime’s new commitments to civil rights and 

an expanded clientele of social welfare beneficiaries deemed to be undeserving. While 

Wallace quietly affirmed traditional New Deal regime commitments to what he believed 

to be deserving constituencies in the depths of his party platform and in reflective 

interviews with journalists, his campaign rhetoric was a repeated exercise in loud 
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indictments of the regime’s service to undeserving constituencies and its impotence to 

deal with rising violence on the streets and the breakdown of traditional cultural norms.   

The Critique: Regime Managers in the Service of the Undeserving 

Wallace’s campaign rhetoric was personal, vindictive and blistering toward those 

whom he regarded as adversaries. Wallace’s famous denunciations of courts, 

intellectuals, bureaucrats and the two parties reflected a more general critique of the 

managers of the New Deal regime and the secondary and new constituencies it sought to 

serve in the 1960’s. In his view, the regime managers had redirected the machinery of the 

federal government toward constituencies that were undeserving of additional benefits 

and privileges. Whether it was the explicit civil rights stance of the Democratic Party and 

their more aggressive courtship of blacks, or the regime managers’ failure to distance 

themselves from intellectuals and bureaucrats who appeared to make excuses for crime, 

riots and anti-social behavior, the Wallace message, at the very least, represented an 

indictment of the regime managers’ growing deference to the rising secondary coalition 

partners and the new constituencies they sought to embrace. 

As Johnson sought to reach out to blacks—the best example of the regime’s 

secondary coalition partners in the 1960’s—with civil rights and urban renewal programs, 

Johnson’s War on Poverty programs sought to reach out to new, previously non-political, 

constituencies. Wallace articulated a message that suggested civil rights disrupted social 

order and discipline, while Johnson’s poverty program served a constituency of leftist, 

lawless and lazy constituencies that were inconsistent with the orthodox values of the 

New Deal state. “The Democratic party [used to represent] the working folks, and now 
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it’s the party that wants to tax the working people and pay folks that don’t want to 

work.”333 Here he was surely referring to the Johnson War on Poverty, and the many 

well-publicized fiascos concerning the programs administered by the controversial Office 

of Economic Opportunity, for the OEO served many new constituencies not affiliated 

with the traditional New Deal regime. Civil rights legislation was rarely attacked on the 

merits of racial equality, but rather, on the grounds that it promoted crime and racial 

tensions, and that it overruled the prerogatives of communities to enforce laws that 

reflected local values. “You have passed every civil rights bill known to man to placate 

the anarchists…And the more bills you pass and laws and judgments they render, the 

more we get into the streets.”334 To be sure, this was a message that cleverly tapped into 

the outright racism of many Wallace sympathizers, but it also articulated a coherent issue 

position of the orthodox New Deal regime that linked the issue of domestic peace with 

support for racial segregation. 

On the campaign trail, Wallace was especially fond of butting heads with hecklers 

and radical leftist political activists. It positioned him at the forefront of combative 

opposition to the New Left, the permissiveness of the sixties counterculture, and 

dovetailed nicely with a campaign predicated on a commitment to social order and 

discipline. Wallace demanded that regime managers take a stronger stand in opposition to 

such groups. He repeatedly promised that as president he would more actively deploy the 

resources of the federal government to suppress the political activities of the New Left 

and socially stigmatize the lifestyles of the youth counterculture. The details of his 

333 .  “Large Group Gathers for Denver Rally”, Denver Post, October 12, 1968. 
334 . “Wallace Says Law Stand Deters Reprisal by Right,” New York Times, September 26, 1968. 
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rhetoric against these groups may appear to be much hyperbole, but it does tell us 

something about Wallace’s stance in opposition to the New Left and the student 

counterculture. When students or young people taunted him, his belligerent responses 

indicated that a Wallace Administration, unlike the Johnson Administration, would make 

no efforts court the idealism of the Student Left and bring them into the regime. “You’re 

the folks this country is getting sick and tired of…You anarchists better have your day 

now ‘cause after November 5 you’re through.”; nor would he be in the slightest bit 

deferential to student protestors’ demands, such as when he famously promised to run 

over any “anarchist” who dared to lie down in front of the presidential limousine as a 

form of political protest.335

Anti-communist appeals were regularly thrown around on the campaign trail in 

opposition to the intellectual elite and the New Left. He promised to “ask my attorney 

general to get indictments against treason in speeches against the Vietnam War by 

college professors,” and that students or professors expressing sympathy with the North 

Vietnamese should be expelled or fired.336  Much of Wallace’s campaign rhetoric 

accusing “communists”, “anarchists”, “militants” and “revolutionaries” of facilitating 

crime and the breakdown of social norms could simply be dismissed as the campaign 

rhetoric of a pugnacious politician who was prone to giving high-energy, foot-stomping 

speeches. On the other hand, if one looks beyond a lot of the bravado in Wallace’s 

denunciations of leftist activists and puts them into the larger context of his campaign, 

it’s easy to discern that Wallace was indicting the regime managers for failing to take a 

335 . “Wallace, in the North, Addresses the Alienated of the Left and the Right”, Baltimore Sun, October 
13, 1968. 
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strong stance in opposition to the New Left and social permissiveness. “I am going to 

replace [Attorney General] Ramsey Clark with someone who’ll do something about the 

Communists in this country,” he told a Dallas crowd.337

Wallace had an ability to turn the class politics of the New Deal of its head. 

Roosevelt and Truman cemented the New Deal electoral coalition by summoning the 

class antagonisms of the working classes toward the entrenched power and privileges of a 

wealthy elite. At the same time, Roosevelt had a good deal of faith in academic and 

professional experts to devise and implement the early policy initiatives of the New Deal 

regime.338 In the political universe of the 1960’s, the experts’ and the professionals’ 

relationship with the populist impulses of the New Deal regime were suspect, according 

to the rhetoric of George Wallace. Wallace summoned Southern and white working class 

antagonisms against what he believed to be a much more powerful elite within the New 

Deal regime of meddling bureaucrats and intellectuals, both of whom allegedly looked 

upon the working classes and the South as uncouth, uneducated, and in need of 

government supervision. “A bunch of smart bureaucrat [sic] up in Washington look down 

on us as peasants,” Wallace told a Tallahassee audience. “They try to tell us where to 

send our children to school, how to run our businesses…when to go to bed at night and 

when to get up in the morning.”339 Wallace attacked the administrators of the New Deal 

state and their close relationship with social science experts as inconsistent with the 

populist spirit of the New Deal regime. Wallace positioned his campaign as a voice for 

336 . “George C. Wallace: American Independent,” Christian Science Monitor, October 14, 1968. 
337 . “Wallace Thrills Dallas Crowd”, Fort-Worth Star Telegram, September 17, 1968. 
338 . Leuchtenburg, pp. 32-33, 253-54. 
339 . “Wallace, in Florida, Derides US Judges as ‘Sorry Outfit’”, Baltimore Sun, September 21, 1968. 
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the “little man”, who still embraced the simple values and virtues of the past, while 

government was now in the hands of “the experts…some guideline writer with a pointed 

head,” who was needlessly “giving some complex, complicated answers to some simple 

problems,” such as crime and  poverty.340

CONCLUSION: THE CONSERVATIVE WING OF THE NEW DEAL REGIME

Accounts of the national Wallace movement as a conservative reaction against 

liberalism and the Democratic Party are incomplete. To be sure, Wallace’s anti-civil 

rights stance, his support for decentralization, not to mention his harsh denouncements of 

the managers of the New Deal regime, all would indicate a strong strain of conservatism 

within the political ideology he advocated in 1968. Yet it is not a conservatism rooted in 

opposition to the orthodoxy of the New Deal regime. Wallace’s campaign rhetoric was 

often sharply anti-government and anti-establishment, save for his strong endorsements 

of government’s police and military powers. In practice, however, Wallace continued to 

embrace the core commitments of the New Deal social welfare and regulatory state, even 

if he didn’t spend much time talking about these issues on the campaign trail. This is 

confirmed by a reading of his personally written party platform and press accounts of his 

1968 campaign. Wallace instead challenged the new formulas of social welfare provision 

embraced by the architects of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty, as well as the regime 

managers’ major departure from orthodoxy in supporting civil rights legislation. For 

Wallace and his sympathizers, both of these actions diminished the regime’s original 

340 . “Image Trouble”, Washington Star, September 15, 1968.  
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commitments to maintain an orderly and disciplined society. Hence, Wallace was 

supporting a conservative—with a small “c”—vision for the regime’s future because he 

was resistant to major departures of orthodoxy. He endorsed the New Deal regime of the 

1930’s and 1940’s that maintained a social welfare state for deserving recipients, 

tolerated racial segregation in the interest of political and domestic tranquility, and 

enforced law and order in the streets. By 1968, as the regime managers had fully staked 

out a position in support of civil rights and the Johnson approach to the War on Poverty, 

it became easier for observers to confuse Wallace’s attacks on them as outside attacks on 

the very legitimacy of the regime. Much like other factions of the regime, Wallace took 

stances that alternated between articulation of the regime’s core principles and 

repudiation of regime managers’ translations of principles into public policy. 

Wallace’s conservatism was an endorsement of the strains of social conservatism 

that were part of the orthodox New Deal regime. That was very different from the 

conservatism of Ronald Reagan, Newt Gingrich and George W. Bush. For example, 

Wallace had little appetite for the Reagan Administration’s tax cuts that he believed were 

directed towards the wealthy. “He lowered taxes for the rich people, and he raised them 

on the poor. That’s wrong!” Wallace told biographer Stephan Lesher.341 Wallace’s 

campaign rhetoric in 1968 was far more secular than the more explicit affirmations of 

evangelical identity that would come from subsequent Republican campaigns.342 Indeed, 

Wallace, in his 1972 campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination, called for 

341 . Lesher, p. 313. 
342 . Or  Jimmy Carter’s 1976 campaign. 
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taxing church-owned properties to finance middle-class tax relief.343 Nor was Wallace 

committed to the same style of evangelical religious conservatism that was to become 

such a major part of the Republican Party’s message in the 1980’s and beyond. On the 

campaign trail in 1968, Wallace did denounce Supreme Court decisions barring 

organized prayer in the public schools, but these attacks came within the larger context of 

attacks on other Supreme Court rulings concerning civil rights and the rights of criminal 

suspects and defendants. Wallace’s attacks on the federal courts indicted the judiciary for 

interference with local values and customs, whether the issue was criminal justice, school 

prayer, or racial integration. By itself, the issue of the relationship between religion and 

government was a secondary part of Wallace’s message in 1968.     

By 1972, in spite of strong popular vote support in Democratic primaries, Wallace 

could muster few convention delegates due to rule changes that diminished the strength 

of his constituencies. His platform planks were also rejected by the delegates of the 

Democratic National Convention.344 By 1976, Wallace’s performance in Democratic 

primaries indicated that he could no longer even claim to speak for the Southern faction 

of the regime.

343 . Lesher, pp. 489-90. 
344 . Ibid. 
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Chapter Eight: A Reconstructed New Deal Regime

THE NEW FACE OF AN OLD REGIME

As American participation in the Vietnam War drew to a close and the Watergate 

scandal began to unfold, the face of the governing New Deal regime was almost fully 

transformed from the regime that took power during the Great Depression. Indeed, it was 

still the same regime, drawing upon its resolution of past economic and world crises for 

legitimacy and moral authority. In addition, most of the regime’s old coalition partners 

remained intact, if somewhat aggrieved and more willing to defect in presidential 

elections. Blacks, union members, liberals and even the white South retained their 

Democratic identity in the 1970’s, though in varying degrees of loyalty. Most 

importantly, the regime’s internal hierarchy of coalition partners was dramatically 

rearranged. In some cases, the regime’s first generation of primary coalition partners lost 

influence within the regime, while traditional secondary coalition partners gained 

influence within the regime.

After the 1972 presidential election, all the pieces of the reconstructed New Deal 

regime were in place. The New Deal regime was now an unambiguously pro-civil rights 

regime, elevating commitments to civil rights to the highest priority and maintaining a 

close alliance with mainstream civil rights organizations. Meanwhile, the white South

retained some influence within the regime through its stronghold in Congress, as well as 

through the presidential nomination of a moderate Southern governor in 1976. The white 

South’s old signature issue of racial discrimination, however, would no longer be 
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tolerated by regime managers. Organized labor remained a strong force within the 

regime, though labor’s overall political influence began to wane in the 1970’s. The 

reconstructed regime also began to increasingly embrace post-material values, while 

retaining the core of its traditional New Deal economic ideology (and loyalty to 

organized labor). Finally, changes to the rules of Democratic presidential primaries 

institutionalized this new hierarchy of coalition partners by the 1970’s.    

The Objective

This final chapter has two purposes. First, this chapter will synthesize the 

conclusion of this project with a summary of alternative accounts of this era. In some 

cases, the findings of this project differ from other scholarly accounts of this period, 

while other conclusions add to the depth of our understanding of this era and its place in 

the evolution of a governing regime. Second, this chapter will sum up what the New Deal 

regime looked like after this period of reconstructive change between 1964 and 1972. 

After this period of disruption, what did the new equilibrium look like within the New 

Deal regime? How did the regime rearrange and re-prioritize its policy commitments? 

Which coalition partners held the greatest influence over the policy commitments of the 

New Deal regime? To examine these questions, I will turn to an analysis of Democratic 

platforms, especially as they pertain to civil rights commitments and environmental 

protection. I chose to look at environmental protection as an issue because I believe it 

represents the best example of a post-materialist policy commitment. In looking at party 

platforms, I will be looking at how the regime’s civil rights and environmental 

commitments quantitatively and qualitatively changed after 1964. 
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The white South did not leave the regime all together in the 1970’s, though white 

Southerners’ loyalties became more tenuous. Regime managers in the 1970’s were less 

deferential to Southern Democrats than regime managers were during the Johnson 

Administration. Still, white Southern Democrats retained an institutional base of power in 

the Congress, even as regime managers became increasingly less tolerant of racial 

segregation in the 1960’s. To examine the remaining strength of the white South within 

the regime I will examine the extent of their clout within the Congress, where white 

Southern Democrats maintained a disproportionate share of influence well into the 

1970’s. In addition, I will address the influence of the South upon the revised rules of the 

Democratic presidential nomination process. While the new rules of the 1970’s worked to 

the benefit of minority groups and single issue activists, neither could the regime ignore 

its Southern wing in the future. As a result, new reforms in the 1980’s preserved a piece 

of influence for Southern Democrats within the regime’s presidential nominating process.  

MORE COMMITMENTS: A RECONSTRUCTED NEW DEAL REGIME

Others argue that the period between 1964 and 1972 represented the beginning of 

the erosion of the New Deal regime, rather than its reconstruction from within. It is easy 

to arrive at that conclusion if one only looks at election returns, though even that 

approach yields a less than conclusive outcome. The evolutionary progress of a 

governing regime must also be charted through its programmatic commitments and its 

interpretations of core principles. The proliferation of new government programs and 

commitments during this era indicates that the regime was reconstructed upon new 

interpretations of its core principles, not eroded, as conventional wisdom and other 



278

scholarly accounts suggest. Table 8.1 summarizes the argument of this project in relation 

to the conclusions of other scholars. 

Table 8.1: Summary of this Project’s Conclusions

Phenomenon     Other Scholars’ Conclusions This Project
The evolution of a governing 
regime 

Court centered, presidency 
centered, state centered, election 
centered.

Understanding the evolution of a 
regime also requires us to 
understand the interaction of its 
coalition partners. Not all 
coalition partners are created, or 
remain, equal.  

Status of the New Deal regime 
between 1964 and 1972

This period represented the 
beginning of the end for the 
regime.

This period saw a major internal 
reconstruction of the regime.    

Electoral politics between 1964 
and 1972

Voter dealignment and party 
decomposition

Electoral politics does not tell us 
the whole story about a regime’s 
evolution.

Great Society and War on 
Poverty programs

Expanded state capacities to 
include new programmatic 
“rights” for the American people.

These programs represented 
regime managers’ efforts to reach 
out to new constituencies and 
address secondary coalition 
partners’ demands. 

Rise of civil rights legislation 
after 1964

Facilitated the demise of 
Democrats and rise of 
Republicans in the South.

The regime adopted the cause of 
civil rights as a core policy 
commitment, spreading to all 
arenas of public policy. Blacks 
became primary coalition 
partners.

The New Left Leftist rebellion against the 
Democrats, which contributed to 
the erosion of the New Deal 
regime.

The regime confronted the New 
Left while also attempting to 
assimilate its concerns into the 
regime’s policy commitments.

George Wallace’s 1968 
presidential campaign 

Facilitated the demise of 
Democrats and rise of 
Republicans in the South. 

Wallace was a New Deal 
Democrat fighting for older 
interpretations of the regime’s 
principles.

The white South and the 
Democratic Party between 1964 
and 1972

These voters gradually 
abandoned the Democratic Party 
in favor of the Republican Party. 

The white South became a 
secondary coalition partner of the 
New Deal regime, no longer 
dedicated to its old signature 
issue of white supremacy.

Even if one stipulates that reconstruction of a still dominant regime took place 

during this era, a critic of this project still might ask why we should concern ourselves 

with the regime’s mid-life reconstruction when the regime’s erosion was the inevitable 
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next step. Reconstruction of a governing regime should be understood as more than 

simply the rearrangement of the deck chairs on the Titanic (a sinking ship). All governing 

regimes go through periods of internal change and adjustment. Some of these periods are 

relatively minor, while other periods will be far more disruptive and significant to the 

long-term political environment. Few would contest the notion that the era between 1964 

and 1972 was a politically disruptive and significant environment, as I discussed in the 

first chapter. Mid-life reconstruction may leave a governing regime more vulnerable to 

attack, when compared to its first generation in power, but it’s also a significant 

development because of the impact such periods have upon the governmental and 

political universe. When a governing regime is reconstructed, the public policy 

environment is substantially reshaped as well. The New Deal regime of the 1930’s and 

1940’s was concerned with matters of economic security and building a world order that 

would be safe for democracy. By the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, that same regime 

integrated commitments to racial equality and post-materialism alongside the regime’s 

long-established domestic and foreign policy commitments. 

As the regime’s governmental and political commitments expanded, the length of 

Democratic Party platforms increased accordingly. The platform of 1932 contained less 

than 1500 words, as it was mostly dedicated to economic commitments and resolution of 

the national crisis. Building upon the New Deal legacy and the Cold War foreign policy 

environment, the platform of 1948 contained over 4200 words, with only limited and 

cautious language on civil rights. As the regime began its mid-life reconstruction, the 

platform of 1964 contained just over 20,000 words, including not only more stringent 

language on civil rights, but new post-materialist commitments as well. As the regime 
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came under the attack of Reagan Republicans, the platform of 1980 contained over 

38,000 words, with even more specific planks on the environment, civil rights, consumer 

protection, education, regulatory policy and traditional New Deal economic 

commitments.345

It should not be considered surprising that, throughout its tenure, a governing 

regime’s policy commitments would be reflected through an ever expanding party 

platform. An established regime will gradually build up or modify new institutions of 

government during its tenure in power. As the years go by, the regime becomes more of a 

long-term custodian of the federal government, and not simply a political party seeking 

power. With these custodial responsibilities, a governing regime seeks to serve its 

constituencies of coalition partners, and at some point, to expand its political base of 

support to new constituent groups. As this occurs, the regime has to contend with the 

growing complexity of coalition management, and the careful task of balancing often 

conflicting policy commitments against one another, especially as the regime enters its 

turbulent reconstructive phase. Hence, party platforms reflect the regime’s expanded 

menu of policy commitments and reorganized priorities. Indeed, the Republican regime 

was no different. The GOP platform of 1860 was less than 1200 words. In 1900, on the 

eve of the Progressive Era, the platform was about 2300 words. In 1928, four years 

before the regime was driven from power, the platform was about 7400 words. The 

challenge for the reconstructed New Deal regime was to integrate traditional New Deal 

economic commitments into new commitments to civil rights and other post-materialist 

345 . Data on the length of party platforms was performed by the author through a standard Word Count on 
Microsoft Word using the text of party platforms provided at 



281

values, while at the same time maintaining the loyalty of coalition partners that lost 

influence within the regime in the 1970’s. 

A New Deal-Civil Rights Regime

During the regime’s reconstructive era, mainstream civil rights groups became 

active partners in Democratic Party politics, rather than just secondary clients seeking to 

maximize benefits from regime managers. During the Johnson Administration, 

Administration officials and Democratic Party leaders worked with civil rights leaders 

and black elected officials through policy workshops on Great Society and civil rights 

legislation, as well as voter registration projects. The purpose of these efforts, DNC 

Deputy Chairman Louis Martin said, was to “mobilize our elected Negro Democratic 

leadership across the country into a task force to help solve the problems of the 

community and to support the Democratic legislative programs that are vital to the 

community.”346

By the 1970’s, civil rights principles became a defining feature of the regime, of 

equal importance as its New Deal era economic commitments. Just as the regime was 

once defined by a core set of principles that guided its use of the federal government 

concerning economic and social welfare policies, commitments to civil rights were 

infused into the universal range of the regime’s policy commitments. Commitments to 

civil rights and racial equality were no longer ancillary policy commitments to a regime 

that was primary dedicated to economic justice and winning the Cold War. Whereas, the 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/platforms.php.  
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regime once included carefully worded language into Democratic platforms promising 

racial equality, the reconstructed New Deal regime used more explicit language in 

support of racial equality, and linked those principles to a far wider range of public 

policies than it had done prior to 1964. 

As Table 8.2 demonstrates, the Democratic platform of 1964 contained 25 

sentences on the subjects of civil rights, racial equality and the advancement of black 

Americans. That number doubled in the 1972 platform, and grew to 108 in the 1980 

platform. In the period between 1964 and 1968, there was a small decline in the number 

of sentences, just as there was between 1972 and 1976. Still, the ratio of civil rights 

sentences to platform lines steadily grew after 1964. In 1964, there was one sentence on 

civil rights for every 74.3 lines in the platform. By 1980, this ratio stood at 1 to 31. 

At the same time, the regime’s governing political party spread its commitments 

to racial equality and civil rights into an ever growing arena of policy commitments, 

especially in 1972. Democratic platforms prior to 1964 generally limited civil rights 

policy commitments to racial equality in public accommodations, cautious desegregation 

of public schools and voting rights. After 1964, Democratic platforms gradually 

integrated racial equality and civil rights into economic policy, urban renewal, defense 

policy and even foreign policy. On economic policy, Democratic platforms explicitly 

called for expanded job and economic opportunities for blacks, an end to discrimination 

in lending and assistance to minority-owned businesses. 

346 . New York Times, 4/22/65, “Democrats Tell Negro Leaders of Plans for the Great Society”, 
Washington Post, 6/1/67, “LBJ to Woo Negro Democrats”.  
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Table 8.2: Sentences in Democratic Party platforms expressing support for new civil 
rights legislation, enforcement of existing civil rights laws, racial equality and 

advancement of black Americans, 1964-80.347

Year Presidential Nominee Sentences Ratio of Sentences to Platform Lines

1964 Johnson 25 1 to 74.3

1968 Humphrey 22 1 to 66.7

1972 McGovern 51 1 to 45.2

1976 Carter 43 1 to 41.9

1980 Carter 108 1 to 31.0

Urban renewal programs were framed in the context of civil rights and the 

improvement of life for black Americans:

To meet this challenge, the Democratic Party commits itself to a housing 
approach that… free choice in housing—the right of all families, regardless of 
race, color, religion or income, to choose among a wide range of homes and 
neighborhoods in urban, suburban and rural areas—through the greater use of 
grants to individuals for housing, the development of new communities offering 
diversified housing and neighborhood options and the enforcement of fair housing 
laws; and assures fair and equitable relationships between landlords and 
tenants.348

347 .  Sentences simply expressing a general commitment to equal opportunity for all Americans do not 
suffice. For a sentence to be counted as pro-civil rights it must be within the clear context of a 
political/governmental commitment to racial equality, support for new civil rights legislation, enforcement 
of existing civil rights laws and explicit commitments to the advancement of black Americans. Sentences 
that make a general denunciation of racism in international affairs are also counted, though they only count 
for a very small number of the totals. Provisions that strictly apply to policies concerning Native Americans 
or other minorities are not counted in this analysis.  Platform lines are counted through a standard Word 
Count on Microsoft Word. 12 point type was used with Times New Roman font. Data compiled by the 
author.
348 . 1972 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1972. 
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The platform of 1968 called for further reforms to local draft boards to “make 

them more representative of the communities they serve.”349 Even on foreign policy, the 

influence of the American civil rights movement was heard when the platform of 1972 

denounced the apartheid governments of South Africa and Rhodesia, calling for 

diplomatic and economic restrictions on those countries: “We stand for full political, civil 

and economic rights for black and other nonwhite peoples in Southern Africa. We are 

against white-minority rule.” In addition, the platform called for the appointment of more 

minority ambassadors to “let the world know that America is a multi-racial nation and 

proud of it.”350

In 1968, after the Johnson civil rights program was enacted into law, the party 

platform dedicated the regime to administrative and regulatory enforcement of existing 

civil rights statutes. Indeed, subsequent platforms paid careful attention to the propensity 

of civil rights opponents to undermine racial equality through legal and administrative 

loopholes, or through private institutions, like all-white “segregation academies”: 

We will not permit these great gains to be chipped away by opponents or eroded 
by administrative neglect. We pledge effective and impartial enforcement of these 
laws. If they prove inadequate, or if their compliance provisions fail to serve their 
purposes, we will propose new laws. In particular, the enforcement provisions of 
the legislation prohibiting discrimination in employment should be strengthened. 
This will be done as a matter of first priority.351

 By 1976, special emphasis was placed on the advancement of “women and 

minorities”, as more than just a legal requirement, but as a positive good: “At all levels of 

349 . 1968 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1968. 
350 . 1972 Democratic Party Platform.
351 . 1968 Democratic Party Platform.   
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government services, we will recruit, appoint and promote women and minorities”; “The 

Democratic Party pledges itself… to the pursuit of new regulatory and incentive policies 

aimed at providing minority groups and women with equal access to mortgage credit.”; 

“Minority unemployment has historically been at least double the aggregate 

unemployment rate, with incomes at two-thirds the national average. Special emphasis 

must be placed on closing this gap.”352

This all amounts to substantial quantitative and qualitative evidence that 

mainstream black civil rights groups, representing black Americans, became primary 

coalition partners within the New Deal regime by the 1970’s. When blacks were 

secondary coalition partners, regime managers gave black civil rights groups whatever 

policy benefits were minimally sufficient to maintain black support within the regime, 

while not causing a fatal open revolt among primary coalition partners. The regime came 

dangerously close to failing at this delicate balancing act in 1948. Regime managers do 

not infuse secondary policy commitments into a wide variety of policy arenas, especially 

when secondary coalition partners make controversial and polarizing demands. Instead, 

regime managers will seek to minimize secondary coalition partners’ influence, either

because the issues in question are too polarizing or because regime managers have little 

interest in a full-fledged commitment to a secondary policy agenda. 

The language of the post-1964 platforms, as well as the documents’ frequent civil 

rights commitments, indicated that the New Deal regime of the 1970’s was as equally 

committed to black civil rights as it was to traditional New Deal economic policy. The 

352 . 1976 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1976. 
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party experienced all of the benefits and liabilities of that stance into the 1980’s, when the 

Democrats increasingly became an opposition party, rather than a governing regime. 

The White South: Down and Reformed, but not Out  

Ever since its founding, a north-South alliance has been key to the survival of the 

Democratic Party. Even during the Jeffersonian regime, the lineal descendant of the 

Democrats, the Democratic-Republican Party had to carefully manage competing 

demands from northern and Southern party loyalists.353 Regime managers in the 

Jeffersonian era, the New Deal regime, and Democratic opposition party leaders in the 

Republican regime had to balance this tenuous alliance concerning issues such as 

westward expansion, currency, the tariff, slavery and segregation. Democrats have paid a 

very high electoral price when they have proven to be unable to maintain their north-

South alliance.

Issues revolving around race and civil rights were the most enduring and 

polarizing for the Democrats’ north-South balancing act, as well as for the nation as a 

whole. Support for racial hierarchy was the white South’s signature issue since the Civil 

War and Reconstruction. The New Deal regime was at the very least deferential toward, 

if not outright supportive of, this stance as late as the early-1960’s. Through their 

institutional strength within the regime, the white South, while not as strong as it was 

353 . On the creation of the Democratic-Republican Party, see Noble E. Cunningham, The Jeffersonian 
Republicans : The Formation of Party Organization, 1789-1801, Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1957; on the Jacksonian Democratic Party, see Robert Remini, Martin Van Buren and the 
Making of the Democratic Party, New York: Columbia University Press, 1959. 
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prior to the New Deal, remained a significant player in the shaping of public policy and 

the establishment of Democratic issue agendas.  

Congressional committee chairmanships were one example of the white South’s 

position of disproportionate institutional influence during much of the New Deal regime 

era. In a one party region of the country, Southern Democrats held an advantage over 

their northern counterparts as it concerned the ability to accrue the seniority necessary to 

become a committee chair. Committees with jurisdiction over a wide range of public 

policy, including civil rights and economic legislation, were disproportionately controlled 

by white Southerners well into the 1970’s. This made white Southern Democrats 

influential players in the crafting of public policy, as is characteristic of primary coalition 

partners. Tables 8.3 and 8.4 reveal the white Southern share of House and Senate 

committee chairmanships during the New Deal regime era.

Roosevelt was the most deferential to segregation of any New Deal regime 

administration, but during his presidency, Southern Democratic committee chairmanships 

usually remained below 50% in both houses of Congress. This still put the white South in 

a very strong position. After the consolidation of congressional committees in 1947, 

white Southern influence gradually increased in the 1950’s and first half of the 1960’s. 

On the House side, white Southern Democrats held 47.6% of committee chairmanships in
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Table 8.3: Standing Committee Chairmanships Held by White Southern Democrats, 
1933-1981354

House of Representatives

Year Total Number of Committees Southern Chairmanships

1933 47 27 (57.4%)
1935 47 26 (55.3%) 
1937 47 22 (46.8%)
1939 47 19 (40.4%)
1941 47 16 (34.0%)
1943 47 23 (48.9%)
1945 48 23 (47.9%)
1949 21 10 (47.6%)
1951 21 11 (52.4%)
1955 21 13 (61.9%)
1957 21 12 (57.1%)
1959 22 13 (59.1%)
1961 22 11 (50.0%)
1963 22 13 (59.1%)
1965 22 14 (63.6%)
1967 22 11 (50.0%)
1969 23 9   (39.1%)
1971 23 9   (39.1%)
1973 23 9   (39.1%)
1975 23 9   (39.1%)
1977 23 5   (21.7%)
1979 23 5   (21.7%)
1981 23 5   (21.7%)

354 . Measurements reflect the chairmanships of House standing committees at the beginning of each new 
term of Congress. Data does not count congressional sessions that began in 1947 and 1953, when 
Republicans controlled the House. Data compiled by the author from the Congressional Directory,
Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office and Guide to Congress, 4th Edition, Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly Press, 1991.  
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Table 8.4: Standing committee chairmanships held by white Southern Democrats, 
1933-1979355

Senate

Year Total Number of Committees Southern Chairmanships

1933 33 13 (39.4%)
1935 33 14 (42.4%)
1937 33 12 (36.4%)
1939 33 15 (45.5%)
1941 33 16 (48.5%)
1943 33 15 (45.5%)
1945 33 15 (45.5%)
1949 15 6   (40.0%)
1951 16 9   (56.3%)
1955 16 9   (56.3%)
1957 16 9   (56.3%)
1959 17 11 (64.7%) 
1961 17 10 (58.8%)
1963 17 11 (64.7%)
1965 17 10 (58.8%)
1967 18 11 (61.1%)
1969 18 11 (61.1%)
1971 19 10 (52.6%)
1973 19 9   (47.4%)
1975 20 6   (30.0%)
1977 18 6   (33.3%)
1979 18 4   (22.2%)

1949, which grew to 63.6% in 1965. On the Senate side, white Southern Democrats held 

40% of committee chairmanships in 1949, which grew to 64.7% in 1963. Ironically, 

Johnson’s landslide victory in 1964, which presaged so much liberal civil rights and 

355 . Measurements reflect the chairmanships of Senate standing committees at the beginning of each new 
term of Congress. Data does not count congressional sessions that began in 1947 and 1953, when 
Republicans controlled the Senate. Republicans regained control of the Senate in 1981. Data compiled by 
the author from the Congressional Directory, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office and Guide to 
Congress, 4th Edition, Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Press, 1991.  
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social welfare legislation, took place at a time when white Southern Democrats were at 

the apex of their control over congressional committees.

During the regime’s subsequent reconstructive era, however, white Southern

Democrats lost some strength. In 1973, Southern Democrats held 39.1% of 

chairmanships in the House and 47.4% in the Senate. Even these disproportionate shares 

of congressional power declined further in the 1970’s. After post-Watergate rules 

changes were enacted in 1975 to reduce the importance of seniority in allocating 

committee chairmanships, white Southern Democrats’ share of House committee 

chairmanships slipped to 21.7% in 1977. On the Senate side, Southern Democratic 

committee chairmanships declined to 22.2% by 1979. These numbers were more in 

tandem with the white South’s overall influence in Congress and within the Democratic 

Party.  

A number of old time segregationist Democrats retained their chairmanships well 

into the 1970’s, such as Mississippi’s John Stennis (Senate Armed Services) and James 

Eastland (Senate Judiciary), and Georgia’s Herman Talmadge (Senate Agriculture). By 

the late 1970’s, however, segregation was no longer the defining political issue for them 

as Southern Democrats and New Deal regime loyalists. Southern Democrats who 

remained loyal to the regime, adjusted to their new role as secondary coalition partners 

by courting primary coalition partners, blacks, and embracing racial reconciliation, or at 

least repudiating de jure segregation. Gestures ranged from the symbolic (Georgia 

governor Jimmy Carter hanging a portrait of Martin Luther King in the state capitol 

dome) to the more substantive (George Wallace repudiating segregation and apologizing 

for his belligerence in the 1960’s). Instead of regime managers maintaining an 
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accommodating and deferential stance toward Southern segregationists in the 

policymaking process, white Southern Democrats now found themselves in a position 

where they had to appeal to blacks and liberals within the regime. White Southern

Democrats instead laid their own claims of fealty to the regime by stressing traditional 

New Deal economic and social welfare themes, as well as Cold War hawkishness and if 

necessary, civil rights commitments. This was a far cry from the regime’s first 

generation, when Southern Democrats often turned up the racial rhetoric in their home 

states in response to national political pressure. In the aftermath of an era of 

reconstructive change within a regime, not only did regime managers adjust their 

responses to various coalition partners, but newly demoted secondary coalition partners 

also had to reframe their loyalties to the regime’s reprioritized principles and policy 

commitments.  

The status of the white South within the regime was down, but not out. To remain 

a governing regime, much less a national party, Democrats needed to maintain a base of 

electoral support in the South, which Jimmy Carter did in 1976. Even in 1980, Carter’s 

support in the South was stronger than the landslide election returns would indicate. Of 

the ten Southern states Carter lost, six were decided by less than three percentage points, 

suggesting a less than complete erosion of white Southern support for Democrats in 

1980.356 In addition, Carter polled very well in the counties that voted for George 

Wallace in 1968. As Table 8.5 indicates, even in 1980 Carter won 71.2% of pro-Wallace 

counties in the South. 

356 . The University of Michigan’s Institute for Survey Research found Carter’s support among white 
Southerners to be just over one third in 1980, Ginsburg and Shefter, p. 49.  
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Table 8.5: Number of Southern Pro-Wallace Counties Voting Democratic for 
President in 1976 and 1980357

Year Southern Pro-Wallace Counties Voting 
Democratic

1976 507 (88.9%)
1980 406 (71.2%)

Total Southern Pro-Wallace counties =  570

By the 1970’s, white Southerners were indeed less numerous within the regime, 

as some of these voters became ticket-splitters, independents or Republicans. Intra-

regime change does have the effect of driving some voters out of the regime all together, 

as well as bringing in new constituencies. Still, a regime needs its secondary coalition 

partners if it is going to stay in power, in much the same way that a championship 

baseball team needs its second string players to perform if the team is going to continue 

to win. The New Deal regime was able to accomplish this task in the 1976 presidential 

election, and throughout the 1970’s in congressional elections. In 1992 and 1996, 

Democrats were once again able to elect a Southern president with respectable white 

Southern support, but by that time Democrats functioned as more of an opposition party, 

rather than as a regime. 

357 . For a Southern county to be classified as pro-Wallace, the county must have voted for Wallace in the 
1968 presidential election. Data complied by the author from electoral data contained in Richard M. 
Scammon, Alice V. McGillivray and Rhodes Cook, America at the Polls, 1960-1996 Kennedy to Clinton : 
A Handbook of American Presidential Election Statistics, Washington, D.C. : Congressional Quarterly 
Press,  1998. 
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Incorporating Post-material Values

After 1964, and well into the 1970’s, the New Deal regime increasingly 

incorporated post-material values and policy commitments into its core principles of 

government. Alongside traditional regime commitments to winning the Cold War, social 

welfare and Keynesian economics, regime managers also increasingly turned their 

attention toward non-economic, non-materialist and other policy commitments not 

immediately concerned with national survival. Post-materialist policy commitments were 

not only articulated in the form of civil rights and racial equality, but also in the policy 

arenas of environmental protection, consumer protection, gender equality and civil 

liberties. In international affairs, American support for human rights was incorporated 

into the regime’s traditional Cold War stance: “Consideration of human rights should be 

a permanent feature of U.S.-Soviet relations,” the Democrats promised in 1980. “We 

pledge that a Democratic Administration will raise the question of the Soviet violation of 

human rights at all appropriate international forums.”358

Domestic post-materialist commitments were incorporated into the regime’s 

traditional policy commitments as part of the regime’s efforts to serve new coalition 

partners and rising coalition partners within its ranks. Civil rights legislation was 

celebrated as part of the regime’s commitment to economic security: “The Democratic 

Party in 1972 is committed to resuming the march toward equality; to enforcing the laws 

supporting court decisions and enacting new legal rights as necessary, to assuring every 

American true opportunity, to bringing about a more equal distribution of power, income 
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and wealth and equal and uniform enforcement in all states and territories of civil rights 

statutes and acts.”359 Consumer protection was also depicted as part of a continued 

strategy to maintain the long-term health of the economy: “In providing economic justice 

for consumers, we shall strengthen business and industry and improve the quality of life 

for all 200 million Americans.”360 In addition, consumer protection was depicted as part 

of the regime’s traditional commitments to economic justice and empowerment: “A 

major objective of all consumer programs, at all levels, must be the education of the 

buying public, particularly the poor who are the special targets of unscrupulous and high-

pressure salesmanship.”361

Demands for legislation mandating environmental protection were regularly 

weighed against their economic consequences, and were even part of the regime’s 

strategies for expanded employment and a more advanced workforce: “Environmental 

protection creates jobs. Environmental legislation enacted since 1970 already has 

produced more than one million jobs, and we pledge to continue to work for additional 

laws to protect, restore and preserve the environment while providing still more jobs.”362

Indeed, environmental protection is perhaps the best example of a post-materialist policy 

commitment, given its detachment from immediate economic concerns and its perceived 

relationship to quality of life. As Table 8.6 demonstrates, the New Deal regime of the 

1970’s substantially increased its commitments to environmental protection, conservation 

358 . 1980 Democratic Party Platform, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showplatforms.php?platindex=D1980. 
359 . 1972 Democratic Party Platform. 
360 . 1968 Democratic Party Platform. 
361 . Ibid. 
362 . 1976 Democratic Party Platform. 
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of natural resources, preservation of open lands and forests for recreational use, as well as 

the enforcement of existing environmental statutes. The number of sentences articulating 

these commitments stood at only 22 in 1964, but grew to 80 in 1972 and to 108 in 1980. 

Furthermore, the ratio of these sentences to lines in the party platform shrank from 1 to 

84.4 in 1964 to 1 to 28.8 in 1972 (and back up a bit to 1 to 32.2 in 1976).  

In response to the energy crises of 1973 and 1979, Democrats called for the major 

commitments to energy conservation and the development of alternative sources of 

energy. In 1976, Democrats promised to “replace the rapidly diminishing supply of 

petroleum and natural gas with solar, geothermal, wind, tide and other forms of energy, 

and we recommend that the federal government promptly expand whatever funds are

required to develop new systems of energy.”363 At the same time, however, these policies 

were also incorporated into a more comprehensive economic strategy, revealing that the

Democrats’ stance on the energy issue was not entirely post-materialist: “The most 

promising neglected domestic option for helping balance our energy budget is energy 

conservation.”; “America's energy future requires a continued strong national policy 

based on two fundamental principles: efficient use of energy that will conserve our 

resources, preserve our economy and create jobs for Americans; and development of 

secure, environmentally safe and reasonably priced energy sources.”364

364 . 1976 and 1980 Democratic Party Platforms.  
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Table 8.6:Sentences in Democratic Party platforms expressing support for
environmental protection, conservation and preservation of natural resources,
1964-80.365

Year Presidential Nominee Sentences Ratio of Sentences to Platform Lines

1964 Johnson 22 1 to 84.4

1968 Humphrey 23 1 to 63.8

1972 McGovern 80 1 to 28.8

1976 Carter 56 1 to 32.2

1980 Carter 108 1 to 31.0

While Democratic presidential candidates of this period were unsuccessful three 

out of five times, environmentalist commitments remained an important part of the 

nation’s governing formulas well into the 1970’s. Even when out of the White House, 

regime managers still functioned through the Democratic Congress and through 

sympathetic members of the judicial branch and executive government agencies.  The 

regime’s environmentalist commitments were influential enough during this period to 

earn the acquiescence of the opposition Nixon Administration. Under the signature of 

Richard Nixon, legislation was enacted protecting wildlife, clean air, clean water and 

365. Policy commitments to cleaning up various forms of pollution, toxic and nuclear waste are included, as 
well as commitments to the preservation of open lands, forests and waters for recreational and 
environmental purposes.  Commitments to enforce existing environmental laws and strengthen 
corresponding administrative agencies are included. Commitments to the development of alternative 
sources of energy are also included, with the exceptions of coal and nuclear energy. Sentences dedicated to 
making coal and nuclear technology more environmentally friendly are included. Workplace safety 
commitments are not counted, unless the sentence refers to a specific environmental hazard. Platform lines 
are counted through a standard Word Count on Microsoft Word. 12 point type was used with Times New 
Roman font. Data compiled by the author.
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establishing the Environmental Protection Agency.366 These policy commitments were 

not systematically attacked until the Reagan years.

A governing regime is reconstructed when substantial new policy commitments 

are integrated into the regime’s core principles of government, alongside long-established 

policy commitments. The regime’s movement in the direction of post-materialist values 

in the 1970’s was in part a response to the New Left movements of the 1960’s, as well as 

to the proliferating liberal interest groups of the era. Similarly, on the right, the 

Republican Party’s movement toward post-materialism in the 1970’s and 1980’s was 

reflected through the growing influence of evangelical Christian conservatives. 

 At the same time, the New Deal regime’s traditional commitments to its long-

standing formulas of economics and Cold War foreign policy were not abandoned 

exclusively in favor of post-materialism. To be sure, the regime still had a custodial 

responsibility to ensure the security and survival of the American people. The economy 

performed lethargically throughout much of the 1970’s, requiring regime managers to 

propose policy remedies to the problems of unemployment, recession and inflation. 

While détente and the end of the Vietnam War reduced Cold War tensions, the standoff 

between two nuclear superpowers continued to demand the careful attention of regime 

managers. In addition, as crime rates skyrocketed in the 1960’s and 1970’s, regime 

managers had to address issues of law and order through a dual approach that gave equal 

weight to punishment and prevention.

366 . Crockett, pp. 157-58. 
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Labor: Still Working for the Regime

In this project I have not done a systematic study of organized labor in the New 

Deal regime. While labor was unquestionably a primary coalition partner within the 

regime in the 1930’s and 1940’s, its hierarchical position was less drastically affected by 

the reconstructive era between 1964 and 1972 when compared to the white South. 

Periods of reconstructive change do not necessarily displace all primary coalition partners 

from their position of influence. The white South’s signature issue of segregation was 

ultimately rejected by the regime, but regime managers continued to closely identify with 

the core objectives of organized labor. The regime was always more closely identified 

with organized labor and the virtues of working class political movements. Racial 

segregation, on the other hand, was merely tolerated and excused by regime managers of 

the 1930’s and 1940’s, rather than upheld as a positive good, much less an organizing 

principle of the regime.

 The overall influence of organized labor in American politics waned in the 

1960’s and 1970’s. The percentage of the non-agricultural workforce belonging to a labor 

union fell from 31.4% in 1960 to 21.9% in 1980.367 Still, during the reconstructive era, 

labor maintained a close relationship with regime managers and a strong influence within 

Democratic Party politics. National union leaders became increasingly sympathetic with 

civil rights activism in the 1960’s and mostly supportive of Johnson’s Great Society 

initiatives. During the Johnson years, AFL-CIO leaders coordinated voter registration 

drives and campaign activities on the Democrats’ behalf. In fact, most labor leaders 
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remained loyal to Johnson in 1967-68, even as Democratic support was collapsing all 

around the president.368

Yet, in the 1972 presidential race, the AFL-CIO remained neutral (though some 

constituent unions endorsed McGovern). AFL-CIO president George Meany dismissed 

McGovern as not representing “good material”, complaining that, “a small elite of 

suburban types and students took over the apparatus of the Democratic Party.”369 Labor 

unions only had a small role in the commission that reformed the party’s presidential 

nominating procedures, and they mostly opposed the changes the commission 

implemented.370 In addition, labor union leaders struggled with the problem of rank and 

file defections in elections, not only in 1968 and 1972, but well into the 1980’s.371

While organized labor was a weakened and less reliable ally in elections, regime 

managers continued to give heed to the central issue priorities of labor leaders: improved 

worker safety regulations, stronger collective bargaining rights, and the repeal of the 

Taft-Hartley law’s controversial section 14b. By the 1970’s, the New Deal regime was no 

longer just an economic labor/white liberal regime. Now organized labor was part of a 

regime that was equally dedicated to civil rights and post-material values. Sometimes 

these values were compatible with the objectives of labor unions, but sometimes they 

were not, such as in the case of Hispanic activists’ demands for more liberal immigration 

laws. Organized labor continued to enjoy a prominent place at the table as primary 

367 . Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor. The World Almanac and Book of Facts, 1995, 
Funk and Wagnalls: Manwah, NJ, 1994, p. 154.  
368 . Milkis, pp. 206-07. 
369 . Boller, p. 337. 
370 . Judith A. Center. “1972 Democratic Convention Reforms and Party Democracy”, Political Science 
Quarterly, Vol. 89, No. 2 (June, 1974), 325-50. 
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coalition partners, but compared to the regime’s first generation in power, unions’ share 

of control over the regime’s policymaking agenda was reduced.  

Nominating a Presidential Candidate

Reorganization of a regime’s democratic procedures seems to be a recurring part 

of a regime’s reconstructive era. During the Jeffersonian regime, the Jacksonian era was 

made possible by liberalized voter suffrage laws, mass-based political parties and party 

conventions. During the Republican regime, the Progressive era popularized the use of 

party primaries, referendum, voter initiative and recall elections. Between 1964 and 1972, 

the New Deal regime opened the doors to a more plebiscitary process of presidential 

selection that would empower activist groups in elections. Not only were black voting 

rights made a matter of the highest national priority, but deliberations within the regime 

were restructured to benefit the Democratic Party’s newly ascendant coalition partners.     

Democrats have a long history of contentious, even violent, nominating 

conventions. Television coverage only complicated the Democrats’ image problem when 

controversies took place within the party, whether it was the disputes over the seating of 

the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party delegations in 1964 and 1968, the riots 

outside of the convention hall in 1968, or the poorly organized and badly choreographed 

convention in 1972.372 Indeed, the process of nominating a presidential candidate was 

more than a little affected by the reconstructive changes within the regime. In response to 

the divisive and brokered convention of 1968, the party authorized a commission led by 

371 . For example, union households voted 54% for Richard Nixon in 1972, 43% for Ronald Reagan in 
1980, and 46% for Reagan in 1984. Stanley and Niemi, ed. pp. 114-18. 
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Senator George McGovern and Representative Donald Fraser to draft reforms that would 

make the presidential nominating process more democratic and more representative of 

the party’s rank and file. In short, the new rules facilitated our modern day presidential 

nominating system through primaries and caucuses. The powers once held by party 

bosses in this process were placed into the hands of grass-roots activists. Secondly, the 

reforms established a virtual quota system for state delegations at quadrennial nominating 

conventions. The new rules mandated that state delegations satisfactorily represent the 

given state’s population of women, minorities and young people. Between 1968 and 

1972, the percentage of female Democratic delegates surged from 13% to 40%; among 

delegates under the age of 30, the percentages surged from 3% in 1968 to 22% in 1972; 

among black delegates, the percentages grew from 5% in 1968 to 15% in 1972.373 Indeed, 

at the 1972 convention, black delegations in 30 states exceeded their state’s proportion of 

black persons.374

These reforms were part of the institutionalization of the rearrangement of 

coalition partners within the New Deal regime. Single issue activists, including organized 

labor, would be empowered through the process of presidential selection. While the white 

South’s influence within the regime was further diminished by these reforms, ironically, 

it was a white Southerner, Jimmy Carter, who mastered the new selection rules to his 

benefit in 1976, with only lukewarm support from party regulars. A number of so-called 

“counter-reforms” were implemented in the 1980’s for the purposes of restoring some 

372 . McGovern was not able to make his acceptance speech until 3AM, well outside of prime time.  
373 . Stanley and Niemi, ed. p. 69. The percentage of delegates under the age of 30 drifted downward to 
15% and 11% in 1976 and 1980 respectively, and then into single digits in the 1980’s and 1990’s. 
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degree of influence for party leaders and elected officials, though the core reforms of the 

McGovern-Fraser Commission remained intact. In 1988, the party consolidated many 

Southern primaries into a single “Super Tuesday” for the purposes of producing a 

moderate to conservative and/or Southern nominee. This effort failed in 1988, but 

succeeded in 1992. The Democrats still needed their Southern wing to win elections, or to 

achieve regime status.  

CONCLUSION: REACHING OUT IN A NEW GENERATION

After resolution of the crises that brought the regime to power in the first place, 

regime managers gradually begin reaching out to new coalition partners and to 

increasingly restive secondary coalition partners. Regime managers reach out to 

prospective new coalition partners because of the necessity to expand their political base 

of support beyond the organizing issues of the regime’s formative years. At the same 

time, secondary coalition partners intensify their demands for government action on their 

behalf, for with the original crises resolved, regime managers find it increasingly difficult 

to be dismissive of the secondary coalition partners’ issue agendas. 

As a consequence of these developments, a regime’s second generation in power 

is likely to be more contentious for regime managers than the first generation. After the 

regime’s reconstructive era comes to a close, lingering bitterness and political casualties 

from that tumultuous era further complicates the regime managers’ task of keeping the 

regime unified behind a coherent set of policy objectives. The hierarchy of coalition 

374 . Center, p. 340. For a more comprehensive account of the McGovern-Fraser rules changes see, William 
J. Crotty, Decisions for the Democrats: Reforming the Party Structure. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
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partners has been internally rearranged and new policy commitments have been 

incorporated alongside long-standing principles. In other words, after the period of 

disruption between 1964 and 1972,  all of the New Deal regime’s pieces were put back 

together again in a much more tenuous order than was the case during the regime’s 

formative years. Jacksonian Democrats became primary coalition partners of the 

Jeffersonian regime by the early 1830’s, but sectional divisions between Jeffersonian 

Democrats intensified during the regime’s next generation in power. Within the 

Republican Party regime, its second generation in power witnessed tensions between 

isolationists and internationalists, and between progressive reformers and traditional 

conservatives.  

Certainly such a situation would make it easier for opponents to attack the regime 

from the outside, as conservative Reagan Republicans did after 1980, but this gets us 

ahead of an otherwise very noteworthy development. Reconstruction from within is a 

crucial stage in the life-cycle of a regime, for it occurs as the result of an era of 

significant political disruption. A regime’s reconstructive era is important because it 

establishes, if somewhat messily, what the regime will stand for in its second generation 

in power. Because a regime is represented by a dominant governing party, this will have 

consequences for the entire American political landscape. 

University Press, 1979.
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