
After President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, he reportedly told a fellow Democrat 
that the party had lost the South for a long time to come. It took more than a generation for old Southern loyalties 
to the Democrats to fade, but that vision was realized this weekend. 

Democrats held or controlled nearly every one of them when Mr. Johnson signed that bill in 1964. And 
they still held a majority as recently as a decade ago. Ms. Landrieu’s defeat essentially marked an end to the era of 
the Southern Democrats: the conservative, Southern, white officials, supported by white Southerners, whose 
conflicted views helped define American politics for half a century. 

The Democratic hold on the South in presidential elections began to change in 1948, when the 
Democratic National Convention backed President Harry Truman’s position on civil rights. Many Southern 
Democrats left the convention and nominated Strom Thurmond as the presidential candidate of the States’ Rights 
Democratic Party. 

The timing of the demise of the Southern Democrat is not coincidental. It reflects a complete cycle of 
generational replacement in the post-Jim Crow era. Old loyalties to the Democratic Party have died along with the 
generation of white Southerners who came of age during the era of the Solid South, before Brown v. Board of 
Education, before the Civil Rights Act. 

Yet it also reflects the very specific conditions of 2014. Today’s national Democratic Party is as unpopular 
in the South today as it has ever been, in no small part because the party has embraced a more secular agenda 
that is not popular in the region. 

“It’s a completely different party than it was 20 or 30 years ago,” said Merle Black, a professor of political 
science at Emory University. “When the Democratic Party and its candidates become more liberal on culture and 
religion, that’s not a party that’s advocating what these whites value or think.” 

It is difficult to determine how much of that was because of race. There is certainly a case that it was a 
factor: In 2008, Mr. Obama fared far worse than John Kerry in many white areas in the South, even though Mr. 
Kerry was also a northern liberal and even though 2008 was a far stronger year for Democrats than 2004. Yet 
nonracial factors are most of the reason for Mr. Obama’s weakness. The long-term trends are clear. Mr. Kerry, for 
instance, fared worse than Michael Dukakis among most white Southerners, often losing vast swaths of 
traditionally Democratic countryside where once-reliably Democratic voters had either died or become 
disillusioned by the party’s stance on cultural issues. It seems hard to argue that the Democrats could have 
retained much support among rural, evangelical Southern voters as the party embraced liberalism on issues like 
same-sex marriage and abortion. 

 


