








These four gubernatorial candidates pursued office 
with an attitude of personal confidence and idealism. They 
believed that if given the chance, they could accomplish 
great things. They campaigned, therefore, emphasizing 
their personal qualities rather than focusing on issues.
All four of the successful gubernatorial candidates in 1970 
avoided controversial issues by selling themselves. All 
sought to portray themselves as good people whom voters 
could trust. A powerful new medium in southern politics 
facilitated this approach. These young men were of the 
television generation. They had seen the changes the new 
medium wrought in public perceptions. They had observed 
the power of televised images of the civil rights movement 
-- pictures of the persecution of people seeking justice 
and the negative images of segregationist leaders who 
opposed them. They had witnessed the impact televised 
images had had in national political campaigns during the 
previous decade. Television presented the perfect tool for 
avoiding controversial issues and presenting personal 
qualities. Image replaced substance.

The power of images benefitted all four of these men. 
Bumpers effectively employed television in presenting 
himself as a leader the people could trust. Even though 
Askew could not afford an extensive television advertising 
campaign, he made the most of the coverage he received.
His single most important asset in the 1970 campaign,
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according to a New York Times Magazine feature article, was 
"the ability to project the image of complete sincerity 
over television." Askew also benefitted in the general 
election because of the negative images produced by 
Governor Kirk when he seized a school district in defiance 
of court orders. John West also profited indirectly by the 
televised images of overturned school buses provoked by his 
opponent's speeches. And West employed an effective 
advertising campaign pointing out the futility of defiance 
by playing back Republican Senator Strom Thurmond's "broken 
promises" to ease federal desegregation pressure. Jimmy 
Carter utilized the medium to cast his opponent as a rich, 
corrupt politician who could not understand the problems of 
common folk while portraying himself as a man of the 
people.1

The medium of television allowed the successful 
candidates of 1970 to emphasize their personal qualities 
without dwelling on the issues. The candidates knew, 
however, that they must seek favor from a diverse and 
ambivalent electorate. All four men shared an appreciation 
of how the environment in which they competed had changed. 
The civil rights movement had convinced many southerners 
that the abuses heaped upon black southerners in the past 
must cease. While many did not like integration, they came 
to accept it, even if only because they believed that 
defiance only generated more stringent measures and federal
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intrusion. This coupled with the turbulence of the 
previous decade compelled many to embrace those candidates 
who seemed sincere in their efforts to find solutions that 
would not cause undue disruptions.

One issue that threatened the resilience of this new 
found moderation, however, was busing. In every campaign 
in 1970, at least one candidate unsuccessfully sought to 
play on the racial misgivings of southern whites. The 
rejection of political pandering to racial antagonisms 
takes on added significance when one considers the furor 
over busing in the South and elsewhere in the nation. To 
their credit, the successful candidates did not try to 
exploit the busing issue. Busing seemed to many to involve 
issues that went beyond simple justice. Roundly opposed by 
a wide spectrum of voters, busing offered tremendous 
political appeal. Bumpers, Askew, West and Carter did a 
great service to the South by not jumping on the anti- 
busing bandwagon at a critical time in the South's 
political and racial development. Growing racial 
moderation among the people of the region could have 
deteriorated into the racial intolerance of old, especially 
with an issue as unpopular as busing. The men who would 
ultimately represent the New South, however, refused to 
encourage the furor over busing.

While Orval Faubus ranted about busing, Dale Bumpers 
calmly pointed out that all the candidates opposed busing,
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but that until the Supreme Court ruled none of them could 
do anything about it. Bumpers expressed the sentiments of 
many in the southern electorate in his willingness to abide 
by the law. He also assured voters that they could trust 
him to do the right thing, without ever saying exactly what 
that might be.

Reubin Askew refused to enter the busing brawl 
initiated by Kirk. While conceding that Kirk may have 
voiced the sentiments of the majority of the people 
concerning busing, he emphasized that Kirk's goal was to 
g a mer headlines rather than solve the dilemmas of 
desegregation. ft.skew himself refused to compete in the 
busing melee created by Kirk, later saying that he could 
not allow "the emotions of the hour to become the legacy of 
a generation." Askew disapproved of busing, even though 
he, more than any other southern governor, would defend the 
necessity of busing. Governor Askew would later tell 
parents of his state:

"Nobody really wants [busing] . . . yet the 
law demands, and rightly so, that we put an end 
to segregation in our society. We must demonstrate 
good faith in doing just that . . .  we must stop 
inviting, by our own intransigence, devices which 
are repugnant to us. In this way and this way only 
will we stop massive busing . . . only in this way 
will we put the divisive and self-defeating issue of 
race behind us once and for all. And only in this 
way can we redirect our energies to our real guest 
-- that of providing an equal opportunity for quality 
education to all of our children."2

In the campaign, however, Askew said very little about
racial problems facing the state. Like Bumpers, he said
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only that he would work for solutions and not cause more 
problems.

In South Carolina, Albert Watson, a political protege 
of Strom Thurmond, sought to test the limits of the 
Republican southern strategy. Albert Watson called on the 
electorate to reject the more moderate stance of recent 
Democratic administrations. Like candidates in the other 
southern states, Watson chose busing as an issue through 
which to exploit the ambivalence of many whites over the 
pace of integration. An impassioned anti-busing speech by 
Watson led to violence. Pictures broadcast around the 
world of a white mob overturning buses that had carried 
black school children in Lamar, South Carolina, allowed 
John West to portray himself as someone who sought peaceful 
solutions to the integration problems without really 
offering what those solutions might be. Calling busing a 
"phony issue" West conceded that "we are all against 
busing, " but he reminded voters that only the Supreme Court 
or Congress, and not the governor, could decide the issue. 
West promised that whatever was decided, his administration 
would not take any action that might harm public schools. 
West's approach reflected the sentiments of an electorate 
opposed to busing, but committed to education.3

In Georgia the strongest opponent of busing would be 
eliminated in the Republican primary. Jimmy Carter did not 
want to become embroiled in the busing debate. Because of
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the political realities he faced in that campaign Carter 
had to ease the current fears of the segregationists 
without calling the racial shibboleths of the past out by
name. He focused on resentments of class and avoided 
blatant racial appeals. In political forums when other 
candidates concentrated on busing, Carter pointed to 
estrangement of the common man from government decisions.
He subtly appealed to the rancor of those whose wishes were 
ignored in racial matters, without alienating the growing 
moderate body of voters who saw the necessity for 
integration. The two-faceted campaign cost the moral 
minded Jimmy Carter. But Carter, like the other New South 
candidates, knew he did not hold racist views and would, if 
elected, right many of the wrongs done to black citizens. 
Carter may have eased his moral dilemma by taking refuge in 
Reinhold Niebuhr's argument that in democracies perfection 
is never possible and the moral, i.e., Christian, man must 
content himself with accepting a necessary amount of 
compromise. Carter opened his autobiography, Why Not the 
Best? with a quotation from Niebuhr: "The sad duty of 
politics is to establish justice in a sinful world."4

All of the South's successful gubernatorial 
candidates, in sum, refused to exploit the busing issue in 
1970 and then delivered inaugural speeches announcing an 
end to exclusionary efforts by state governments toward 
black citizens. National ambitions shared by these young
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politicians militated against pandering to racial politics. 
Their elections helped sustain the improving image of the 
South and thereby improved their national political 
prospects. The success of these four New South governors 
also demonstrated the durability of moderation in the 
region. And finally, the elections signalled an end to the 
politics of persecution and defiance.

And yet, none of these men took firm stands on racial 
justice as candidates. Never publicly acknowledging racial 
antagonisms during their campaigns, all the successful 
southern gubernatorial candidates of 1970 tacitly 
acknowledged those fears by neglecting to reach out to 
black voters. The candidates realized that they could not 
alienate the large number of white voters who held 
reservations about busing and that the issue could destroy 
the region's new-found moderation. Although good 
intentions may have lain behind dodging issues such as 
busing, the efforts also precluded any real effort to 
incorporate racial justice into their platforms. After 
examining the successful campaigns of 1970, one might 
applaud the transformation of southern politics, or one 
might come away saddened by the missed opportunity to end 
racial politics. Even though all these men issued a 
repudiation in their inaugural addresses, their campaigns 
set a precedent of obfuscation that future politicians 
followed nationwide -- and may have even propelled some of
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these New South governors into the national political 
arena. Real racial progress missed its chance. None of 
these men met the challenge to renounce revived attempts to 
unite the white electorate in the name of resistance to 
integration. In the future, electoral success would lay in 
subliminal appeals.

Rather than reaching out in an effort to unite, the 
representatives of the New South had finessed the issues 
and rested their appeal on their image. They called on 
voters to elect them because they could trust them to do 
the right thing; whatever the right thing might be. 
Different voters had different right things in mind. One 
of the losing candidates who sought to challenge the busing 
issue may have been prescient in his observations. Claude 
Kirk called Reubin Askew, his opponent in the Florida 
gubernatorial campaign, a "middle-of-the-road, don't-do- 
anything individual." Kirk asserted that the smiling 
"trust me" image that proved so successful for Askew, and 
the other New South candidates of 1970, masked an avoidance 
of controversy and damaged democracy. Kirk would later say 
that Askew "went in with [Jimmy] Carter -- another smiling, 
'Trust me' type of character. One shouldn't have been 
governor. The other shouldn't have been president. . . . 
Anytime you just sit around, eat hamburgers, and act like a 
good guy, you are letting cancers grow. . . .  If you stand 
around and watch a bank robbery, you're not going to jail,

322

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



but you ought to be ashamed of not picking up the 
telephone."

Kirk's mixed metaphor rings true. Perhaps 
malignancies were growing undetected within the body 
politic of the South. Maybe the voters were being robbed 
of the value that comes out of facing up to responsibility 
while these new politicians stood by silently. The days of 
the yelling southern demagogic race-baiter had ended.
White southerners' desire to shed the image of noisy, 
violent resistance and the soft, smooth medium of 
television had changed the nature of politics. After 1970 
most political operatives focused on these campaigns and 
saw the practical benefits of evasion. Subtle avoidance of 
racially charged issues appealed to an electorate that had 
grown weary of upheaval. In the long run, the new trend of 
political avoidance of race, of trying to mollify a 
moderate electorate that would accept integration as long 
as it did not lead to disruptions, may have encouraged 
attractive candidates with soothing voices to say nothing 
and exacerbate racial harmony by smoothing over festering 
problems.5

This work began with the words of a retired Georgia 
farmer. "Always before, you could tell right easy how 
somebody stood on the nigras," said the farmer, puzzled by 
the racial stance of the gubernatorial candidates during 
the campaign in 1970. "I don't say it isn't a good thing,
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but it does make for a mighty peculiar election." The 
farmer's statement reflected not only the ambivalence of 
the region in regard to racial moderation, but also the 
obfuscation of the politicians who sought to manipulate 
that ambivalence. Mighty peculiar elections indeed.
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