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ORIGINS
OF THE

RUN-OFF

PRIMARY

Was the adoption of the run-off primary

part of a general “progressive” move
to democratize elections, or was it an' episode
in a reactionary crusade to eliminate any
chance of black influence in politics by
perpetuating one-party rule?

" Under the 1982 amendments to the
Voting Rights Act and the Supreme Court’s
1982 oplmon in Rogers v. Lodge—its most
recent major pronouncement on standards

+in “minority vote ‘dilution” litigation—the

‘prime, judicial criterion’ for evaluating such
devices as the run-off primary system will be

_their -¢ffect on the political power of racial

“minorities, not the intent of the framers or
perpetuators of the laws. Nonetheless, a
knowledge of the historical context in which
the - run-off . system’ was adopted is still
. pertinent in. lawsuits and may help to shape

publlc - attitudes : toward abdndonmg or

,,\

‘retainingthe system.
7 Since historians have only recemly turned
any attention at all to the intent behind the
run-off system, all the available evidence is
“circumstantial.” But we can cbnﬁdently say
that direct’ primaries’ wére ‘adopted in the
;South at least partially to maintain white
" Democratic supremacy and that the run-off,
“adopted along with -primaries themselves,
“functioned as a.further guarantee of the
- partisan and racial status quo.

n the post-Reconstruction South, turnout
was above. 60 percent of the adult
southern males—including black males—
during the 1880s, and the Republican,
‘independent, and later, Populist threats to

‘estimated- to have voted in 9 of ‘thé* 11

" Executive Commitiee proposed that’ dele

' Tuskegee Democratic newspaper thought3
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Democratic dominance remained qul[e redl
In the 1880 presndenual contest, for
instance, a majority of "black men are-

ex-Confederate states, and in 10 of those,
they managed to have a majority of thelr -
votes counted for the Republican” party,
which they overwhelmingly supported "The' +
South was far from “solid” yet. .
Any sngmﬁcant bolt of whltes from‘gh,
Democratic ‘or “white man’s” party, opld
well lead to defeats—and to the assurflp"
of power by blacks and their white alliéss4t:
the local or even the state level: In Vit rgl k.
for instance, a - coalition’ of ~blacks 4t
hill-country whites, led by a Dem‘ rat
discontented with- his defeat in a bos n-
trolled party: cenventlon, governed ‘the's %’
from’1879 t0 1883, ARG
“The primary was recogmzed and vdu&e‘d‘
as a minimizer of bolts. Thus, in" 1878%}&%
chairman * of “the Alabama ' Demdt¥atic:

-

[

gates to the state convention be selédt¢d
primaries “to promote, harmony ..
prevent as far as possible the. occurrehce‘
combinations  injurious ‘to" the’ ‘party

vAé

the primary “the only thing thd( can uhlte
and hold the: party together.” =~ "t tn :

Deeply divided over the quesnon' :
continuing the corrupt state lottery cdmpcmy »
in 1892, Louisiana Democrats settled’ thelr '
differences in the first statewide primary,
ever held, as far as I know, in the United: *
States. That it was limited to whites and that -
it came at the time of a very serious Populist- -~ = -
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and Republican challenge to Democratic  Carolina Democrats kept the bitter split
control should give pause O those who between Ben Tillman and his “conservative”
picture the primary as a well-intentioned, opponents within the confines of the party

racially neutral device to expand popular by electing convention delegatesin primaries
control. Likewise, in the same year, South coordinated throughout the state.

In 1895, the South Carolina Democratic
Convention called for a constitutional

DENISON UN|VERS|TY convention to disfranchise as many blacks as

p()ssible by law; at the same time, the

Gran‘““er Ohio Democrats passed a party rule requiring
- nominations for state offices from 1896 on
HISTORY: Instructor or Assistant. Profes- to be made by direct primaries. In case no
Wi sor; Ph.D. or ABD. Nineteenth and candidate received a majority, the party
il Twentieth Century Western Europe with provided for a run-off primary Ben
A emphasis in French and British history . . )
il (subject to administrative approval). Tillman, who dominated both the party and
{diﬁ k Beginning September, 1985. Tenurable. constitutional conventions, selected the pri-
’fl“ *'gl;“ Preference given to candidates who can mary, according to his biographer, “ys the
i offqr_courgesm|ntellec§ua}/cu|tqra| and/or most_satisfactory means . of allaying dis-
il ! political history. We will interview at the Ly . ) .
! AHA in December, 1984. Credentials, content within the Democratic rariks and of
ik including full dossier, should be sent to reducing- the danger of political appeal to
‘John B. Kirby, Acting Chair, Department the Negro.”
%fl:lf;gg' Bg::;/?nneyg;’g;tz'erc;a%g‘lf" There were no other statewide direct
P N ’ : . maries in the South (or elsewhere in the
'COMPUTER  SCIENCE: Instructor/Ass't primaties o e the 1 830 B 19(;2 N
Professor or Associate Professor. Two na._tloln)' grlng ¢ s. DY W en
positions in computer science (one tenur- Mississippi became the first state in the
| able). The successful candidate for the Union to require, by law, the primary
~ tenurable position must have 2 Ph.D. in. method- of nomination for all non-judicial -
Computer Science ora Ph.D.in Mathema- e offi disfrz - g -
tics and an M.S. in Computer Science. The state othcers, IS ranchising conventions or
" non-tenurable position can be filled by constitutional amendments had severely
“ one with an M.S. in Computer Science. reduced black—and poor white—voting in
./Send ‘letter of application and relevant all eleven southern states. Since direct
transcripts to Dr. Andrew Sterrett, Depart- Lo ral and the £ i
1 ‘mentot Mathematical Sciences, Denison primaries in general an the run-oif 1n
““University, Granville, OH 43023. Also particular were, except in South Carolina,
“three letters -of recommendation from mandated only after 1900, could they have
vggersg‘ns knowing work well, especially had any racial intent? Since most blacks were
teaching. disfranchised by then, wasn't the situation

- RELIGION: Assistant Professor. Beginning
‘Fall, 1985. Two-three year initial contract. ‘

“Final approval pending. Qualifications: o

. Ph.D., specialist in non-Western religions, WERE PRIMARIES AND RUN-OFFS

“race proof?”

- preferably religions bf India; willingness AIMED AGAINST BLACKS?
. to teach ‘general introductory courses. ) i .

“Deadline: -November 26, 7984. Send . . . .
complete dossiers to Dr. David Woodyard, r l ‘he most obvious answer Is that very little
Chairperson, Department of Religion, 1 inthe South since 1619 has been devoid
Denison University, Granville, OH 43023. of racial motives. Perhaps less obviously, the
‘Penison Unive!’sity is a private, liberal arts “race prdoi" argument depends on
college enrolling 2,000 undergraduates hindsight. When primaries, often with

ahd located in Granville, Ohio. Denison
is an Equal Opportunity/Affirmative Action
‘Employer. : .

run-off provisions, were adopted by Demo- .
cratic party rule or by law in the early part
of this century, it was by no means so clear
as it seemed later that party competition and
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black participation in politics were doomed
for a half century. Furthermore, we should
not underestimate either the continuing
extent of black voting or the degree of
southern white antipathy in the “lily white
period” to any black political activity
whatsoever.

That white racism has been one of the
central themes of southern history is
familiar enough not to need documentation.
'The perceived fragility of the disfranchise-
ment settlement, however, must be shown.

According to a North Carolina editor who
surveyed opinion in 1899 in three states that
had held disfranchising conventions, “with-
out the legal primary, divisions among white
men might result in bringing about a return
to the deplorable conditions when one
faction of white men call upon the Negroes
to help defeat another faction.” After all,
fairly administered literacy tests and. funds
to pay the poll taxes of potential voters could
easily have enfranchised a majority of the
blacks in any' southern state in the early
twentieth century, and Democrats feared

that the self-interest of opposition politicians |

might, as it had during Reconstruction and

‘the Populist eras, overcome their devotion

to white supremacy. Moreover, southern

‘moves to “subvert_ the purposes. of the

Fifteenth Amendment never received the
sanction of the U.S.. Supreme Court, but
only its agreement, in effect,” not to
overthrow the restrictive laws, a modus

vivendi that lasted only from 1903 to 1915,

when the Court overturned the Oklahoma
“grandfather clause.” '
Furthermore, the number of blacks who

‘were registered to vote after “disenfranchise-
ment” was small, but not negligible—9:
percent in Mississippi in 1896, and 14-15

percent in South Carolina and Virginia in
1904. In certain areas, blacks might be able
to elect one or more officials. Some whites,
in a period when lynchings were public
carnivals, were genuinely horrified by the
slightest - deviation from complete black
subordination. More importantly, oppor-
tunistic politicians could be depended upon
to whip up any racial issue for their own
purposes.

) \ . . ’
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_primaries.

"hegemony was a prime motive for. the”

or were blacks wholly barred from the

ldrge locally  regulated  “white”
pr|marles In 1899 at least 200 blacks voted
in a Democratic primary in one Mississippi
county, and, as one historian concluded
about that state as a whole, “Negroes had
not been eliminated from the polls but were
playing the same part a decade after [the
Mississippi  disfranchising convention of
1890] that they had played for a dozen or.
fifteen years before its adoption.” The Little
Rock, Arkansas, Democratic Central Com-
mittee turned down a white-only primary
resolution in 1901, and Arkansas primaries.
became fully Caucasian only as a result of
the actions of the deeply racist governor,
Jeff Davis, in 1906. Aware that open, legal
exclusion of blacks from the primaries
would bring the risk of court action, no state
before Texas in 1923 wrote a white- onlyj
provision into the law. All acted by .party:
rule;” they usually gave local Democratic
committees discretion on the matter; and: °
some areas never estdbllshed utterly whlte

There was, then, an incentive for whlte S
Southern Democrats in the early. 1900s:to’ -
seek to reintorce the exclusion of blacks .
from electoral power.

The MlSSlSSlppl legislature pdSSCd a blll
imposing .a primary and _containing:*a:
run-off requirement in 1902. “The salvation:
of our State,” backers of a primary with a,
run-off contended, “depends on the unity’
of our white people. This vote can only be.:
secured by ascertaining and effectuating the -
choice of {the] majority, to the exclusion of ‘ ‘
Negroes.” That white - Democratlc party.: -

adoption of the primary in Mississippi was =
also openly avowed by the chief sponsor of ..
the 1902 law, Edmund F. Noel, in a 1904
article: “White supremacy could. be main-: -
tained only by the members of that race
remaining together politically, otherwise:
comparatively few Negroes who are quali--
fied to 'vote might wield the balance of
power. No political organization can longbe -
kept from factional contests, without con-
fidence in the fairness of its methods. of
ascertaining and carrying into effect the will

N




“of the mAJorlty . Conventions or' mass
meetmgs as the ulnmate method of express-
ing popular choice would not be tolerated
in any civilized community. . .."

In 1901, Florida provided by statute for a
non-mandatory primary containing a run-
woff provision.. The Alabama Democratic
‘Executive Committee, which set temporary
_rules for each election, provided for
run-offs in 1902 and 1914. South Carolina
conducted run- -off elections by party reguld-
.,tl_on.from 1896 on, and wrote the provision
“into law in 1915. Texas in 1903 and 1905
_required primaries for state offices by law,
“but left it up to the party whether or not to
declare a majority or plurality vote sufficient.

" Ih,1907, the legislature specified a plurality

‘win' system; much later, it reinstated the
‘run-off system. The Louisiana leglsldture
passed a majority-vote requirement in 1906.
-After. a pdrucularly racially demdgoglc
gubematorlal campaign in Georgia in 1906,
.the : convention delegates elected in the
""'mdlrect primary for governor backed -not
'nly 4’ constitutional convention to restrict
black “suffrage, but also Georgia’s first
Statewnde direct primary. Its run-off provi-
sion was modified two years later to provnde
that‘the candidate had to receive a majority
‘ '»} county umt vote. Tennessee

,‘»the majomy clause was dropped North '

)

Carolma mandated statew1de pnmanes with

)

elther historians nor polmcal scnent\sts
K have mvestlgated the intent of the
ongmal framers specnﬁcally on run-off
_ requnrements There is likely to-be little
direct evidence about their purpose, since
they’\vere often adopted at non-public party
.-executive committee meetings, and even in

S cases when they were written into law, the
/% surviving evidence from state legislative

~ records will probably not be conclusive.
‘N(_)ne of the southern state assemblies
“técorded debates or printed committee

reports; newspaper stories on any but the
most controversial amendments are usually
uninformative; and few legislators left
collections of their papers. There was lots of
press discussion about the gener(ﬂ principles
of primaries and conventions, but little on
such specific topics as the run-off.

Popular discussions stressed not only the
party- strengthemng features of prlmdrles,
but also the shift in control toward “the
people”——loydl white Democrats—which the
primary allegedly fostered. These two
purposes were, of course, completely com-
plimentary. Had the pnmdry not quieted
protestsagainst clique or “ring” domination,
it would not have been an effective means
of confining dissent within the Democratic
party.

The indirect ev1dence from the pattern of
adoptions of the run-offs suggests that the
racial motives for choosing the device were
hardly absent. South Carolina, which had
the largest proportion of blacks of any state
in 1900, was the first to put the statewide
primary and the run-off into regular use.
The South Carolina Democratic convention
that proposed the scheme also called for
state constitutional action to disfranchise
blacks. Mississippi, which had the second
largest percentage of blacks, became the first
state to mandate the run-off primary by law,
and Alabama acted by party rule in the same
year. Florida, still over 40 percent black at
the turn of the century, held its first run- -off
in 1904, and Louisiana, third in black
proportion, acted by law in 1906 Among
the eleven ex-Confederate ‘states, only
Arkansas in the Deep South and the border
state of Virginia, its machine and anti-
machine factions solidified early, never
instituted the double primary during the
first two decades of this century. No
northern state, not even such uncompetitive.,
ones as Maine, Vermont, and Kansas, ever
experimented with run-off primaries.

In sum, then, the run-off should be seen
as a device intended to strengthen the
primary itself as'a means of solidifying the
southern Democratic parties against opposi-
tion, and particularly opposition by blacks
or through appeals to blacks.
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