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First I thank Barney Bishop for inviting me to be with you today, 
and second, for that flattering introduction.  
 
When I went from high school in South Carolina to Harvard, I 
really wasn’t prepared for the culture shock. For starters, like many 
Southerners, I was convinced I came from a fine old family, but 
nobody in Cambridge had every heard of the Wymans. And my 
Southern accent was problematic. When I called a record player a 
hi-fi, they thought I’d said “half-ass.”  
 
Many of my friends were Jewish, and one young woman, on 
hearing that I was a Presbyterian, commented, “I wondered what 
nice Jewish mother would name her son Hastings.”  
 
My friendship with Barney Frank was based on a shared interest in 
politics, not a similarity of views. One summer when he came to 
visit, I met him at the airport in Augusta, Georgia, and when he got 
to the lobby, he walked over and drank out of the water fountain 
labeled “colored.”  
 
But the friendship has lasted. I admire his dedication to helping the 
poor and his pragmatism about getting it done. Also, the toughness 
he brought to his fight for gay rights. Were I in Congress, I’m sure 
my voting record would have been very different from his, but this 
country functions best when we have smart men and women of 
integrity of a variety of views. 
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Last year I appeared in a documentary film about Barney Frank. I 
waited in vain for my nomination as best supporting actor. Maybe 
they got the envelopes mixed up. 
 
Actually, it was way before I got to Harvard that I became 
interested in politics. In 1948, when I was nine years old, I stayed 
up until to 2am listening to the radio with my father, waiting for 
Strom Thurmond, our state’s governor, to be elected president on 
the Dixiecrat ticket. I was shocked that he lost. 
 
Many years later I worked for Senator Thurmond. He was one of 
the smartest politicians I have ever known. When he decided to 
marry Nancy Moore, a former Miss South Carolina who was 22 to 
his 66, I was happy for him personally, but I was sure it would hurt 
him politically. He told me, “She will be a big help politically.” I 
didn’t believe him, but she immediately became a celebrity in the 
state and helped him draw crowds wherever they went. 
 
He had a secretary in the office to handle her correspondence and 
she prodigiously signed thank you notes, congratulatory notes and 
so forth to folks back home. As his legislative assistant, I thought 
his Senate activities were far more important. Then I went home on 
vacation and everywhere I went, I heard, “I got the nicest note 
from Nancy Thurmond.”  
 
I attended Senator Thurmond’s funeral, which was held in the First 
Baptist Church in Columbia. The original church had been the site 
of the state’s secession convention in 1860, but that history had 
been played down. That day the new church building was filled 
with some 3,000 people, about one-tenth of them African-
Americans, including most of the black members of the legislature. 
 
In the eulogies, no mention was made of his 1948 run for 
president. One of the eulogies was delivered by one of the most 
liberal African-American fire-brands in the state Senate. He talked 
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about how over the years, he could always call Senator Thurmond 
and get help for his constituents.   
 
When Thurmond’s daughter by an African-American woman 
announced her birthright publicly, South Carolinians took it in 
stride.  
 
One reason I like Southern politics is that it is fun. 
 
Once, at a Democratic convention, I went to a party held by the 
Arkansas delegation and I overheard one of the delegates talking. 
“Last night at a restaurant, we were calling the hogs. They’d never 
heard anybody call the hogs before. We were so rowdy we told 
them we were from Texas.” 
 
Another favorite story involved a contest for state senator in a rural 
parish in Louisiana. One of the candidates arranged a televised 
debate using the well-known stratagem of debating an empty chair. 
But instead of an empty chair, he tied a live chicken to the chair to 
represent his opponent. After the candidate finishing answering the 
moderator’s questions, the camera panned to the chicken and 
someone off-camera would poke the chicken with a broomstick, 
and it would start squawking and flapping its wings.  
 
I just can’t see that happening in New York or New Jersey. 
 
Today I am going to talk about three broad aspects of politics in 
the South.  
 
First, the vast changes that have taken place since I started 
Southern Political Report in 1978. 
 
Second, the impact of Donald Trump’s successful bid for the 
White House, and how that is changing Southern politics. 
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And third, the outlook for elections this year and in 2018.   
 
When I first began to follow politics, it was all in the Democratic 
Party. A story making the rounds at the time was that at one 
precinct in South Carolina, two election clerks were counting the 
ballots. They counted up to 110 Democrats, 111 Democrats, kept 
on counting, 230 Democrats, 231 Democrats, then they came 
across a ballot marked Republican. They carefully put it aside and 
kept on counting. 331 Democrats, then ANOTHER ballot marked 
Republican. One of the clerks looked at the other and said, “Some 
damn fool voted twice.” 
 
Since then, the South has become the base of the Republican Party, 
although the GOP’s hold on the region is not solid. Virginia is now 
pretty much a blue state. And Florida, as you know, is now a swing 
state. Trump won it, but so did Obama, twice.  
 
Barney Bishop asked me how Southern conservatives differed 
from conservatives in the rest of the country. Southerners are 
probably more religious and more socially conservative, but you 
find plenty of religious and social conservatives all around the 
country. 
 
I think the difference can best be summed up by a story I saw 
recently in Raleigh’s News & Observer. It reported that three 
Republican state House members had introduced legislation that 
would delete the provision in the state constitution that prohibits 
North Carolina from seceding from the union.  
 
In 1978, all 26 Southern legislative chambers were controlled by 
Democrats. 
 
Today, every single southern legislature has a Republican majority 
in both houses. 
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If partisan changes have been dramatic, so have many others, chief 
among them African American participation in Southern politics.  
 
When the first issue of SPR came out in 1978, there were only 
three African Americans in Congress from the South. 
 
But as the Voting Rights Act became fully implemented, the 
number grew steadily, and today there are 21 African Americans in 
the US House from the South, four here in Florida.   
 
After the 1982 election, there were 127 black lawmakers in 
Southern legislatures. Today there are about 335.  
 
I was speaking to a black friend of mine recently about race 
relations. He is from South Carolina and we frequently talk about 
race, sort of a reality check for both of us. We discussed whether 
race relations had improved under President Obama. I said I 
thought they had. I noted that it wasn’t even news when an African 
American was appointed to a high government post and white 
people generally now understand that much of the black population 
is middle class, much like themselves. 
 
He said I was wrong, that not much had changed in white attitudes 
toward blacks. Now my friend is a graduate of an historically white 
college in South Carolina, both of his parents are college 
graduates, and his family is fairly prosperous. But he told me that 
recently, when he got on an elevator – dressed like a normal 
person, “no pants down around my hips,” as he put it – a white 
woman on the elevator pulled her pocketbook closer to her.  
 
He said that sort of thing is not unusual, and happens in stores and 
other public places. 
 
What could I say? Not much. 
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The trouble, of course, is that you cannot pass a law that will 
correct that prejudicial behavior. I do think race relations are 
improving, but it’s a long slog, and we need to keep working on it. 
Careful attention to the tone and content of political rhetoric might 
help some. 
 
The Democratic Party supports the agenda of black voters and the 
political and civil rights leaders in the black community.  
 
However, that is not to say that the odd-man-out, the black 
Republican, can’t make important contributions to African 
Americans and their causes. 
 
One example is Tim Scott of South Carolina, the only black 
Republican in the US Senate.  
 
When police officers’ treatment of African Americans became an 
issue, I suspect that many conservatives believed that the issue was 
exaggerated for political advantage. 
 
But then Scott, whose political base in South Carolina is virtually 
all white and Republican, made a speech on the Senate floor noting 
that he had been stopped by police officers seven times in the past 
year solely because of his race. “The vast majority of the time,” he 
said, “I was pulled over for nothing more than driving a new car in 
the wrong neighborhood.” He added, “I do not know many African 
American men who do not have a very similar story to tell.” And 
he noted that he was even stopped by a Capitol policeman when he 
entered a Senate office, while he was wearing the pin that 
identified him as a member of Congress.  
 
Scott’s comments make clear that the issues raised by “Black Lives 
Matter” are real. This is not to say that burning down city blocks or 
other illegal behavior is acceptable as “the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble,” as guaranteed by the First Amendment. 
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But it is to say that there is compelling evidence that the cause of 
black anger over this issue and others is intensified by deep-seated 
racial attitudes, North and South. 
 
Senator Scott, incidentally, is not without a sense of humor.  
Recently, a critic sent out a Tweet accusing him of being “a house 
n-word,” except it didn’t use the euphemism. 
 
Scott tweeted back a one word response: “Senate.” 
 
Another big change is the role of women in Southern politics.  
 
Women have a colorful past in the South’s politics. The first 
female governor of Texas was “Ma” Ferguson, wife of “Pa” 
Ferguson. “Pa” was impeached and legally barred from running 
again, so “Ma” ran twice, in the 1920s and ‘30s, and won. They 
were both lawyers and populists. 
 
“Ma,” however, was not necessarily the most clever woman 
governor in Texas. In 1990, Ann Richards, a Democrat, ran against 
wealthy rancher Clayton Williams, a Republican. Williams was 
new to politics, and had a habit of making impolitic remarks, 
including repeating that old saying, “If rape is inevitable, relax and 
enjoy it.” Naturally, the media and women’s groups had a field day 
with that.  
 
Soon after, word came that Williams’ consultants had put the 
kibosh on spontaneous comments by the candidate. About that 
time, Ann Richards ran into Williams in a hotel lobby. “Claytie,” 
she said, “don’t let those old consultants try to tell you what to do. 
You just go ahead and speak your mind!” 
 
After the 1982 election, there were 106 women in the Southern 
legislatures; today, there are 377 – nowhere near their share of the 
population, but an important increase nonetheless.  
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Did Hillary Clinton lose the election because she was a woman? 
Who knows? The election was so close that anything could have 
been a factor, but I suspect gender was not the overriding reason. 
 
Another important change in Southern politics involves religion.  
 
In 1928, six former Confederate states voted for Herbert Hoover, a 
dreaded Republican, rather than cast a ballot for Al Smith, New 
York’s Democratic governor and a Catholic. The most infamous 
anti-Smith leaflet showed Smith standing in front of the opening of 
the Holland Tunnel with the caption that this was the tunnel that 
would connect the White House to the Vatican if Smith won. 
 
But the 1960 election of John F. Kennedy put that prejudice to rest. 
A couple of examples. 
 
In my home state of South Carolina, in the Fifth Congressional 
District, diversity means Baptists, Methodists AND Presbyterians, 
But voters elected Catholic Mick Mulvaney to Congress. He, of 
course, is now the director of OMB. 
 
And in North Carolina, a heavily Protestant state – think Billy 
Graham – where only 4.4% of the population is Catholic, four of 
the state’s 13 US Representatives are Catholic. 
 
The South has a reputation for anti-Semitism, but I think that is 
exaggerated.  
 
In Virginia Norm Sisisky was elected congressman from the very 
Christian 4th District. There was hardly the semblance of a Jewish 
vote there, but it did not matter. He served 20 years. He was not 
alone, with a few more Jewish members of Congress scattered 
across the South in overwhelmingly Protestant districts. Many 
were defeated when the Democrats began to lose the South, but 
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because they were Democrats, not because they were Jewish. 
There are Jewish congressmen today in Kentucky and Tennessee, 
both Democrats, and in Virginia, former House Majority Leader 
Eric Cantor, who is Jewish, held his congressional seat for more 
than a dozen years. He lost in the primary in 2014 in a harbinger of 
the turn to the right the GOP took last year.  
 
I realize the matter of the religious affiliations of politicians has a 
very different history in Florida, which has long had a much more 
diverse population than most of the South. All religious and ethnic 
groups are well-represented in this state’s politics, especially 
Hispanics, perhaps not proportionally, but still in the mix. 
 
Another important area of change involves the treatment of 
gay Americans.  
 
The South as a whole is not known for its political hospitality to 
gay men and women. The first openly gay elected official in the 
South – and one of the first in the nation – was Richard Heyman, 
mayor of Key West. I met him in a gay bar in Charleston. He was a 
nice guy. 
 
Today, however, there are 74 openly gay elected officials in the 
South. Florida has the most, with 25.  
 
But even that is only part of the picture. No Southern state has a 
law protecting gay people from employment bias, although 
Virginia does have such a law for state employees. 
 
However, 136 Southern cities and counties have anti-
discrimination laws that cover gays. These jurisdictions include all 
the South’s major cities. Florida has 56 local laws barring anti-gay 
discrimination, the most of any Southern state, including Miami-
Dade, Tampa, Jacksonville, Tallahassee, etc.  The list elsewhere 
includes almost every Southern city of any size, including Jackson, 
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Mississippi. This is significant, since most gay people tend to live 
in urban areas.   
 
Now, the impact of Donald Trump on Southern politics. 
 
In 1981, after the inauguration of Ronald Reagan, Senator 
Thurmond was in a quandary. Reagan had carried every Southern 
state except Jimmy Carter’s Georgia, but President Reagan had not 
named a single Southerner to his cabinet. Thurmond and other 
Southern Republicans exerted major pressure on the White House, 
resulting in the appointment of former Gov. Jim Edwards, a 
dentist, as secretary of energy.  
 
Move forward to 2017. President Trump has appointed more 
Southerners to his cabinet than any president since Jefferson Davis.  
 
There are eleven cabinet or cabinet-level officials in the Trump 
Administration; there are only seven Yankees. That includes three 
generals, whose relevant base isn’t geographical.  
 
Two Trump appointees are from Florida, Ben Carson, formerly of 
Maryland, as HUD secretary, and Alexander Acosta as secretary of 
labor, a doubly significant appointment since he is the cabinet’s 
only Latino.  
 
There are important political implications to this Dixie-heavy 
cabinet. First, Trump won the nomination essentially by going over 
the heads of elected Republican officeholders, marshaling the 
votes of “the people.”  
 
But by naming so many Southern Republican officeholders to his 
cabinet, Trump has added much of the South’s GOP establishment 
to his support, cementing his political strength in his Southern 
base.  
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The South also benefits from the region’s presence in the Trump 
Administration. For starters, insiders with clout can help steer 
federal funds to their states. 
 
In Florida, Gov. Rick Scott was one of Trump’s early supporters, 
but home-boy Marco Rubio lost the Sunshine State primary to 
Trump and there was no love lost between the two. However, after 
the two men cooperated in turning out the GOP vote in Florida last 
fall, the two have become, if not friends, at least not enemies.  
 
So today Rubio is in the cat-bird seat in Washington. He has 
enough distance from Trump to enjoy an aura of independence, but 
enough conservative street creds to end up supporting Trump on 
confirmation battles and key issues. At age 45, he’s got a lot of 
future ahead of him. Stay tuned! 
 
Now, the outlook for 2017 and 2018 
 
When Trump began his campaign for the presidential nomination, I 
watched the first debate and concluded, This man is totally 
unqualified to run for president. 
 
After he won the Republican presidential nomination, I thought – 
and unfortunately wrote – “This man is totally unqualified to win 
an election against Hillary Clinton.” 
 
Now that he is president, I believe he is totally unqualified to be 
president.  
 
The jury is still out on whether I finally got it right. 
 
But he is certainly off to a rocky start. He has a plethora of 
enemies who are leaving no stone unturned in an effort to 
undermine his presidency, chief among them the news media. I am 
reminded of Mark Twain’s comment, Never get in an argument 
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with a man who buys ink by the barrel. And I’m sure it’s not a 
good idea for the president to alienate both the FBI and the CIA. 
But then again, Trump has proved smarter than me at every turn. 
 
So the question is whether Trump will be a plus or a minus for 
Republicans in upcoming state elections. 
 
There are two key tests coming up this year. 
 
The first is in Georgia’s 6th District where voters will choose a 
successor to Congressman Tom Price, who resigned to become 
Trump’s secretary of health and human services. Mitt Romney 
carried this suburban district by 22 percentage points, but Trump 
carried it by only one point. Democrats, locally and nationally, are 
pouring money into the campaign of Jon Ossoff, a dashing young 
film producer. If he wins, the election will indicate that anti-Trump 
Republicans can be successfully wooed by Democrats. The 
primary will be held in April, with the runoff in June.  
 
The other test will be in Virginia this November, when voters will 
elect a new governor to succeed term-limited Democrat Terry 
McAuliffe. Clinton carried Virginia last fall and early polling 
favors the Democrats in other races. If Republicans manage to pull 
an upset, and it would be an upset, it will be a good sign for Trump 
in 2020. 
 
In 2018, the Republican governors’ mansions in the South are 
favored to stay in GOP hands, except for Florida which could go 
either way. The early favorites in the primaries, as you know, are 
Democrat Gwen Graham and Republican Adam Putnam. But there 
is plenty of money and muscle behind other contenders, so 
anything can happen. This race is especially important, because 
whichever party controls the governor’s office in Florida has a leg 
up on the presidential election in 2020. 
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Also, all the Southern Republican Senate seats up next year are 
favored to stay with the GOP. But the South’s two Democratic 
senate seats are likely to be more competitive. In Virginia, Tim 
Kaine is a heavy favorite for reelection, but  Republicans often 
close strong in off-years in Virginia, so this race does bear 
watching.  
 
The other Democratic Senate seat is in Florida. If Gov. Rick Scott 
(R) challenges US Sen. Bill Nelson (D), it will be the most 
competitive Senate race on the ballot in the South or maybe 
nationally next year. Polls released this week showed Nelson ahead 
by six or so points. Voters tend to like Nelson more personally, 
although in one poll, Scott’s approval rating was several points 
higher than Nelson’s. In any case, the contest will be epic, with 
both parties going all-out to win.  
 
I’m not about to make a prediction in these races. Much depends 
on how successful Trump’s presidency looks in the late summer of 
next year.  
 
Is the economy stronger?  
 
Has an infrastructure bill passed?  
 
Is there a wall on the Mexican border?  
 
Have significant tax reductions for corporations and individuals 
been enacted?  
 
If Trump has some good talking points, Republican candidates 
across the board will benefit.  
 
On the other hand,  
 



 14 

if are there devastating revelations of collusion between the 
Russians and the Trump campaign last year, 
 
if the stock market has crashed,  
 
if protests and counter-protests get uglier and more violent,  
 
then voters may have had enough, and Democrats will run strong, 
even in the South.  
 
IV: Conclusion 
 
In closing, if you remember your history, the 1820s were known as 
the Era of Good Feelings. Today, we have the Era of Bad Feelings.  
 
I can’t remember this nation being so divided, maybe even more so 
than in the riot-torn era of the Viet Nam War and the impeachment 
of Richard Nixon. 
 
I can’t say I have any suggestions for moving away from this 
discord.  I only hope it is short-lived. 
 
I have enjoyed being with you today, and thank you for listening.  
 


