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In analyzmg ‘the -reasons for George McGovern's
fa:.lure in the presidential-election of 1972, the author cites

- weaknesses in rhetor1c, rhetorical strategy, and confroptation with

_ _and answers to the issues, and the. apt handling of the South by
-Richard Nixon's aide, Harry ‘Dent, .McGovern's continual citation of
.“the ®errors of our ways*® and his rhetoric of defense is contrasted

o f +- negat:wely with Harry Dent's smooth, grass-roots, Southern Base
-- ‘Building. The author concludes that it is indeed still true what they

-_say -about the South and that President Nixon listened to the voice of

- tlns South in- B\nld:.ng h:.s nmu.ng campalgn., (CB) o
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7 sa_y., Such an enl1ghtened answer could uell have been labeled as. D1x1e s
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The stor_y has been told of a fledgl1ng orator assa1l1nq h1s opponent

) from the back of a flat-bed tra1ler parked near the toun square of Columb1a,
‘South Carohna. A fanner standmg nearb_y was asked b_y a late-arr1v1 ng .
o reporter, “Hhat s he been talk1ng about‘-"‘ The farmer repl1ed "He don t

o fresponse to Senator George McGovern, presndenhal cand1date for the Demo- B
,cratmc Party- 1n7197z:;f B R e SRR S BT -
i 7, ] however, the people uf the South d1dn t merel_y nnsunderstand George ’ =
chGovern. The South”’i en o h Ejl
A ,the programs of the "Popocrat" HcGovern because of several strateg1c | |
, ;m1stakes 1n h1s campa1gn for the Pres1denc_y. The m1stakes of the - ’ , i
7 McGovern campa1gn strategy, the successes of the N1xon campa1gn strateg_y, B T
and the en1gma of ﬁsouthern pol1t;cs vnll suppl_y pos1t1ve answers that 1n .
}1973, ”it s st1ll true what they sa_y about D1x1e." o ’ - -
Howard Odwn, an author1t_y on southern affa1rs, has noted thatj "the :
7way of the South has been and 1s the way of the folk." From the "01d
South" to the present, the people of the South st1ll perceive the1r
B "prov1nce," the1r states, and the1r hometowns as the1rs--a value concept .
- of “place to be nutured for its soc1al econonnc and pol1t1cal good as
., well as'a "place" to be- protected from a host1le nat1onal env1ronment :}‘
: -
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- Thus, in vary1ng degrees, the South has bovne a trad1t1on of popullst
;:fjr ‘ . appeal streatch1ng from James Heaver, Popul1st pres1dent1a1 cand1date for

the 1892 elect1on, to South Carol1na s Cole Blease and h1s pol1t1cal de- 7;1W

scendants 1n the statehouses of the contemporary South John S, Reed, in :

vdff‘ E his book The’ Endur1ng South-Subcultural Pers1stence in Mass Soc1ety, , 117‘
- ””;ﬁfprov1des trend data torthe effect that the South has pa1d andAstdtl pays -

:f_ more attent1on to state pol1t1cs than to nat1onal and 1nternationa! affairs,

¥' nnre so than other Amer1cans. A “Fr1ends and- Ne1ghbors" vot1ng pattern is -

- athe s1ne gua non of southern pol1t1cs. Yet, Popul1sm in the South has been

and rema1ns a pecul1ar, 1ron1c movement e. g., to succeed, the cand1date

and his party must be sure that the r1ght people get the benef1ts of lower )

e — _.__.

R ‘{I taxes, hlgher wages, home control of governmentriand secur1ty of theJr
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status quo. Of course, we are,stJll talk1ng about the wh1te South not :

o the,blacks or the l1berals., Such 1s the,uay of the "folk.t :; er”—i -

Wy

N
o\

;7éé;if,:' The contemporary South that faced R1chard N1xon and GeorgekoGovern
'}éfc cont:nues to be a region 1n trans1t1on. Desp1te 1ts w1despread soc1al 7
Ziff and econom1c progress, the South rema1ns the poorest sect1on of the nat1on

By 1975, more than half of a]l southerners wwll l1ve in the1r maJor cit1es -

r:é;f} However, no matter where they l1ve, the m1ddle-clas5**poor wh1te, and

: non-wh1te will styll account for two-th1rds of the nat1on s poor. Last .

. in per cap1ta 1ncome,and last in educat1on, the South's "fofgott n man"
R Y A
',l{, exerted a dominant 1mpact on the elect1onc of 1972 at all leveds of 1n- e

fluence. Neak yet strong, the m1ddle-class and the poor southerner unll
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be -the- dom1nant force for pol1t1cal change and continu1ty in th1s decade. =
7 ~How d1d the cand1dates handle th1s hot potato? Nhy d1d Pres1dent :77
- Nixon rece1ve a so]1d southern vote? Nhy d1d the McGovern “campa1gn strategy"

7 ,’,,, for the South get 1nundated v1s-a-V1s the "Pos1edon Adventure"’ Perhaps




the best way to answer these quest1ons 1s to examine the persuas1ve

strategy adopted by R1chard N1xon and George McGovern for the November
7 elect1ons I ' 7 ' 7 V
;1it Pres1dent Nixon's: persuas1venstrategy for the South in 1972,can best -
be labeled as "contemporary popul1sm“ e,g ‘s moderate leg1slat1ve changes
to benef1t the m1ddle-class based‘on past Republ1can ach1evements 1n
southern leg1slat1ve problems.- The N1xon camp orchestrated a rhetor1c ;
?:}7 : for the South that opted for lower taxes, h1gher wages, enforcement of

c1v1l r1ghts leg1slat1on, and a prom1se of no new soc1al programs for
the 1972476 adm1n1strat1on. . f} vi‘;lf;, o f—:?i— SRR »

7 ;::; ¢ A central f1gure in the N1xon v1ctory in the South was HarryDS Dent -
eil;igi ’ the Pres1dent s ch1ef pol1t1cal strateg1st for the reg1on As the “goodw1ll e
C ambassador“ to the South for the Pres1dent, or- as the Nash1ngton Post N
called h1m, “the Southern Fr1ed Rasput1n 1n Uncle Strmn s Cab1n," Dent

Cfl;;" , was the tact1c1an of the Republ1can s sweep1ng southern v1ctory 1n 19724 -t

In an 1nterV1ew, he revealed the rhetor1cal strategy that sealed the D1x1e77
5;%312:’: :;'Ar states in the- GOP column ;, ' B e
;~ 7 e F1rst, Dent‘s maJor task was to develop 1ncreas1ng Republ1can support o
in the South from 1968 to 1972., Dent’s s1ngular role was to be "speech-
nnker“ for the Pres1dent throughout the reg1on Dur1ng h1s speak1ng tours
;he throughly organized southern Republ1can cha1rmen at- all levels The
© theme of Dent s rhetor1c during these years of grassroots pol1t1cal |
{Ecultivation -was “Pres1dent N1xon w1ll treatcthe Southvl1ke the rest of the
;;eg o ' zcountry " Eventually,“fﬁ“Pres1dent came to be labeled as a fr1end of
| jthe South not an enemy Leg1slat1ve achievements 1n southern affa1rs “tended
fto buttress this new rhetoricaof southern Republ1can1sm For example, the

) textile voluntary agreements with several Far Eastern countr1es aided




numerous bus1ness sectors 1n the region Additionally, Supreme Court T

appointments finalized from 1968 to 1972 were favorably received The ’;
Pres1dent's hardline on Vietnam was applauded 1n the South while the » , 7
rest of the country expressed mixed emotions The basic result of these~;' '{;" R
fbur years of speaking tours in the South was a public perception of the ,, N

Pres1dent as a "patriot" standing for stability and strength in foreign R , :L ) f%;itf“f;

affairs and- domestic affa1rs :i ol T 3" R

Secondly, the 1972 campaign produced the most unusual S1tuation 1n" '

g

Republican campaign circles in the past decade Dent revealed that less o :%-'

money, less time, and fewer people were used 1n the South than 1n any
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other part of the country., To wit there was no Nixon strategy during r;al; T :

the.course of the election because of the thorough and successful Repub-i {— 7‘iii€ ;;:;;*;fa

lican labors of the prev1ous three yearsff There were th1rty surrogate

candidates carrying the standard for the,party during the fall, 1972

h vcampaign Among them were several_

T Cabinet members, and two Nhite House staff members (1nclud1ng Dent)

Fewer surrogate candidates were used in D'IX'Ie than anywhere el se 1n the
7 country In a word by 1972 the tide had fully turned and Pres1dent
f,fi;:1 o Nixon knew it.- ,,f‘,fi,f.f :72;f;,£, ﬁ;'lf,f_ : ‘, S cf" *ffgiﬁr' 7 o iiif(%if
7 7 o Finally, the key to the successful Republican persuas1ve strategy - :
Vwas the superior political abilities demonstrated by President Nixon ) o f;: f§
Dent stated that "he 1s the key man-(there 1s) no- question on who is the
key S1gnal caller of this administration The master planning and~-
escheming of thlS administration is right in the head of Richard Nixon "
Dent labeled Nixon s trips to China and the Soviet Union, along with the
3 o o 7 mining of Haiphong harbor as his "triple play," (a phrase the sports- -

minded President liked) These three hallmarks in foreign affairs supported

a._,
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Governor John West s (D S C ) Judgment that the Pres1dent “1s the
master pol1t1ca1 strateg1st of the twent1eth century "

_7' what about 1974 and 1976? Ga1ns on the reg1ona} Tevel w111 be as
slow as 1n 1972 In the recent elect1ons the Repub11can party won one *
new governorsh1p, two add1t1ona1 Senate seats, and a net 1ncrease of f1ve

members in the House of Representat1ves wh1ch g1ves the party control of

three of the eleven southern statehouses and a total of seven Senators .

and th1rty-four Representat1ves, precisely thr1ty-one per cent of the 7'

southern congress1ona1 de]egat1on._ Desp1te N1xon < overwhe1m1ng V1ctory,

~the Democrats rema1ned c1ear1y dom1nant in the reg1on. -

Dent noted several pos1t1ve factorS'for the Party at the nat1ona1

S level that w111 take up the obv1ous slack op the reg1ona1 level F1rst

7 the South w111 have the most votes at the 1976 convent1on, a ver1tab1e j

“So]1d South " fhe South w111 be a pragmat1c group of Repub11cans--they

want to w1n aga1n. Black support w111 be sought along w1th a cont1nued

effort to ga1n the largest youth vote of any other sect1on of the country

The D1x1e Repub11cans vnllsplace "the1r heads over the1r hearts" to keep
Senator Kennedy out of the Hh1te House . , . and, 1f you 11sten to- Harry
Dent they w111 do 1t :_ 1;’f:i 1)j "f f B ’

' heorge McGovern 3 persuas1ve game plan in the South was non ex1stant
In separate 1nterv1ews former Governor Robert McNa1r (D s.C. ) and Harry
Dent agreeu that McGovern had no strategy for D1x1e. McNa1r, a long-time
part1c1pant on the Democrat1c Nat1ona1 Comm1ttee stated that the ent1re -
Democrat1c campa1gn strategy for McGovern was based on Joe Napol1tan s —

book, The Election Game and How to. win It (Doubleday, 1972). Napol1tan s

thes1s was: 1) to win the major states with the b1g electoral votes,

2) to w1n a large black vote and youth vote, and 3) to have it understood
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'A11n Dix1e or anywhere else

Ai‘i to be released ThlS defensive rhetor1cal statement was picked up locally -

—_— . . , 6

L

:{f that the Democratic party had an 1mposs1ble task in w1nn1ng the South in
. the 1970s Dent revealed that he and Pat Goddell (a chief McGovern strategist)

xixargued the strategy 1ssue ona Novack-Evans PBS forum During their d1s-

cuss1on Goddell l1ned out the McGovern game plan w1th reference to the

'i;;nation and the South In short the McGovern "Populist“ de51gn to turn

';'the "havenots" of thlS country against the "haves" 51mply d1dn t wash out,

The McGovern speech tour of key southern cities in June, 1972, (Little

rRock Arkansas, Jackson MlSSlSSlppl, Atlanta, Georgia, and Columbia South
- Carolina) was dEVOld of: any posit1Ve 1mpact McNair argues convincingly
ri,; that the McGovern forces had already wr1tten off Dix1e by then and ‘only
(J:,"ran by" or "passed over“ the South as a- token gesture A damaging re-

- sult of this southern swing was McGovern ‘s "begging" speech 1n Columbia.

;f;ﬁGovernor Nest noted that in a post-speech news conference, McGovern

7?;;7stated that he would go to Hanoi or Paris and "beg" for Prisoners of War

~and nationally As a- footnote to this story, Governor Nest had earlier
;;$,gone to- Paris and "begged" for the same type of immediate release by -
r;j:;Hanoi, but the press did not glaringly record the event With no positive
*—imirhetorical strategy for the South, the McGovern candidacy fell heir
;E:A(during this June tour and beyond) to numerous errors in judgment many

~__of their own- makiug

A key faux _pax that rankled the old line southern democratic hierarchy

T was the South Carolina delegate challenge at the Miami convention by the
- McGovern forces -The women s liberation-reform movement challenge to a
7»'seat on the Palmetto state S delegation was perceived as an "absolutely

ii ridiculous extension of ‘the reform movement." (Governor West declared that
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he wou]d have given up his seat, gone home, and left the Democratic Party

on a nationa] basis ) SeveraT southern de]egations expressed similar e
sentiments . 7 : 7
Anotherferror‘in7judgment effecting the South' as weliiasfthe'rest
K of jhe country, was the Eagleton affair Again Governor west re]atedir
that severa] southern governors were distressed because’;heir states had
‘already initiated and/or passed into 1aw progressive menta] hea]th programs
A]ong with the unpopular McGovern plans concerning amnesty, tax spending,
bussing, and the Shriver choice as a running-mate, the Eag]eton affair
cemented Dixie s perception of the Democratic noninee as a defensive
wi]d-eyed liberal tota]ly unpa]atable to the average southern voter
A final error in Judgment 1n the McGovern game p]an, -as perceived
in the South and elsewhere was the actua] design of George McGovern S

r
rhetoric Robert Semple and James Naughton, of the New York Times, have

argued that the rhetorica] output of the entire campaign was basica]ly
“attack and defense " In 2 scenario of speaking tours aimed at three
media markets a day, McGovern ta]ked to only the committed hard]y ever

to the‘uncommitted Semple and Naughton state that Frank Mankcowitz,

" the "major domo" of thc Democratic camp, he]d back or(denied any positive
speeches to he]p the public learn "what it was. that he was:" In particu]ar,
the South received no positive “upiift" rhetoric durinq that June, 1972

'Jtour and for that matter, neither did the rest of the country. On a

re]ated issue, Semp]e and Naughton took note and questioned McGovern as
to why he rarely, if. ever, mentioned his running mate McGovern responded
that he never rea]ized his obvious omission.  When contrasted with the

- positive "friend of the South“ rhetoric produced by four years of Repub- ,

lican grassroots work by Harry Dent, the McGovern rhetoric and accompanying

e




‘"populist" program fell on falloW'ground. :

Sol Chaneles and Jerome Snydor, in their book, that pestilent

o

"',,cosmetic,-rhetoric, argue that the art of rhetoric ", { “is the bag off

crafty tricks for commor word-monqers, it is the sublime esthetic for the

- consummate orator." Call the art of persuasive discourse what you Will

..

but’the evidence of a superb Republican rhetOric in the South is ot the'

\ bad breath of rankling politicos lzke Harry Dent and others. Rather, it E

is the evidence of a careful process of prediction, strategy- and control
produced by a political party that decided to treat Dixie like any other 7

section of the country by offering the “open hand" of rhetoric at its

7ethical best and by shunning the "closed hand" of political superiority

iipracticed for toovlong in the South

"It is still true what they say about Dixie," even though analysists

of all persuasions would argue to- the contrary A rhetoric of- better jobs,

©a healthy economy, lower taxes, successful court-ordered deseoregation,

and no- mention of radical governmental change was a total per ive -
package lietened to~by the South in 1972. Richard Nixon Tistened to the

voices of ‘the common man in the- South and- George McGovern did not. So 7i’

,muchxfor McGovern and the Democrat' s.populism for 1972,4and for that
matter, 1976. -
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