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Introduction: Studying Southern Political Party Activists 
 
 
John A. Clark and Charles Prysby, Editors 
 
 The political changes that have occurred in the South over the past several decades have 
affected the political party organizations in the region. A region once marked by a weak and highly 
factionalized Democratic Party organization and an almost non-existent Republican Party organiza-
tion now has two significant party organizations operating in each state. Examining the development 
of party organizations in the region should tell us much about both political party organizations and 
southern politics. This study, the Southern Grassroots Party Activists 2001 Project, focuses on 
political party activists active at the county level. Over 7,000 activists in the eleven southern states 
were surveyed in 2001. This study is linked to the 1991 Southern Grassroots Party Activists Project, 
which surveyed a similar group of activists, using a similar questionnaire. The following articles 
both analyze the 2001 data patterns and compare the 2001 results to the 1991 patterns. 
 
 The American Review of Politics has a long tradition of publishing 
scholarship on southern politics, political parties, and applied politics. This 
special double issue brings together elements of all three strands of research. 
The articles that follow draw on a major survey of local party activists in 
each of the eleven states of the old Confederacy. The authors, experts on 
parties and politics in their respective states, collected the data using a com-
mon survey instrument. The following analyses of the attitudes and behavior 
of party activists in each state follow a similar outline, allowing us to com-
pare results across states, a task that we take up in the conclusion. 
 

The Political Context: The South 
 
 No region has changed more in recent years than the South. Over the 
past several decades a competitive two-party system has emerged in a region 
formerly dominated by the Democrats. From the end of Reconstruction 
through the middle of the 20th century, Democrats controlled virtually every 
elected office throughout the region (Key 1949). Republicans began to assert 



2  |  John A. Clark and Charles Prysby, Editors 

themselves in presidential politics during the 1950s. The 1964 election was a 
landslide for Democrat Lyndon Johnson nationally, but GOP candidate 
Barry Goldwater captured all five Deep South states. No Democratic presi-
dential candidate since has 1964 has won the support of a majority of the 
region�s white voters (Black and Black 1987, 269-270). Republican growth 
below the presidential level occurred at different times in different states. 
The change generally proceeded by fits and starts, with dramatic advances 
disappearing in subsequent elections. Over time, however, the solidly Demo-
cratic South gave way to a more competitive two-party system.1
 Much of the growth in competitiveness occurred during the 1970s and 
1980s, but even the 1990s were a decade of substantial change. As late as 
1992, Democrats controlled a solid majority of the region�s congressional 
seats. Republicans gained control of both houses of Congress following the 
1994 elections, due in large measure to their success in southern elections. 
The GOP edge in southern U.S. House seats increased from 52 percent 
elected in 1994 to 57 percent elected in 2000. State legislatures were con-
trolled by the Democrats in every southern state until 1994, but by early 
2001 Republicans had won majorities in at least one chamber in six of the 
eleven states (Bullock and Rozell 2003a). 
 

Party Organizations in the South 
 
 The change in the competitive status of the two major political parties 
in the South has been accompanied by changes in the nature of the party 
organizations. A region once marked by a weakly organized and highly 
factionalized Democratic Party and an almost non-existent Republican Party 
now has two significant party organizations operating in each of the states. 
The development of party organizations is both a consequence and a cause 
of the changes in electoral outcomes discussed above. Understanding the 
nature of organizational growth will help us to better understand how and 
why southern politics has changed. Equally important, the lessons can be 
applied to our understanding of political parties in general, particularly in 
terms of how party organizations respond to changes in the political milieu 
within which they operate. The South presents us with an excellent case 
study of party organizations operating in an environment of partisan change. 
 It is widely accepted among those who study them that political parties 
are essential for the functioning of modern representative democracy. Yet 
despite their importance for the political system, American political parties 
have often been accused of lacking the health, vitality, and strength needed 
to make the democratic process function as well as we might desire. Over 
the past few decades, many observers and scholars have reported on the 
decline of political parties in the United States. At the same time, however, 
other scholars have argued that the �decline of party� thesis is greatly 
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exaggerated. While parties are weaker is some ways, such as in the number 
of voters who are strong identifiers or in the ability of party leaders to con-
trol the presidential nomination process, parties are clearly stronger in other 
ways (for a recent summary of these trends, see Cohen, Fleisher, and Kantor 
2001). The party organizations at the national level are better financed and 
better staffed than they were two or three decades ago (Herrnson 1994; 
Kayden and Mahe 1985). The same can be said of the headquarters of many 
of the state parties as well (Bibby 1990; Cotter et al. 1984; Gibson et al. 
1983). As uncertainty over electoral outcomes increases due to a decline in 
partisanship or an increase in competition, political leaders turn to party 
organizations as a way to increase their chances of winning elections 
(Schlesinger 1985; Herrnson and Menefee-Libey 1990; Klinkner 1994; 
Aldrich 1995). 
 There was little need for parties to organize in the Democratic �Solid 
South� described by V.O. Key (1949). In fact, factional leaders often feared 
that too much organizational infrastructure would give an unfair advantage 
to one group or the other. Once a foothold of two-party competition was 
established, party organizations became a way to recruit candidates and 
mobilize voters. Republicans pioneered the strategy of �top-down� organi-
zational development by pumping money and other resources from the 
national party to the states and below, and Democrats quickly followed suit 
(Herrnson 1994; Wekkin 1985). The emphasis on building organizations in 
the 1970s and 1980s paved the way for the highly competitive nature of 
southern politics that we see today. 
 

Grassroots Activists: Manning the Front Lines of Politics 
 
 While considerable scholarly attention has been focused on the 
strengthening of the national and state party organizations, less attention has 
been given to local parties. While perhaps less visible than the state or 
national organizations, county party organizations are not irrelevant, even in 
today�s candidate centered and media oriented political world (Frendreis and 
Gitelson 1993). The grassroots activists in the county parties are spokes-
persons for the party in the community, likely volunteers for and contribu-
tors to campaign efforts, and even potential candidates for office. Along with 
local office holders, the grassroots activists in the party help to define the 
image that the local party has in the community (Coleman 1996). 
 As soldiers on the front lines of politics, local party activists provide a 
linkage between the general public and higher strata of political elites. The 
barriers to involvement that they face are relatively low compared to other 
forms of political participation. Through the activities they perform, local 
party officials mobilize voters, recruit candidates, and maintain an organiza-
tional presence between elections. 
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The Southern Grassroots Party Activists 2001 Project 
 
 This study, the Southern Grassroots Party Activists 2001 Project, 
focuses on grassroots political party activists in the South, defined as the 
eleven states of the old Confederacy.2 Our study is a follow up to the origi-
nal SGPA study, coordinated by Charles Hadley and Lewis Bowman and 
conducted in 1991.3 The goal of both SGPA studies was to analyze the atti-
tudes and behavior of southern grassroots party activists, generally defined 
as county chairs and other members of the county executive committees. 
 The 2001 SGPA study surveyed over 7,000 party activists. The details 
of the sampling plan for each state and a summary of response rates by state 
and party are in the appendix to this article. In most cases, three waves of 
questionnaires were mailed out in an effort to maximize the response rate, 
which exceeded 50 percent overall, although there was substantial variation 
from state to state and even from one party to the other within a given state. 
The sample for the original SGPA study was similar to the one for the cur-
rent study; a full description of that sample can be found in Hadley and 
Bowman (1995, 211-214). 
 The 2001 SGPA study asked respondents about a variety of attitudes 
and behavior, including their reasons for becoming and staying involved in 
party politics, their attitudes toward party activity, their involvement in cam-
paign activities and in party organizational activities, their orientations on 
issues of public policy, and their social and demographic characteristics. 
Many of the questions employed in the 2001 study were also used in the 
1991 study, providing an opportunity to study change in attitudes and behav-
ior over time. Other questions asked in 2001 were not asked in 1991, so it is 
not possible to examine change over time for all items. A copy of the 2001 
questionnaire is in the appendix to this article. 
 In the articles that follow, the state investigators for the 2001 SGPA 
study analyze the current condition of grassroots parties in their states. Each 
article follows the same basic format. First, trends in electoral politics and 
state party organizational development are examined. These trends help set 
the context for local party organizations in each state. Next, the authors use 
the survey of grassroots activists to explore changes in local parties across 
the decade of the 1990s. Particular attention is focused on the demographic 
makeup of the activists, their attitudes about politics and public policy, and 
the activities they carry out on behalf of their organizations. The patterns the 
authors uncover are not the same in every state. In general, however, their 
findings indicate that the parties are becoming more diverse demograph-
ically (especially the Democrats) and increasingly polarized ideologically. In 
a region where local parties were once barely visible (Key 1949), today�s 
grassroots activists are conducting a wide range of activities. 
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APPENDIX 
SGPA 2001: Description of the Sampling Plan and Response Rates 

 
 

 The SGPA 2001 project aimed at surveying county-level political party activists 
from both the Democratic and Republican parties in each of the eleven southern states. 
The target population varied somewhat from state to state and even between parties in the 
same state, due to differences in party organization and differences in the availability of 
names. In every case, the intent was to interview county chairs and other members of the 
county executive committees. The sampling plan for each state and party is described 
below. The number of individuals initially selected, the number of valid addresses, and 
the number of returned questionnaires for each state are all provided in the table at the 
end of this description. 
 
Alabama 
 Democrats: The sample included all 67 county chairs, as well as county committee 
members from 41 of the 67 counties. These were the 41 counties that provided lists of 
county committee members and they included all of the state�s largest counties. The lists 
were provided by the county chairs and included 1,241 county committee members. From 
these, a systematic random sample of 926 individuals was selected. The final sampling 
list included the 67 county chairs plus the 926 county committee members. 
 Republicans: The sample included all 67 county chairs, as well as county commit-
tee members from 31 of the 67 counties, all of which were asked to provide lists. A list of 
all state Republican party executive committee members was also obtained, all of which 
were shown to also be members of the county committee, and this list was merged with 
the 31 county lists. The merged list contained 922 county committee members. The final 
sampling list included the 67 county chairs plus the 922 county committee members. 
 
Arkansas 
 Democrats: The sample was drawn from the list of all county chairs and all county 
committee members for each of the 75 counties. The size of the county committees 
differs dramatically from county-to-county. These names and addresses were provided by 
the state party headquarters. For each county, the proportionate number of individuals 
were randomly drawn from the committee to develop an overall sample size of 711 for 
the state. 
 Republicans: The sample was drawn from county chairs, as well as including all 
state Republican committee members, county Republican Women chairs, and College 
Republican chairs (all of whom also serve as county committee members). The names 
and addresses were provided by the state party headquarters. The list included 291 
names. 
 
Florida 
 Democrats: The sample included all county chairs for each of the 67 counties. At 
the time of mailing the questionnaires, 9 counties had a vacant chair. The Florida Demo-
cratic Party did not have a central listing of members of executive committee members 
for each county. Consequently, requests were made for a list of members from each 
county chair. This information was provided by 38 counties. An initial respondent list of 
800 committee members and chairs was drawn. Given the concentration of Florida�s 
population in seven urban counties, 300 names were taken from Broward, Dade, Duval, 
Hillsborough, Leon, and Orange counties (Pinellas county was missing), and the remain-
ing 500 from all the other counties. 
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Appendix (continued) 
 
 

 Republicans: The sample included all county chairs and state committee members 
for each of the 67 counties. At the time of mailing the questionnaires, 6 counties had a 
vacant chair, and 9 state committee positions were also vacant. The Republican Party of 
Florida chose not to release their listing of members of executive committee members for 
each county. Consequently, requests were made for a list of members from each county 
chair. This information was provided by 44 counties. An initial respondent list of 800 
committee members and chairs was drawn. Given the concentration of Florida�s popula-
tion in seven urban counties, 300 names were taken from Broward, Dade, Duval, Hills-
borough, and Orange counties (Leon and Pinellas counties were missing), and the 
remaining 500 from all the other counties. 
 
Georgia 
 Democrats: The sample included county chairs only. The lists of county chairs 
were obtained through the office of the executive director of the state Democratic party. 
Attempts were made to obtain the names and addresses of other grassroots activists, such 
as precinct chairs, but these efforts were unsuccessful. As a result, the sample was limited 
to the county chairs. 
 Republicans: The sample included county chairs and other activists. The lists of 
county chairs were obtained through the web site of the state Republican Party. In addi-
tion to the 191 county chairs or co-chairs, a list of 134 other activists was obtained. The 
final sample included both groups. 
 
Louisiana 
 Democrats: The sample included all members of the Democratic Parish Executive 
Committees from Louisiana�s 64 parishes. These officials were elected on March 14, 
2000 and serve for four-year terms. The Louisiana Secretary of State�s Office provided 
names and addresses of these committee members. The chair of each parish executive 
committee is elected from among the membership of the committee following the elec-
tion. The state Democratic Party supplied a partial list of chairs that was completed by 
telephone calls placed to respondents from the missing parishes. 
 Republicans: The sample included all members of the Republican Parish Executive 
Committees from Louisiana�s 64 parishes. These officials were elected on March 14, 
2000 and serve for four-year terms. The Louisiana Secretary of State�s Office provided 
names and addresses of these committee members. The chair of each parish executive 
committee is elected from among the membership of the committee following the elec-
tion. A listing of the chairs was provided by the state Republican Party. 
 
Mississippi 
 Democrats: The sample included all county chairs and all county executive com-
mittee members from counties where we were able to obtain lists. Fifteen of the state�s 82 
counties did not have a current chair according to state party records, and despite re-
peated contacts with the state party and with each county chair, lists of county executive 
members were not obtained from 37 of the 82 counties. The sample thus consisted of 67 
county chairs and 1072 executive committee members from 45 counties. This sample 
appears representative of Democratic activists in the state as a whole. Using the 1991 
Mississippi Democratic sample from the first NSF Grassroots Party Activists project, 
differences in such key factors as education level, factionalism amount, ideological self-
identification, race, sex, and state campaign activity between sampled counties and those 
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not sampled were minute and consistently lacked statistical significance. 
 Republicans: The sample included all county chairs, as well as a representative 
sample of all county executive committee members. These lists were comprehensive and 
were obtained from the state party headquarters. Five of the state�s 82 counties did not 
have a current chair according to their records. The total number of county executive 
committee members in the state is 1,257, from which a random sample of 981 was 
chosen, so each member had a .78 chance of inclusion in the sample. All 77 county chairs 
were sent questionnaires, as was this sample of 981 county executive committee 
members. 
 
North Carolina 
 Democrats: The sample included all county chairs and other elected county execu-
tive committee members for each of the 100 counties. In addition to the county chair, 
there are five other elected members of the county executive committee�three vice-
chairs, a secretary, and a treasurer. However, not all of these positions were filled for 
each county, so there were considerably fewer than 600 elected members of the county 
executive committees (508 names, 483 names with valid addresses). These names were 
provided by the state party headquarters. This list was supplemented by a sample of 
precinct chairs from the seven counties containing a major city (212 names, 207 valid 
addresses). These names were obtained by contacting the county chairs in these seven 
counties. The addition of the precinct chairs from the urban counties provides additional 
respondents from the most populous counties and makes the proportion of respondents 
from these counties roughly proportional to their share of the population of the state. 
 Republicans: The sampling included all county chairs and other elected county 
executive committee members for each of the 100 counties. In addition to the county 
chair, there are three other elected members of the county executive committee�a vice-
chair, a secretary, and a treasurer. However, not all of these positions were filled for each 
county, so there were somewhat fewer than 400 elected members of the county executive 
committees (370 names, 351 names with valid addresses). These names were provided by 
the state party headquarters. As with the Democrats, this list was supplemented by a 
sample of precinct chairs from the counties containing a major city (146 names, 144 valid 
addresses). However, two of these seven counties, Mecklenburg (Charlotte) and Forsyth 
(Winston-Salem), did not supply a list of precinct chairs, so these two counties are repre-
sented in the sample only by the elected members of the county executive committee. As 
with the Democrats, the addition of the precinct chairs from the urban counties provides 
additional respondents from the most populous counties and makes the proportion of 
respondents from these counties roughly proportional to their share of the population of 
the state. 
 
South Carolina 
 Democrats: The sample included all county chairs and randomly selected precinct 
presidents and county executive committee members from each organized precinct in the 
state. These lists were provided by the state party headquarters. A number of counties 
were not included in the state lists, so the county chairs in those counties were contacted 
to request their precinct organizational lists. Precinct lists from nine counties were not 
obtained either because the county had not organized at the precinct level in the past three 
years or because they simply did not have the precinct lists available (or would not make 
them available; it is not entirely clear in all cases). Moreover, any response which indi-
cated that the respondent was not a precinct official in spite of being listed as such on the 
party  records  was excluded from the sample. Unfortunately,  two major  urban  counties, 
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Appendix (continued) 
 
 

Spartanburg and Richland counties, are under-represented in the sample because neither 
county provided precinct organizational lists. The lists from the state party headquarters 
included a handful of precinct officials from each of these counties, but they were clearly 
incomplete. 
 Republicans: The sample included all county chairs and randomly selected precinct 
presidents and county executive committee members from each organized precinct in the 
state. These lists were provided by the state party headquarters. As with the Democrats, 
not all counties were organized at the precinct level, so the sample did not include all 46 
counties (except for the county chairs). Moreover, as with the Democrats, any response 
which indicated that the respondent was not a precinct official in spite of being listed as 
such on the party records was excluded from the sample.  
 
Tennessee 
 Democrats: The sample included all members of the executive committees of each 
of the 95 counties in Tennessee, including party chairs in each county. The number of 
members on executive committees varied considerably from county to county, much 
more so than among Republicans. The state Democratic Party provided names and 
addresses for 780 county party leaders. 
 Republicans: The sample included all members of the executive committees of 
each of the 95 counties in Tennessee, including party chairs in each county. The number 
of seats on these committees was much more uniform across counties than among Demo-
crats. The state Republican Party headquarters provided names and addresses for 439 
county party leaders. 
 
Texas 
 Democrats: The sample included all 251 county chairs (three others were vacant), 
as well as county precinct chairs (who also serve on the county committees). Inasmuch as 
the state committee had not finished compiling their statewide list at the time that samp-
ling began, lists supplied by county chairs, either by mail or reference to web sites, were 
relied upon. This resulted in a precinct activist sample drawn from two large metropolitan 
counties (Harris and Dallas), two from suburban counties (Collin and Denton), one rural 
county (Grayson), and one isolated but metropolitan North Texas county (Wichita). The 
addition of the precinct chairs provided respondents from the most populous counties, 
making the proportion of respondents roughly proportional to their share of the popula-
tion of the state. 
 Republicans: The sample included 252 people classified as county chairs by the 
State Republican Committee. However, this includes seven people who also served as 
chairs of state senatorial districts in Harris County (Houston). Hence, Republicans have a 
single chair in 245 of the 254 counties. Despite repeated attempts and assurances, the 
Texas Republican Committee would not supply a list of precinct activists, as it is not their 
practice to endorse such activities. Consequently, the state chair would not provide a 
letter of endorsement, and the GOP sample was increased slightly, (mistakenly) anticipat-
ing a lower response without the endorsement. Hence, the sample relied on lists supplied 
by county chairs by either mail or reference to Web sites. This resulted in a precinct 
activist sample drawn from two large metropolitan counties (Harris and Dallas), two from 
suburban counties (Collin and McClennan), one rural county (Parker), and two isolated 
but metropolitan North Texas counties (Lubbock and Wichita). As with the Democrats, 
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the addition of the precinct chairs provided respondents from the most populous counties 
and made the proportion of respondents roughly proportional to their share of the popula-
tion of the state. 
 
Virginia 
 Democrats: The sample included 500 randomly selected party activists, including 
central committee members, chairs and county/city committee members. The sample was 
drawn from city or county chairs, central committee members, and county or city com-
mittee members, as Virginia�s parties are not officially organized to the precinct level. 
The respondents were obtained from a list provided by the state Democratic Party. 
 Republicans: The sample included 225 committee members provided by local 
chairs. Despite lack of assistance from the Executive Director of the Virginia Republican 
Party, lists were obtained of the central committee membership and local committee 
chairs. As with the Democrats, the sample was drawn from city or county chairs, central 
committee members, and county or city committee members, as Virginia�s parties are not 
officially organized to the precinct level. Many included in the sample had given prior 
agreement to participate, resulting in a much higher response rate. 
 
Summary of Response Rates 
 
 

  Initial Bad Valid Completed Response 
State Party List Addresses Addresses Questionnaires Rate (%) 
 

 

AL Dem 993 66 927 403 43.5 
 Rep 989 68 921 451 49.0 
 

AR Dem 711 49 662 381 57.6 
 Rep 291 18 273 150 54.9 
 

FL Dem 800 62 738 296 40.1 
 Rep 800 71 729 306 42.0 
 

GA Dem 137 3 134 73 54.5 
 Rep 346 21 325 183 56.3 
 

LA Dem  449 8 441 257 58.3 
 Rep 384 12 372 244 65.6 
 

MS Dem 1,139 103 1,036 369 35.6 
 Rep 1,058 80 978 462 47.2 
 

NC Dem 720 30 690 417 60.4 
 Rep 516 21 495 306 61.8 
 

SC Dem 867 40 809 401 49.6 
 Rep 855 34 806 404 50.1 
 

TN Dem 780 99 681 316 46.4 
 Rep 439 14 425 247 58.1 
 

TX Dem 890 16 874 550 62.9 
 Rep 1,100 38 1,072 686 64.0 
 

VA Dem 500 113 387 150 38.8 
 Rep 225 41 184 118 64.1 
 

Total Dem   7,379 3,613 49.0 
 Rep   6,580 3,557 54.0 
 

All    13,959 7,170 51.4 
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Appendix (continued) 
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Appendix (continued) 
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Appendix (continued) 
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NOTES 
 
 1On the region�s politics generally, see Black and Black (2002), Bullock and Rozell 
(2003b), and Lamis (1999). Robert Steed, Laurence Moreland, and Tod Baker have 
edited a series of volumes on presidential elections in the South; see, most recently, Steed 
and Moreland (2002). 
 2The study was funded by National Science Foundation Grant SES-9986501 and 
SES-9986523. Principal investigators were Charles Prysby and John Clark. Any 
opinions, findings, conclusions or recommendations expressed in these articles are those 
of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Founda-
tion. 
 3The original study was funded by National Science Foundation Grant SES-
9009846 and included information on more than 10,000 activists. The data are available 
for analysis from the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research 
(ICPSR). Significant publications from the study include Hadley and Bowman (1995; 
1998) and Steed et al. (1998). The following articles all rely on data collected by the 
Southern Grassroots Party Activists 2001 Project and on data collected by the 1991 
SGPA project. 
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