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what factors caused the political realignment during the 1960s is a critical question in understanding

the transformation of the American political landscape in the mid-20th century. This era witnessed

significant shifts in party loyalties, voter bases, and ideological priorities that reshaped the two-party

system. Various social, economic, and cultural forces influenced these changes, including the civil

rights movement, economic developments, and evolving attitudes toward government and social

policies. The political realignment during the 1960s also reflected broader societal transformations such

as urbanization, demographic shifts, and responses to Cold War pressures. Understanding these

factors provides insight into the origins of contemporary political dynamics in the United States. This

article explores the major influences behind the political realignment, analyzing key events and trends

that redefined party affiliations and voter behavior during this pivotal decade. The following sections

outline the main contributors to this realignment and their lasting impacts on American politics.

Civil Rights Movement and Its Impact

Economic Changes and Class Realignment

Shifts in Party Ideologies and Strategies

Demographic and Regional Transformations

Cultural and Social Movements Influencing Politics



Civil Rights Movement and Its Impact

The civil rights movement was a central catalyst in the political realignment of the 1960s. The push for

racial equality and the end of segregation challenged longstanding political alliances, particularly in the

South. The Democratic Party, traditionally dominant in the South, began to support civil rights

legislation, which alienated many white Southern voters. Conversely, the Republican Party started to

appeal to these disaffected voters through strategies that emphasized states’ rights and law and order.

The Role of Civil Rights Legislation

The passage of landmark laws such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965

marked significant victories for the civil rights movement but also triggered political backlash. These

legislative achievements prompted a realignment as many white Southern Democrats, opposed to

federal intervention in racial matters, shifted their allegiance to the Republican Party. This shift

weakened the Democratic stronghold in the South and contributed to the creation of the modern

conservative coalition.

Political Responses to Racial Integration

Political leaders on both sides responded to the racial integration issue in ways that reshaped party

identities. Democrats increasingly embraced a platform of civil rights and social justice, attracting

African American voters and liberal northerners. Meanwhile, Republicans capitalized on racial tensions

through the “Southern Strategy,” seeking to gain electoral support by appealing to white voters

resistant to desegregation and civil rights reforms.

Economic Changes and Class Realignment

The 1960s also saw significant economic transformations that influenced voter behavior and political

affiliations. The post-war economic boom began to slow, and disparities in income and employment



opportunities affected class-based political loyalties. Industrial decline in some regions and the rise of

service economies altered the composition of the electorate and contributed to realignment trends.

Decline of Traditional Working-Class Support

Historically, the working class had been a reliable base for the Democratic Party, especially in

industrial centers. However, economic shifts led to changes in priorities among these voters. Some

working-class Americans began to feel alienated by the Democratic Party’s focus on civil rights and

social programs, which they viewed as neglecting economic concerns. This disaffection opened the

door for Republican appeals to economic conservatism and law and order.

Emergence of a New Middle-Class Coalition

The expanding middle class, particularly suburban voters, played a pivotal role in the political

realignment. Middle-class Americans were attracted to Republican messaging emphasizing limited

government, fiscal responsibility, and anti-communism. This demographic shift helped consolidate

Republican gains in many suburban districts and influenced the party’s platform throughout the

decade.

Shifts in Party Ideologies and Strategies

The 1960s were marked by evolving ideological positions within both major parties, which contributed

to the political realignment. The Democratic Party increasingly adopted progressive stances on social

issues, while the Republican Party moved toward conservatism, especially in response to the cultural

and social upheavals of the era.

Democratic Party’s Progressive Turn

Under leaders such as President Lyndon B. Johnson, the Democratic Party embraced expansive social



programs and civil rights reforms. The Great Society initiatives sought to address poverty, education,

and healthcare, reinforcing the party’s commitment to social welfare. This progressive shift broadened

the party’s appeal among minority groups and liberal voters but simultaneously alienated some

traditional constituencies.

Republican Party’s Conservative Realignment

The Republican Party, responding to internal debates and external electoral opportunities, adopted a

more conservative platform. Emphasizing limited government, anti-communism, and traditional social

values, Republicans attracted voters concerned about the rapid social changes and perceived liberal

overreach. The party’s strategic focus on appealing to Southern whites and suburban voters was

instrumental in reshaping the political map.

Demographic and Regional Transformations

Demographic changes and regional shifts were fundamental factors in the political realignment during

the 1960s. Migration patterns, urbanization, and changes in the racial composition of various regions

altered the political landscape significantly.

Southern Realignment

The South, once a Democratic stronghold known as the “Solid South,” experienced a profound

political shift. White voters increasingly abandoned the Democratic Party due to its support for civil

rights. This realignment laid the groundwork for the South’s emergence as a Republican bastion in

subsequent decades.

Urbanization and Suburban Growth

The growth of suburbs and the increasing urbanization of America influenced party support bases.



Suburban voters tended to favor Republican candidates who promised economic growth and social

stability, while urban centers remained more supportive of Democratic policies focused on social

programs and minority rights.

Changes in African American Voter Alignment

African American voters, who had been politically marginalized for decades, became a crucial

constituency for the Democratic Party during the 1960s. The party’s endorsement of civil rights and

social reforms attracted significant African American support, solidifying a new electoral coalition that

influenced national politics.

Cultural and Social Movements Influencing Politics

Beyond racial and economic factors, the 1960s were defined by a series of cultural and social

movements that profoundly affected political attitudes and party loyalties. These movements

challenged traditional norms and reshaped political discourse.

The Anti-War Movement

The Vietnam War and the widespread opposition to it mobilized a large segment of the population,

especially younger voters. The anti-war movement aligned primarily with liberal and progressive

factions within the Democratic Party, contributing to internal party divisions and influencing electoral

outcomes.

The Rise of the New Left and Counterculture

The emergence of the New Left and countercultural movements emphasized civil liberties, social

justice, and opposition to established authority. These groups often found themselves at odds with

both major parties but especially contributed to the Democratic Party’s embrace of progressive causes.



Their activism reshaped political priorities and voter engagement during the decade.

Law and Order as a Political Theme

In response to social unrest, crime rates, and protests, the theme of “law and order” became a

significant political issue. The Republican Party capitalized on public concerns by promoting policies

aimed at restoring social stability and curbing disorder. This resonated with many voters anxious about

rapid social changes and helped solidify Republican gains in certain regions.

Voter realignments were driven by reactions to civil rights advancements.

Economic transitions influenced class-based political loyalties.

Ideological shifts redefined party platforms and voter coalitions.

Demographic changes altered regional political dominance.

Cultural and social movements shaped political discourse and priorities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main social movements that influenced the political

realignment during the 1960s?

The civil rights movement, anti-Vietnam War protests, and the rise of the feminist movement were key

social movements that influenced political realignment by reshaping party coalitions and voter priorities.



How did the Civil Rights Act of 1964 contribute to the political

realignment in the 1960s?

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 led to a shift in party loyalties, particularly in the South, as many white

Southern voters moved from the Democratic to the Republican Party in response to the Democratic

Party's support for civil rights legislation.

What role did the Vietnam War play in the political realignment of the

1960s?

The Vietnam War caused deep divisions within the Democratic Party and among the American public,

leading to shifts in voter alignment as anti-war sentiment grew and some traditional Democrats began

to support Republican candidates who opposed the war.

How did the Great Society programs affect political realignment during

the 1960s?

The Great Society programs expanded the federal government's role in social welfare, which solidified

support among minority groups and liberals for the Democratic Party, while prompting conservatives to

rally around the Republican Party in opposition to what they saw as government overreach.

In what way did the emergence of the 'Silent Majority' influence

political realignment during the 1960s?

The 'Silent Majority,' composed of middle-class, conservative Americans disillusioned by the social

upheavals and protests, began to support Republican candidates, contributing to a conservative shift in

American politics.

How did changes in the Democratic and Republican party platforms



during the 1960s contribute to political realignment?

The Democratic Party increasingly embraced civil rights and social reform, while the Republican Party

adopted a 'Southern Strategy' appealing to disaffected white Southern voters, leading to a realignment

where the South shifted toward the Republican Party.

What impact did demographic changes have on the political

realignment of the 1960s?

Migration patterns, urbanization, and shifting racial demographics contributed to changes in voter

bases, with minorities and urban populations tending to support Democrats, while many white working-

class and Southern voters moved toward the Republican Party.

Additional Resources

1. The Emerging Republican Majority by Kevin Phillips

This seminal work explores the political shifts in the United States during the 1960s, focusing on how

the Republican Party capitalized on changing social and economic conditions. Phillips argues that

demographic changes, racial issues, and regional realignments contributed to the rise of a new political

coalition. The book offers a detailed analysis of electoral trends and the breakdown of the New Deal

coalition.

2. The Age of Great Dreams: America in the 1960s by David Farber

Farber's book provides a comprehensive overview of the 1960s, covering the social, cultural, and

political upheavals that influenced political realignment. It examines the civil rights movement, Vietnam

War protests, and the rise of conservative backlash, illustrating how these factors reshaped American

politics. The narrative highlights the clash between liberal and conservative ideologies during this

transformative decade.

3. The Politics of Rage: George Wallace, the Origins of the New Conservatism, and the

Transformation of American Politics by Dan T. Carter



This book delves into the role of George Wallace and the Southern populist movement in catalyzing

political realignment in the 1960s. Carter explores how Wallace's appeal to racial resentment and

working-class voters helped forge a new conservative coalition. It provides insight into the intersection

of race, class, and politics during a period of significant change.

4. Divided We Stand: The Battle Over Women's Rights and Family Values That Polarized American

Politics by Marjorie J. Spruill

Spruill's work examines how debates over women's rights, including the feminist movement and

opposition to it, influenced political realignment in the 1960s. The book highlights the cultural conflicts

that drew new political boundaries and contributed to the polarization of American politics. It explains

how these social issues became central to party identities.

5. The Southern Strategy: The Republican Party's Winning Move by Bruce H. Kalk

Kalk's book analyzes the Republican Party's strategic efforts to attract Southern white voters

disillusioned with the Democratic Party during the 1960s. It discusses the role of race, civil rights

legislation, and cultural conservatism in reshaping party loyalties. The book provides a clear

explanation of how the South transitioned from a Democratic stronghold to a key part of the

Republican base.

6. Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America by James Davison Hunter

Hunter explores the broader cultural conflicts of the 1960s that contributed to political realignment,

including clashes over religion, race, and social norms. The book argues that these "culture wars"

created new political identities and voter alignments. It offers a framework for understanding the deep

social divisions that emerged during this era.

7. Race and the Southern Origins of Modern Conservatism by Joseph Crespino

This book traces the impact of race relations and the civil rights movement on the political realignment

of the South in the 1960s. Crespino highlights how opposition to desegregation and civil rights

legislation fueled conservative mobilization. The work sheds light on the transformation of Southern

politics and its national implications.



8. From Protest to Politics: The New Left and the Realignment of American Liberalism by Robert

Cohen

Cohen examines the rise of the New Left and its influence on liberal politics during the 1960s. The

book discusses how anti-war activism, civil rights advocacy, and youth movements challenged

traditional liberalism and contributed to political shifts. It provides insight into the fragmentation and

evolution of political ideologies in this period.

9. Silent Majority: The Conservative Turn in American Politics by Rick Perlstein

Perlstein explores the emergence of the "silent majority" and the conservative reaction to the social

revolutions of the 1960s. The book analyzes how this group reshaped the political landscape by

supporting law and order policies and opposing countercultural movements. It offers a detailed account

of the conservative resurgence that helped realign American politics.
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