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PART TWO

The First Campaign’s Reckoning

FROM THE EDITOR

The 1984 Democratic primaries were over. Jesse Jackson had not won the nomination — but what he

had done, and what the Joint Center set out to measure, was the future impact this campaign would

have on Black politics and the politics of the nation as a whole.

The following pieces appeared in the August 1984 issue of FOCUS, published weeks after the

Democratic National Convention in San Francisco. Eddie Williams’s Perspective column assessed the

campaign’s achievements and its limits — celebrating what had been won while refusing to look away

from what had not. Thomas Cavanagh’s “Behind the Scenes in San Francisco” provided a detailed

account of the convention’s inner workings: the platform fights, the delegate alignments, the

maneuvering between the Mondale, Hart, and Jackson forces, and the establishment of the Fairness

Commission that would rewrite the party’s rules for 1988. And a brief note summarized the Joint

Center’s own study of Jackson’s primary campaign — the research that would become Jesse

Jackson’s Campaign: The Primaries and Caucuses.

Together, these pieces capture a pivotal moment: the transition from campaign to consequence, from

what Jackson attempted to what his candidacy actually built. We reprint them here in full, as they were

originally published.

ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN FOCUS, AUGUST 1984

Perspective
by Eddie N. Williams, President

Jesse Jackson’s unprecedented campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination is now history, but its

impact is certain to be far-reaching. That impact will be greatly reduced, however, if we fail to put into

realistic perspective just what the Jackson candidacy did in fact achieve and what it could not possibly have

achieved.
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In his candidacy, Jesse Jackson personified an emerging political movement that has been taking shape in

the black community for the past two years. Although it is too early to determine exactly what the

long-term impact of the Jackson candidacy will be, some significant accomplishments are readily apparent.

Certainly the effort helped create a climate favorable to the nomination of a woman for the vice presidency.

And it will prompt other changes in the way the Democratic party conducts business, including the

elimination of rules that prevent blacks, Hispanics, and women from exerting greater influence. In broader

terms, Jackson’s candidacy should stimulate renewed efforts to eliminate subtle barriers to minority

political participation such as run-off primaries and dual registration requirements.

This unique campaign also provided invaluable experience to an army of new political organizers and

operatives who had previously been denied all but token opportunities. These new recruits will certainly

mount formidable political campaigns in the future, whether for themselves or other candidates.

With its call for a Rainbow Coalition, the Jackson candidacy emphasized anew the importance of

coalition-building. Although the rainbow did not fully materialize in the 1984 primaries, it remains a

powerful and attractive idea whose time has come. Also at hand is recognition of the extensive political

influence wielded by the black church. Mr. Jackson reaped enormous benefits by engaging the black church

and other social institutions as instruments of political mobilization.

The Democratic National Convention itself provided further evidence of the impact of the Jackson

candidacy and of the black electorate generally. More blacks than ever before participated in the

convention, as delegates (17.7 percent), as speakers, and as committee participants. And although it was not

apparent at the convention, there was substantial black involvement in the development of the party’s

platform, especially the majority planks, which were not debated in San Francisco. The strength of the

party’s stands on “justice,” “empowerment,” South Africa, and Third World policies should be attributed in

good measure to black participation.

What was debated in San Francisco, of course, were Jesse Jackson’s four minority platform planks, three of

which were soundly defeated. There has been a lot of complaining about the defeat of these planks, which

many believe represent the mainstream of Democratic thinking. But looking back, blacks have no cause to

feel bad about losing this fight: they could not have won it in the first place.

Jackson’s minority platform planks didn’t stand a chance for two reasons. First, they went against the grain

of the strategy that Walter Mondale and other party leaders, including some blacks, wanted to develop

through the convention. Their goal was to unify the party, with the support of white southerners and

conservatives very much intact, and to reduce Mr. Mondale’s vulnerability to President Reagan’s charge

that he is a big spending liberal who is a captive of special interest groups. The Mondale strategy may or

may not work, but there is nothing to suggest that it is anti-black.
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The second reason the Jackson planks failed is that Jackson simply did not have enough votes to force a

different outcome, especially in the face of collaboration between Mondale and Hart delegates. As a matter

of fact, when it was Jackson forces who collaborated with Hart supporters, as they did on some foreign

policy platform planks and in the Rules Committee, they were quite successful — once again

demonstrating the crucial importance of coalition politics.

By focusing our attention on fights we could not win, we may belittle all that we did win. And down the

road, we might fall victims to our own misperceptions, if blacks withdraw from politics because they feel

their efforts really make no difference. Rather, we should say, as the Reverend Jackson did, “It’s not just an

election to win . . . . Victory on one level is watching our community come together. Part of our mission

was to broaden the base of our leadership and bring about a new level of unity . . . . Victory is telling our

children, Yes you can!”

Eddie N. Williams

President

ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN FOCUS, AUGUST 1984

Behind the Scenes in San Francisco
by Thomas E. Cavanagh, Research Associate, Joint Center

It was quite a show in San Francisco: bright lights, balloons, flags, even indoor fireworks. The press came

expecting a coronation, and by and large, that is what they reported. But there was more to this year’s

Democratic convention than was apparent from the four-night miniseries on network television.

If the proceedings seemed to lack suspense, that was by design. Because the key decisions were made out

of view of the cameras, the focus of the prime-time audience remained on the speeches throughout the

week. As it happened, the speeches were unusually good, highlighted by Mario Cuomo’s eloquent keynote

and Jesse Jackson’s spellbinding address. But turning the convention into a well-orchestrated television

show required considerable preparation, maneuvering, and quenching of fires in the political woods.

Setting the Scene
To project an image of party unity to the television audience, the delegates on the floor must be willing to

play their assigned roles as the supporting cast in a script written by the prospective presidential nominee.

Yet the convention always has the potential to turn into an actual decision-making body on live,

coast-to-coast, primetime television. Preventing such an uncontrollable turn of events requires all the

ingenuity and muscle at a politician’s disposal. Both were amply displayed in San Francisco.

In Ronald Reagan’s eyes, Walter Mondale may be “so far left” that he has “left America.” But at the

Democratic convention, Mondale stood at the center of both the party structure and its ideological

spectrum. This was the reality to which all of the actors in San Francisco had to accommodate themselves.
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Jesse Jackson and Gary Hart led the insurgent forces who were on the outside looking in. Ideologically

speaking, the progressive, minority-dominated Jackson movement may have had little in common with the

neoliberal, “Yuppie”-dominated Hart movement. But in terms of “ins” and “outs,” both had more in

common with one another than either had with the Mondale forces. Their unity of interest overcame their

ideological differences at many key points in the political maneuvering.

The Floor Fight
For the first time in many years, there were no credentials disputes that were referred to the floor of the

convention. The Rules Committee report also passed without a floor fight. Under a compromise accepted

by all three presidential candidates, the committee voted to establish a “Fairness Commission” to revise the

delegate selection rules for 1988. Although the Rules Committee guidelines are not binding on the Fairness

Commission, they embody the consensus that resulted from protracted negotiations and thus will probably

be given great weight in the drafting of the 1988 rules. In agreeing to the guidelines, Mondale sought to

produce party harmony in 1984 by accepting many of the changes sought by Jackson and Hart, at the risk of

diminishing the influence of his own base of support among labor unions and party and elected officials in

1988.

With credentials and rules disputes out of the way, the only real controversy that was referred to the full

convention was over the platform. Jackson supported four platform minority reports (i.e., proposed

amendments), advocating the use of quotas in certain types of affirmative action programs, elimination of

the runoff primary, “no first use” of nuclear weapons, and a real cut in defense spending. A Hart-backed

minority report restricting the use of American military forces was also scheduled for a vote.

The platform fight was scheduled for Tuesday afternoon, before live network television coverage would

begin. The convention managers scheduled Jackson’s speech for early Tuesday evening, prime-time on the

East Coast, to ensure that he would not have a chance to sway the platform votes were taken. The schedule

had the added effect of pressuring Jackson’s delegates not to mount a lengthy floor fight during the

platform debate; for if the platform voting ran overtime, it could knock Jackson’s speech out of prime time.

Such calculations carry much weight in the television era.

Mondale ensured his control over the floor through an intricate series of deals arranged in the days and

hours before the platform fight. The key factor was Hart’s insistence on passage of his minority report on

military intervention. In return for Mondale accepting the Hart plank, Hart agreed to instruct his delegates

to vote against the Jackson planks on defense spending and the runoff primary, which Mondale considered

the most politically troublesome. Mondale’s advisers felt that proposing a cut in defense spending would

leave the nominee vulnerable to Reagan charges of being soft on defense, while condemning the runoff

might have led to an open revolt by southern white party leaders.

All three contested minority reports lost by similar margins: 2,216 to 1,406 on “no first use,” 2,592 to 1,128

on defense spending, and 2,501 to 1,253 on the runoff. The voting patterns by delegation were similarly

consistent.
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The strongholds of opposition were in such Mondale-dominated delegations as Delaware, Hawaii,

Michigan, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, and Texas.

Many of the Hart delegates did not appear to take their candidate’s instructions very seriously, and voted a

more progressive line than Hart advocated. In addition to the Jackson-dominated District of Columbia and

Louisiana delegations, the highest vote proportions in favor of the minority reports came from such

Hart-dominated delegations as California, Colorado, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Oregon, and Utah. This

alignment repeated the pattern seen in the Platform and Rules Committee voting prior to the convention,

when Hart and Jackson delegates frequently lined up together against the Mondale forces.

The shared sense of battling against Mondale also led to other forms of cooperation between Hart and

Jackson delegates. Many of the Hart delegates waved Jackson banners during Jackson’s speech on

Tuesday, and many of Jackson’s delegates returned the favor during Hart’s speech the following day. Some

Hart delegates even handed their credentials to Jackson alternates to enable them to be on the floor during

Jackson’s speech.

After the first three minority report votes, Hart’s platform plank was approved overwhelmingly. Then a

last-minute compromise on the affirmative action plank was brought before the convention and passed by a

voice vote. The compromise deleted all reference to quotas (which the majority platform had explicitly

opposed) and called for “verifiable measures” of compliance with affirmative action guidelines. Whether

“verifiable measures” meant quotas appeared to be in the eye of the beholder; the Jackson forces said yes,

the Mondale forces said no, so one can conclude that they agreed to disagree.

Minorities at the Convention
One could not help but be struck by the black presence at this year’s convention. There were 697 black

delegates, a full 17.7 percent of the total — records on both counts. Jackson’s campaign was a major factor,

of course. Not only did he bring in over 300 black delegates in support of his candidacy; he also caused the

other candidates to build up their own black delegate slates as visible evidence of black support. Another

major factor was the party’s affirmative action rules, which have become more and more stringent over the

years, and which this year aimed at achieving minority representation in proportion to “presence in the

Democratic electorate” — for blacks, about 20 percent.

Hispanics and women of all races were also prominent players in the convention drama. Hispanics

threatened to boycott the first ballot of presidential voting to underscore their top priority: a firm

commitment from party leaders to kill the Simpson-Mazzoli immigration bill. The boycott fizzled when the

Hispanic delegates supporting Mondale made clear their intention to hold firm for their candidate.

(However, the defeat of the Simpson-Mazzoli bill became a fait accompli when Congress reconvened after

the convention. New head counts showed that Democratic support for the bill in the House of

Representatives had become too soft to ensure passage of the final version.)
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The women’s movement was overjoyed at Walter Mondale’s selection of a woman as his running mate. But

here, as in many other instances at the convention, blacks also had conflicting emotions. There was pleasure

that a candidate for national office had been selected from outside the traditional pool of white males, and

pride in Jesse Jackson’s significant role in opening up the process. But the vice-presidential choice

awakened old resentments that white women have often walked through doors opened painfully by blacks.

There was also displeasure over the fact that Mondale had not interviewed a black woman for the vice

presidency.

Relations between blacks and white females were also somewhat strained by the women’s role in the

platform fight. The National Organization for Women (NOW) could have served as a lever to pry some

women’s votes away from Mondale’s control on the minority planks. NOW had endorsed all five minority

reports before the convention. With Geraldine Ferraro on the ticket, however, NOW was much less inclined

to pressure Mondale, whom it had endorsed earlier, on the floor. The day before the platform fight, NOW

abandoned its efforts to lobby delegates on the floor and decided to work behind the scenes for a

compromise on the affirmative action plank.

The black Mondale delegates, over 200 strong, and the 70 black delegates committed to Gary Hart were

constantly cross-pressured by their own candidates and the Jackson forces. “Cast a vote that you can be

proud to tell your grandchildren about,” they were exhorted by Jackson and his supporters. Nevertheless,

Mondale’s black delegates generally followed their candidate’s instructions. This led to some serious

tensions among black delegates, which reached a crescendo when Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young

unexpectedly took the podium to argue against abolishing the runoff primary. The mood turned ugly as

many of Jackson’s delegates tried to drown out Young’s remarks with booing.

The following morning, Coretta Scott King was heckled when she tried to defend Young before the Black

Caucus. This was too much even for many of Jackson’s backers. With tears in his eyes, Jackson himself

tried to calm the crowd and urged that all black leaders be accorded respect even in the heat of controversy.

Many black Mondale delegates, in fact, shared a sense of frustration with the Jackson delegates: everyone

but blacks seemed to be coming away from the convention with something. Women got Ferraro; Mondale’s

attempt to install Bert Lance as party chair was clearly a gesture to the white South; Hart won his platform

plank on military intervention. The frustration was partly a result of timing: blacks did receive some

important commitments, but before the convention opened. The rules for 1988 should improve the chances

of any future black presidential candidates and others supported by minority groups. The platform takes

strong stands on civil rights, South Africa, and restoring cuts in social spending. Moreover, blacks had

achieved a record level of involvement in all aspects of the party’s operation. The progress is most striking

when the 17.7 percent black delegate representation is contrasted with the 2.8 percent of just 20 years ago.

Nevertheless, the absence of any clear-cut victories during the week of the convention itself left many black

Democrats feeling that their party was once again taking them for granted.
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“Our Time Has Come”
These and other tensions formed the backdrop to Jesse Jackson’s 55-minute speech to the convention

Tuesday night. Jackson had skillfully built suspense in the days and weeks before the convention over what

his stance would be toward Mondale and the party as a whole. Thus, with the defeat of Jackson’s three

platform planks, the convention crowd was unsure what to expect from him.

His voice husky with emotion, Jackson began on a conciliatory note, offering his support to the

Mondale-Ferraro ticket. He then launched into a remarkable call for healing the divisions between blacks

and Jews that had been aggravated by the controversies surrounding his campaign:

“If in my low moments, in word, deed, or attitude, through some error of temper, taste, or tone, I have

caused anyone discomfort, created pain, or revived someone’s fears, that was not my truest self. . . .”

The sight of a presidential candidate offering such an unprecedented public act of contrition left many in

the convention hall overcome with emotion. Jackson’s intensity reached new heights toward the end of his

address, as he declared:

“Our time has come. Our faith, hope, and dreams will prevail.

“Our time has come. Weeping has endured for the night. And now, joy cometh in the morning.

“Our time has come. No graves can hold our body down.

“Our time has come. No lie can live forever.

“Our time has come.”

Maneuvering continued apace after the convention, as Jackson sought to find a role for some of his key

supporters in the Mondale campaign. One prominent member of the Jackson camp, Congressman Walter

Fauntroy of the District of Columbia, is being slated for a major role in the Democrats’ voter registration

drive. Other Jackson aides will probably be added to the Mondale-Ferraro team in the weeks to come.

Congressman Charles Rangel of Harlem, a Mondale supporter, has been named a co-chair of the Mondale

campaign. Other senior black aides to Mondale include deputy campaign chairman George Dalley, political

liaison Doris Crenshaw, and attorney James Dyke. Another black lawyer, Charles Atkins, was recently

named an aide to the Ferraro campaign staff.

Although hostility to Reagan is widespread in the black community, enthusiasm for the Mondale-Ferraro

ticket appears less than overwhelming at present. It remains to be seen whether the unification efforts

underway will prove sufficient to generate the large black turnout.
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ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN FOCUS, AUGUST 1984

Reforming the Democratic Party Rules for 1988
The report of the Rules Committee calls for the establishment of a “Fairness Commission” to study the

rules governing the 1988 delegate selection process. The commission proposal was a response to criticism

by both Jackson and Hart that the 1984 rules unfairly advantaged a mainstream front-runner like Mondale

at the expense of “outsider” candidates.

The directive consists of two parts. The first set of recommendations was drafted by the Hart campaign, and

includes the following provisions:

1.  Reducing the threshold (or minimum percentage of the vote required for delegate representation)

from 20 to 15 percent both within congressional districts and at the at-large level;

2.  Reducing the number of unpledged party and elected official delegates by more than half, and

prohibiting their selection until April of the primary season;

3.  Mandating that all states in the first half of the primary schedule allocate their delegates on the basis

of the proportion of the vote the candidates receive, and prohibiting both winner-take-all by

congressional district and “bonus delegate” plans (which award an extra delegate to the winner of

each congressional district);

4.  Requiring that filing deadlines for delegate slates be no more than 30 days in advance of a primary or

caucus; and

5.  Prohibiting caucus rules that discourage participation, such as the two-stage primary and caucus

system employed in Texas, or the non-secret ballot in Michigan.

The second set of recommendations was drafted by the Jackson campaign, and mandates that the reform

commission study the following proposed changes:

1.  Abolishing the caucus system altogether, in effect requiring the use of primaries in all states and

territories;

2.  Eliminating the category of unpledged party and elected official delegates;

3.  Establishing a system of complete proportionality in translating vote totals into delegate totals, in

effect abolishing bonus delegate and winner-take-all plans; and

4.  Requiring “assured percentages” of delegates for women, minorities, and other disadvantaged groups.

Black political activists should pay close attention to the work of the reform commission over the next two

years.
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ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN FOCUS, AUGUST 1984

JCPS Study Analyzes Jackson’s Primary Campaign
Study by Thomas E. Cavanagh and Lorn Foster, Joint Center for Political Studies

When Jesse Jackson decided to launch his campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination nine

months ago, public reaction was mixed. Many — including several black leaders — came out against such

a move, calling it premature and questioning whether Jackson was the right man for the task. This led to the

popular refrain by those who supported a Jackson campaign of “If not Jesse, who? If not now, when?”

Many persons expressed the view that although Jackson had little chance of winning the nomination, other

objectives could be accomplished, namely, increasing black political participation, voicing policy concerns

of blacks and other disadvantaged groups, and bridging the gap between various ethnic groups. Later in the

campaign, Jackson called for changes in party rules and state laws to increase the impact of minority

political participation.

In Jesse Jackson’s Campaign: The Primaries and Caucuses, Joint Center researchers Thomas Cavanagh

and Lorn Foster say Jackson achieved success on three of these objectives — black voting was way up in

the primaries; he had a significant impact on the Democratic policy agenda, most notably, focusing national

attention on South Africa’s apartheid policies; and he stimulated a debate on the effects of second primaries

and other electoral and party mechanisms on blacks and progressive candidates.

However, Jackson was unable to forge a multi-ethnic “Rainbow Coalition.” Cavanagh and Foster cite

several factors that contributed to this failure to expand his base beyond the black community: the hymie

incident and the Farrakhan comments, the emergence of Hart as a viable candidate, and Hispanic

perception of Jackson’s campaign as heavily black oriented. “The net effect,” write Cavanagh and Foster,

“was to put a very low ceiling on Jackson’s share of the white vote.”

In addition to examining Jackson’s major objectives in running for president and how well he achieved

them, Jesse Jackson’s Campaign discusses the general impact this largely “symbolic” campaign is likely to

have on the American political process in the future. And it takes a look at Jackson’s media coverage and

campaign organization.

EDITORS’ NOTE, 2026

What strikes us most, reading these pieces today, is how precisely the Joint Center identified — in

August 1984 — the structural consequences that would take years to fully reveal themselves.
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Williams’s Perspective column performs the difficult act of holding two truths at once. The campaign’s

achievements were real: the 17.7 percent Black delegate representation, the army of new political

organizers, the climate that helped produce the Ferraro nomination, the mobilization of the Black

church as a political institution. But so were its limits. Three of four minority platform planks were

defeated. The Rainbow Coalition had not fully materialized. The Mondale forces had managed the

convention floor with enough discipline to prevent any outcome they did not control. Williams does not

soften either side of the ledger. He celebrates the victories and names the defeats, and he insists —

against the temptation of either triumphalism or disillusionment — that the proper response to both is

to keep building.

Cavanagh’s convention floor analysis is something else entirely: a piece of political reporting so

granular and so clear-eyed that it reads less like journalism than like engineering. The deal structure

between Mondale and Hart — Hart’s military intervention plank in exchange for Hart delegates voting

against Jackson on defense spending and the runoff — is laid out with the precision of a schematic.

The voting margins on the three contested minority reports are documented to the delegate. The

cross-pressures on Black Mondale delegates, the tensions with the women’s movement over NOW’s

retreat from the platform fight, the ugly scene when Andrew Young argued against abolishing the

runoff — none of it is smoothed over. The Joint Center reported what happened, not what anyone

wished had happened.

But the most consequential passage may be the one easiest to overlook: the sidebar on the Fairness

Commission. The rules reforms that Jackson and Hart extracted from Mondale in San Francisco —

reducing the threshold for delegate representation from 20 to 15 percent, cutting unpledged party

officials by more than half, mandating proportional allocation, prohibiting winner-take-all plans — were

the seeds of everything that followed.

The Joint Center noted that “Black political activists should pay close attention to the work of the

reform commission over the next two years.” They were right. Those rules would be adopted, refined,

and carried into 1988. They would shape the terrain on which Jackson’s second campaign competed.

Jesse Jackson did not win the nomination in 1984. He won something that lasted longer: he changed

the rules of the game.

*Originally published in FOCUS, August 1984. Reprinted with original text intact.

https://jointcenter.org/?r3d=focus-magazine-august-1984

