
Background Essay on 1948 Election 
_____________________________________________ 
 
What was the biggest factor in President Truman successfully winning the 

election of 1948? Was it due to his campaign 
strategy, the failure of his opposition, or public 
support for his actions of 1948? 
 
Source Information:  written by Clay Bauske, Museum Curator, Harry S Truman Presidential 
Library 
 
 

In early 1948, Harry Truman prepared to run for President in his own right. Few people gave 

him any chance of reaching his goal. The economic difficulties of reconversion and popular 

perceptions of him as unrefined 

and blunt had hurt his popularity. 

His inconsistencies on the 

Palestine issue contributed to a 

sense that he wasn't up to his job. The Republican Congress 

had rejected almost all of his proposals for domestic reform. And 

it wasn't yet clear that his foreign policy initiatives in Europe 

would succeed. 

To make matters worse, support within his own party was 

disintegrating. Southern Democrats became enraged when he began supporting civil rights for African Americans. Led by 

South Carolina governor (and later U.S. Senator) Strom Thurmond, the Southerners broke away and established the 

States' Rights Party, also known as the "Dixiecrat" faction. Truman was attacked by the left wing of his party because of 

his policy towards the Soviets, which they regarded as aggressive and provocative. Franklin Roosevelt's former Vice 

President Henry Wallace and his followers established the Progressive Party. 

Down in the polls and under fire within his own party, Truman alone remained confident of his victory. On the morning 

after the election, Americans rose to news of the most surprising comeback in presidential election history. In Missouri, 

Truman learned of his victory at 4:00am, when a Secret Service agent woke him. Later that day 40,000 people jammed 

the town square in Independence to salute their native son. 

How did he do it? The election was a cliffhanger; the President won without getting a majority of the popular vote, pulling 

together just enough of the old New Deal coalition to squeak through. His civil rights program attracted black and liberal 

voters. Farmers rewarded his backing of price supports and other benefits. Labor backed his attacks on the Republican's 

anti-union record. Urban machines delivered the cities. And despite the defection of the "Dixiecrats," he still held on to 

several Southern states. Truman's upset was the highlight of a Democratic sweep, as the party won back control of 

Congress as well. 

 

 



 



Hook - Letter from Lucille 
 

From the personal collection of Kay A. Chick, referenced in 
 
Chick, Kay A. "Historical Letters: Integrating History and Language Arts." Middle Level Learning 29 
(2007): 2-5. Web. 
 
 

 



Source 1 
Charles Ross interview with Collier’s Magazine 

Note: Charles Ross served as Truman’s Press Secretary from September 1945 to December of 1950, when he died.  
He had attended school in Independence, MO with both Harry and Bess Truman. 

Source Information:  Ross, Charles G. "How Truman Did It." Collier's 25 Dec. 1948: 13+. Print.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

Ross Questions
1. Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are)
2. When was the document written? (Underline the date)
3. Who was the intended audience?
4. Identify the strategy that Ross indicates that the Truman group used to win.
5.  This document might not give me the whole picture because …... 

Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 



 
Source 2 

Collier’s Opinion on Henry Wallace 
 

Note: Collier’s was a weekly American magazine of "fiction, fact, sensation, wit, humor, news" which ran from 1895 
to January 5, 1957.  Collier’s believes… is an editorial in the magazine. 
 
Source Information: "Henry Wallace Is the Voice of Russia." Collier's 2 Oct. 1948: 90. Print.  
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Glossary 
 

Communism- a type of government and philosophy. Its goal is to form a society where everything is shared equally. All people are 
treated equally and there is little private ownership. In a communist government, the government owns and controls most everything 
including property, means of production, education, transportation, and agriculture.  
 
Collier’s on Wallace Questions: 

1. Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are.) 
2. When was the document written? (Underline the date) 
3. Highlight words that illustrate how the author feels about Wallace. 
4. This article is an editorial, which expresses the author’s opinion.  Who do you think this author 

voted for in the 1948 election?  Why do you say that? 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 



Source 3 
Whistle Stop Campaign 

 
Note: A whistle stop or whistle-stop tour is a style of political campaigning where the politician makes a series of 
brief appearances or speeches at a number of small towns over a short period of time. Originally, whistle-stop 
appearances were made from the open platform of an observation car or a private railroad car. 

 
Source Information: http://www.trumanlibrary.org/photographs/view.php?id=59134 President Harry S. Truman 
(left) and Margaret Truman (right) wave from the back of the campaign train. From the Scrapbooks of Matthew 
Connelly, Volume 4.Accession Number: 64-182-02, http://www.trumanlibrary.org/photographs/view.php?id=3750 
President Truman, Mrs. Truman and Margaret stand on the back of their train during a campaign visit to 
Idaho.Accession Number: 59-315, 
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/1948campaign/large/docs/documents/index.php
?documentdate=1948-00-00&documentid=3&studycollectionid=Election&pagenumber=1 The Story of Harry S. 
Truman, ca. 1948. Offprint Collection. 1091: The Story of Harry S. Truman. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Whistle Stop Questions: 
1. Make observations (annotations) next to each document. 
2. Who was the intended audience? 
3. What conclusions can you make about Truman’s campaign from these sources? 
4. Do you think the whistle stop campaign was a good strategy?  Why/why not? 

       
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_campaign
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politician
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Observation_car
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_railroad_car
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/photographs/view.php?id=59134
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http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/1948campaign/large/docs/documents/index.php?documentdate=1948-00-00&documentid=3&studycollectionid=Election&pagenumber=1
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/1948campaign/large/docs/documents/index.php?documentdate=1948-00-00&documentid=3&studycollectionid=Election&pagenumber=1


Source 4 
Frank McNaughton editorial on Thomas Dewey 

 
Note: Frank McNaughton was a journalist for the United Press. McNaughton was among the press members who 
traveled with Thomas Dewey as he crossed the country by rail campaigning as the Republican presidential 
candidate in 1948. 
 
Source Information: Frank McNaughton to Don Bermingham, "Dewey XXI--Campaign Train", October 1, 1948. 
McNaughton Papers, McNaughton Reports File. October, 1948. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Glossary 
 
Seclusion- to isolate; shut off; keep apart: 
 
Ruthless- without pity or compassion; cruel; merciless: 
 
Dewey Questions 

1.  Who was the author?  
2. Is he a reliable source?  Why/why not? 
3. This document might not give me the whole picture because ……. 
4. What else would you want to know from this author? 

 
 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Source 5 
Clifford’s Strategy 

 
Note:  Zachary Karabell is an American author and historian.  This excerpt is from his book The Last Campaign: How 
Harry Truman Won the 1948 Election.  In this excerpt Karabell explains the campaign strategy that Truman 
followed, which was created by Clark Clifford, White House counsel.  
 
Source Information:   Karabell, Zachary. The Last Campaign: How Harry Truman Won the 1948 Election. New 
York: Knopf, 2000. Print. Pages 192-193 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Truman’s advisers evaluated the situation carefully.  They spent weeks coming up with a rough blueprint for 
victory, and then implemented it.  Once again, Clifford’s was a potent and acute voice.  He summarized the 
thinking of the campaign staff in an August 17 memo for the president.  “The first objective” he began, “is to win a 
large majority of the 15,000,000 independent voters who overwhelmingly followed the liberal leadership of the 
Democratic Party in the last four elections.” In order to do this, Truman should continue the drumbeat about the 
miserable 80th Congress and then link Dewey to it.  “The second objective is to win support from three large 
groups...which can swing the election…: workers, veterans, and Negroes.  This does not mean that farmers, small 
businessmen, and other groups should be overlooked….The third objective it to cut through all party lines by 
showing that the President’s policy has kept the nation on a road leading to peace, and that changes in this policy 
may lead to war.”  During speeches and interviews, Truman should, Clifford advised, point to the dismal legacy of 
the Republican presidents in the 1920’s and to the current Republican record on labor and the party’s reluctance 
to embrace an internationalist foreign policy.  Clifford also underscored the importance of seventeen states where 
the 1944 margin of victory was slim.  These states, including New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, 
Missouri, and Wisconsin, shaped Truman’s itinerary for the fall.  Clifford recommended three major tours, 
beginning with the Midwest and a Labor Day speech in Detroit, then heading west and finally to the East, including 
a swing through rural New York State and a speech in Harlem.  The one question was whether he should venture 
south at all, and as of mid-August, many of his advisers, watching the States’ Rights campaign unfold, were inclined 
to write off the Deep South entirely.  Finally, Clifford strongly recommended that “a trained observer should 
precede the President at every stop he is scheduled to make.  This man should prepare a brief on the town the 
President is scheduled to visit, explaining the local issues of importance and how they tie into national issues…. 
This man should start his circuit at least two weeks before the President’s tour begins.” 
 
Clifford’s Strategy Questions 

1. Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are.) 
2.  When was the document written? (Underline the date) 
3.  The author is trying to convince me……. 
4.  I do/don’t trust this document because……. 

       
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 
  



Source 6 
1948 Timeline of Decisions, Actions, and Orders: See Attached Timeline 

 
Note: 1948 was a leap year, the Winter Olympics were held in Switzerland, and it was the year of the most 
surprising presidential election in U.S. history. President Truman had signed Executive Order 9981 which 
desegregated the military; the Marshall Plan sending aid to U.S. allies in Europe began; the Soviet Union blockaded 
West Berlin, leading to the U.S. and its allies dropping supplies to those in need; Truman controversially recognized 
the state of Israel; and housing, inflation, and a “do nothing” congress were just some of the issues making news. 
 
Source Information: Secondary source, created by Adriane New 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Glossary 
 
Executive Order 9981- an executive order issued on July 26, 1948, by President Harry S. Truman. It abolished racial 
discrimination in the United States Armed Forces and eventually led to the end of segregation in the services. 
 
Recognition of the state of Israel-the diplomatic recognition of the State of Israel, which was established by the 
Israeli Declaration of Independence on 14 May 1948.  
 
“Do Nothing” Congress- President Truman nicknamed it the "Do Nothing Congress" and, during the 1948 election, 
campaigned as much against it as against his opponent, Thomas Dewey. The 80th Congress passed several 
significant pro-business bills, the Taft–Hartley Act, but it opposed most of Truman's Fair Deal bills. Truman's 
campaign strategy worked, and the Republicans lost 9 Senate seats and 73 seats in the House, allowing the 
Democrats to begin the 81st Congress. 
 
Marshall Plan- The Marshall Plan (European Recovery Program, ERP) was an American initiative to aid Western 
Europe, in which the United States gave over $12 billion in economic support to help rebuild Western European 
economies after the end of World War II. The plan was in operation for 4 years beginning April 8th 1948. The goals 
of the US were to rebuild war-devastated regions, remove trade barriers, modernize industry, make Europe 
prosperous again, and prevent the spread of communism.  
 
Berlin Airlift- (24 June 1948 – 12 May 1949) supplies were carried to the people of West Berlin. Aircrews from the 
United States, Britain, Canada, Australia,  New Zealand, and the South Africa flew over 200,000 flights in one year, 
providing to the West Berliners up to 8,893 tons of fuel and food each day. The Soviets didn’t disrupt the airlift for 
fear this might lead to open conflict.It succeeded. On May 12, 1949, the USSR lifted the blockade of West Berlin. 
The Berlin Blockade served to highlight the competing ideological and economic visions for postwar Europe. 
 
Special session- a period when the body convenes outside of the normal legislative session. This most frequently 
occurs in order to complete unfinished tasks for the year (often delayed by conflict between political parties), such 
as outlining the government's budget for the next fiscal year, during an economic downturn in order to cut the 
budget, to address special topics, or emergencies such as war or natural disaster. In the USA, Article II, Section 3 of 
the United States Constitution gives the President of the United States the power to "on extraordinary occasions, 
convene both Houses or either of them." Presidents have exercised this power 46 times to recall only the Senate 
and 28 times to recall both Chambers of Congress, most recently by Truman in 1948. 
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Blockade- An effort to cut off supplies, war material or communications from an area by force, either in part or 
totally. 
 
Timeline Questions 

1.  Make observations (annotations) on the timeline. 
2.  What conclusions can you make about the year 1948? 
3. How might some of President Truman’s decisions influenced voters? 

 
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 
  



Source 7 
Collier’s Editorial on Strom Thurmond 

 
Note: Collier’s was a weekly American magazine of "fiction, fact, sensation, wit, humor, news" which ran from 1895 
to January 5, 1957.  Collier’s believes… is an editorial in the magazine. 
 
Notes on Strom Thurmond:  Although relatively progressive as a governor, with a platform that included aid to 
black educational institutions, fair wages for women and rent control, Strom Thurmond was opposed to his party's 
Civil Rights program and led the walkout of the Southern Democrats at the 1948 convention.   
 
Source Information:  "Dixie had no corner on bigotry." Collier's 4 Dec. 1948: 90. Print.  
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 
 



Glossary 
 
Progressive- favoring or advocating progress, change, improvement, or reform, as opposed to wishing to maintain 
things as they are, especially in political matters: 
 
Questions 

1. Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are.) 
2.  When was the document written? (Underline the date) 
3.   Highlight words that illustrate how the author feels about Thurmond. 
4.   This article is an editorial, which expresses the author’s opinion.  Who do you think this author 

voted for in the 1948 election?  Why do you say that? 
       
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/progress


 
Source 8 

Memoirs by Harry S. Truman 
 

Source information: Truman, Harry S. Memoirs by Harry S. Truman: Years of Trial and Hope (2 Vols.). New York: 
Doubleday, 1956. Print.  

 
Note: President Truman recalls his election campaign in 1948. 
 
 On September 17, I began an extended tour.  I had warned my staff and the reporters who 
prepared to make the trip with me that I was going out to win the election. “I’m going to fight hard,” I 
told Senator Barkley. “I’m going to give them hell.” We would be on the road most of the time for the 
next six weeks, getting up at all hours to make stops at any place where people wanted to see me. 
 At first the critics referred to my tour as a “one-man circus” and called it less efficient and less 
dignified than the campaign being put on by the Republicans.  But as the crowds grew larger and larger 
and more people flocked to my train than showed up around the Dewey train, our opponents began to 
get worried. 
 ...the technique I used at the whistle stops was simple and straight-forward.   There were no 
special “gimmicks” or oratorical devices.  I refused to be “coached.” I simply told the people in my own 
language that they had better wake up to the fact that it was their fight. 
 ...I talked to them as human being with real needs and feelings and fears.  I talked to them 
about their jobs, their homes, and the cost of living.  I treated them not like crowds of people but like 
businessman, tenant farmers, housewives, married veterans, laboring men, teachers -individuals with 
interests for whom I, as President had a genuine concern. 
 ...As the campaign gathered speed, I stepped up my schedule of the whistle stops.  In all, I 
traveled about 31,700 miles and delivered more than three hundred speeches - 356, to be exact.  I was 
used to hard work, and my job was cut out for me.  I campaigned for thirty-five days and averaged about 
ten speeches every day.  On one single day I delivered sixteen speeches. 
 
Questions 

1. Who was the author of the document? (Circle the author’s name and who they are.) 
2. When was the document written? (Underline the date) 
3. This document might not give me the whole picture because…. 
4. Based on the background information, I understand this document differently because…. 
5.  What question would you have for this author? 

       
Using the following code, mark evidence that would support one of the factors leading to the win. 
TCS=Truman Campaign Strategy OC=Opposition Candidates PS= Public Support 
 
 



Election of 1948
Think – what was the biggest factor in President Truman successfully 

winning re-election in 1948?

Do - Split your pie chart into sections giving the most important the 
greater space & explain your decision.Ho

w
 to

: 

What do you think will be the largest factor in the presidential election of 
2016?



How did you decide what to wear today?
Think – what was the biggest factor in your choice of 

clothing today? 

Do - Split your pie chart into sections giving the most 
important the greater space & annotate/explainHo

w
 to

: 
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