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THE 1964 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION IN VIRGINIA:
A Political Omen?

By RALPH EISENBERG

The 1964 Presidential election may well
be cited by future historians as a political
milestone in Virginia. The results of the
election re-enforced some trends and dis
torted others which were evident in the
three preceding presidential elections.
More importantly, presidential voting
dramatized the actual and potential im
pact of urbanization and an expanded
electorate upon election contests in the
State. The trends in voting behavior in
the 1964 election, when viewed alongside
other contemporary developments on the
State's political scene, may indicate the
future course of Virginia politics.

Virginia's 12 electoral votes in 1964
were cast for the Democratic Party's can
didates for President and Vice President,
Lyndon B. Johnson and Hubert H. Hum
phrey. Thus, for the first time since 1948,
Virginia's electoral votes returned to the
Democratic column; and for the first time
since 1944 the Democratic candidate for
the Presidency polled a majority of popu
lar votes in the State. The 53.5 per cent
of the popular vote cast for the J ohnson
Humphrey ticket in Virginia was a signif
icant increase over the 47 per cent won
by the Kennedy-]ohnson ticket in 1960.
The plurality of 76,704 votes won by the
Democrats surpassed the expectations of
observers who had envisioned a very close
contest in Virginia. The scope of the
Democratic triumph in Virginia in 1964
reflected the outcome of the election
nationally although the Democratic pro
portion of the Virginia vote was not as
high as in many other states, or as high as
the record national average of 61.3 per
cent. But the Democratic victory in Vir-
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ginia was significant in view of the State's
recent RepUblican preferences in presi
dential elections and Virginia's historic
place in the context of Southern conserv
atism.

Most of the 1964 voting patterns in
Virginia mirrored voting behavior across
the nation. The Democratic victory was
based upon very strong support in urban
areas and among Negro voters and was
aided by the defection of key Republican
areas from support of the Goldwater and
Miller candidacies. The Johnson triumph
occurred despite considerable defections
in areas of traditionally strong Democratic
Party strength. The loss of conservative
Democratic votes in rural counties and
cities of the Southside preoccupied with
the racial issue was not unlike similar
behavior in comparable regions of the
Southern states of South Carolina, Geor
gia, Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi
which gave their electoral support to the
Republican Party.

~"he most outstanding feature of the
1964 election in Virginia was the size of
the popular vote. For the first time in
history, over one million Virginia voters
went to the polls. The large turnout was
evident in counties and cities throughout
the entire State and played a major role
in the outcome of the election. The re
moval of the poll tax, provided by the
24th Amendment to the United States
Constitution, as a requirement for voting
in Federal elections was the principal
factor responsible for the impressive turn
out.

The pattern of voting in Virginia in
1964 differed from those of 1952, 1956,
and 1960 primarily in the defections
which occurred in areas of basic and tra-

ditional support for the two parties.! The
defections which took place appear to
have been the Virginia manifestations of
the "backlash" and "frontlash" effects
widely discussed during the course of the
1964 campaign. Serious defections were
confined principally to areas of historic
strength for one party or the other; how
ever, not all areas of strong support for
either party abandoned their recent party
preferences.

TABLE 1

Major Party Voting in Virginia and
Nationally in the 1964
Presidential Election

Virginia
Number Per-

of Per- centage
Party Votes centage Nationally
Democratic 558,038 53.5 61.3
RepUblican 481,334 46.2 38.6
Other 2,895 0.3 0.1
Totals 1,042,267 100.0 100.0

Another characteristic of voting in Vir
ginia which paralleled national patterns
was the evidence of split-ticket voting.
The Johnson triumph did not succeed
in unseating either of Virginia's two Re
publican congressmen although their
majorities were reduced considerably.
The success of Congressman Broyhill in
the Tenth Congressional District in
northern Virginia despite large Johnson
majorities in the District exemplified the
selectivity with which voters cast their
ballots. Similarly, in Southside Virginia,
voters managed to exercise their prefer
ences more consistently by supporting the
RepUblican Presidential candidate and in
cumbent Democratic congressmen. Ticket-

I. See Ralph Eisenberg, "Virginia Votes For
President: Patterns and Prospects," 41 The Uni
versity of Virginia News Letter 1-4 (September
15, 1964) for the trends in presidential voting pat
terns in Virginia from 1952 to 1960.
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·Population estimates for 1964 were provided
by the Bureau of Population and Economic Re
search, University of Virginia.

TABLE 2

Voting Participation in Virginia,
1960 and 1964

1960 1964

Percentage increase
in votes from
preceding election 10.5 35.1

Percentage voters
of adult
population ...... 33.3 41.2

others, the ino·eases were far below the
State average. It appears that no clear
relationship between the increase in vot
ing and other factors can be established.
For example, no correlation between rela
tive increases in voting and the success
of either party appears to exist. The
widespread and uncorrelated nature of
proportionate increases in voting through
out the State indicates that popUlation
growth was not the primary factor con
tributing to the record turnout. Rather,
the increases seem attributable to the
removal of poll tax payment as a voting
prerequisite. The extent of the increase
in various cities and counties appears to
have been a product of population
growth and, more importantly, of the

---intensity of Q~ani~ed GHQrts to t~;rJ} out
a large vote. Many localities with great
relative increases in voters experienced
extensive voter registration drives during
the campaign.

The largest increases in terms of the
numbers of voters were found in the
State's larger counties and cities: Fairfax,
Henrico, and Chesterfield counties and
the cities of Richmond, Norfolk, and
Virginia Beach. Except for Richmond and
Norfolk, these areas were all marked by
rapid popUlation growth since 1960 and
by still larger relative increases in voting.
Richmond and Norfolk had less signifi
cant relative increases in voting but the
total number of additional voters in those
cities was large. Thus, as expected, the
greatest impact of increased voter partic
ipation in Virginia occurred in the more
heavily populated urban areas of the State
where the size of the turnout had an effect
upon the outcome of the election.

BASES OF DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT

The dimensions of the Democratic
triumph- in Virginia in 1964 were impres
sive. President Johnson won majorities
in 56 of Virginia's 96 counties and in 27
of the State's 34 cities. The Democratic
majorities were dis t rib ute d widely
throughout the State except in the central
section of Southside Virginia. But the
Democratic victory was constructed upon
sizeable majorities in northern Virginia,
in Tidewater cities, and in the western
most tier of counties in southwest Vir
ginia. These areas had produced Demo
cratic votes which were greater than the
State-wide Democratic share of votes in
the three preceding presidential elections
when the State voted Republican. It was
not surprising, therefore, that the same
areas again produced majorities greater

270,818

1,042,267

2,532,000*

Total population,
21 years and
older 2,313,000

Total number of
votes cast 771,449

Increase in votes
from preceding
election 73,471

This large and widespread increase in
voting at a pace almost four times as
great as the growth in the State's adult
population and contrary to the direction
of national participation suggests the
impact of the removal of the po]] tax
upon the size and complexion of the Vir
ginia electorate.

The percentages of increased voting in
counties and cities across the State were
uneven and revealed no uniform patterns.
Increases in voters ranged from under 1
per cent in Bath County to 91 per cent
in Prince George County. Localities with
high population growth rates generally
displayed high percentages of increased
voting. Every county and city. where pop~

ulation growth exceeded 10 per cent since
1960 displayed even- ~-greater increases-in--
voting; except in Harrisonburg and
Arlington County, the rate of increase
in all of them surpassed the 35.1 per cent
increase in the State.

But high relative increases in voting
also were recorded in counties and cities
where population losses occurred between
1960 and 1964. Although the percentage
of increased voting in such areas generally
was less than in growing localities, the
increases still were sizeable. Moreover,
even in urban and rural areas where
popUlation growth was small, relative in
creases in voting were substantial. Large
percentages of increased voting occurred
even in some Southside Virginia counties
and cities where the proportions of non
white popUlation are high. In some of
these localities, the increase was far great
er than the State average increase; in

splitting, not an unusual feature of recent
Virginia elections, was even more evident
in precinct returns. However, the patterns
of presidential voting in the State appear
to be more meaningful for political analy
sis because that phase of the election was
marked by a sharper focus of competition
and wider participation.

VOTING TURNOUT

The one million votes cast in Virginia
in the 1964 Presidential election was a
peak for voting in the State. The increase
of 270,000 from the number of voters in
1960 was the largest increase between any
consecutive presidential elections in Vir
ginia. The 35.1 per cent increase in voters
over 1960 was exceeded only by the 47.8
per cent increase recorded in 1952. The
41.2 per cent of the potentially eligible
voters, as measured by the adult popula
tion of Virginia, who voted in 1964 set
another record.

Although such voter participation in
Virginia was impressive, it still compared
poorly with the proportion of eligible
voters who cast ballots nationally. How~

ever, in contrast to the increase in partic
ipation in Virginia, the national voter
participation figure declined to 61.1 per
cent in 1964 from the record 63.8 per cent
of 1960. Indeed, the total number of per
sons voting across the nation increased
only by three quarters of a million while
the number of Virginia voters alone in
creased by over one quarter of a million.
Only two counties in the State, Bland
and Grayson, had fewer voters in 1964
than in 1960. Increases in voters were evi
dent even in counties and cities of the
State which had lost population in the
four years since the previous election.
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than the Democratic State-wide share of
votes in 1964 and, thus, acted as the base
for the Democratic success.

The northern Virginia and Tidewater
areas in 1964 produced significant major
ities .for the Democrats in terms of total
votes as well as of the proportions of
votes cast. The Democratic pluralities
reflected the general significance of north
ern Virginia and Tidewater cities as the
most urban areas of the State in which
the impact of the increased numbers of
voters was greatest. In the northern Vir
ginia suburban complex of Arlington and
Fairfax counties and the cities of Alex
andria, Fairfax, and Falls Church, the
Democratic plurality reached 40,963; in
the 6 Tidewater cities of Newport News,
Hampton, Norfolk, Portsmouth, Chesa
peake, and Virginia Beach, the Democrat
ic plurality was 33,992. To these urban
margins the Democrats added another
16,636 in the 10 counties and 2 cities of
the extreme southwestern part of the
State, in the Ninth Congressional District,
to secure the Virginia victory.

The Democratic majorities in these
areas were especially important because
of the erosion of Democratic Party sup
port which took place in the traditional
bastions of rural Democratic power in
Southside Virginia. Sixteen counties and
5 cities in the area south of the James
River and east of the Blue Ridge l'vloun
tains produced Republican majorities in
1964; however, 10 counties and 4 cities of
this region continued to support the
Democratic candidacies, with 6 of the
counties and 3 cities providing greater
majorities than the State-wide average
Democratic vote. The size of the RepUb
lican majorities in the region was signif
icant, however, exceeding 60 per cent of

__ th~_pqp~JaL_.YQ.t~_j!J __8__ ~o~nties and 3
cities. The appeal of the conservative
candidacy of Goldwater and Miller to this
area of traditional rural conservatism
and concern with racial issues was not
unexpected. The election results in this
region clearly reflected "backlash" effects
from the civil rights posture of the
Democrats. How permanent an inroad
into Democratic strength the 1964 resu] ts
in Southside will be is difficult to assess
at this time. What is significant, however,
is that the Democrats were able to win a
majority of the State's popular vote \\Yith
out depending upon large popular major
ities in this region as they had in the
past.
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It is important to note the Democratic
success in Virginia's most rapidly grovJing
areas. Population estimates report that
Virginia's greatest population growth is
taking place in subregions of the State
which comprise an urban corridor extend
ing from northern Virginia to the Tide
water cities. In each of the 6 subregions in
this corridor, it is estimated, population
growth has exceeded 10 per cent since
the 1960 census.2 The Democrats won
majorities of the popular vote in every
county and city of these subregions with
the exception of Hanover County. ivIore
importantly, the Democratic majorities
exceeded their State-wide share of the
popular vote except in Clarke and N C\V

Kent counties and the City of Chesa
peake. In addition, the Democrats polled
over 60 per cent of the vote in many parts
of the 3 subregions in which population
gains since 1960 exceeded 15 per cent.
The coincidence of support for the Denl0
cratic national ticket in Virginia's most
rapidly growing areas demonstrates the
increasing importance of this urban area
to the outcome of State-wide elections.
The potential weight of urbanization is
yet to be felt because this same area is
expected to continue to be the fastest
growing region in the Commonwealth. As
a result, the relative contribution of this
area to the total number of votes cast in
the State in future elections ,"'ill be still
greater.

REPUBLICAN STRENGTH

The Republican successes in central
Virginia since 1952 continued to be evi
dent in 1964. Counties in this region
which had returned large Republican
rnajorities since 1952 did so again in
1964. However, the sizeable Republican
majority produced in the past three elec
tions in the Richmond metropolitan area
was diluted considerably in 1964. Al
though the Republicans won a plurality
of 25,617 in the suburban counties of
Henrico and Chesterfield, the City l)f
Richmond returned a Democratic plural
ity which reduced the Republican margin
in the whole area to 17,151, which was
not enough to offset Democratic strength
elsewhere.

Chesterfield and Henrico counties, how
ever, continue to be strongholds of Re
publican support in presidential elec-

2. Bureau of Population and Economic Re
search, University of Virginia, Estimates of the
Population of the Counties and Cities of Virginia
as of July 1, 1964 (Charlottesville, January ]965),
p. 5. The subregions of the State used for the
purposes of making population estimates are
described in this report.

tions. Majorities exceeding 65 per cent for
Goldwater from both counties suggest
that they may now be the largest urban
bases of RepUblican Party strength in
Virginia. The two counties are the only
rapidly growing areas of the State appar
ently committed to Republican national
candidates.

A significant "frontlash" effect was dis
cernible in the erosion of traditional
Republican support in the Valley of Vir
ginia. This core of Republican strength
did not produce the sizeable majorities
for the RepUblican presidential candidate
characteristic of the three preceding elec
tions. Six counties and four cities in this
region recorded Democratic majorities in
1964. In the counties and cities which
again produced Republican majorities,
such majorities were significantly less
than in previous elections. The propor
tionate drop in the RepUblican share of
votes in these counties and cities was at
least 7 per cent and ranged as high as 23.1
per cent. On the average in the area, the
Republican proportion of the popular
vote was 13.3 per cent less than in 1960.

In 1960 the Republican majorities in
the Valley ranged from 56.8 to 72 per
cent; in 1964, the spread was from 50.5
to 61.5 per cent. The 50.7 per cent of the
vote received by Goldwater in Harrison
burg contrasted with the 72 per cent cast
for Nixon; Goldwater's 52.3 per cent of
Staunton's vote compared with 69.2 per
cent for Nixon. The most startling results
took place in Rockingham County and
in the City of Waynesboro where in 1960
Nixon won majorities of 70.3 per cent and
69.6 per cent respectively; in 1964 the
RepUblican share of the vote fell to 49.7
per cent in Rockingham and 46.5 per
cent in Waynesboro. The Valley no
longer served in 1964 as a base from
which majorities elsewhere could be ap
plied to win the State.

IMPACT OF NEGRO VOTING

The voting of Negroes as a bloc in the
election was vital to the success of the
Democratic ticket in Virginia. Although
there are no accurate data concerning
the total number of Negro voters, esti
mates that at least 160,000 Negroes voted
are fairly well accepted. Early returns,
contained in Table 3, from selected pre
cincts in urban areas which are predomi
nately Negro indicate the extent of Negro
bloc voting for the Johnson-Humphrey
ticket. Although the precise ratios of
Negroes in these precincts vary consider
ably, it is clear that Negroes cast well over
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- ··_-··---TABLE 3~~

Major Party Voting for President in Selected Predominately
Negro Precincts in Virginia, 1964

certainly include greater Negro partic
ipation. As Negroes constitute a growing
portion of the State's effective electorate,
their support ,viII become increasingly
important for political success.

Republican strategy for the future
would seem to require penetration of the
urban and Negro support which the Dem
ocrats utilized for the 1964 victory. Al
though it is probable that the erosion of
Republican support in the Valley of Vir
ginia will not be permanent, the con
tinuation of Republican inroads in South
side is doubtful. Urban support, beyond
that provided in Chesterfield and Hen
rico counties, would seem necessary for
future Republican success.

similar effect can be projected for con
tests for State offices if the poll tax be
comes no longer applicable to State elec
tions. The path to political success will
lie in the State's urban complex in which
the Democrats now appear to have suf
ficient backing to be less dependent upon
their old base in Southside. Continued
increases in voter turnout will inflate
further the importance of urban support.

The relevance of Negro voting is re
lated to turnout. While organized efforts
to accelerate Negro political participation
throughout the South are underway, Vir
ginia Negroes have demonstrated the key
role which they can play in State elec
tions. Greater turnout in the future will
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90 per cent of their votes for the Demo
cratic candidates. Voting in such propor
tions, Negroes clearly contributed much
to the Democratic popular majority.

It is conceivable that such bloc voting
is atypical in national elections since
the Goldwater candidacy was particularly
an anathema to Negroes. However, in the
Virginia political context, such bloc vot
ing in State contests in the future is not
inconceivable. The impact can be consid
erable in urban areas. The large relative
increases in voting. in 1964 in Southside
counties and cities with relatively large
Negro populations suggest that Negro
voting there increased as well. If more
Negroes in Southside vote in future elec
tions, then the outcome of elections there
can be altered. Any comparable' bloc-vot
ing behavior in the future can make
Negroes an important factor in the out
come of closely contested State elections.
If Negroes continue to commit themselves
so heavily to the Democratic Party in na
tional elections, they will add a potent
supplement to the new urban base of
Democratic Party support.

FUTURE PROSPECTS

The 1964 Democratic triumph indicates
that the prevailing concepts of politics in
the Old Dominion must be altered to
accommodate the injection of new and
relevant factors into the State's voting
habits. The election demonstrated the
impact of increased voter participation
upon the outcome of elections. The de
pendence of the Democratic victory upon
an urban base reflected the growing ur
ban character of the State. Continued
concentration of population growth in
existing urban areas and the existence of
a broader electorate than was character
istic of the past will tend to make politics
in Virginia resemb1e- more-closely politics
in other urban and industrial states. A
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