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INTRODUCTION

In the late 1940s, V. O. Key found
Virginia to be a "political museum
piece," ruled by an oligarchy and with
characteristics more similar to those of
England in the early 19th century than
to those of any other contemporary
Southern state. One of the primary
factors that perpetuated Virginia's
uniqueness was the state's restricted
electorate; Key found that a smaller
percentage of the adult population voted
in Virginia than in any other Southern
state. I Many commentators have argued
that, as much as any other factor, it was
the presence of restrictive registration
laws-particularly the requirements of a
po II tax payment and a literacy
test-which caused such a small
electorate in Virginia. Such contentions
are supported by the finding that, in the
first presidential election held after the
poll tax was introduced to Virginia,
voter turnout dropped to just slightly
over 50 percent of that in the last
election prior to the poll tax. 2

Virginia has experienced tremendous
political changes since the 1940s: the
old "organization" has been
substantially eclipsed, voter registration
has greatly increased, and the turnout
rate is now among the highest in the
South. Among the major causes of the
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changes are the abolition of the poll tax
requirement, and the suspension of
literary tests. Accordingly, there have
been significant changes in Virginia's
registration procedures since the time of
V. O. Key's study.

While voting behavior is probably one
of the most often-studied facets of
political life, comparatively little
research has been done on the
temporally prior aspect of registering to
vote. This situation is surprising when
one considers that some researchers have
found that different registration laws
and procedures have important effects
on voting turnout.

Other researchers have investigated
the socioeconomic and political factors
associated with both varying voter
registration and turnout rates. Most
researchers have found positive
correlations between the socioeconomic
status of individuals and their propensity
to participate electorally and between
the economic development of
jurisdictions and their rates of
participation. Moreover, there is some
research which indicates that as political

competition increases, registration and
turnout also increase. It should be
realized, however, that such findings
have not been universally supported.

Most recent American studies of
reg istration and voting have made
comparisons across state lines and have
used data drawn from the 1960s. The
studies have, then, compared broadly
different registration systems and have
used data that often originated before
t he major legal and constitutional
changes of the last decade, which
changes have made state registration
policies much more uniform than was
previously the case.

To day it is the practices and
procedures at the local level, largely
independent of state or national control,
that provide the major degree of
differentiation in registration systems. In
Virginia, for instance, state law sets a
six -mo nth re s id e n cy r eq u irement
(clouded by federal court decisions),
makes registration permanent (subject to
an annual purge of persistent
non -voters), and req uires that the
registration books be closed one month
prior to election day. But the number of
registration places, the overall days of
operation, the number of systematic
purges, and the seriousness with which
the purges are performed all vary, within
some prescribed standards, from locality
to locality.3

Because of gaps in the research, it
still is not very clear whether differences
in registration procedures within states
are related to differences in rates of
political participation, whether the same
factors that were found to be important
in explaining registration and voter
turnout in the 1960s are still relevant,
or even whether those same factors are
important on the intra-state level. What
follows here is a first step toward trying
to answer some of these questions. It is
based on 1970 census data and on a
1975 survey of Virginia local registration
officials conducted by the Institute of
Government at the University of
Virginia.

PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS

In 1974, approximately 60 percent of
Virginia's total voting age population
was registered to vote, but such a figure
conceals an enormous range in
registration rates among Virginia's legal

3ya. Code, 1950 (1975 Suppl.), sec.
24. 1-46-24. 1-67.
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