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1he theme of the enduring South is
one which has persisted for decades in
American fact and fiction. While many
of the traditional qualities of the South
defy measurement, a wealth of data
descriptive of economic and social
attributes is available from the decennial
census of population and housing.
Despite some speculation that the
magnitude of difference between the
South and the nation is declining, and
despite substantial absolute and relative
increases for the South in economic and
social indicators, the South as a region
continues to perform poorly in terms of
such ind icators.
In academic circles recently it has
become fashionable to measure these
economic and social variables in studies
purporting to show the qua lity of life";
however, such studies invariably fail to
consider many of the intangibles which
rea Ily contr ibute to differences in life
style. This article employs the same
variables, but its intention is not to
measure qual ity of life. Rather, we aim
to explore some of the characteristics by
which Virginia, at times in its past the
epitome of the IIOld South," has come
to differ from the remainder of the
South and to resemble more closely that
a mo r phous composite we call the
national average." In passing, we will
also consider characteristics of Virginia
which are still very much consistent
with those of the South.
II

II

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

In 1970, according to the U.S.
C en sus of Population, the average
American adult was a high school
graduate. Among the nation's four
principal geographic regions, only in the
South was the educational attainment of
the average resident below the national
average; here it was nearly a full year
less. The average Virginian was about
midway between the average American
and the average southerner. Only in the
West did educational attainment far
exceed the national average (see Table
1) .

Among Virginia's population aged 25
and older, almost 48 percent has
completed high school. Both Virginia
and the South fall below the national
level of 52 percent, which is exceeded in
all other regions. A fairly wide range of
variation in completion rates is found
among the regions, with the South being
lowest at 45 percent and the West
h ig hest at 62 percent. The h ig h schoo I
completion rate for blacks is even more
widely dispersed by region; again, the
South is lowest at 24 percent. Virginia's
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rate for blacks is nearly a percentage
point lower than the South's; by way of
comparison, almost half of the blacks in
the West have finished high school.
Severa I reasons may be suggested for
this relatively
low educational
achievement in the South, the most
obvious being the region's traditionally
poor quality of education. Until recent
years, a large portion of the southern
labor force was engaged in agriculture or
unskilled labor, pursuits which did not
require advanced education._ Now that
more importance is being placed on
education, the high school completion
rate in Virginia, as elsewhere, is rising.
Another ind ication of educational
attainment in Virginia can be seen by
examining the share of the population
holding at least one college degree.
About one-eighth of the state's adult
population is a degree holder. This
proportion exceeds both that of the
nation as a whole and of any individual
region except the West. Virginia, relative
to the nation, has a disproportionately
large number of persons at the extremes
of the educational attainment spectrum.
Much of the reason for this
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TABLE 1
Educational Attainment for Total Population and for Blacks: 1970

Virginia

U.S.A.

North
-east

11.7

12.1

12.1

47.8
12.3

52.4
10.7

8.6
23.5
4.2

Regions
North
Central

South

West

12.1

11.3

12.4

53.0
11.2

53.7
9.6

45.1
9.8

62.3
13.2

9.8

10.7

10.6

8.7

11.9

31.4
4.4

37.8
4.1

36.5
4.0

24.4
4.4

48.9
5.9

Persons 25 and older
Total
Median years
% High Schoo I
Graduates
% College Graduates
Blacks
Median Years
% High School
Graduates
%College Graduates

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population. General Social and Economic
(Hereafter - cited- as -Ec-<5i1Om1C Characteristics).
Characteristics of the Population, United States Summary, v. I, part 1, section 2
(Hereafter cited as Population Characteristics). Detailed Characteristics, United States
Summary, PC( 1)-D 1.
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phenomenon lies in racial differentials in
rates of migration and in educational
atta in mente About 45 percent of
Virginia's blacks have not completed
elementary school, whereas this is true
of only a third of all American blacks.
Th is fact is less an ind ictment of
Virginia's educational system than a
demonstration that migration tends to
be selective of education. Virginia, with
a long history of black net outmigration,
probably has lost a disproportionately
large share of its better educated black
population. Conversely, Virginia has a
history of white net inmigration dating
back at least until the 1940s, and has
benefited from relatively well educated
white immigrants. In sum, Virginia
resembles the South in terms of
relatively large numbers of persons at
the lower end of the educational
spectrum but simultaneously has a larger
proportion at the upper end than does
the nation or any region except the
West.
LABOR FORCE

Virginia has a higher rate of
participation in the labor force and a
lower rate of unemployment than the
nat ion as a w hoi e. The fed eraI
government's role in this regard cannot
be overemphasized. The impact of
federal employment in the state is
reflected in the large number of military
personnel assigned to installations in
Virginia;
the
relatively low
unemployment among civil servants; and
the
high
level of white collar
employment in the bureaucracy. The

share of the population aged 16 and
over in Virginia's civilian labor force is
somewhat lower than that of the nation
or the South, but the large number of
military personnel ensures that the
overall labor force participation rate
equals or exceeds that of the nation or
its reg ions.
A n i m po rtant indicator of the
economic base of a nation, a region, or
a state is the occupational distribution
of its labor force. As shown in Table 2,

this distribution is made according to
four broad categories: white collar, blue
collar, agriculture, and service. About
half of Virginia's labor force is white
collar-a figure slightly above the
national average of 48 percent and
substantially above the level of the
entire South. Likewise, the share of blue
collar workers in Virginia is very similar
to that of the nation, but somewhat
different from that of the South.
Nowhere is the basic and sweeping
economic change of twentieth century
America better exempl ified than in the
declining number of persons in the
agricultural sector. The 1970 census
revealed that Virginia, with its long and
proud rural heritage, had a smaller
portion of agricultural workers than did
. either-- the -nation-nor any·-reglon ;except
the highly industralized Northeast.
There are substantial differences
among the races in terms of
occupational distribution. The
proportion of black Virginians in service
occupations is two and a half times that
of all Virginians; while half of the state's
labor force is white collar, only one-fifth
of the black labor force is so employed.
Virginia's share of black white collar
workers is smaller than that of any
region including the South, while the
share of black blue collar workers
exceeds that of all regions. Similarly,
while all Virginians are relatively
underrepresented in the agricultural and

TABLE 2
Labor Force Statistics for Total Population and for Blacks: 1970

Populatio~

Virginia

U.S.A.

North
-east

54.7
49.0
36.2
2.7
12..1

56.7
48.2
35.9
3.1
12.8

57.7
51.3
35.6
1.0
12.2

55.7
19.5
47.0
3.7
29.7

56.5
26.6
42.1
3.0
28.3

58.0
35.3
39.4
0.5
24.9

3.6
6.1

4.9
8.6

Regions
North
Central

South

West

58.2
45.8
37.2
4.4
12.7

54.8
45.4
37.7
3.7
13.1

56.6
52.7
31.1
3.1
13.2

58.2
30.2
44.8
0.6
24.5

55.2
20.2
43.1
5.2
31.5

56.3
37.3
35.3
0.9
26.6

16 and older

Total

% in Civilian Labor
Force
White Collar
Blue Collar
Agriculture
Service
Blacks
% in Civil ian Labor
Force
White Collar
Blue Collar
Agriculture
Service
Unemployed a
Total
Minority Race

aUnemployment figures are for 1973. Blacks were placed in a category "minority races."
Regional data not available.
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population. Economic Characteristics.
Population Characteristics. Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1974.
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TABLE 3
Measures of Income for Total Population and for Blacks: 1969

Virginia

U.S.A.

North
-east

$9,049
12.3

$9,586
10.7

$10,537
7.6

6.6
22.0
4.7

5.9
20.3
4.6

$5,742
29.9

Regions
North
Central

South

West

$10,134
8.3

$8,075
16.3

$10,263
8.9

4.1
15.6
5.8

4.7
17.3
4.4

8.9
27.9
3.4

4.8
17.9
5.3

$6,063
29.9

$ 7,323
20.5

$ 7,761
21.4

$4,897
38.4

$ 7,376
21.1

13.3
42.6
0.6

14.7
41.2
0.9

9.7
31.1
1.3

10.8
30.3
1.4

18.9
51.0
0.6

9.8
31.6
1.4

$4,886
3,410

$5,041
3,733

$ 5,435
4,162

$ 5,263
3,839

$4,447
3,126

$ 5,225
3,999

Families
Total
Median Income
% Below Poverty
% Earning:
less than $2,000
less than $5,000
over $25,000
Blacks
Median Income
% Below Poverty
% Earning:
less than $2,000
less than $5,000
over $25,000
Per Capita Income
1973
1969

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population. Economic Characteristics.
Population Characteristics. Survey of Current Business, August 1974, p. 33.

service sectors, black Virginians are
overrepresented.
I n terms of occupational distribution,
then, Virginia as a whole closely
resembles the nation and differs rather
considerably from the South. However,
the occupational distribution of blacks
in Virginia differs significantly from that
of the entire population in both Virginia
and the nation; black Virginians much
more closely resemble other black
southerners than they do all black
Americans. I n light of our previous
comments regarding migration selectivity
and the divergent trends in migration to
Virginia, by race, these results are
perhaps not unduly surprising.
INCOME

While employment characteristics of
Virginia and the nation are in close
agreement, the same cannot be said for
income. Virginia's median family income
as of 1969 was about $500 less than the
national average; and nearly one in eight
V irg i nia families lived in poverty,
compared with less than one in nine
American families. 0 n the other hand,
Virginia's families fare relatively well
w hen compared with all southern
families, whose median income was
$1,000 below the Virginia level and of
whom nearly one-sixth lived in poverty
(see Table 3).
8 lack families in Virginia fare poorly
compared to other Virginians (median
income of black families is more than
$3,000 less than that of all fam i lies) ,

but their economic status far exceeds
that of other southern blacks. While the
poverty level of black Virginians (30
percent of all families) should be a
matter of vital concern to all Virginians,
the proportion of all southern black
families in poverty-nearly 40 percent-is
even more disturbing.
Because so many of the nation's
blacks continue to Iive in the South, the
relative position of black Virginians in

terms of income, when compared to all
black Americans, is actually slightly
better than that of all V irginians in
comparison
to
all Americans.
Additionally, the black Virginia family
fares better economically, vis-a-vis the
black southern family, than does the
Virginia family in relation to the
southern family: while Virginia's median
family income exceeded that of the
South by 12 percent, med ian fam ily
income among black Virginians exceeded
that of all southern black families by 17
percent.
Virginia's income distribution relative
to that of the nation closely resembles
the state's educational attainment-the
extreme ends of the spectrum tend to
be overrepresented. Overall, Virginia
resembles the national aggregate income
distribution, for both total and black
populations, to a much greater degree
than it does that of the South.
More recent income data are available
only in the form of per capita personal
income estimates for states and regions.
In 1973 Virginia's per capita income, as
shown in Table 3, was slightly below the
national level but about 10 percent
higher than the South's level. The other
three regions exceeded the national level
by amounts ranging from 4 to 8
percent. However, in terms of growth in
per capita income between 1969 and
1973, Virginia's increase of 43 percent
far exceeded that of the nation or of
any region.

TABLE 4
Housing Characteristics for Total Population and for Blacks: 1970

Total
% Owner Occupied
Median Value
Median Number of
Rooms
% Over 1.01
Persons/Room
Lacking Some/All
Plumbing
Med ian Contract
Rent
Blacks
% Owner Occupied
Median Value
Median Number of
Rooms
% Over 1.01
Persons/Room
Lacking Some/All
Plumbing
Med ian Contract
Rent

Virginia

U.S.A.

North
-east

62.0
$17,100

62.9
$17,000

57.6
$19,400

5.2

5.0

8.0
13.4
$

92

$

Regions
North
Central

South

West

68.0
$16,700

64.7
$13,500

59.0
$20,500

5.1

5.1

4.9

4.7

8.2

6.5

7.3

10.3

8.4

6.9

3.9

6.2

11.9

3.3

89

$

92

$

89

$

71

$

106

51.5
$10,000

41.6
$10,600

28.6
$12,100

42.1
$13,000

46.9
$ 8,500

40.1
$17,700

4.9

4.6

4.4

4.9

4.5

4.4

21.0

19.9

15.3

15.6

24.3

15.7

30.1

16.9

4.4

5.2

29.1

2.6

$

56

$

71

$

84

$

80

$

51

$

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Housing. General Housing Characteristics,
Virginia, HC(1)-A48. General Housing Character ist ics, United States Summary,
HC(l)-Al.
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HOUSING

Relative housing cond itions can serve
as material evidence of variations in
both social or economic conditions and
in standards of living. By some
measures, the quality of housing in
Virginia seems superior to that of the
nation. For example, the 1970 census of
housing showed that the median value
of owner-occupied homes in Virginia
($17,100) slightly exceeded the national
average. Regionally, home values in the
West and in the Northeast were much
higher than anywhere else in the United
States. Median monthly rent in Virginia
also slightly exceeded the national
average, which again was somewhat
lower than median rent in the West and
Nunheast. \ n both measures a housing
cost, Virginia is approximately at the
national average, while the entire South
is substantially below the other three
regions (see Table 4).
Housing value per se, though, is not
necessarily a good indicator of housing
quality. Regional differences in the cost
of living can confound and obscure
differences in housing value to a much
greater degree even than for income
differentials. Therefore, other ind icators
of housing quality should be considered,
the most widely used being crowded
housing units and plumbing deficiencies.
A crowded housing unit may be thought
of as one with more than one person
per room; thus, it is a fu nction both of
household size and rooms per unit.
Housing units in Virginia tend to be
relatively large; the median number of
rooms per unit exceeds the national
median and that of all four regions.
Surprisingly, the West, with the highest

indices of housing cost, has the fewest
number of rooms per unit. In the
aggregate, Virginia's homes are
marginally less crowded than those of
the nation and much less so than those
of the South.
Examination
of
plumbing
deficiencies, however, yields somewhat
different results. A housing unit may be
considered substandard if it lacks one or
more of the following plumbing
facilities: flush toilet, shower or bathtub
for the exclusive use of the unit's
residents, and piped hot water. Based on
t his cr ite rio n, the proportion of
substandard housing units in Virginia
was nearly twice the national level and
surpassed the proportion of each region,
including the South, by a fairly wide
margin.-G-iven the e at~v a equacy-o
the state's housing in light of the other
indicators, this substantial difference
cannot be read ily explained.
The housing situation of Virginia
blacks in particular, and of southern
blacks in general, is poor. V irginia fares
poorly in terms of the qual ity of
housing occupied by its black citizens
whether compared with the entire
nation or with the entire South. Almost
one-third of the housing units occupied
by southern blacks in 1970 had one or
more plumbing deficiencies; in other
regions, the figure was 5 percent or less.
Virginia's share of black households
living in units lacking one or more
prescribed
plumbing facilities was
actually one percentage point higher
than the southern total. In spite of this,
housing for Virginia's blacks was more
costly than for all southern blacks. In
short, a black Virginian was at least six
times more likely to reside in a

substandard housing unit than a black
living outside the South.
SUMMARY

The eminent French geographer Jean
Gottman coined the term IImegalopolis"
to describe the conurbanization that
characterises the eastern seaboard of the
U nit e d
S tat e s fro m
B 0 s ton to
Washington. Is Virginia now, or about to
become, a part of this urban complex?
Or does Virginia persist in its traditional
role as leader of the now dynamic, but
st ill economically immature, liN ew
South"? The evidence presented in this
article wou Id seem to suggest that the
answer to both questions is lIin some
ways." I n terms of the social and
e con 0 m i c v a ria b Ies d iscu ssed here ,
f
e--V-irgim gen-e,a1 y ares weI'
of reference is the South, but can only
be considered about average when
compared to the entire nation. F rom all
evidence Virginia, as well as the rest of
the South, is currently II catching up";
by the end of the century, perhaps,
regional differences in education,
income, and other such indicators will
become
insignificant. The South,
however, faces a unique set of
circumstances in coming decades, in that
it will be able to guide and channel
change to a much greater extent than
was the case for other reg ions. Recent
activities of the Southern Governors'
Co nference and the Southern Growth
Po Iicies Board ind icate the positive
direction in which the South is moving.
Given the geographic, historic, and
economic position of Virginia in the
South, there is every reason to bel ieve
that the Commonwealth will be a leader
in this transition.
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