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The author is a Rhodes Scholar and a graduate
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As in virtually every election at
any level, the 1975 Virginia General
Assembly contest produced major
and minor upsets of party, ideology,
and incumbency. Ten state senators
and fifteen members of the House of
Delegates passed from the legislative
scene through retirement or defeat in
party primaries, conventions, or the
general election. An unmistakable
drift to the left was noticeable,
especially in the composition of the
state Senate. These changes are not
insignificant; this membership turnover could potentially reverse recent
close votes in the General Assembly
on a host of controversial issues. Yet
the most noteworthy result of the
1975 Virginia elections was the
remarkable degree of membership
stability. The turnover rate was so
low, in fact, that Virginia's legislative
population ranked among the most
stable in the nation.
PARTY NOMINATIONS

The Democratic and the Republican parties rely on both conventions
and primaries to make their nominations of candidates for the General
Assembly. And while the contested
primaries receive the attention of the
public and the media, it is in uncontested primaries and conventions
that the largest number of nominees
;s chosen. (The term "uncontested
primary" is used here to denote a
situation in which only one candidate
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files for the nomination and no
primary is actually held.) In 1975, for
both parties, a total of 46 General
Assembly candidates were selected
in uncontested primaries, and 116
were nominated by convention.
Nominees for only 38 of the 140
General Assembly seats were selected in contested party primaries.
Democrats held primaries in early
June only in five single-member
state Senate districts and eight
House of Delegates districts, with a
total of 23 House seats to be filled. At
the same time, Republicans held
contested primaries in two House
districts, with 10 seats available.
Almost 80 percent of the House of
Delegates and Senate incumbents
were renominated, even if their seats
were. contested in primaries. Only
two Incumbent senators and three
delegates were defeated in the
Democratic primaries, and a third
incumbent senator failed to receive
the party's nomination by convention. All incumbent Republicans who
sought renomination were successful.
Moderate-conservative Democratic incumbents won renominations in
several major contests, including
those in the Newport News, Eastern
Shore, and Roanoke senatorial dis-

tricts. (In the latter case, the nomination was made by convention.) The
most widely publicized race was
between Democrats Edward E. Willey and Philip B. Morris of Richmond.
That race also resulted in a conservative victory when Willey, president
pro tempore of the Senate and
veteran of twenty-three years there,
turned back a strong challenge from
his youthful opponent by obtaining
53.8 percent of the vote. Among the
House of Delegates contests, House
Majority Leader James M. Thomson
of Alexandria handily survived his
primary challenge. However, Thomson's advocacy of collective bargaining and heavy criticism of Governor
Mills Godwin have made his continued inclusion in the ranks of
conservatives questionable.
In many areas, conservatives did
not fare so \I\lell in Democratic party
elections. Conservative to moderate
incumbents were displaced by more
liberal candidates in primaries held in
Alexandria and Virginia Beach for
House seats, as well as in primaries
for Senate seats in Prince William
and Hanover counties. Races for two
open House seats in the cities of
Richmond and Portsmouth were
easily won by liberal candidates.
Finally, in a convention held in May in
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Southwest Virginia's 39th senatorial
district, a veteran conservative from
Bristol was defeated by a wide
margin by a liberal challenger.
Most of the liberal Democratic
victors faced little or no Republican or
Independent opposition in November, although the race in the
above mentioned 39th senatorial
district was a notable exception. The
liberal victories tend to support the
thesis that the modern Democratic
primary draws to the polls a more
liberal constituency than is usually
found in a general election. This
thesis is hardly unreasonable, since
Democrats as a group have a greater
black, urban, and liberal composition
than the electorate as a whole. Also,
with the emergence of the Republican party as a strong statewide
political entity, there may be less
incentive for Republicans to participate in the Democratic primary-a
regular occurrence in the heyday of
the Byrd Organization, and one
which occasionally provided the
margin of victory for the Organization's nominees.
GENERAL ELECTION RESULTS

In addition to the six incumbent
legislators who lost their bids for
renomination, seven more incumbents were unseated in the general
election. Moderate Democrats defeated two moderate to conservative
incumbent Republicans in the Tazewell and Salem areas, while another
moderate Democrat captured a seat
formerly held by a retiring conservative Republican in Lynchburg's 23rd
senatorial district. Other important
Democratic victories included that of
state Democratic party chairman
Joseph T. Fitzpatrick, a liberal who
captured one of three Norfolk area
seats previously held by a conservative Democrat. Democrats retained
their seats in fairly close races in the
Southside and Fairfax County senatorial districts; and the two liberal
Democrats who had upset incumbent
conservatives in party nominations in
the Prince William and Southwest
Virginia areas turned back spirited
Republican challenges.
The Republican party could also
point to important successes, however. A Republican won back a traditionally GOP seat in the Staunton
area, and Republican challengers
defeated Democratic senatorial incumbents in the Alexandria and

TABLE 1
Membership Turnover in the General Assembly, 1965-1975

Number of New Members of General Assembly
Year
Urban
1965
1967
1969
1971
1973
1975

1
5
na
9
na
5

b Senate a
Rural
9
4
na
8
na
5

Total
10
9
na
17
na
10

Urban b
14
5
17
20
16
12

House
Rural

Total

21
6
9
18
7
3

35
21
26
38
23
15

a No Senate elections were held in 1969 and 1973.
b An urban legislative district is one where a majority of the district population is included in a
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA).
SOURCE: General Assembly of Virginia, Manual of the Senate and House of Delegates, for
sessions 1965-1975.

Rockingham districts. In the latter
case, the loser was one of the
conservative Democratic powers in
the Senate, George Aldhizer, while
Alexandria's defeated senator Leroy
Bendheim had been a longtime
Democratic incumbent. Finally, an
incumbent Republican from Virginia
Beach fended off a stiff Democratic
challenge, thanks in part to the
presence in the race of a liberal
Independent.
The only House race which drew
considerable statewide interest was
in the Richmond-Henrico area,
where one-term incumbent Independent Howard Carwile was soundly defeated by Democrat Gerald
Baliles. A Democrat also defeated an
incumbent Independent in the Prince
William-Loudoun district, and House
seats vacated by retiring Republicans
in the Annandale and Henrico areas
were captured by Democrats. Former
House Minority Leader A. R. "Pete"
Giesen returned to the House after a
year's absence, due to his surprising
defeat in a 1974 special election for a
vacant Senate seat in the Staunton
area. Finally, House Majority Leader
James Thomson-whose election
margins have often been razor-thinretained his seat without undue
strain.
MEMBERSHIP TURNOVER

Overall, three incumbent delegates and three senators were defeated for renomination in party
conventions or primaries, and two
more delegates and five senators
were unseated in the general election. In addition to these thirteen

defeated legislators, twelve representatives declined to stand for reelection. Thus, the total turnover in
General Assembly membership in
the 1975 elections was twenty-five.
For the Assembly as a whole, this is
the lowest turnover in at least a
decade (see Table 1). The average
change in Senate-House membership from 1965-1973 is forty-three.
The greatest turnovers in Virginia
during the years surveyed occurred
in the aftermath of redistrictings in
1965 and 1971; and, except for 1965
when redistricting resulted in a high
rural turnover, membership changes
have occurred much more frequently
in urban Virginia. Regionally, the
three metropolitan areas of Richmond, Hampton Roads, and Northern
Virginia have provided exactly half of
the membership changes over the
last decade. And their share has
grown with each successive election;
the three urban centers provided
67.5 percent of the membership
changes in the last two legislative
contests. In contrast, the Southside
and Southwest regions have declined considerably in the rate of
membership turnover.
Virginia's 1975 legislative turnover rate of 17.9 percent is also low
relative to other states. The Old
Dominion has never equalled the
turnover rates of states such as Iowa
and Maine, which had, respectively,
62 and 63.2 percent membership
change in 1972. But neither had
Virginia ranked with the lowest
turnover states. However, Virginia's
stable legislative population in 1975
rivalled that of California (19 percent
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turnover) and Hawaii (16 percent)both states with highly paid, wellstaffed full-time legislatures. Nationally, out of 2,629 legislative seats up
for election in 1971-1972, the turnover rate was 39.2 percent. 1
PARTY AND IDEOLOGICAL CHANGE

In 1975 the Republicans, who had
their smallest field of General Assembly candidates in more than a
decade, elected fewer legislators
than in any election since 1967 (see
Table 2). In the Senate, three new
Republicans were elected but three
additional Democrats also gained
seats, leaving the party composition
there unchanged from the 1975
leg\slative session. 2 The Republicans
lost two seats in the House of
Delegates, as did the Independents,
resulting in a net gain of four
Democratic seats in the House and
the legislature as a whole. 3 As the
party totals in Table 2 indicate, the
Republicans have never seriously
challenged Democratic control of
either house of the legislature. In
contrast, as of 1974 Republicans
controlled 39.9 percent of the 7,563
leg islative seats in the fifty states. 4
(Democrats held 59.4 percent, with
only 0.3 percent in the hands of
Independents.) Virginia has a smaller
percentage of Republican legislators
than all but seven other southern
states.
These statistics might not be so
discomforting to Old Dominion Republicans if their party were making
steady gains in legislative seats or in
the percentage of the vote cast for
Assembly candidates. Such is not the
case, however, as Table 3 indicates.
In 1975 the Republican percentage of
the total legislative vote (28.1 percent) was lower than in any legislative election for at least a decade.
Democrats actually reached a highwater mark in 1975 with 66.9
percent of the vote, recouping all of
the last decade's steady losses.
Independents garnered only 4.9
percent of the total tally, far below
their 1973 showing of 12.4 percent.
When the vote of districts where
one party or the other-almost unilCouncil of State Governments, The Book of the States,
1974-75 (Lexington, Kentucky), pp. 59, 69.
2However, the Republicans have gained, and the Democrats
have lost, one senator since the November 1975 elections due
to the party switch of one Newport News senator.
3Table 2 does not show that eight delegates, elected as
Independents in 1973, rejoined the Democratic party during
their terms of office. Also, a Democrat was elected to a
RepubYlcan seat in both the House and Senate in 1974 special
elections.
4The Book of the States, 1974-75, p. 68.

gains in contested districts are
primarily at the expense of Independents. The latter's vote declined drastically from 1973 (12.8 percent) to
1975 (2.7 percent). Republican
weakness at the polls is further
compounded by the lack of proportional representation in the Assembly itself. Even though the GOP
averaged 32.4 percent of the statewide vote in the last decade, it held
only 18.4 percent of the actual seats
in the legislature (a common result in

formly the GOP-declined to nominate is subtracted from the statewide
totals, Republican fortunes appear
brighter, but only slightly. While the
GOP percentage of 40.0 in 1975 is
the best for the years surveyed, this
can be attributed more to greater
selectivity in challenging seats and
the decline of the Independent vote
than to Republican resurgence. Note
that the Democratic percentage also
increased in 1975 (to 57.3 percent). It
would appear that both major parties'

TABLE 2
Party Representation in the Virginia General Assembly,
1967-1975 a

Democrats
Senate No. House No.

Year

Republicans
Senate No. House No.

Independents b
House No.

1967
1969
1971
1973
1975

34
33
33
34
35

85
75
73
65
78

6
7
7
6
5

14
24
24
20
17

1
1
3
15
5

TOTALS

169

376

31

99

25

PERCENTAGE

84.5

75.2

15.5

19.8

5.0

a Party classification is made on the basis of status at the time of election.
b No Independents have been elected to the Senate during the years surveyed.

SOURCE: Compiled from official election results provided by the State Board of Elections.
TABLE 3
Vote by Parties in General Assembly Elections in Virginia,
1967-1975 a

Party

All Assembly Elections
Democratic
Republican
Independent
Write-ins
TOTALS
Partisan Contests Only b
Democratic
Republican
Independent
Write-ins
TOTALS

Percent of Vote
1971
1973

1967

1969

65.1
30.7
4.1
0.1

60.0
37.1
2.8
0.1

58.6
34.6
6.8

55.9
31.7
12.4

66.9
28.1
4.9
0.1

61.3
32.4
6.2
0.1

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

59.5
35.5
5.0

56.9
39.9
3.2

55.3
37.1
7.6

54.6
32.6
12.8

57.3
40.0
2.7

56.7
37.0
6.3

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

1975

1967-1975
Average

a Both Senate and House elections are included in the tabulations in this table. Each vote castwhether in a single-member or multi-member district-is counted.
b Includes only those elections having both a formally designated Democratic and a
Republican nominee.

SOURCE: Compiled from official election results provided by the State Board of Elections.

single-me_mber electoral systems).
Thus, despite the significant movement in Virginia toward competitive
two-party politics at the statewide
level, elections for the General
Assembly remain basically a oneparty affair. Party realignment, and
the competitiveness it usually brings
with it, has not yet reached the local
level.
Party balance is the most quantifiable and accessible barometer of
change, but hardly the only useful
one. While ideological"labelling" is a
sensitive and none-too-scientific
exercise, it can also provide a thumbnail sketch of change. An examination of the record and issue positions
of candidates or incumbents can
yield a reasonably accurate estimate
of their place on the ideological
-spectrum. This research for the 1975
legislative elections reveals that the
net membership turnover which
occurred was entirely at the expense
of conservatives. The net change in
the state Senate indicates that five'
fewer conservatives were elected; in
their stead we find two moderates
and three liberals. In the House seven
conservative seats were filled by
three moderates and four liberals.
Overall, then, conservatives saw
their number dwindle by twelve.
Moderates picked up five of these
seats, and liberals the other sevenhardly a massive shift to the left, but
still a discernible one.
BLACK AND WOMEN LEGISLATORS

Blacks comprise 19.1 percent of
Virginia's population, while women
actually constitute a slight majority in
the state (50.6 percent). Both of these
groups, however, continue to be
vastly under-represented in ttle£ate
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legislative chambers. The first black
Virginia legislator in this century was
elected in 1967 (former Delegate
Ferguson Reid of RichmondHenrico), but eight years later there is
still only a solitary black in the 100person House of Delegates. (From
1969 to 1973, there were two, but
Reid's defeat in 1973 left only
William P. Robinson of Norfolk.) In
the state Senate black representation
has never exceeded one seat in
modern times, that of L. Douglas
Wilder of Richmond who was first
elected in 1969. Virginia does not
compare favorably with the rest of
the nation in this category. As of April
1974, there were 236 black legislators across the country, 3.1 percent
of the total-more than double Virginia's percentage. And .in the Old
Dominion's sister states of the South,
95
blacks are serving
in
legislatures-5.8 percent of the total
number of 1,643. Every single Southern and border state has a larger
number of black state representatives than does Virginia. 5
Women have been only slightly
more numerous than blacks, averaging four Assembly seats over the last
decade. There is nowoman serving in
the state Senate, and at times even
the House contingent has been
imperilled-only one woman was
elected in 1969. An above-average
number of women (seven) won
House seats in 1975, including the
only Republican woman, freshman
Bonnie Paul of Harrisonburg. Yet
women are still a scant minority in
the General Assembly. As is true of
blacks, women are better represent5Joint Center for Political Studies, National Roster of Black
Elected Officials (Washington, D,C,), April 1975; also, newspaper accounts of 1975 legislative elections in Kentucky,
Mississippi, and Louisiana.

ed nationally (8.1 percent of all seats)
than in Virginia (5 percent).6 Many
pol itica lIy conservative states have
relatively
large
contingents
of
women-New Hampshire (25 percent) and Arizona (14.4 percent), for
example.
CONCLUSION

The most significant aspects of the
1975 General Assembly elections
can be found in what did not change.
A very low membership turnover
places Virginia in the ranks of the
most stable state legislatures in the
nation. The chronic underrepresentation of blacks and women at the
State Capitol continues. There was
little net shift in party balance in
either legislative house, although a
slight ideological turn to the left was
discernible and the \ndependent vote
fell sharply.
In a state which has become
accustomed of late to dramatic
political upheavals virtually every
year, the 1975 legislative elections
were refreshingly uneventful. Yet
there is an important message in this
stability for advocates of two-party
competition in Virginia. Republicans
came no closer in 1975-and perhaps even faltered a bit-in their
attempt to translate their gains on the
statewide level to contests at the
local level. Below congressional
district contests, Virginia remains a
one-party state. The Old Dominion
will not have a healthy and vibrant
form of two-party competition until
the GOP is able to contest legislative
and other local elections with the
same vigor and success as in the
battles they have waged for statewide and congressional posts.
6The Book of the States, 1974-75, pp. 68,407. As of 1974
women held 610 of the nation's 7,563 legislative seats.
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