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partisan Realignment and Decomposition: 
fbe Virginia Case* 

I(AY M. KNICKREHM 

B. D OUGLAS SKELLEY 

DEVIN c. BENT 

James Madison University 
*An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 1982 Citadel Sym
posium on Southern Politics, The Citadel, Charleston, South Carolina. 

Few observers would deny that electoral behavior in the United States 
is undergoing significant changes. There is substantial disagreement, 
however, concerning the nature and meaning of these changes both na
tionally and in the South. The New Deal coalition appears to be breaking 
up, and the demise of the solidly Democratic South has been widely 
recognized in both political and academic circles. ' For two decades par
tisanship has declined as a predictor of voting behavior, while the propor
tion of independents has increased. 2 While some observers see the present 
changes as evidence of an emerging Republican majority, others portray re
cent changes as indicative of decomposition, a weakening of the two-party 
system. 1 Ladd asserts, moreover, that partisan detachment is a continuing 
and decisive factor in American elections. 4 Yet Campbell concludes that 
"independents will eventually be absorbed back into the two-party system, 
in the process bringing about a greater balancing of the strengths of the 
Democrats and the Republicans in the South. " 5 

State-level party behavior reflects national trends as well as the 
historical, legal, and organizational features of each state. National parties 
can be characterized as confederations of independent state party organiza
tions which may ignore both national leadership and national conventions 
to go their own way. State-level electoral behavior is distinguished from that 
at the national level by lower voter interest, poorer candidate recognition, 
lower voter turn-out, and in the South, lower levels of party competition. 
These state -level differences complicate attempts to make generalizations 
about the phenomena of partisan realignment and decomposition. The 
South presents an additional complexity because the Democratic party con
tinues to dominate state offices, especially the legislatures, despite two
party competition in national elections. Realignment or dealignment, never
theless, will ultimately affect state politics, and the study of state-level par
tisanship is essential if these political behaviors are to be fully under stood. 

Few studies of changing southern partisanship have focused on state 
offices and state- level realignment or decomposition per se. This paper ex
amines the extent of decomposition and realignment in Virginia from 1961 
through 198 I by examining voting data from its J 39 counties and indepen
dent cities. During this period the Democratic party lost its solid grip on 
Virginia politics and an effective, well-organized Republican party emerged. 
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Since 1952 the Republicans have carried the state for all but one presidentia l 
candidate while steadily increasing their claim to seats in Congress and the 
Virginia General Assembly. In 1969 they elected their first governor in this 
century. Despite the loss of the governor's office after three successive vic
tories to Democrat Chuck Robb in 1981, the Republicans now claim 30 per
cent of the membership of the Virginia House of Delegates and 23 perce nt 
of the membership of the Virginia Senate. 6 

Thus the processes of change are well advanced in Virginia: the 
Republicans have successfully competed on the state-wide level and con
tinue to make gains in the legislature. Virginia appears to be an excellent 
choice, and perhaps the best choice, to examine the breakup of the solid ly 
Democratic South. To this end two alternative sets of hypotheses are ad
vanced and examined by this study. 

I. New Alignment Hypotheses: 
a. A realignment has occurred in Virginia politics and a new 

alignment has emerged. 
b. Decomposition, a phase in the realignment process, has 

decreased with the emergence of the new alignment. 

n. Dealignment Hypotheses: 
a. Old voting patterns have broken down, but no new alignment 

has emerged. 
b. Decomposition has continued to increase. 

Methodology and Data 

The technique of autocorrelation is used here to examine the extent of 
realignment. ' This method has weaknesses in that a major realignme nt 
which occurred with some uniformity across Virginia's counties and in
dependent cities would appear as a continuation of existing patterns. 8 Such 
a realignment is unlikely given the diversity of Virginia's counties and cities , 
and this possibility could be detected in the inter-election comparison of 
state-wide totals. An advantage of this method, moreover, is that aggreg ate 
data tap changes in partisan behavior, changes that may precede shifts in 
identification. 9 The correlations between concurrent electoral contests are 
also used here to examine the extent of decomposition. The correlat ion 
coefficient provides a better measure of the similarity of the geographic al 
distribution of the vote in concurrent elections than, for example, a "sp lit 
results" approach. 

Election returns from counties and independent cities were obtai ned 
for the elections for governor, lieutenant governor, and the Virginia House 
of Delegates for 1961 through 1981, and the Democratic percentage of the 
two-party vote was computed. Henry Howell, a Democrat who ran as an In
dependent gubernatorial candidate in 1973, was treated as a Democrat. No 
attempt was made, however, to assign party labels to Independent can-
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didat es for the House of Delegates. If either party failed to run a candidate 
in a Hou se district, that district was excluded from the computations. Rules 
were developed to guide the computation of the Democratic percentage in 
rnulti-member districts of the House. '0 The number of cases is appreciably 
smaller for correlations and autocorrelations involving the House of 
Delegates because some counties are split between districts and because the 
number of contested seats are limited. The N's are shown in any table or 
figure for the House elections. 

Figure I . Auto corre lation s and Concurrent Correlations: Governor and 
Lieutenant Governor, 1961- 1981. 
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The Finding 

The state-wide elections. Figure 1 presents the autocorrelations for the 
elections of governor and lieutenant governor (showing the correlat ions 
with the election four years earlier) and the correlations for these two elec. 
tions occurring concurrently. The pattern that emerges in Figure I seems in 
broad outlines to be consistent with hypothesis I, the new alignm ent, 
Results for both governor and lieutenant governor show signs of a new 
alignment, moving by 1981 to autocorrelations higher than those of the 
1960s. It might be argued, however, that no realignment occurred. The low 
autocorrelations of 1973 (with 1969) could be a product of Howell's in. 
dependent bid: the voters were temporarily disoriented by the lack of an of. 
ficial Democratic candidate for governor. This argument, however, cannot 
account for the high autocorrelations that appear in succeeding elect ions. 
(It is worth noting that in Virginia party labels are not printed on the 
ballots. Thus the impact of Howell's running as an Independent may have 
been diminished for the voter.) 

Table 1 shows the full autocorrelation matrix for the gubernat orial 
elections. If we examine the last column, we see that Robb's victory in 1981 

TABLE 1 

MAT RIX OF CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS 
BETWEEN ALL ELECTIONS FOR GOVERNOR, 1961-198 1 

1961 1965 1969 1973 1977 1981 
Democrat : Harrison Godwin Battle Howell* Howell Rob b 
Republican: Pearson Holton Holton Godwin Dalton Co leman 

1961 .65 .38 -.30 -.06 .00 
1965 .60 .05 .25 .29 
1969 .41 .56 .57 
1973 .87 .73 
1977 .81 
1981 

Note: The victor is underlined. *Howell running as an Independent. 

is close ly related to Howe ll's defeat as a Democrat in 1977 (.81) and as an 
Independent in 1973 (. 73). It would appear from the autocorre lations that 
Robb has not yet created a voting coalition markedly different from 
Howell's but that he has better mobilized a similar constitue ncy . Table I 
also reveals that the 1973 election is not a sing le critical election . Realign
ment seems to have occurred over several elections . Thus the Robb victory 
of 1981 and Howe ll's defeat in 1977 are both moderately related to Ho lto n's 
Republican victory of 1969 (.57 and .56 respectively). 

The correlations of the concurrent election of governor and lieute nant 
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governor in Figure 1 also appear supportive of hypothesis I; decompositi on 
appears to have decreased after the passing of the period of the most intense 
realignment. The correlations have not returned, however, to the levels of 
the first half of the 1960s, a fact which suggests some residual decompos i
tion. This residual decomposition may disappear with the next election, but 
it is conceivable that Figure 1 reveals a gradual trend toward decompositi on 
which is accentuated during periods of realignment. 

The House of Delegates elections. House of Delegates elections are 
held every two years, but Figure 2 presents only the four-year autocorre la
tions because the time interval is identical to that for the autocorrelatio ns 
shown in Figure 1. Figure 2 also shows the correlations of the House elec
tions with the concurrent elections of the governor and lieutenant governo r. 
The picture that emerges in Figure 2 is in several respects consistent with 
that of Figure 1. Some sort of realignment seems to occur primarily in the 
period 1969 to 1973. Decomposition increases during the realignme nt 
period and then decreases. 

There are some differences, nonetheless . The corre lations and autoc or
relations in Figure 2 show greater variabi lity, creating something of a saw
toothed effect. This pattern may result simply from the smaller number of 
cases or the presence of voters who were attracted by the state-wide elec
tions, but who were unfamiliar with the House elections. In Figure 2 the 
peaks and valleys of the House autocorrelations invariably coincide with the 
state-wide elections of 1965, 1969, 1973, 1977, 1981. The autocorrelati ons 
for the off-year elections show greater stability. 

Another important difference is that the House autocorrelations tend 
to be lower than those for the governor and lieutenant governor. The gube r
natorial autocorrelations are higher than those for the House in every year 
but one, and the lieutenant governor autocorrelations are higher in every 
year but two. This is particularly true in the most recent years: the 198 I 
(1977) autocorrelation for the House, 41, is virtually identical to the gover
nor and lieutenant governor autocorrelations at their low point in 1973 
( I 969). Thus the House elections, in comparison with those of the governor 
and lieutenant governor, appear to be characterized by almost chro nic 
realignment. 

These low autocorrelations may be, in part, a result of the large 
number of districts that had to be excluded from the House elections com
putations because one of the major parties failed to run a single candidate . 
The districts that were included were competitive for that year, and in the 
autocorrelations were competitive over two elections. These dist ricts may be 
the most volati le districts, a fact that would account for the low autoc or
relations. Figure 3 displays the results of a test of this possibility . The 
autocorrelations for the governor and lieutenant governor are recompu ted 
using exactly the same counties and cities included in the comparable Ho use 
autocorrelations. Figure 3 repeats the House autocorrelations from Figure 2 
for comparison. 
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In most years the House of Delegates autocorrelations are still ap. 
preciably lower than those for the state-wide races even when the analys is is 
confined to competitive House districts. Thus the low autocorrelatio ns do 
not result from the nature of the districts but presumably from the 
characteristics of the House or its elections and the voters' responses to 
them. For instance, the House is a low-paying, part-time body marke d by 
high turnover. Local parties, even in the competitive districts, may not be 
able to offer and support qualified candidates consistently. Electio n-to. 
election variation in the geographic distribution of well-qualified and 
well-financed candidates of either party could produce lower autocorrelat ions. 

Conclusions 

This study has used aggregate data to tap political behavior in a 
southern state where the processes of partisanship change are relative ly ad. 
vanced. The analysis reveals that Virginia underwent a period of intense 
realignment that peaked in the period 1969 through 1973. Decompos ition 
increased as the realignment intensified, and then decreased. There may be 
some residual decomposition, however. A new alignment appears to have 
emerged in the state-wide elections, but the contested House elections show 
less evidence of this new alignment. The low autocorrelations that 
characterize the contested House elections do not seem to result from the 
more politically volatile nature of the contested districts. This study lends 
qualified support to the proposition that decomposition is a tem porary 
phenomenon that will pass as voters reattach to the major parties. 
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'See P. A. Beck, "Partisan Dealignment in the Post-War South," American Political 
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Social Science Quarterly 53 (1972):494-519. 

•Regarding these trends see N. H. Nie, S. Verba, and J. R. Petrocik, The Changing 
American Voter (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976)_; G. Pomper, v_o_ter's 
Choice (New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1975); J. R. Petroc1k, Party Coalitions: 
Realignments and the Decline of the New Deal System (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1981

\Regarding the former opinion see Petrocik; K. Phillips, The Emerging Republican Ma
jority (New Rochelle, N.Y.: Arlington House, 1969); R. M. Scammon and B. J. Wattenberg, 
The Real Majority (New York: Coward-McCann Publishing Co., 1970); E. M. Schreiber, 
«Where the Ducks Are: Southern Strategy vs. Fourth Party," Public Opinion Quarterly, 35 
(1971):157- 167. Regarding the latter interpretation see P. Abramson, "Generational Change 
and the Decline of Party Identification in America: 1952-1974," American Political Science 
Review 70 (1976):469-478; Beck; W. Burnham, Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of 
American Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 1970); G. Pomper, "From Confusion to Clarity: 
Issues and American Voters, 1956-1968," American Political Science Review 66 
(1972):415-428. 

•E. C. Ladd, "The Brittle Mandate: Electoral Dealignment and the 1980 Presidential 
Election," Political Science Quarterly 96 (1981):1-15. 

' Campbell, "Realignment," p. 107. 
' For details of recent Virginia electoral history, especially the crucial election of 1973 see 

L. Sabato, Aftermath of "Armageddon": An Analysis of the 1973 Virginia Gubernatorial 
Election (Charlottesville, Va.: The Ins~itute of Government, University of Virginia, 1975); 
Virginia Votes, 1969-1974 (Charlottesv1lle, Va.: The Institute of Government, University of 
Virginia, 1976. Virginia Votes, 1975-1978 (Charlottesville, VA.: The Institute of Government, 
University of Virginia, 1979). 

' For earlier applications see Burnham, Critical Elections; G. Pomper, "Classification of 
Presidential Elections," Journal of Politics 29 (I 967):535-566. 

•er. J. M. Clubb, W. H. Flanigan, and N. H. Zingale, Partisan Realignment: Voters, 
Parries, and Government in American History (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1980). 

'E. C. Ladd and C. Hadley, "Party Definition and Party Differentiation," Public Opin
ion Quarterly 37 (1973):21-34. 

" For instance, if a five member district totally encompassed county A but only part of 
county Band if both parties ran five candidates, then the Democratic vote and Republican vote 
were computed from the total vote in county A only, thus excluding the votes from county B. 
If the Democrats ran five candidates for the five seats and the Republicans offered only four, 
then the Democrat who received the most votes in the district was regarded as unopposed. Party 
vote totals in county A were then computed from the votes for the remaining four Democrats 
and the four Republicans. 
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