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r representation ofwomen and African
Americans in the Virginia General Assembly in

anything more than token numbers is a rela
tively recent phenomenon. In the early 1960s,

when the civil rights revolution was just

beginning to take shape, there were no Afri
can-Am rican and only 1 woman in the
100-member House ofDelegates. A decade later
(1972), only 1 black and 4 women served as

members. But the combined impact of the
reapportionment and civil rights revolutions,
plus concomitant shifts in the mindset of vot

ers, brought greater change in the 1970s. The

House of Delegates elections in 1977 brought
the total number of blacks to 4 and women to
9. Slowly and unevenly, minority and female
representation increased in the House of Del

egates, so that by January 1994, its membership
included 8 African-Americans and 12 women.

by Clifton McCleskey

In no case from

1978 through 1994

did it appear that

women and black

freshmen were

treated differently

from white males

in the number

of committee

assignments.

..........................
The pace of change has been even slower

in the 40-member Virginia Senate. The first
black member of the 20th century (Douglas
Wilder) was elected in 1969; he had no racial

companion until then-Delegate Robert Scott
won a special election to fill a Senate vacancy
in December, 1982 (ten years later, Scott was
elected to the U.S. House of Representatives).

The 1987 Senate elections brought the total
number ofblacks to 3, and in 1991 to the present
total of 5 (12%). The number of women in

the Senate has grown even more slowly, with
the first woman (Republican Eva Scott) elected

in 1979. The elections of 1987 increased the

total to 3, and 1991 yielded the present total
of 4(10%).

The author gratefully acknowledges the support of
the College ofArts and Sciences and ofthe Woodrow
Wilson Department of Government and Foreign
Affairs of the University ofVirginia for the research
involved in this study. He wishes also to thank Larry
Sabato and Lawrence Schack for their editorial
assistance.
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This News Letter examines the way Mrican
Americans and women have fared in their assignments
to the standing committees oftheir respective cham
bers. Like the u.s. Congress and other state
legislatures, the Virginia House and Senate rely heavily
on their standing committees to screen and perfect
proposed legislation. The opportunity for individual
members to influence the course of public policy
depends heavily on their initial assignments to stand
ing committees, and on subsequent retentions and
transfers. Have women and blacks been treated like
white males in those respects, or have they been put
at some special advantage or disadvantage? And is
the answer to that question affected by the partisan
affiliation of members?

HUSE OF DELEGATES:
CONINIITTEE ASSIGNNIENTS
The standing committee system in the House has
been quite stable since a comprehensive reorganiza
tion in 1970 created 20 committees, most of them
with 20 members, 4 with 15,2 with 7, and 1 with
5. The only significant changes since then have been:
(1) the creation of the 20-member Labor and Com
merce Committee in 1972 to replace the former
Labor Committee; (2) the expansion of the Rules
Committee from 7 to 10 members in 1982; and (3)
the increase in 1994 of all 20-member committees
to 22 members, and the expansion of the Militia
and Police Committee from 15 to 22 members.

All committee members of the House of Del
egates are appointed by the speaker, including those
of the minority party. Because the practice is to
allow returning members to continue on the com
mittees previously assigned, the only new assignments
are to replace departed members with either fresh
men or transferees. House rules provide no criteria
for the speaker in making committee assignments,
but a well-established tradition calls for each con
gressional district to have at least 1 member on each
of the larger committees. In making committee
assignments, speakers no doubt take into account
suggestions from their closest advisers and requests
from members, as well as party, ideology, region,
and district characteristics.

During the period 1978-1994 (the beginning
date reflects the arrival ofenough women and black
members to allow meaningful comparisons), the party
ratio varied from committee to committee, with
minority Republicans getting proportional (or
occasionally a little more than proportional) repre
sentation on "work-a-day" and minor committees
(e.g., Chesapeake and Its Territories; Health, Wel
fare and Institutions; Claims; Agriculture; Mining
and Mineral Resources) and much less than

proportional representation on the top committees.
Thu in 1994 the Republicans, with 47% of the
membership in the House, were given 41 % of all
committee seats. The chairmanship of each com
mittee-always from the majority party-is
determined by seniority on the committee, subject
to the limitation that no member may chair more
than one standing committee.

The 1994 increase in the number of seats on
most committees raised the average number ofcom
mittee assignments per member from about 3.5 to
about 3.8, calculated on the basis of 99 members,
since the speaker's only committee service is as chair
man of the Rules Committee. Most ofthe time there
is no variation in the number ofcommittees to which
fr shman m mbeFs ar-e-a-ppoi.-Bted, F~-ardl 5S ofra ,
sex, or party. The sessions of 1980 and 1994 are
conspicuous exceptions-freshmen Republicans in
those years received one less committee assignment
than their D mocratic counterparts. In no case from
1978 through 1994 did it appear that women and
black freshmen were treated differently from white
males in the number of committee assignments.

But parity in the number of initial committee
assignments-at least among fellow partisans-is no
guarantee ofparity in the quality ofthose assignments.
Admittedly, it is not easy to rank committees in terms
oftheir power and importance, and the desirability of
a committee will vary somewhat among members,
according to their personal backgrounds, constituen
cies, ambitions, and other factors. The status ofsome
committees may well fluctuate over time as the
salience of certain issues grows or recedes.

Even so, in the House of Delegates it is pos
sible to identify five standing committees that regularly
qualify as the most powerful and prestigious, judged
in terms of their substantive responsibilities and such
quantifiable measures as the frequency of tran £ r
to and from them, the willingness of speakers to
appoint freshmen and short-termers, the party
ratio insisted upon by the majority, and the will
ingness of prospective chairmen to forego the
chairmanship of other committees. 1

Appropriations is undoubtedly the most
important of the five committees. Over the period
1978-94, no member left the committee until

1 A sixth committee (Rules) belongs on any list of the most

important House committees but it is not included here because

its Democratic members-12 plus the speaker as Chairman, out

ofa total of 15 Inembers-are almost invariably chosen from among

chairmen of the other tanding committees. Those chairmen have

attained that status through seniority on their re pective commit

tees; those appointed to Rules typically have at least 14-16 year

of service in the Hous . Thu few if any of those who entered the

House in the time period considered here would be eligible for

appointment to the Rules committee.
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The opportunities

for appointment

to a top five

committee open

up considerably

• as members win

re-election to a

third term.

Entering All
Cohort, Members Freshmen

Session of Number Number 0/0

1978 24 5 20.8
1980 16 4 25.0
1982 27 7 25.9
1983 13 6 46.2
1984 8 2 25.0
1986 11 3 27.3
1988 16 8 50.0
1990 13 3 23.1
1992 22 7 31.8
1994 38 3 7.9

TOTALS 188 48 25.5

TABLE 1
Freshman Committee Assignments, Virginia
House of Delegates, by Entering Cohorts,
1978-94: Number of Assignments to Top 5
Committees

Virginians. Almost a third ofits appointees are fresh
men, but, once on the committee, most remain for
the duration of their service in the House-not a
single member transferred to another committee from
1978 through 1994. The Democrats' extraordinary
majority was cut to 15 (of 20) members in 1992,
and left at that level when the committee was
expanded to 22 members in 1994.

The keenness ofthe competition for these top
five committees is quite clear from Table 1, which
shows that, in six of the ten sessions covered, a range
ofonly 8-16 seats on the five committees were open
for assignment to all members. Even in the best year,
1994, when expansion of the rosters added 10 new
positions, only 38 openings were available. Fresh
men sometimes did relatively well in the competition
for these choice positions, as in 1983 and 1988,
when they received 46.2% and 50.0% respectively
of the available seats. In other years they did poorly,
with the worst results in 1994, when they gained
only 3 of 38 available seats (7.9%).

But our primary interest here is not a com
parison of freshman and veteran access to the top
five committees. Rather the question is: How do
freshman women and Mrican-Americans fare in com
parison to freshman white males in the competition
for the initial assignment to the best committees?
Table 2 makes clear that the answer has to be, 'Not
very well.'

Two summary measures covering the record
over ten sessions are provided at the bottom ofTable
2. The first provides the percentage of premium
seats out of all seats received by the members of •

departure from the House, and, of32 appointments
to it, only 1 in olved a freshman. From 1978 through
1992, Democrats always held at least 15 of the 20
seats. The expansion of the committee to 22 mem
bers in 1994 raised the number to 16, leaving the
Republicans with 5 seats and a long-time indepen
dent 1 seat.

The other four top-level committees are not
so easily rank d, and no attempt will be made here
to differentiate among assignments to them (or, for
that matter, t distinguish appointments to Appro
priations from the other four). The Finance
Committee, responsible for recommending the rev
enue measures to fund the appropriations process,
gets more freshmen members (over one-third of its
additions), b t, apart from 4 who transferred to
Appropriations, the only departures from it came
when members left the House. The Democratic
majority on Finance dropped from 15 to 14 mem
bers (of20 members) in 1982 and has remained at
that level; both of the new seats added in 1994 went
to Republicans.

The jurisdiction of the Privileges and Elec
tions Committee includes matters pertaining to
suffrage and election policy, legislative and congres
sional redistricting, disposition ofcontested elections
for House members, and ethical conduct of mem
bers. Privileges and Elections rarely gets freshmen
member (only 5 out of 32 in the period covered
here) and only 1 member transferred to another
committee (Finance). The Democratic majority on
Privileges and Elections dropped from 14 to 13 (of
20) in 1990, and to 12 of22 in 1994.

A fourth top-level committee is Courts of]us
tice, with jurisdiction including general responsibility
for all criminal law and certain parts of the civil code
as well; it also oversees judicial institutions, and has
pecial relevance for attorneys and would-be judges,

since all judicial appointments in Virginia are made
by the General Assembly.2 Almost a fourth ofits mem
bers were appointed as freshmen; the only transfers
from it (7) were to Appropriations. Until 1990, the
Democratic margin on Courts of]ustice was even greater
than on Appropriations, with the majority always
accounting for 17, and sometimes 18, ofthe 20 mem
bers. That extraordinary Democratic majority was
reduced to 15 in 1990 and left at that level even when
the roster was expanded to 22 in 1994.

The fifth committee dealt with here is Cor
porations, Insurance and Banking, whose
jurisdiction-as the name suggests-extends to most
matters touching the business and economic life of

2 Governors are allowed to fill judicial vacancies when the

A embly i not in ion, but these must be confirmed within 30

days after the next session begins.

SOURCE: Compiled by the author from committee rosters in the House
Manua/for the years indicated. Members chosen in special elections are
not included until elected to their first full term.
NOTE: The 5 committees are Appropriations; Corporations, Insurance
and Banking; Courts of Justice; Finance; and Privileges and Elections. 3
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TABLE 2
Freshman Committee Assignments, Virginia House of Delegates, by Race, Sex, & Party, 1978-94:
Ratio of Top 5 Committee Assignments to All Freshmen Assignments

DEMOCRATS REPUBLICANS
Entering
Cohort, Females Blacks White Males Females Males
Session of: Ratio Number Ratio Number Ratio Number Ratio Number Ratio Number

1978 0:6 3 0:6 3 3:8 4 2:14 7
1980 0:3 1 2:21 7 2:17 8
1982 2:8 3 0:4 1:18 5 0:3 4:38 14
1983 0:9 3 4:21 6 0:3 2:24 8
1984 0:3 1 1:9 3 1:9 3 0:3 0:3 1
1986 1:3 1 0:3 1 2:9 3 0:9 3
1988 1:3 1 1:6 2 5:18 6 0:6 2 1:18 6
1990 2:12 4 0:6 2 1:27 9
1992 0:9 3 3:18 6 1:3 1 3:36 12
1994 0:4 1 0:12 3 1:12 3 0:3 1 1:24 8

TOTALS 4:48

DEMOCRATS REPUBLICANS
PremiumSeats: Females Blacks White Males Females Males

As % of Total
Per Category 8.3% 5.0% 6.4% 3.7% 7.60/0

Average Number
per Member 0.24 0.15 0.51 0.11 0.21

SOURCE: See Table 1.
NOTES: The year 1986 excludes a black female first elected and assigned as an independent who in subsequent sessions became a Democrat.
The year 1990 excludes a white male first elected as an independent who in subsequent sessions became a Democrat.
The total number of black Democrats (13) includes 4 black females. There are no black Republicans.

each category. By that measure, the 9 freshmen
Republican women were the most disadvantaged,
for only 3.7% of their seats were on a top-ranked
committee. Freshmen African-Americans, Republican
men and Democratic women were not much better
off, receiving respectively only 5.00/0,7.6%, and 8.3%
of the premium seats. Freshmen white Democratic
males had a substantially better record-16.4% oftheir
committee assignments were to a top committee.

The second summary measure reports the
average number of premium seats for each category
member.3 The same general pattern holds, with
Republican women averaging only 0.11 seats each,
AFrican-Americans 0.15 seats, Republican men 0.21
seats, and Democratic women 0.24 seats each. By
contrast, the average for each white Democratic male
was 0.51 seats each.

The opportunities for appointment to a top
five committee open up considerably as members

• 3 This measure says nothing about the distribution ofseats within

• each category. For example, the 4 choice assignments in the House

• for the freshman white Democratic males in 1983 were shared by

• only 3 people because 1 member had two 'plums'(premium seats).

• This 'doubling up' occurs only occasionally among freshman mem-

4 .. bers, but becomes more frequent in later terms to the point of

• 'tripling up' in a few instances.

win re-election to a third term (or second, if they
did not continue to serve thereafter). In the time
period covered by this study, over 400/0 ofall addi
tions to Privileges and Elections and to Courts of
Justice committees went to members in their sec
ond and third terms, as did a third ofthe appointments
to the Appropriations and the Corporations, Insur
ance and Banking committees. The Finance
committee, which normally gets more freshmen,
gained over 25% of its new members as they
entered their second or third terms. For Democrats
at least, committee assignments in the second or
third term offer a major opportunity for a seat on a
top committee and hence an early start on the
seniority ladder, leading to a possible chairmanship.

The three categories ofDemocrats who served
second and third terms (a net of 54) received
another 24 seats on top committees, with only a
handful ofadditions (9) in later terms. By compari
son, the 47 Republicans in their second or third
terms gained only 3 additional seats on top com
mittees. Specifically, the 5 Republican women still
had only 1 premium assignment out of 15(6.7%)
and the 42 Republican men had only 19 premium
seats out of 129(14.70/0). Eleven Afro-American
members had somewhat better results, obtaining 8
out of 42 seats on a top committee(19%). The 12
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Democratic women did still better, gaining 10 top
seats out of39(25.6%). Democratic white males still
led the field, but the margin had shrunk to 27.50/0
of their assignments to the top five committees.

Ifwe look at the average number ofpremium
seats per category member, we see the same pat
tern. Republican women were the worst off (0 .2 seats),
followed by Republican men (0.45), Mrican-Ameri
cans (0.73), and Democratic women (0.83). White
Democratic men, on the other hand, averaged 1.0
premium seat per member.

By the third term, noteworthy differences are
also emerging in the total number of committee
assignments. Republican women still average only 3
assignments e ch-the same number received in their
hr t terms. ublican men fare hard y better, with
an average of3.07 seats each. Not surprisingly, mem
bers of the majority party are better rewarded.
Democratic women in their third terms average 3.25
committees each, and Democratic white males aver
age 3.3 seats each. However, the largest number of
committee assignments at this stage goes to Mrican
Americans, whose third-termers average 3.8 committees
each, thus increasing their opportunities for an even
tual rise to a committee chairmanship.

Finally, we need to consider what happens when
even longer periods of service are involved. When
we examine the distribution of premium commit
tee seats in 1994 for those cohorts whose members
served four or more terms (i.e., members who
entered the House no later than the 1988 session),
we see the disproportionate rate of attrition, appar
ently unrelated to committee assignments. The
turnover is especially high among Republicans, since
only 1 of the 5(20%) Republican women, and only
25 of the 47(53.2%) Republican men, who entered
the House from 1978-88 continued for a fourth
term. Of the 13 Democratic women who entered
the House in the same period, 8(61.50/0) survived
for four terms. A still better record was compiled by
Mrican-Americans-7 of 10 (70.0%) were elected
to a fourth term. White Democratic males had the
least attrition, with 27 of 34 (79.3%) serving for
four or more terms.

However, our primary concern is not attri
tion but how survivors shared the most prestigious
committee assignments. By the time returning Demo
cratic members are into their fourth (and subsequent)
terms, differences among them in access to the top
5 committees have disappeared. Each ofthe 3 Demo
cratic categories (women, Mrican-Americans, and
white males) held about 36% of their total seats on
a premium committee, and each category averaged
about 1.5 seats per member (1.6 for blacks). The
sole Republican woman who served four terms still
had no seat on a top committee, while the 25

Republican men averaged 0.9 seats each (29.1 % of
their total committee assignments).

SNATE: COMMITTEE
ASSIGNlMENTS
The Senate has considerably fewer members, half
as many elections, and a much smaller number of
women and Mrican-Americans. Thus the Senate
record cannot be generalized as confidently as that
ofthe House. Nevertheless, there are instructive pat
terns in the way Senate committee assignments have
been distributed among the five categories ofmem
bership under review here.

The Senate reorganized its committees in 1972,
re ulting in the consolidation of 21 previously
existing committees into 11, each with 15 mem
bers (Rules was not increased to that level until 1976).
Formally, committee members are elected by the
whole Senate, but the actual selection process is in
the hands ofthe Democratic (majority) caucus, which
utilizes a committee composed of the senior mem
ber from each of the state's 11 congressional districts
plus a handful of others elected by the caucus. Sen
ate rules specify that 'as nearly as practicable' the
party ratio on committees is to approximate that
prevailing in the chamber (a provision not always
observed), that each congressional district is to be
represented on each committee, and that each mem
ber is to have at least 3 and no more than 4 committee
assignments (in practice, Rules Committee assign
ments are not counted toward that limitation). Senate
rules also specify that the committee chairman is to
be the member of the majority party with the long
est service on the committee, and limit each member
to only 1 chairmanship. As in the House, returning
members normally keep their previous committee
assignments unless they req uest otherwise.
Though they involve many of the same elements as
in the House of Delegates, committee assignments
in the Senate are likely to feature somewhat differ
ent politics, if only because they are made by a
collective decision.

Use of the same criteria already established
in the analysis of the House committees identifies
four Senate committees that clearly are the most
powerful and prestigious.4 The Finance Commit
tee gains extraordinary power from the fact that it

4 Though the Rules Committee is certainly one of the most im

portant and prestigious in the Senate, I have excluded it here because

so little discretion can be exercised in composing it. All of the 10

other standing committee chairmen-who attained their posts

through seniority on the committee-must be included on Rules,

along with the pr.esident pro tem and the majority leader (who

may also be committee chairman), plus the minority leader.

Though they

involve many

of the same

elements as in

the House

of Delegates,

committee

assignments

in the Senate

are likely to feature

somewhat different

politics.
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handles both appropriations and revenue responsi
bilities. In the period covered here (1980-94),
members left the Finance Committee only when
they left the Senate, and no one passed up the
opportunity to become chairman. The Privileges
and Elections and the Courts of Justice Commit
tees are counterparts to the identically-named House
committees, with many of the same responsibili
ties and jurisdictions. Only 5 members left Privileges
and Elections before leaving the Senate, 4 of them
to take seats on the Finance Committee, the 5th to
an intermediate-status committee (Education and
Health). Only 1 member left the Courts ofJustice
before leaving the Senate-Democratic majority
leader HunterAndrews reduced his committee assign
ments from 5 to 4. The Commerce and Labor
Committee in the Senate has responsibility for all
business, corporate, and banking policy, plus that
pertaining to labor-management relations. Only 2
members transferred from Commerce and Labor, 1
going to Finance and the other to Transportation.

New members normally encounter about the
same difficulty in getting access to these top Senate
committees as do their counterparts in the House;
in the six regular (even-numbered years) sessions
from 1980 through 1990, only 12 of the 48 vacan
cies (250/0) on the most desirable Senate committees
were filled by freshmen. That pattern was disrupted
in 1992, after Republicans increased their mem
bership in the Senate from 10 to 18, including 12

new members, thereby creating a dilemma for the
Democratic majority. Previously it had maintained
extraordinary majorities on these four committees
(in 1990, Republicans, with 25% of the Senate
membership, had only 13.3% of these premium
committee seats) by two techniques: (1) generally
limiting Republican members to the rules-mandated
minimum of three committees, while generally
assigning Democrats to four committees; and (2)
allowing some Republican overrepresentation on the
least important committees.

The growth of Republican representation in
1992 from 25% to 45% of the total membership
meant that the extraordinary Democratic majori
ties on these four committees could be maintained
only by giving Republic~ns fewer than).~<;>fi?lJlit

tee seats or by giving them majorities on the lesser
committees. Unwilling to do either, the Democrats
decided instead to provide proportional represen
tation for Republicans on the Courts ofJustice and
Commerce and Labor committees (7 of 15 mem
bers) and near-proportional representation on
Privileges and Elections (6 of 15 seats). In addition,
Republican representation on Finance was increased
from 1 member to 3. Ten of the 15 Republican
seats thus opened up on the top four committees
went to freshmen members, though Finance con
tinued to be off-limits to freshmen of either party.

It is clear from Table 3 that freshmen women
have consistently been at a disadvantage in the

TABLE 3
Freshman Committee Assignments, Virginia Senate, by Race, Sex, & Party, 1980-94:
Ratio of Top 4 Committee Assignments to All Freshmen Assignments

DEMOCRATS

White Males

REPUBLICANS

Females Males

1982 0:3 0:3
1984 1:4 3:15
1986 0:3
1988 1:6 2 1:3 2:3
1990
1992 0:8 2 1:8 2 1:4
1994 0:4 1

TOTALS 1:17 5 3:22 6 7:34

1
5

11

0:3

0:3

0:9 3

1:10

2:9
1:3

10:32

14:63

3

3
1

10

20

DEMOCRATS
PremiumSeats: Females Blacks White Males

As % of Total
Per Category 5.9% 13.6% 20.60/0

Average Number
per Member 0.2 0.5 0.64

REPUBLICANS
Females Males

0.0 0.7

SOURCE: Compiled by the author from committee rosters in the Senate Manual for years indicated. Members chosen in special elections are not
included until the beginning of their first regular session (even-numbered years).
NOTES: Totals for female Democrats and for black Democrats include 2 black females. There are no black Republicans.
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scramble for seats on the best committees, for only
1 of 5 Democratic women and none of the 3
Republican women elected from 1980 through 1994
gained such a choice assignment in their first year.
For the 6 Mro-American freshman senators, only
3 (13.60/0) of their first-year assignments were to a
prize committee-an average of 0.5 seats for each.
The 12 Democratic white males garnered 7 top
committee assignments in their first year, or 20.6°10
of all their as ignments and an average of0.64 such
seats each. The best record, however, is held by the
20 Republican men, thanks to their party's break
through in 1992 (described above). They obtained
22.2°10 of their committee assignments to a top four
committee, an average of 0.7 such seats for each.
Some slight consolation may have come to Demo
cratic women and Mrican-Americans from the fact
that they received a larger number of committee
assignments (3.4 each for the former and 3.7 each
for the latter) than did Democratic white males (3.1
seats each). Republican women received only the
rules-stipulated minimum of 3 seats each, and
Republican men barely did better (3.1 seats each).

By the time members have been elected to a
second term, disadvantages in the access of Demo
cratic women and Mrican-Americans to the top four
committees have disappeared. The 3 blacks who
went into second terms held 5 premium commit
tee seats (41.7°10 of their total seats, an average of
1.7 such seats each). The 1 Democratic woman and
8 white Democratic males shared the plums equally,
each group having 25°10 of its seats on top level
committees, and each group averaging 1.0 such seats
each. Republican males in their second term had a
slight advantage, with premium assignments con
stituting 29.0°10 of their total, an average of 1.1 each.

either of the 2 Republican women elected from
980 throug 990 served a second term.

When we examine the records ofthose elected
to three or more terms (i.e., the cohorts from 1980
through 1986) we see at once the impact of the
differential rates of attrition noted in the House of
Delegates. Neither of the 2 women (1 Democrat
and 1 Republican) elected in this period survived
for a third term. By contrast, 5 of the 11 white
Democratic males and 4 of the 6 Republican males
elected in this period won re-election for a third
term. Mrican-Americans did even better-the 2 who
entered the Senate between 1980 and 1986 con
tinued into a third term.

White males elected to third terms, both
Democrat and Republican, shared more or less
equally in the plums. Democrats registered 38.1 °10
of their assignments to a top committee, with an
average of 1.6 seats each, and Republican males gained
37.5% of the premium seats, or 1.5 such seats for

each. Blacks had the best record (50.5°10 of their
total seats were on premium committees, an aver
age of 2.0 seats each).

LWARDANEXPLANATION

Any explanation ofthe patterns revealed by this review
ofcommittee assignments in the Virginia House of :
Delegates and Senate must necessarily be tentative.
If one were to look only at the overall results for
freshman assignments, it would be easy to conclude
given Virginia's political history-that the relatively
poor showing ofwomen and Mrican-Americans in
their first Assembly terms is due to prejudicial treat
ment by the white Democratic males who dominate
the assignment process.

Such a conclusion is possibly unfair to those
males and is hard to square with other parts of the
data. Despite the overall pattern, in several years
freshmen women and blacks did as well as or better
than freshmen white Democratic males. For example,
Democratic women in the House in 1986 and 1988
did as well as, and in 1982 did considerably better
than, white Democratic males in the quest for top
committees. House blacks in 1984 did no more
poorly than white Democratic males; the lone
Republican female in 1992 fared better than any
other group in the House. The sole black Senate
freshman in 1984 had better success than did white
Democratic males in that chamber.

The explanatory value of racial and sexual
discrimination is further diminished by the overall
record of those who serve additional terms. In the
Senate, by the time members are beginning their
second term, Mrican-Americans are doing better
than, and Democratic women as well as, Demo
cratic white males. In the House, Democratic women
and blacks are moving toward parity in their sec
ond and/or third terms, and have achieved it by the
time they are into their fourth or subsequent terms.

And so one is forced to seek a better explana
tion than discrimination. One tentative explanation
has to do with the consequences for women and
blacks of their political orientation. The long
history of exclusion from electoral politics for both
women and Mrican-Americans makes it difficult
for them to cast off the views and habits associated
with 'outsider' and insurgent status. Perhaps for the
same reason, those Democratic women and blacks
who are members of the General Assembly are dis
proportionately more liberal in their politics than
the Democratic white males who dominate the com
mittee assignment process and the majority of •
rank-and-file white Democratic males.

Party leaders might regard women and blacks
warily and opt for a cautious strategy of assigning

Freshmen women
have consistently
been at a
disadvantage
in the scramble
for seats on the
best committees.
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freshman women and blacks mostly to the custom
ary entry-level committees. Then, as they prove
themselves capable oflegislative effectiveness or, less
benignly, as they prove their willingness to work
cooperatively with the leadership, they are rewarded
with increasingly better assignments.

Still another line ofpossible explanation starts
with the postulate that freshman members who are
best informed about and best connected for the
politics ofcommittee assignments get better assign
ments. If women and African-Americans are less
informed and connected (their outsider status and
liberal politics again?), and if there are few influen
tial advocates in their chamber committed to
expanding the number ofkey committee assignments
for them, then it is not surprising that they have to
pull themselves up by their bootstraps in subsequent
sessions. Or perhaps it is more a lack of "critical
mass" for women and blacks. Either way, it is pos
sible that their poor showing in freshman committee
assignments relates to less effective pursuit of, and
less effective help in, that process.

Another possibility to be explored is that
women and blacks suffer in the competition for choice

committee seats due to the urban nature of their
districts. As the most populous areas of Virginia
especially Northern Virginia, Richmond and Henrico
County, and Tidewater-continue to grow economi
cally and to develop politically, other areas are made
uneasy. Because women and blacks are dispropor
tionately elected from the three areas just mentioned,
they may be disadvantaged as a byproduct of a
desire to contain the population centers, at least until
their talents and labors enable them to claim a place
at the table in later terms.

Clearly, no satisfactory explanation can be
presently offered here as to why Democratic women
and Mrican-Americans generally receive fewer choice
committee assignments as freshmen but then begin
to gain the ground necessary to bring them to par
ity with white Democratic males within a few years
ofadditional service. It is also difficult to satisfacto
rily account for the record of Republican women,
who both start and finish far behind everyone else,
including Republican males. It is hoped that fur
ther inquiry into the committee selection processes
of the General Assembly will yield a fuller under
standing of these patterns.•
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