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The Republican Senate Primary:
nce Again~ the Center Holds

..........................
Mr. Sabato is Robert Kent Gooch Professor

of Government and Foreign Affairs at the

University ofVirginia.

LEELECTION SETTING

The aftermath of Virginia's 1994 U.S. Senate
contest shaped the GOP battle for the state's

other U. S. Senate seat in 1996. Three-term
incumbent John W Warner had refused to sup
port Republican Senate nominee Oliver North
and instead sponsored the independent candi
dacy ofJ. Marshall Coleman. For the GOP right
wing, this was an unforgivable transgression,
especially when added to Warner's earlier fail

ure to back Christian conservative Michael Farris

for lieutenant governor in 1993. Both North
and Farris were defeated in November general
elections, perhaps partly as a result ofWarner's
decisions.

Ironically, the great conservative hope to
unseat John Warner in 1996 was the man who
challenged Oliver North for the Republican
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..........................
Senate nomination in 1994, former Reagan

administration budget director James Miller.

Warner had strongly backed Miller in his fight
with North, and the senator was naturally dis
mayed when Miller targeted him for defeat.
Miller was more conservative than Warner,

however, and he saw no contradiction in tak

ing him on.

The battle lines were clear-cut. The
incumbent marshaled endorsements from most
big-name Republicans (Presidents George Bush
and Gerald Ford, General Colin Powell, and

many Senate colleagues), and he spent a large
warchest of $2.5 million-far more than the
challenger's $904,000. Yet Jim Miller secured
the late endorsement of Oliver North, as well

as one of the GOP's most powerful constitu

ency groups, the National Rifle Association,
which repeatedly communicated with its
activist membership on Miller's behalf. The
Christian Coalition also made clear its preference
for Miller by distributing up to 750,000
copies of its famed "voter guide," the contents
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John Warner

was strong

in everydistrict.

2

of which were clearly selected and carefully drawn
to put Miller in the best possible light. 1 Also, in
the final days leading up to the convention, Ameri
cans for Term Limits sent out mailers and aired
radio commercials criticizing John Warner for his
opposition to the concept of statutory limitations
on the number of terms a legislator may serve
actions designed to benefit Miller.

There was little doubt that Miller would have
• won the GOP nomination had it been decided by

an activist-filled convention. Indeed, at the Repub-
• lican conclave held at Salem on May 30 and June

1, 1996, to elect party officers, a straw vote of the
• 2,500 or so delegates gave the nod to Miller by a

three-to-one margin. But Warner had exercised his
privilege under Virginia law to call for a primary,

• knowing that a broader electorate would give him
: a much better chance of winning.2

EECTIONRESULTS
• The results of the primary election were decisive.
• John Warner convincingly defeated Jim Miller by
• a margin approaching two-to-one, 323,520 votes

(65.6 percent) to 170,015 votes (34.4 percent). Miller
• was able to carry just twenty-one ofninety-five coun-
• ties and two of forty cities, most of them relatively
• lightly populated rural localities in Southwest Vir-
• ginia and the Shenandoah Valley. Exceptions
• included the tiny city of Manassas Park in North-
• ern Virginia and the large, heavily conservative
• suburban Hanover county in the Richmond area,
• both of which Miller won.

Warner triumphed almost everywhere else with
• an election pattern unusual for a Republican. The
• senator attracted enormous majorities in Northern
• Virginia and Tidewater: better than 3-to-l in Alex-
• andria, 2-to-l in Fairfax County, 2.5-to-l in Virginia
• Beach, and nearly 4-to-l in Norfolk, Portsmouth,
• Newport News, and Hampton-the latter locali-
• ties were heavily dependent on the military and
• grateful for Warner's ranking seniority on the Sen-
• ate Armed Services Committee.

Given these local showings, it is no surprise
• that Warner's margin was due to impressive
• majorities in the Hampton Roads 1st congressional

• 1 The Christian Coalition's tax exempt status as a 501(c)(4) orga-

: nization does not permit it to endorse candidates outright. The

• voter guides are used to tip off its constituency as to its prefer-

• ences. See Larry J. Sabato and Glenn Simp on, Dirty Little Secrets:

The Persistence ofCorruption in American PoLitics (New York: Times

• Books, 1996), pp. 125-141.

• 2 See Section 24.1-172, Code of Virginia. As an incumbent pre-

• viously nominated by a primary in 1990, Warner had the right to

• require a primary for renomination in 1996.

district (69.4 percent), the Norfolk-Virginia Beach
2nd district (73.8 percent), and two Northern
Virginia districts, the 8th (73.6 percent), and the
11 th (68.8 percent). Jim Miller came close to Warner
only in the Southwest 9th, where he managed 47.5
percent. Yet the turnout here was miserable-at 7.6
percent of registered voters, the worst in the state.
By contrast, two of Warner's best districts (the
1st and the 2nd) were the only ones to post turn
outs higher than 20 percent of those registered (See
Table 1.)

Interestingly, John Warner's second-lowest
proportion of the vote (57.8 percent) came in the
Piedmont-area 7th district, the most heavily Repub
lican territory in the state. As we will discuss later,
while all partisan groups backed Warner, a some
what smaller majority ofRepublican party identifiers
appears to have done so.

~ERTURNOUT
The voter turnout of 16.1 percent of registered vot
ers probably helped expand Warner's winning margin.
The 1996 turnout was the highest among the three
recent statewide primaries-better than the 15.1 per
cent recorded in the three-way 1989 GOP
gubernatorial battle and the pitiful 9.2 percent in
the four-way 1994 Democratic U.S. Senate con
test. Still, the voter participation rate was nothing
to celebrate: taking all Virginia adults (registered
and unregistered) together, fewer than one in ten
cast a ballot in June 1996 (See Table 5.)

URBAN& RURAL
VOTING PATTERNS

The most compelling demographic story of the 1996
Republican U.S. Senate primary was the rural vote
that wasn't. As Table 2 indicates, just 16.2 percent
of the primary votes were cast in rural areas-a
remarkably low proportion, given the GOP's over
all strength in ruritania and the energetic push for
Jim Miller among two constituency organizations
(the Christian Coalition and the NRA) that are
thought to have great pull in rural locales. In the
last statewide Republican primary in 1989, fully 25
percent of the vote was drawn from rural areas. Even
in the Democrats' 1994 U.S. Senate primary, over
27 percent of the vote came from rural Virginia.
These revealing statistics are additional testimony
both to Jim Miller's lack of appeal to his constitu
encies and to John Warner's impressive pull among
suburbanites and even central-city dwellers. The
suburbs provided almost two-thirds of the statewide
vote in 1996-the highest proportion ever for any
primary or general election in Virginia. The central
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TABLE 1
Election Results by Congressional Districts,
1996 Virginia Republican Primary Election for U.S. Senate

Percent of Votes Cast for

Congressional Percent of John Jim
District Total Vote Registered Voting Warner Miller

1 63,423 21.1 69.4 30.6
2 43,300 20.3 73.8 26.2
3 22,667 10.0 72.3 27.7
4 43,476 15.2 64.7 35.3
5 35,124 12.8 62.4 37.6
6 45,776 17.0 62.2 37.8
7 60,119 18.2 57.8 42.2
8 57,106 19.3 73.6 26.4
9 20,717 7.6 52.5 47.5

10 52,611 16.6 59.0 41.0
11 51,074 17.7 68.8 31.2,

SOURCE: Official election results provided by the State Board of Elections.

cities' share of the statewide vote was also a record
for a Republican primary; however, there have only
been four GOP primaries in the state's history. 3

Warner won in every geographic category, but
less so in rural areas (57.3 percent) than in the sub
urbs (64.7 percent) or central cities (75.1 percent).
It is rare for a Virginia Republican in the modern
era to demonstrate more strength in central cities
than in the suburbs or rural areas, but that is what
John Warner managed to do.

ARICAN-AMERICAN
VOTING PATTERNS
Not surprisingly, given African-Americans' strong
identification with the Democratic party, voter turn
out in forty-four heavily black precincts in Virginia's
cities was a inuscule 5.4 percent, well below the
statewide proportion of 16.1 percent.4 Nonethe
less, John Warner won the lion's share of those who
cast a ballot, 84.6 percent to Miller's 15.4 percent
(See Table 3.) Warner has demonstrated unusual
strength (for a Republican) in black precincts
before, garnering 21.2 percent in his last party-con
tested race in ovember 1984 and fully 64.2 percent
against an independent candidate in November 1990.

3 In addition to the three statewide primaries listed in Table 5,

the Republicans held a gubernatorial primary in 1949.

4 Turnout was so low that, conceivably, Table 3 could be mea

suring as much t rnout among the scattering of whites who live

in these precincts as among blacks. But anecdotal reports of

observers at som of these precincts suggest that the June 1996

turnout was still predominantly black.

ETISAN VOTING
Sadly for a contest of this magnitude, there were no
exit polls on election day that would enable ana
lysts to describe voting patterns by gender, income
level, and the like. Perhaps the most discussed
demographic dimension in this primary was

TABLE 2
The Urban Vote in the 1996 Virginia
Republican Primary for U.S. Senate

Percent of Votes Cast

Urban Percent John Jim
Measure of Total Vote Warner Miller

Urban Corridora 68'.5 67.6 32.4
Metropolitan
Statistical Areasb 83.6 67.1 32.9
Central Cities 19.1 '" 75.1 24.9

Suburbs 64.5 64.7 35.3
Rural Areasc 16.2 57.3 42.7

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

a Includes cities of Alexandria, Chesapeake, Colonial Heights, Fairfax,
Falls Church, Fredericksburg, Hampton, Hopewell, Manassas,
Manassas Park, Newport News, Norfolk, Petersburg, Poquoson,
Portsmouth, Richmond, Virginia Beach, and Williamsburg; and the
counties of Arlington, Caroline, Charles City, Chesterfield, Clarke,
Dinwiddie, Fairfax, Fauquier, Hanover, Henrico, James City, Loudoun,
New Kent, Prince George, Prince William, Spotsylvania, Stafford,
and York.

b The eight current Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) for Vir
ginia, as established by the U.S. Census Bureau, are Charlottesville,
Danville, Johnson City-Kingsport-Bristol, Lynchburg, Washington,
D.C., Norfolk-Virginia Beach-Newport News, Richmond-Petersburg,
and Roanoke. "Central cities" and "suburbs" are included in the
MSA figures. The Charlottesville and Danville MSAs were first des
ignated after the 1980 census. Various other MSAs have been
expanded each decade, with new cities and counties added to them.
Therefore, this grouping of MSAs is substantially, but not entirely,
the same as that listed in previous editions of Virginia Votes.
C All Virginia localities not included in either an MSA or the Urban
Corridor. 3
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TABLE 3
Voting in Selected Predominantly Black Precincts in Virginia Cities,
1996 Virginia Republican Primary for U.S. Senate

Percent of Votes Cast for

Number of Total Percent of John Jim
City Precincts Votes Cast Registered Voting Warner Miller

Black Precincts
Charlottesvillea 1 55 4.5 72.5 27.3
Chesapeakeb 1 49 5.3 75.5 24.5
HamptonC 2 437 9.0 82.7 17.3
Newport Newsd 8 438 5.4 85.6 14.4
Norfolke 10 690 4.5 84.6 15.4
Portsmouthf 2 252 6.6 91.7 8.3
Richmond9 15 824 5.2 85.0 15.0
Emporiah 1 10 4.1 70.0 30.0
Petersburgi 4 167 4.7 82.0 18.0

Total or Average 44 2,922 5.4 84.6 15.4

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

a Firehouse precinct.
b South Norfolk - Fire Station precinct.
C Phenix & Pembroke precincts.
d Dunbar, Magruder, Marshall, Chestnut, Jefferson, Huntington, Washington, and Newsome Park precincts.
e Park Place, Bowling Park, Monroe, Rosemont, Union Chapel, Berkley, Brambleton, Campostella, Chesterfield, and Young Park precincts.
f Precincts 26 and 27.
9 Precincts 301, 303, 304, 306, 602, 604, 606, 608, 701, 702, 703, 704, 705, 707, and 802.
h Precinct 2-1.
i 5th Ward-1 st precinct, 5th Ward-2nd precinct, 6th Ward-1 st precinct, and 6th Ward-2nd precinct.

partisan affiliation. How many Democrats and
independents voted in a primary open to all regis
tered Virginians and for whom did they vote? All
election-day anecdotal evidence, as well as pre-pri
mary polling done for the Warner campaign and
news organizations, strongly suggests that the par
ticipating Democrats (and independents) cast ballots
for Warner in good part because of their gratitude
for Warner's role in defeating Oliver North in 1994.
Ironically, North's strong and well-publicized
endorsement ofMiller just ten days before the June
11 primary may have galvanized some rank-and
file Democrats to send yet another message to Oliver
North via a ballot for John Warner. Democratic
leaders, preferring the more vulnerable Miller to be
nominated~ feared as much and repeatedly urged
their partisans not to vote. But judging by reports
from the polls, these pleas fell on many deaf ears.

In light of general turnout patterns as well
as pre-election polls and the judgment of experi
enced political professionals, the "guesstimate" below
of the June 11 partisan breakdown seems reason
able (See Table 4.)

It may surprise some observers that there
was not more "strategic voting" by Democrats,
i.e., votes for Miller in an attempt to nominate
the weaker candidate. No doubt a few Democrats
did precisely that, but the affection for Warner
among many Democrats is real. In 1990 Demo
crats chose the extraordinary route of leaving
Warner unopposed for re-election, and since that
time he has delighted them twice, by refusing
support for Michael Farris in 1993 and Oliver North
in 1994. In some surveys, Warner has scored a
higher approval rating among Democrats than
Republicans.

TABLE 4
"Guesstimate" of Partisan Voting, 1996 Virginia Republican Primary for U.S. Senate

Percent of Total Number Percent of Votes Votes Cast for
Voters Total Turnout of Votes Cast for John Warner John Warner

Republicans 67% 331,000 59% 198,000
Independents 25% 123,000 75% 92,000
Democrats 8% 39,000 85% 33,000

Total 1000/0 493,000 65% 323,000

4 .
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L DEMOCRATIC CONVENTION
A unified Democratic party met in Hampton on
June 6 and 7, 1996, to nominate by acclamation
Mark Warner, its 41-year-old former state party
chair and a telecommunications mogul worth an
estimated $150 million. His statewide political
contacts and wealth overwhelmed his only
serious challenger, former one-term U.S. Repre
sentative Leslie Byrne. In Democratic caucuses
to choose convention delegates, held on April 13
and 15, Warner received large majorities almost
everywhere. Warner also greatly outspent Byrne,
$2.15 millio to $122,000.

Despite Byrne's objections to certain delegate
selection procedures and alleged irregularities in some
localities, she conceded defeat in advance of the con
vention, enabling the gathering to be a love-fest.
Throughout the conclave, Democrats eagerly
anticipated a divisively close GOP vote on June 11 th
and secretly wished that Jim Miller would emerge
the winner; as we have already seen, their budding
hopes were dashed by John Warner's knockout
triumph. However, Mark Warner was undeterred,
and almost immediately after the Republican pri
mary he launched the earliest general election
television advertising spots in the state's history.
Within just a few short weeks the Democrat's
lavish broadcast outlays were estimated to have
exceeded what John Warner had spent over the
entire GOP primary period.

PUBLIC OPINIONPOLLING
Most survey organizations stayed away from the GOP
Senate contest, in part because low-turnout open
primaries are notoriously difficult to measure via
polls. Far more people report to interviewers that
they are likel to vote than actually show up at the
precincts on lection day, and it is tricky for survey
researchers to guess which respondents are true
blue voters.

Nonetheless, the two polling groups that bravely
ventured forth (Mason-Dixon Research and the
Commonwealth Poll) did quite well. While the
breadth ofJohn Warner's eventual victory was not
projected by either polling organization, he led the
final pre-election surveys by wide margins. Mason
Dixon's work was more extensive, with five polls
on the Warner-Miller match-up from January 1995
to June 1996. Miller's level of support never varied
much, but Warner recovered his dominant posi
tion as the real campaign began in earnest and his
lead grew through the spring of 1996. Incidentally,
had Mason-Dixon been less conservative in its final
poll and included the 156 respondents who said they
"probably" would vote (in addition to the 481 people

who said they "definitely" would vote), then Warner's
margin over Miller would have grown to 57 per
cent to 32 percent (with 11 percent undecided).
The "less definite" category included more inde
pendents and Democrats who were overwhelmingly
pro-Warner. The higher-than-expected voter turnout
perhaps justified the addition of the "less definite"
poll respondents-but, of course, this could not
be known in advance by the Mason-Dixon
researchers.

One other pre-election survey finding is worth
reporting here: there was evidence of a substantial
gender gap in the Senate contest. In the final
Mason-Dixon poll, Warner and Miller were tied
among men, but Warner led among women by 22
percentage points. On election day itself: Warner's
margin was so hefty that he very likely carried a
majority ofmen and women. However, it is a good
bet that women gave the senator a greater plurality
than did men.

T;HN WARNER'S CAMPAIGN
J:;~LLING
Campaigns-at least, well-funded ones such as
John Warner's-have their own internal poll
ing. Unlike his primary opponent, who was unable
to afford survey research in the election's criti
cal closing weeks, Warner had a surplus of useful
poll data to guide his staff. Figure 1 displays the
"horserace" segment of Warner's last four pre
election surveys, stretching from April 23, 1996
to less than a week prior to the June 11 primary.
Overall, the polls were remarkably predictive of
the primary results.

Two conclusions seem supportable from
this graph. First, a well-run, generously financed
campaign can make a real difference, particu
larly when the opponent is unable to match the
effort. Notice that Miller started out within strik
ing range ofWarner, but once Warner's campaign
machine geared up and the contest began in ear
nest, Warner took a large lead that he never
relinquished. Second, the only real hurdle for
Warner was the Miller-stacked state GOP con
vention on May 31 and June 1. The barrage of
pro-Miller and anti-Warner sentiments took a
toll on Warner, and the race briefly tightened.
But as is so often the case, the underlying
dynamics of an election quickly reasserted them
selves, and the polling "bubble" (in this case, for
Miller) burst and disappeared. In fact, a back
lash from the convention and especially Oliver
North's attack on Warner may well have boosted
Warner to his peak performance (65 percent) in
all of his survey tracking.

A"gendergap"

surfaces

in polling data.

5
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There were some other fascinating tidbits in
Warner's private polls, including:

• The real danger to John Warner even as pri
mary day approached was the perception
among Republican primary voters that he was
far more moderate than they were. The GOP
electorate was solidly conservative (63 percent,
self-identified), with just 29 percent calling
themselves moderate and 8 percent liberal. But
Warner was perceived to be conservative by
only 29 percent as late as June 2-5; 45 per
cent said the senator was moderate, 14 percent
liberal. Jim Miller was much closer to the GOP
norm. While more than a third could not even
place him along the ideological scale because
they knew so little about him, of those who
could do so, 44 percent said Miller was conser
vative, 16 percent moderate, and 5 percent liberal.
Still, by a margin of 54 percent to 36 percent,

the conservatives favored Warner. Among the
moderates and liberals, Warner was the run
away choice, 74 percent to 16 percent.

• The reach of Warner's TV ads was wider
not to mention far more effective-than
Miller's radio spots. By June 5, 54 percent
reported having seen the Warner television
commercials while just 35 percent said they
had heard Miller's radio advertisements.

• Oliver North retains his popularity among
Republicans, though his favorability ratings
declined substantially after he took on Warner
at the state GOP conclave. On May 19-21,
before North's speech, Republicans rated him
favorably by 62 percent to 29 percent. But in
the three days after he launched his anti-Warner
broadside, his GOP ratings declined to 54
percent favorable, 36 percent unfavorable.

FIGURE 1
John Warner's Private Campaign Polling, U. S. Senate Republican Primary, May-June, 1996
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SOURCE and NOTES: All four polls depicted here were taken by John Warner's pollster, The Tarrance Group. Sample size for each survey was
between 500 and 601 registered "likely" Republican primary voters. The last two polls are presented as three or four-night samplings of 150 voters per
night, so that fluctuations can be carefully examined in classic "tracking" surveying. The margin of error is plus or minus 4.5 percent for each separate
500 or 600-person-sample-an error margin that theoretically covers most fluctuations seen in this graph. The surveys were sponsored by "Friends of
John Warner" and the National Republican Senatorial Committee. The author wishes to acknowledge the cooperation of John Hishta, Susan Magill,
and Randy Hinaman in the provision of this data.
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TABLE 5
Participation in Primary Elections in Virginia, 1969-1996

Votes Cast Votes Cast
Potential as Percentage as Percentage
Voting Total Registered Primary Total of Potential of Registered

Year Population Population for Office/Party Votes Cast Vote Population

1969 2,738,800 1,732,822 Governor-D 433,613a 15.8 25.0

1970 2,823,000 1,792,115 U.S. Senate-D 128,159 4.5 7.2

1977 3,590,000 2,022,619 Governor-D 493,108 13.9 24.8

1988 4,467,000 2,649,468 President-D &R 601,344 13.5 22.7

1989 4,586,800 2,679,839 Governor-R 403,795 8.8 15.1

1994 4,967,000 2,929,635 Senate-D 268,045 5.4 9.2

1996 5,040,000 3,074,444 Senate-R 495,393 9.8 16.1

SOURCES: Total potential voting population for all years was based on population estimates provided by either the Tayloe Murphy Institute, University
of Virginia, or the U. S. Bureau of the Census; figures for total registered population and total votes cast for all years were provided by the State Board
of Elections.
a Total vote in the runoff primary held in August; the first primary held in July drew a lower turnout of 408,630.
NOTES: Total potential voting population for 1969 includes all persons aged 21 and over, while after 1969 figures include those aged 18 and above.
Total registered population figure for 1969 is an official estimate provided by the State Board of Elections; after 1969 the State Board collected exact
tabulations of registered voters by locality.

A COALITION OF VIRGINIA'S
CENTER

Jim Miller attributed his loss to two factors: first,
his cerebral campaign style, and second, the enor
mous influence of the incumbency wielded by John
Warner. Both elements played large roles, especially
the latter. It is no accident that only one incumbent
U.S. senator has been beaten in a party primary in
any state since 1981 (Illinois Democrat Alan Dixon
by Carol Moseley-Braun in 1992). Warner's seniority
on the Armed Services Committee in a state that
relies heavily on defense expenditures was a great
assist to the s nator, especially in Tidewater. More
over, Warner has used his office well over eighteen
years to establish a finely crafted comfortability and
familiarity with Virginia's voters.

Still, it must be said that the power of the
Christian Coalition, Oliver North, and other Miller
backers to influence the GOP proved somewhat
overrated in 1996. They are not paper tigers, to be
sure, but neither do they control the outcome of
broad-based primaries or general elections. In fact,
the general election failures ofMichael Farris in 1993
and Oliver North in 1994, combined with Jim
Miller's defeat in the 1996 primary, strongly sug
gest that only in the narrow universe of Republican
caucus and convention participants can the Chris
tian Coalition and its ideological allies dominate. It
will be interesting in future years to see what lesson
the Republican party learns from the election

results of 1993, 1994 and 1996 in Virginia. Will
the GOP seek to broaden its base in order to win
more general elections? Or will it insist on the cau
cus/convention nominating method to enhance the
influence of its conservative interest groups, even at
the expense of capturing some November prizes?

As for the June 1996 Republican primary, the
moderate-conservative forces within the GOP-so
often out-organized by the hard right in conven
tion settings-demonstrated some muscle for a
change. John Warner himself deserves the credit.
His own brand ofmoderate-conservativism may well
approximate the ideological midpoint of the Vir
ginia electorate, and as such his personal coalition
was broad enough to incorporate a majority of the
Republican party's identifiers, plus substantial num
bers ofindependents and more than a few Democrats.
Since the early 1980s, this Warner coalition has been
clustered around the philosophical center of the Old
Dominion's politics. And in June 1996, the cen
ter-so often denounced and abused by both the
right and the left-held and prevailed. -

The author wishes to thank his administrative assis
tant, Nancy Rae, University of Virginia graduate
assistants Lawrence Schack and Lisa Bergman, and •
Frances Granger ofthe Weldon Cooper Centerfor Public
Service for their assistance in the preparation of this
manuscript. 7
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