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The Effect of Municipal Election Structure on Black
Representation in Fight Southern States

BERNARD GROFMAN AND CHANDLER DAVIDSON

THE PRECEDING CHAPTERS on the eight southern states covered by section S of the
Voting Rights Act demonstrate how long and difficult has been the struggle for
blacks, and Mexican Americans in Texas, to achieve full voting rights, and how
various have been the devices and practices hindering their ability to elect their
candidates of choice. In this chapter we provide a synoptic overview of the find-
ings from these states about the effects of election type on black representation.

The chapter consists of four sections. In the first, we discuss the nature of the
data from the state chapters and the features of the longitudinal design they share.
In the second, we summarize evidence from the states on the relation between
changes in local election systems and gains in black representation. In the third, we
compare our findings with those of other scholars and explain the advantages of
our research design over the cross-sectional design customarily employed to ex-
amine the impact of election structures. Finally, we consider the implications of
our findings.

DATA BASE AND RESEARCH DESIGN

The proposal in 1988 to the National Science Foundation that originated the
projects reported in this volume had as one of its central aims the generation of a
data set that could be used to resolve a continuing controversy about the causes of
the gains in black officeholding in the South over the past two decades. The
conventional view holds that at-large and multimember election systems are bar-
riers to the election of blacks and that a central cause of gains in black representa-
tion at the state and local level in the South has been the change from at-large or
multimember plans to single-member-district ones. As the state chapters have
shown, black political leaders and interest groups have challenged at-large elec-
tions throughout the South in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, ! acting
on the premise that in local jurisdictions with substantial black voting strength
where previous black success was minimal or nonexistent, the replacement of at-
large elections by single-member districts that fairly reflected black population
concentrations would increase black representation. Recently, however, some
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authors have disputed the claim that changes to single-member districts are neces-
sary to increase black officeholding.?

In order to measure appropriately the impact of electoral systems on minority
representation at the local level for the eight southern states that have been the chief
focus of litigation under the Fourteenth Amendment and the Voting Rights Act and
to address issues of causal inference that cannot be resolved with cross-sectional
analysis—the approach typically used to investigate the impact of election type on
minority representation—the authors of the state chapters contributed to the devel-
opment of a large data base for southern cities. Data collection was linked to a
longitudinal research design that required a detailed inventory of the changes that
occurred in municipal election structures in these states over the course of recent
decades.?

Research Design

Generally speaking, each of the state chapters as well as this one use information
gathered for the early 1970s and the late 1980s to measure changes in minority
representation on city council in two types of cities: those which changed from at-
large to either single-member-district or mixed plans and those at-large cities
which did not change.4 The data base for each state identifies the number of black
local officials at each of two times for each city in the state above a certain
population size and minority percentage.> It also identifies the election system in
use at each time: at-large, single-member district, or mixed.6

Special features of the research design are noteworthy. First, because the data
collected are from two different periods, they allow before-and-after comparisons
of minority representation in cities that replaced at-large elections with either
district or mixed systems. Because each before-and-after comparison pertains to
the same city, this approach “holds constant,” roughly speaking, those factors
which might vary if the comparison were between sets of cities grouped according
to their present-day election system.”

Second, the design includes a control group of cities that did not change election
type. This allows a direct comparison over time between results in the changed
cities and those in the control cities, an improvement on certain earlier before-and-
after studies of minority representation.? The unchanged cities control for other
effects besides election structures that might have impinged on all cities over time,
such as general changes in political culture resulting from, say, white voters’
increased willingness to vote for black candidates.

Third, the chapter authors have generated several data sets that together provide
important information about minority representation, changes in election system,
and voting rights litigation. In particular, there is information about temporal
changes in minority representation in cities that shifted wholly or in part from at-
large elections to districts. Too, there are cross-sectional data from all cities both at
the starting point and the end point of our studies, allowing comparisons at two
different times. There is also information that allows us to compare the representa-
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tion of blacks in the at-large and district components of mixed plans. Moreover,
one type of data enables us to combine information on individual single-member
districts in districted cities (both pure single-member district and mixed cities) to
determine the extent of black officeholding at each level of black population in
these districts and, in particular, the degree to which black officeholding in districts
depends upon their having a black population majority,

Characteristics of the Data Set

Table 10.1 presents basic characteristics of the principal data set used in all the
state chapters.® The data were collected for two points separated on average by
about fifteen years. The earlier time was 1974 in a plurality of states, but for
Alabama it was 1970; for North Carolina, 1973; for Virginia, 1977; and for
Georgia, 1980. The later time was 1989 for all states except Georgia, for which it
was 1990,

Another measurement variation in the state chapters is the minority population
proportion. In all but two of the states, only cities with a black population of 10
percent or more were examined. 19 Exceptions are Texas, where a combined black
and Hispanic population of 10 percent is the threshold for most of the tables in that
chapter,!! and North Carolina, where a combined black and American Indian
population threshold of 10 percent is used.12

A third variation in the state chapters is city size. Data were collected in each
state, using 1980 census figures for cities over a certain size. The population
threshold is 1,000 in Mississippi; 2,500 in Louisiana; 6,000 in Alabama; and
10,000 in Georgia, Texas, and South Carolina. In North Carolina all incorporated
cities are examined, including cities with population of fewer than 500.13 The
Virginia chapter reports on all cities that are “independent.” As aresult, cities with
as few as 4,840 inhabitants are included for that state.

By focusing on the southern states with the greatest black population proportion
and by developing data on a large set of cities, we have enough cases to ascertain
patterns of black officeholding in each state and thus to detect variations and
similarities among the states. Because most of the state projects gathered data on
cities within a broad population range, this is one of the largest data bases (over
1,000 cities) ever used to examine the impact of election structure on minority
representation, despite the fact that it is drawn from only eight states.

THE EFFECT OF ELECTION TYPE ON BLACK REPRESENTATION IN CITIES IN
EIGHT SOUTHERN STATES

The primary purpose of our analysis is to determine the effects of election structure
on black officeholding. However, if we were to use election structure as the sole
independent variable, we would risk ignoring important nonelectoral differences
and reaching erroneous conclusions. Our research design was developed to allow
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us to isolate certain other factors that are thought to have an independent influence
on black officeholding. Because our analysis focuses solely on the eight southern
states now covered entirely or in large part by section 5, possible differences
between the South and the rest of the country are effectively controlled. Because
we have data for individual states, the differential influence of statewide cultural
norms or political practices can also be controlled. And because we categorize
cities by their black population percentage, the independent impact of that variable
is also controlled.14

City size is another variable alleged to have an independent influence on minor-
ity officeholding in the South. Our data, indeed, suggest that at-large elections
have a more constraining influence on black officeholding in small towns than
anywhere else. Because the state chapters differ in the population threshold used to
select cities for inclusion in their data base, the inclusion of very small cities in
some states but not in others could bias our conclusions. Later in this chapter,
therefore, we will report certain key data only for cities that are 10,000 or larger in
total population.

Tables 10.2A—C reports data separately for each state on the black percentage
among elected city council members at the beginning and end of the period under
investigation. The last row reports a mean value for the eight states, which is the
simple unweighted average of the individual state values.! To control for the
effects of black population size, we use the same three black population categories
in tables 10.2A—C that are used in the state chapters. !¢ The figures shown are only
for those cities for which we had complete longitudinal data that elected all council
members at large at the starting point of our study. Thus tables 10.2A—C presents
results in those at-large cities which changed election system and those which did
not. The data reported in tables 10.2A—~C allow inferences to be made about what
happened when at-large elections in southern cities were replaced by district or
mixed systems.

There are six basic components in this set of tables. These components are
linked together in pairs (“before” and “after”): the initial percentage of black
elected officials in cities that changed from an at-large to a district plan and the
subsequent percentage in those cities; the initial percentage of black officials in
cities that changed from an at-large to a mixed system and the subsequent percent-
age in those cities; and the initial percentage of black officials in the unchanged
cities and the subsequent percentage in those cities. These six values are reported
in the first six data columns of tables 10.2A—C. The columns also show the number
of cases in each cell. Examination of each of the before-and-after comparisons tells
how much black officeholder percentages changed in each of the three types of
cities.

The data from Louisiana provide a convenient illustration of how to read the
three parts of the table. In that state’s cities that were 10—29.9 percent black, table
10.2A shows that in the period from 1974 to 1989 there were dramatic gains in
black representation. Among the cities in that population category that changed







