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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Impact of the Voting Rights Act on Minority
Representation: Black Officeholding in Southern State
Legislatures and Congressional Delegations

LISA HANDLEY AND BERNARD GROFMAN

THE VOTING RIGHTS ACT of 1965 has succeeded in eliminating most of the
barriers blacks in the South previously faced in attempting to register and vote. But
the act sought to do more than this. It was also designed to bring minority groups
and their concerns into the halls of government. Progress in this direction has been
much slower; years after the act had produced impressive gains in registration,
blacks still held only a small fraction of the elected offices in the South. However,
as table 11.1 illustrates, blacks have been winning office in increasing numbers
since 1970, a phenomenon that has been particularly dramatic in the South. By
1985, the percentage of blacks serving at every level of government with the
exception of Congress was higher in the South than elsewhere. The primary reason
for the disproportionate increase in southern black officeholding, this essay will
show, is the Voting Rights Act.

Our evidence demonstrates, moreover, that the currently popular argument that
the Voting Rights Act has served its purpose and is no longer as necessary as it once
was is misguided.! Proponents of this argument herald the election of prominent
black politicians such as Virginia governor Douglas Wilder as examples of a new
southern progressivism. But Wilder's 1989 election is the exception rather than the
rule, our data show, and even that gubernatorial contest was not devoid of racial
bloc voting.2 In fact, there is little evidence for a widespread increase in the
willingness of white voters to cast their ballots for black candidates.3

This investigation examines the possible reasons for the growth in the number of
black elected officials from the passage of the act in 1965, when virtually no blacks
held political office in the South, until 1985, when the election results of the
previous round of redistricting were in. It focuses primarily on state legislatures in
the South, but congressional level data are examined briefly at the close of the
study in order to determine if the conclusions hold at the congtessional level as
well. We arrive at three basic conclusions. First, the increase in the number of
blacks elected to office in the South is a product of the increase in the number of
majority-black districts and not of blacks winning in majority-white districts.
Second, even today black populations well above 50 percent appear necessary if
blacks are to have a realistic opportunity to elect representatives of their choice in
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the South. Third, the increase in the number of black districts in the South is
primarily the result not of redistricting changes based on population shifts as
reflected in the decennial census but, rather, of those required by the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 and its 1982 amendments. Quite simply, had there been no federal
intervention in the redistricting process in the South, it is unlikely that most
southern states would have ceased their practice of diluting the black vote. The
Justice Department forced many southern states to replace their multimember state
legislative districts with single-member seats, especially in areas with black popu-
lation concentrations, and also denied preclearance to single-member redistricting
plans that appeared to fragment black voters unnecessarily. Federal intervention of
this nature, as well as voting rights suits brought by private litigants, was primarily
responsible for the significant increase in southern black officeholding, at least at
the state legislative and congressional levels.

ARE WHITES ELECTING BLACKS TO OFFICE IN THE SOUTH?

Table 11.1 shows that the number of southern black legislators increased sharply
after 1965. In that year only 3 blacks were state legislators in the eleven states of
the Old Confederacy; by 1985 that number had increased to 176—almost 10
percent of the legislative seats. Of course, because blacks comprise almost 20
percent of the southern population, they were still quite underrepresented
proportionally.

To what can this substantial rise be attributed? A major cause was the increase in
black voting made possible by the act. But black participation rates have leveled
off since the early 1970s; thus the more recent increases must have been due to
other factors. Some writers attribute it to a growing willingness among whites to
vote for black candidates. If this were true, then we should see more blacks elected
from majority-white jurisdictions. But as table 11.2 demonstrates, this is simply
not the case. Majority-white legislative districts were no more likely to elect black
legislators in the 1980s than in the previous decade. In the 1970s, approximately 1
percent of all state legislative districts that were less than 50 percent black elected
black legislators. That did not change in the 1980s. Thus the need remained for
districts with substantial black population percentages if blacks were to have a
realistic opportunity to elect their candidates of choice.

What did change, however, was the number and percentage of majority-black
districts that elected black legislators. As table 11.2 indicates, only 59 percent of
the majority-black state house districts in the 1970s elected a black to office, but in
the 1980s this increased to 77 percent. The rise was even greater in state senate
districts: from 25 to 62 percent. Yet there was no increase in the percentage of
blacks elected in majority-white districts. In fact, the proportion actually dropped
in the lower houses. Thus the increase in black legislators observed in table 11.1
was due almost entirely to the increase in the number of blacks elected from
majority-black districts and to the increase in the number of such districts. In the
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1970s there were 126 majority-black state legislative districts in the seven southern
states we analyzed; in those same states in the 1980s there were 182 such districts,
anincrease of over 44 percent.# Almost 84 percent of the southern black legislators
in the 1970s represented majority-black districts; this figure rose to 90 percent in
the 1980s.

How much of the increase in the number of black southern legislators is the
result of black-majority districts voting more African Americans into office, and
how much is it the result of the increase in the number of black-majority districts?
Grofman and Jackson have independently developed a formula to answer this
question. Called the decompositional effects formula, it assigns causal weights to a
compositional effect (the number of majority-black districts); a behavioral effect
(the ability of a majority-black district to elect a black); and an interaction effect
(the interaction between composition and behavioral effects).5 Using this formula,
we determined that of the 5.1 percentage point gain in black representation be-
tween the 1970s and 1980s in the seven states analyzed, 55 percent was due to com-
position, 26 percent to behavior,5 and 19 percent to the interaction of behavior and
composition.” In other words, most of the black increase resulted from an increase
in the number of majority-black districts. Moreover, black candidates actually
fared worse in the 1980s in the majority-white districts than they had earlier.

THE COLOR-BLIND VERSUS THE RACIAL POLARIZATION MODEL OF VOTING

Confronted with these facts, those with an optimistic view of southern race rela-
tions may say that the reason most black legislators get elected from black districts
is that most blacks live in such districts. There are consequently not many blacks in
other districts, which is why so few blacks get elected in them. This is the same
reason, they might go on to say, that so few people of Scandinavian descent get
elected to southern legislatures. It is not because of anti-Scandinavian voting, but
because there simply are not very many Scandinavians there.

We call this the color-blind hypothesis, because it attributes the failure of blacks
to get elected in white districts to the geography of residential dispersion rather
than to whites’ tendency to vote against blacks. (This hypothesis, as stated, obvi-
ously ignores the question of why blacks and whites tend to live in separate
enclaves. But for the sake of argument, let us assume the answer has nothing to do
with race.) The hypothesis could be tested, however, only if a significant number
of blacks, albeit a minority, lived in majority-white districts. In that case, evidence
for this hypothesis would be found in a correlation between the percentage of
blacks in those districts and the percentage of black representatives elected from
them. In a sample of majority-white districts whose mean black population was 10
percent, for example, one would expect about 10 percent of the elected representa-
tives to be black as well; where the mean black population was 30 percent, one
would expect about 30 percent of the representatives to be black, and so forth.

In contrast, the racial polarization hypothesis asserts the opposite. According to
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this view, the size of the black population in majority-white districts will have little
effect on the ability of black candidates to win in them, at least until some tipping
point near 50 percent is reached. Evidence for this hypothesis would be a very low
correlation between the proportion of black voters in the majority-white districts
and the percentage of black representatives elected from them. At the extreme, no
blacks would be elected from majority-white districts, and vice versa.

In point of fact, there was in the 1980s a sizable proportion of blacks in the South
residing outside majority-black districts, allowing for a test of these contrary
hypotheses. A significant majority of blacks lived outside of majority-black house
and senate districts in every southern state. (The exceptions were Alabama and
Mississippi, where only 50 percent resided outside majority-black house dis-
tricts.)8 In five states, over 80 percent of blacks lived outside majority-black senate
districts; in three states, over 70 percent of blacks lived outside majority-black
house districts.

Given these facts, we have examined the voting behavior of both majority-black
and majority-white districts and compared the proportion of blacks one would
expect these districts to elect in the 1980s, assuming the color-blind hypothesis
were true, with the actval proportion of black legislators elected from them. The
results of this test are seen in tables 11.3 and 11.4. They strongly support the racial
polarization model at the expense of the color-blind one. In the majority of south-
ern states, not a single majority-white district elected a black legislator. The most
progressive state was North Carolina, where 4 percent of the 111 majority-white
districts elected a black during the decade of the 1980s.

Racial polarization was also high in the majority-black districts, although not
quite so high as in the white ones (see table 11.5). In districts 65 percent or more
black, however, polarization was almost complete: nearly 100 percent of these
districts elected blacks to office. The fact that black-majority districts were not
quite as polarized as white ones probably stemmed from the relatively low black
turnout in the black districts; when the actual electorate (as distinct from the total
population) became majority black, the black voters were able and willing to elect
a black candidate.

Table 11.6 indicates the numerical increase in these heavily black districts in the
1980s. Table 11.5 also shows the growth in the ability of such districts—those 60
percent black and over—to elect blacks to office. These two trends alone com-
bined to boost the number of black legislators significantly in the 1980s. Contrary
to the color-blind hypothesis, majority-white districts figured in this growth of
black legislators hardly at all.

However, in looking at the black proportion needed to elect black legislative
candidates, it is important to be sensitive to state and local variations.® In particu-
lar, Mississippi was anomalous in that the proportion of majority-black districts
electing black candidates was much lower than in any other southern state (see
table 11.4). This may in part have been due to lower rates of black participation in
this state.'0 In contrast, virtually all majority-black districts in Alabama elected
blacks to office.
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The increase in the number of black districts between the 1970s and 1980s is
presented in table 11.6. There was a 57 percent increase in the number of districts
that were greater than 60 percent black. By contrast, the increase in the number of
districts between 50 and 60 percent black was 26 percent, indicating an awareness
by those drawing the districts of the need for heavy black majorities if black
candidates were to have a fair chance of being elected.

In summary, although there was clearly an increase in the number of blacks
elected to state legislative office, there is no evidence to indicate that this rise was
the consequence of increasing white support for black candidates. Blacks were no
more likely to be elected from majority-white jurisdictions in the 1980s than they
were in the previous decade. Rather, states drew more majority-black districts,
which had higher black concentrations than in the 1970s, as well as a higher
likelihood of electing blacks.

This fact cannot be too strongly emphasized. There are basically three types of
factors that might affect minority success. First, if black registration and turnout
increased relative to whites, greater black success would have occurred in
majority-black districts.!! But this possibility can largely be ruled out because the
racial differences in turnout rates remained relatively constant during this period. 12
Even more important, as has been shown using the Grofman-Jackson method
described above, most of the increase in southern black representation over the
past decade was due simply to an increase in the number of majority-black
districts.

A second possible explanation for increased minority success is a growth in
black population and/or a change in the black population concentration,; that is, if
the black population has shifted so as to allow for the creation of additional black-
majority districts, then an increase in the number of blacks holding office might be
anticipated. However, growth can be ruled out because the percentage of blacks in
the South actually declined slightly over the past decade. This is true for the entire
region and for nine of the eleven states; only in Georgia and North Carolina did the
black ratio rise slightly. As for changes in black population concentrations, there is
little evidence to suggest much change during the period in question, In fact, the
majority-black counties in the Mississippi Delta area of the Deep South have been
losing black population. 13

A third factor that might have produced substantial gains in black representation
in an area with racially polarized voting is an increase in the number of black-
majority districts. This, finally, is the best answer, as table 11.6 shows. How did
this come about?

WHY WERE MORE BLACK DISTRICTS DRAWN?
Action by the Justice Department, as well as by private litigants (particularly in the

1980s, when civil rights and minority groups made use of the newly amended
provisions of section 2 of the Voting Rights Act), accounts for most of the growth







