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C H A P T E R  O N E

T h e  C i t y : S t e p c h i l d
o f  R e d i s t r i c t i n g

C o n t r o v e r s i e s

The 1990s were much celebrated for marked increases in the number of
Hispanic and black elected officials at the state and national levels relative to
previous decades. Explanations for these recent gains may include a myriad of
idiosyncratic factors peculiar to particular elections, but most often cited is the
central role of redistricting. There is a general consensus among perceptive
public officials, political pundits, and academics alike that these gains are the
result of a dynamic process that has been going on for several decades.
Correctly, it has been largely asserted that these increases are the culmination
of a decades-long process that includes congressional acts, federal court rul-
ings, and affirmative efforts by the U.S. Department of Justice to realize a
more representative government through the oversight of election practices,
including the fundamental process of redistricting. Underpinning this dynam-
ic process is the sociology of voting behavior, the raw politics of elected offi-
cials, and the geography of where we live and work. While no doubt there is
consensus that redistricting decisions have impacted the who and how of elec-
tions, the redistricting process itself, and the electoral product of that process,
remains by all measures contentious and controversial.

We begin our explanation of the election of Hispanics and blacks to city
councils by first looking at the mechanics of election systems.The single-mem-
ber district system has been advanced as the preferred remedy for the dilution
of minority voting strength and, by extension, credited with the increases in
elected minorities at the state and national levels. There has been similar atten-
tion focused on the single-member district election format and the election of
minorities at the municipal level, too. Much of this focus, however, has cen-
tered on the single-member district format as advantageous to the election of
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minorities relative to the at-large (i.e., citywide) election format.1 It has been
demonstrated at the municipal level, for example, that both Hispanics and blacks
are more likely to be elected in cities that use the single-member district format
than cities that use the at-large election format.2 This stems from the fact that
under an at-large election format a minority population may be a numerical
minority, but with the adoption of single-member districts it may constitute a
numerical majority in one or more districts. By the 1990s it was more common
than not for municipalities to use the single-member district election format.

Much of this influence on the election of minorities attributed to election
format is predicated on individual behavior. It has been documented that racial
minorities are more likely to run for office when they are a numerical majority
within single-member districts (Helig and Mundt 1984, 58–59; Polinard,
Wrinkle, and Longoria 1991; Karnig and Welch 1980, 86–87) and that voters,
when given a choice between or among minority and nonminority candidates,
tend to divide along group lines in their candidate preferences (Vanderleeuw
1990; Murray and Vedlitz 1978; Reeves 1997, esp. 76–90; Carsey 1995; Lieske
and Hillard 1984; Issacharoff 1992; Williams 1990; Chervenak 1998, 218–31;
Sigleman et al. 1995; Pildes 1997, 2512 n23; Browning, Marshall, and Tabb
1997; Walton 1985, 73–130; Dawson, Brown, and Allan 1999; Streb 2002,
189–96).3 Yet the extent to which voters crossover to vote for candidates not of
their group varies greatly (e.g., Bullock 1984; DeLorenzo, Kohfeld, and Stein
1997; Herring and Forbes 1994, 437–40; Vanderleeuw 1990).4

As evidenced above, within the last twenty years there has been much the-
oretical development and empirical testing of the relationship between election
format and the increases in Hispanic and black elected representatives. Despite
this attention, we are far from providing a thorough explanation of the pres-
ence of Hispanics and blacks on municipal councils. The simple presence of a
single-member district format in itself does not necessarily assure that minor-
ity candidates will be elected. In addition, the condition of a minority group
constituting a numeric majority in one or more of these districts certainly will
contribute to an increased likelihood that minority candidates will be success-
ful in bids for council seats. Clearly an explanation of the election of minori-
ties, therefore, must necessarily be linked to an investigation of the adoption of
districts in which a minority is in majority. Interestingly, many single-member
districted cities with similar-sized minority populations vary in the proportion
of council districts that have been adopted as majority-minority. This begs the
obvious question: How may we account for these differences in seemingly sim-
ilar cities? In other words, under what conditions do some single-member dis-
trict format municipalities with a sizable minority population adopt
majority-minority districts while others do not?

The primary argument of this book is that while many of the forces that
shaped the creation of majority-minority districts at the state and national lev-
els may also be at play at the local level, the relative intimacy of the local polit-
ical process arguably provides for different dynamics. It should not be assumed
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that pressures exerted in state and congressional redistricting will produce the
same results at the local level. This study provides an accounting of the local
dynamics that may suppress the proposal and adoption of districts in which a
specified minority is in numeric majority and, in turn, frustrate the election of
Hispanic or black representatives. To provide this accounting, a creative and
somewhat unorthodox approach has been taken. Rather than asking, “What
may account for the presence of majority-minority districts?” we begin by ask-
ing, “Assuming the maximal number of majority-minority districts that are
theoretically possible (based on the size of the city’s total population, the
minority population, and the number of seats on the council), what may
account for the absence of majority-minority districts?” Simply, we study the
variables that account for the difference between the maximal number of
majority-minority council districts that are theoretically possible, independent
of any other geographic or political considerations, and the number of majority-
minority council districts that, in fact, have been actually adopted.

Rarely is the number of majority-minority districts actually adopted equal
to this theoretical maximum. The relationship between this theoretical max-
imum of majority-minority districts and the majority-minority districts that
are actually adopted is the first general relationship (i.e., general hypothesis
1) we investigate. This relationship is conditioned by specifying variables that
reflect the real-world mechanical and political processes of municipal dis-
tricting. These specifying variables are political tenability, vested minority
incumbent advocacy, divested minority incumbent advocacy, preclearance,
and court intervention.

The concept of ‘political tenability’ addresses the ability to defend or sus-
tain, politically, proposed majority-minority districts. Majority-minority dis-
tricts that can be defended as resulting from the use of districting criteria
other than race, such as compactness, contiguity, respect for existing political
subdivisions, or communities of shared interest, are more tenable politically.
Simply, majority-minority districts are easier to sell politically if they can be
defended on grounds other than race. For example, cities with highly segre-
gated minority populations may find it easier to construct compact majority-
minority districts and assert that a concern for the preservation of a
community of shared interest, rather than simply race, motivated the district.
However, cities with low levels of segregation may require the creation of
Rorschach-shaped majority-minority districts that are less defensible on
grounds other than race and, thus, less tenable politically.

On the one hand, the concept of ‘vested minority incumbent advocacy’
touches upon the possibility that a minority incumbent elected from a district
may be involved directly in districting decisions. A minority incumbent’s deci-
sion to push for the creation and adoption of majority-minority districts is
qualified. The minority incumbent is likely to support the creation of majori-
ty-minority districts provided that the adoption will not threaten his or her
existing electoral base by siphoning off preferred constituents into the newly
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proposed majority-minority districts. On the other hand, the concept of
‘divested minority incumbent advocacy’ suggests that the electoral prospects of
an at-large minority incumbent in a mixed election system5 are divested from
moves to create majority-minority districts. Since elected at-large, the adop-
tion of majority-minority districts and the resultant shuffling of constituen-
cies is not likely to directly endanger his or her electoral prospects.

The concept of ‘preclearance’ addresses whether a districting plan is subject
to the federal preclearance provisions under the Voting Rights Act. Local
redistricting officials may struggle to resist both external pressures and feder-
al oversight that pushes to heighten the use of race as a districting criterion.
Last, the concept of ‘court intervention’ also touches upon the breaching of the
parochial municipal districting process by outside actors resulting, once again,
in a heightened priority accorded to race-based districting.

The adoption of majority-minority districts, in turn, has a direct effect on
the election of Hispanics and blacks to city councils. The presence of majority-
minority districts does not necessarily insure the election of Hispanic or black
representatives. In the second general relationship (i.e., general hypothesis 2)
we investigate the elections of Hispanics and blacks from these districts in the
three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of redistricting. The relationship
between majority-minority districts and the election of Hispanic and black
representatives is itself conditioned by the specifying variables of resource dis-
parity, partisan elections, and district population density.

The concept of ‘resource disparity’ taps the importance of politically rele-
vant resources, such as education and income, which may contribute to the
level of minority electoral participation. Also, the presence of party organiza-
tions to provide official endorsements, raise money, and assist with campaigns
is expected to enhance the electoral prospects of minority candidates. Last,
given limited resources, the population density of council districts may influ-
ence a campaign’s ability to communicate with voters either through the media
or via direct in-person contact and, thus, impact the mobilization of voters.

This book argues that the presence of Hispanics and blacks on city coun-
cils is explained primarily by the adoption of majority-minority districts in
which minority groups are provided a meaningful opportunity to elect candi-
dates of choice. The question of what percent of a district’s over-all popula-
tion must necessarily be minority to provide the group with a “meaningful
opportunity” is contentious (e.g., Epstein and O’Halloran 1999). It has been
argued, for example, that a simple majority (50 percent plus 1) may not pro-
vide the opportunity for a minority community to elect a representative of its
choice because “levels of African-American income, education and health
[which relate to political participation] have lagged below those of whites [due
to past] . . . racism and discrimination” (Zellner and Carey 1990, 68).
Although the particular size that a minority must constitute within a single
district in order to provide a meaningful opportunity to elect a candidate of
choice may vary greatly from city to city, some voting-rights advocates have
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encouraged, and some courts have accepted, as much as a 65 percent overall
minority population to compensate for lower levels in voting-age population,
registration, and turn-out among minorities.6 Given the absence of consensus
on what may provide minorities with a meaningful opportunity to elect can-
didates of preference, this research examines separately the impact of districts
with at least 50, 55, and 60 percent minority voting-age population, hereafter
identified as minority-opportunity districts.

Chapter 2 explicates the two general hypotheses linking the primary vari-
ables of system aptitude (the theoretical maximum number of minority-
opportunity districts allowed by a system), the actual presence of adopted
minority-opportunity districts, and the presence of Hispanics and blacks on
city councils. Chapter 3 develops more thoroughly the theoretical underpin-
nings of the specifying variables that condition the two general hypotheses.
Chapter 4 offers a summary of the hypothesized relationships and detailed
measures of the model’s variables. Chapters 5 and 6 respectively present the
findings for the model’s first and second general relationships. The conclud-
ing chapter presents a brief analysis of the probability of electing a minority
councilperson based on the percent of the district that is minority, a discus-
sion of the progress made in defining meaningful opportunity, and the policy
implications of our findings. The cities in this study and the type of survey
instruments utilized are included in the appendices.

Attempting to explain social phenomena is risky business. Social phenom-
ena are inherently complex, and in the process of investigation and explana-
tion the social scientist is faced with a two-edged sword: on the one hand, by
following Ockham’s law and providing a parsimonious explanation, we run
the risk of being accused of oversimplifying a very complex process; on the
other hand, any attempt to provide a complete explanation must necessarily be
voluminous. The art of this book, as any good social science book, is that it
attempts a focused approach by investigating in depth and making tractable
several important concepts while at the same time recognizing throughout the
work the richness and complexity of the phenomena. While this work certain-
ly does not claim to quell the raging redistricting debate, it does shed light on
several important questions and does contribute to our body of knowledge by
presenting compelling evidence of the forces that account for the creation of
municipal minority-opportunity districts during the 1990 round of redistrict-
ing and the election of Hispanics and blacks in the three elections subsequent
to this redistricting. Thus, the utility of this work is not found in that it satis-
fies most participants in the redistricting controversies, but, rather, it adds to
the quality of the debate, especially at the municipal level where we believe the
discussion has taken second stage to state and congressional redistricting con-
troversies, and the dynamics have been assumed to apply to the local level.
This, after all, is the mark of progress in the social sciences.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

M a k i n g  t h e  C o n n e c t i o n :
T h e  L i n k s  a m o n g  S y s t e m

A p t i t u d e , M i n o r i t y -
O p p o r t u n i t y  D i s t r i c t s ,

a n d  t h e  E l e c t i o n  o f
H i s p a n i c s  a n d  B l a c k s

An explanation for the election of Hispanics and blacks to city councils nec-
essarily requires an understanding of the occurrence of minority-opportunity
districts. At the most basic level, minority-opportunity districts are wholly
dependent upon there being enough minority-group members residing in the
city. It is for this reason that we begin our journey with a discussion that takes
stock of the perhaps not so obvious, and deceptively simple, relationship
between the size of the citywide minority population and the number of dis-
tricts on a council.

S Y S T E M  A P T I T U D E

A prerequisite to the election of minority candidates to governing bodies usu-
ally has been the presence of a substantial minority population of voting-age.
The limited population size of municipal single-member districts provides the
opportunity to construct districts that substantially encompass communities
of interest, especially race-based communities of interest. This has been cited
as a major reason that the presence of minority representatives on city and
county governing bodies tends to be much greater than it is in Congress or
state legislatures (Grofman and Handley 1989a, esp. 268–70).1
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Within any particular city, the population size of its districts is determined
by the number of council seats. Generally the larger the legislative body, the
fewer inhabitants within each district. Since most cities contain a relatively
small minority population, the choice between a five- and seven-member
council, for example, can be quite pivotal to the creation of the first minority-
opportunity district. An increase in the number of council seats can lower the
district population size to the point where the minority population surpasses
the threshold necessary to construct the first minority-opportunity district,
which in turn provides the potential to elect a single minority candidate. Alozie
and Manganaro (1993) find that an increase in the size of the council does not
increase the equity in representation (i.e., more proportional representation); it
does, however, increase the likelihood of the presence of at least a single black
or Hispanic incumbent. The creation of the first minority-opportunity district
is a point of critical juncture because minority presence on the governing body
is less likely without a single minority-opportunity district.

A city council with dozens of seats may provide the opportunity to elect
minority representatives due simply to the fact that it lowers the size of the dis-
trict poplation, but it also may lessen proportionately the impact of a single
minority member’s vote on public policy. It has been argued that the size of the
city council may mitigate the racial threat posed by mobilized minorities, espe-
cially in cities with a large percentage of minorities. The racial threat literature
views racial groups as competing in the political arena for substantive benefits
that may come from the election of preferred candidates (see, e.g., Giles 1977;
Giles and Evans 1985; Giles and Buckner 1993, 1996; Glaser 1994; Voss 1996;
also Dawson, Brown, and Allen 1999, 24–25; Oliver and Mendelberg 2000;
Orey 2000). Longoria (1996) finds that whites living in counties with high per-
centages of minorities are less supportive of the creation of election districts with
heavy minority concentrations than whites living in counties with few minorities.

By restricting the number of seats on a council, a system may be gerryman-
dered not by geography but by numbers; small city councils may achieve the
same dilutive effects as the use of at-large election formats (Taebel 1978,
147–48; Grofman, Handley, Niemi 1992, 106). The courts have found that
even single-member district systems can be dilutive if the districts are
extremely populous due to the small number of districted seats on the govern-
ing body. In Garza v. Los Angeles Board of Supervisors (1990) the average dis-
trict size of the five-member county governing board was 1.7 million, twice as
large as any other county district in the country and as populous as a dozen of
the smallest states (see, e.g., Freedman et al. 1991). The fifteen-member Los
Angeles City Council, on the other hand, was established in 1876 with each
official representing about 250 citizens. Today, Los Angeles still has a fifteen-
member council, yet each official represents nearly 240,000 citizens, the high-
est seat-population ratio of any U.S. city. Conditions such as these have led
some to ague that “unusually large election districts” are essentially “surrogates
for at-large electoral structures” (Bullock and MacManus 1990, 668).
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From these understandings we should not simply assume, as many have,
that any increase in the number of council seats necessarily translates into a
proportional increase in the opportunity to elect more minority candidates via
minority-opportunity districts (e.g., This assumption is made by Davidson
1984, 7; Bullock and MacManus 1990, esp. 670–71; Taebel 1978, 148–49;
Jones 1979, 264–65). While there is an inverse linear relationship between the
number of council seats and the size of the district populations, the relation-
ship between the number of council seats and the percentage of all districts
that may potentially be drawn as minority-opportunity districts is not linear.
This is a critical distinction. The former addresses the absolute size of the
district population. The later addresses the number of possible minority-
opportunity districts relative to all districts. An absolute increase in the num-
ber of council seats may, counter-intuitive as it may seem, decrease the
percentage of all districts that are possible minority-opportunity and, there-
fore, decrease the percentage of council seats held by minorities.

This nonlinear relationship between the number of council seats and the
percentage of all districts that are possible minority-opportunity districts can
be demonstrated. Assume, for example, that a city of one hundred thousand
inhabitants has a 15 percent Hispanic population. Further assume, as a mat-
ter of definition, that a minority-opportunity district must be 65 percent
Hispanic (i.e., about 60 percent Hispanic voting-age) to provide a reasonable
opportunity to elect a Hispanic representative. A districted system with a 5-
member city council means each district will contain about twenty thousand
inhabitants. If Hispanics constitute 65 percent of one of these districts (i.e.,
thirteen thousand Hispanics within a single district), by the definition adopt-
ed here they will have a reasonable opportunity to elect a single Hispanic rep-
resentative and therefore capture 20 percent of the 5-member governing body.
The 15 percent citywide Hispanic population will be proportionally over-
represented with 20 percent of the seats on the council.

Now assume the same city has an 8-member city council (rather than 5)
and district populations of 12,500 inhabitants. This means 8,125 Hispanics
must reside in a single district to qualify as a minority-opportunity district
(i.e., 65 percent of 12,500 inhabitants). In this instance, Hispanics also have
the numeric potential to constitute a single minority-opportunity district
(but not two) and provide a reasonable opportunity to capture a single coun-
cil seat. Yet the election of a Hispanic to this seat translates into capture of
just 12 percent of the governing body (rather than 20 percent in the former
example). An increase from five to eight seats does not result in the ability
to construct an additional minority-opportunity district and, hence, the
election of more than a single Hispanic representative. Rather, an increase
from five to eight seats is likely to decrease the percentage of all districts that
may be drawn as minority-opportunity and, thus, decrease the share of the
governing body held by Hispanics. In this instance the 15 percent citywide
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Hispanic population will be proportionally underrepresented with 12 per-
cent of the seats on the council.

Now assume, once again, an incremental increase in this same city from eight
to nine council seats. In this instance, however, we improve the opportunity for
Hispanic representation by increasing the prospects of creating not one but two
minority-opportunity districts. This provides the opportunity to increase the
share of Hispanic-held council seats from 12 to 22 percent. The addition of a
single district to the eight-member council, in this situation, increases the
opportunity for the minority to achieve more than proportional representation.

The important point demonstrated is that there is not a linear relation-
ship between the number of seats on the governing body and the relative
opportunity for a minority to elect representatives of its choice by means of
minority-opportunity districts. Table 2.1 demonstrates the pulse-decay
function of the percentage of districts that can be constructed potentially as
minority-opportunity.

Table 2.1

Relationship between Number of Seats and Percentage
Share of Districts That Are Minority-Opportunity

Based on 15 Percent Minority Population

# CITY DISTRICT 65% OF # MIN-OPP. % MIN-OPP. PERCENT

SEATS POPULATION POPULATION DISTRICT DISTRICTS DISTRICTS RANGE*

1 100,000 100,000 65,000 0 0%
2 100,000 50,000 32,500 0 0%
3 100,000 33,333 21,666 0 0%
4 100,000 25,000 16,250 0 0%

5 100,000 20,000 13,000 1 20%
6 100,000 16,666 10,832 1 16%
7 100,000 14,285 9,285 1 14%
8 100,000 12,500 8,125 1 12%

9 100,000 11,111 7,222 2 22%
10 100,000 10,000 6,500 2 20%
11 100,000 9,090 5,909 2 18%
12 100,000 8,333 5,416 2 16%

13 100,000 7,692 5,000 3 23%
14 100,000 7,142 4,642 3 21%
15 100,000 6,666 4,333 3 20%
16 100,000 6,250 4,065 3 18%

* Range between largest and smallest percentage within each pulse-decay iteration.

Note: For the purposes of this illustration a minority-opportunity district has been
defined as one in which the minority constitutes at least 65 percent of a district's total
population (i.e., about 60 percent minority voting-age population).
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As illustrated in the fifth column, the maximal number of minority-opportu-
nity districts increases positively in a steplike, rather than a linear, fashion. As
the number of council seats increases and the district population falls, the
maximal number of minority-opportunity districts stays stable until the
falling district population reaches a point at which an additional minority-
opportunity district can be constructed. As illustrated in the sixth column, the
percentage of all districts that potentially can be constructed as minority-
opportunity fluctuates in a pulse-decay fashion. When the district population
falls to the point at which an additional minority-opportunity district is cre-
ated, the percentage of all districts that are minority-opportunity is at its
zenith. As the number of council seats increases, the percentage of all districts
that are minority-opportunity gradually decays only to surge upward once
again. As illustrated in the far-right column, with an increase in the number
of districts, the range between the largest and smallest percentage of all dis-
tricts that are minority-opportunity within each pulse-decay iteration dimin-
ishes. The percentage of all council districts that are minority-opportunity
fluctuates eight percentage points, between 12 and 20 percent, when a single
minority-opportunity district is created, six percentage points with two
minority-opportunity districts, five percentage points with three minority-
opportunity districts, and so forth.

For illustrative purposes I chose a citywide Hispanic population of 15 per-
cent, but these figures can be estimated for any size minority population.
Figure 2.1 below presents these relationships for cities with black populations
from 10 to 50 percent.

As illustrated in figure 2.1, there is a threshold number of seats below
which not a single minority-opportunity district is feasible. For example, the
ability to construct the first minority-opportunity district in a city with 10
percent citywide black population does not occur until the council contains at
least seven seats based on the 65 percent minority-opportunity standard.2

With six or fewer council seats it is mathematically impossible to create a
minority-opportunity district, and a minority presence on the council is like-
ly to be severely retarded. There is an inverse relationship between threshold
and size of minority population; the smaller the minority population, the
more districts are required before the minority population has the numeric
potential to constitute at least one minority-opportunity district.

Second, also illustrated in figure 2.1, the creation of the maximum number
of minority-opportunity districts tends to provide the opportunity to over-
represent minorities on the city council. That is, once the district size threshold
is surpassed and the first possible minority-opportunity district is constructed,
in nearly all instances the minority has a reasonable opportunity to capture a
number of seats in excess of their proportional representation. Given a 20
percent black population, for example, the maximal proportion of minority-
opportunity districts, and therefore the potential percent share of the govern-
ing body held by blacks, exceeds proportional representation in all instances
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except for one. In fact, the minority may be overrepresented by as much as 11
percent. While the degree of overrepresentation may vary depending on the
relative size of the minority population and the number of seats, the tenden-
cy toward overrepresentation itself is quite common.

Figure 2.1

Maximal Percentage of All Districts That May Be
Constructed as Minority-Opportunity Provided Number
of Districts and Percentage Black Citywide Population

Note: For the purposes of this illustration a minority-opportunity district has been
defined as one in which the minority constitutes at least 65 percent of a district’s total
population (i.e., about 60 percent minority voting-age population).

Third, as the number of seats increases, the range narrows in the propor-
tion of districts that are maximally minority-opportunity. This means that as
we progress toward a greater number of council seats, the addition of one or
two seats has relatively little bearing on the proportion of council districts that
may provide minority voters with a reasonable opportunity to elect a candi-
date of their choice.

The size of the council, in conjunction with the relative size of the minor-
ity population, determines this theoretical maximal proportion of all districts
that potentially may be drawn as minority-opportunity districts. The aptitude
of an election system refers to this theoretical maximum. Understanding the
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nature of an election system’s aptitude to form minority-opportunity districts
is an essential first step to predicting the actual proportion of a city’s council
districts that are minority-opportunity. The proportion of districts that are
minority-opportunity, in turn, is the primary explanation for the presence of
Hispanic and black representatives on city councils.

General Hypothesis 1: The aptitude of an election system (defined as the
theoretical maximal proportion of all council districts that may be minority-
opportunity districts) provides the primary explanation for the proportion
of a city’s districts that are actually adopted as minority-opportunity.

General Hypothesis 2: The proportion of a city’s districts that are minority-
opportunity provides the primary explanation for the proportion of dis-
tricted council members that are either Hispanic or black officials
elected from respective Hispanic or black minority-opportunity districts
in the three elections subsequent the 1990 round of redistricting.

Thus far we are proposing an explanation for the election of Hispanic and
black representatives. Implicit in this is that distinguishing elected officials as
either “Hispanic” or “black” has meaning. Throughout this book we will refer
to the election of Hispanics and blacks as descriptive representatives. The for-
malistic definition of descriptive representation pronounces a group “represent-
ed” when the governing body reflects the general character of the civil body;
accordingly, a governing body “should have members to correspond to each
feature” of the population (Pitkin 1967, 73; Mosher 1969; see also Burke
1999, 21–23). In this text the presence of minority council members denotes
the descriptive representation of minority constituents (see Wilkinson 2000
for comment on ‘minority’ as a theoretical construct in the social sciences).
Substantive representation, however, occurs when elected officials, independent
of social characteristics, support policy proposals that are in accordance with
the preferences of their constituents (Welch and Bledsoe 1988; Bullock 1999,
237; Whitby 1997, 5; Birch 1971; Riemer 1967; Bybee 1998, 31; Santos and
Huerta 2001, 58–59). While a descriptive representative may also provide
substantive representation, it is by no means assuredly so (Davidson and
Korbel 1981, 1001; Pildes 1997, 253; Eulau and Karps 1977, esp. 236–41;
Eulau et al. 1959; Cameron et al. 1996; Lublin 1999; Epstein and O’Halloran
1999; Mansbridge 1999).

It has been argued, for example, that representation comes from officials
working actively to propel the interests of constituents; it makes little differ-
ence if the elected officials’ characteristics mirror accurately the population at-
large: “More black faces in political office (that is, more descriptive
representation for African Americans) will not necessarily lead to more repre-
sentation of the tangible interests of blacks” (Swain 1993, 5 and also 72–73
and 97; 1998, 195–99). Whitby (1997, 181) counters this by suggesting that
“descriptive representation helps to promote . . . political stability by increas-
ing [group] members’ faith and trust in government” (see also Dawson’s 1994
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linked-fates thesis) and minority elected officials have the opportunity to legit-
imize and defend a group’s preferences in the public policy process (NALEO
1994, vii; also Behr 2000). Szarawarski (2000, 4) finds that descriptive repre-
sentatives “make the political system more democratic by remaining in close
and continuing contact with members of minority communities.” Further,
Rogers and Friedman (2000, 35) suggest that while descriptive representatives
may often offer substantive representation, they use a variety of different styles
to advance minority interests, some focusing on advocating larger community
concerns, while others rely heavily on the delivery of particularized benefits to
individual constituents. We return to the concepts of ‘descriptive’ and ‘substan-
tive representation’ in our concluding chapter, but suffice for now that we are
explaining the election of descriptive representatives.

In closing, this chapter has outlined the two primary hypotheses of this
work. Of course system aptitude does not wholly explain the number of
minority-opportunity districts actually adopted, just as the number of minority-
opportunity districts adopted does not wholly explain the election of Hispanic
and black descriptive representatives. A major contribution of this research is
the theoretical explication and empirical testing of the conditions that quali-
fy these two general relationships. It is to these conditioning variables that we
now turn in chapter 3.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Players  in  the  Pol i t ic s  of
“ Sell ing ” Minor i ty -

Opportunity  D i s tr ict s :
S el f - Serv ing Incumbents , the

Feds, and Organized  Interest s

During the 1970s and 1980s many interest groups were effectively excluded
from the details of redistricting due to limited access to technology. The 1990
round of redistricting saw digital data sets and powerful computer programs,
able to aggregate block-level census data into district maps, made available
widely to interested parties. Digital census data, when combined with any of
several Geographic Information System (GIS) software packages, provided
the ability to construct and submit alternative redistricting plans (Martin
1996, 69–70, 159–61; Foresman 1998, 286). Monmonier (2001, 6–7) docu-
ments the increased number of pages required to record congressional districts
in the Congressional District Atlas as an indicator of the increasingly complex
geometry of congressional districts.

The early 1990 round of redistricting was a juncture in “the rapid develop-
ments in computer hardware and GIS software [that] came together to revolu-
tionize the technical aspects of electoral cartography” (Eagles, Katz, and Mark
1999, 6; Chrisman 1997). Hagens (1996, 320–21) documents the importance of
access to districting technology during the 1990 round of redistricting in Virginia:

At long last the legislature’s monopoly on the technical capability to cre-
ate districting plans ended. No longer could the legislature claim, as it
had in past decades, that alternatives to its redistricting plans were tech-
nically impractical. [Private interests] were able to publish plans for the
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minority that demonstrated the feasibility of alternative redistricting
proposals that increased minority representation.

Weber (1995, 212) argues that technological advances in districting soft-
ware “fed litigation and judicial activism” by providing “multiple actors the
ammunition to sue” if they were not satisfied with the legislature’s redis-
tricting plans.

By permission of Don Wright for the Palm Beach Post

This chapter presents a discussion of the concepts that condition the
two general relationships already specified in the previous chapter. Recall
that the concept of ‘system aptitude’ is the potential to construct minority-
opportunity districts independent of political climate or geographic con-
straints.1 The technical task of drawing districting plans that include
minority-opportunity districts is a relatively simple matter of mechanics
given a large enough citywide minority population. The development of the
variable political tenability, the first of several proposed conditioning vari-
ables, will illustrate the bridge between the technical ability to construct
potential districting plans that contain minority-opportunity districts and
the political defense that may contribute to either the adoption or rejection
of those plans.

P O L I T I C A L  T E N A B I L I T Y

The supposition thus far has been that, given a large enough minority popu-
lation, a minority-opportunity district is likely to be adopted and a minority
elected to office. This, however, ignores the untenable political position of
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districting plans that propose minority-opportunity districts with unusual or
grotesque shapes. The drawing of districting plans with relatively compact
minority-opportunity districts may be more easily defended or sustained
politically than odd-shaped districts. Therefore, the tenability of minority-
opportunity districts is dependent, in part, on the residential concentration of
the minority population. While dispersion of minority population within a
city may not necessarily preclude the construction of minority-opportunity
districts, it often compels the drawing of Rorschach-shaped districts with
fingers reaching into several scattered minority concentrations. And a rela-
tively small number of councilmanic districts may further require the captur-
ing of dispersed pockets of minority concentrations. Such odd-shaped
districts may not be explicable on grounds other than race or ethnicity and
thereby frequently raise eyebrows and lead to charges of racial gerrymander-
ing (see, e.g., Shaw v. Reno 1993).2

People are fairly intimate with their local surroundings and generally are
able to identify geographic areas within a city. These “communities” or
“neighborhoods” are commonly recognized along cultural, economic, racial,
or ethnic lines. This is consistent with our understanding that proximity of
spatial relations is an indication of other commonalties. Simply, those liv-
ing in relative proximity may share some social, cultural, political, or eco-
nomic interests. According to Park, Burgess, and McKenzie (1925, 7):
“Proximity and neighborly contact are the basis for the simplest and most
elementary form of association . . . in the organization of city life. Local
interests and associations breed local sentiment, and, under a system which
makes residences the basis for participation in the government, the neigh-
borhood becomes the basis for political control.” Segregated communities
are those composed of proximate individuals with shared attributes.
Districting plans that cognitively do not follow commonly recognized
communities may be met with suspicion and require persuasive explanation
prior to acceptance.

Leaving an explanation of the actual measures of system tenability and
minority segregation to the methods section to follow, it is sufficient for now
to say that an extraordinarily elevated level of minority segregation means that
at least 90 percent of the citywide minority population is residentially concen-
trated within a single area of the city and that a highly elevated level of minor-
ity segregation means that at least 70 percent of the citywide minority
population is residentially concentrated within a single area of the city. A per-
fectly integrated minority means that 0 percent of the citywide minority pop-
ulation is residentially concentrated and that the minority is evenly distributed
throughout the city.

To illustrate the sensitivity of the construction and adoption of districting
plans to minority residential segregation, assume, for example, a seven-seat
single-member district city of one hundred thousand residents, 15 percent of
whom are of a particular minority. Thus, each district will contain 14,286

P l a y e r s  i n  t h e  P o l i t i c s  o f  “ S e l l i n g ” 1 7



inhabitants. Of the city’s 15,000 minorities, 9,285 (approximately 64%) must
reside in one of these districts to make it a minority-opportunity district.
Since the percentage of the citywide minority population that must be encom-
passed is less than the percent of the citywide minority population that is con-
centrated residentially (either 90 percent or 70 percent), districting plans may
be inclusive of a minority-opportunity district that is relatively compact and
that appears to be based on districting criteria other than race. A proposed
plan with a minority-opportunity district that can be explained by means
other than race enhances the political tenability of that plan.3

Now consider the same city but with a five-seat (rather than seven) sin-
gle-member district system. Each of the five districts contains twenty thou-
sand inhabitants, while citywide there are fifteen thousand minority
inhabitants. The drawing of a minority-opportunity district will require that
nearly 87 percent of all citywide minority inhabitants be placed into that
single district. Given a highly elevated level of minority segregation, it is
possible technically for cartographers to place nearly the entire minority
population into a single minority-opportunity district. But this task is made
difficult by the fact that, being highly segregated, only 70 percent of the
citywide minority population is concentrated residentially within a single
area. At best, the most compact minority-opportunity district will encom-
pass the core segregated minority residents with fingers extending outward
to capture integrated pockets of minorities. Actors in the local districting
process may find the adoption of such a districting plan uncomfortable due
to the overtly race-based nature of the district. In this instance, the moder-
ate dispersion of the minority forces the drawing of a peculiar-shaped
minority-opportunity district which, in turn, may raise the concern of actors
necessary for the adoption of the proposed plan.

If, however, within the same five-seat single-member district system the
minority is extraordinarily segregated (that is, 90 percent residentially concen-
trated), then placing 87 percent of the citywide minority population within a
single district can be accomplished easily by cartographers and may be much
more tenable politically. The creation of a single minority-opportunity district
and, by extension, the ability to elect a minority-preferred candidate, is clear-
ly sensitive to the level of residential segregation. The significant point is that
the relative compactness, and therefore the political tenability, of minority-
opportunity districts may be in part a function of residential segregation and
the number of councilmanic districts. Whether the minority is either extraor-
dinarily or highly segregated, the increase in the number of seats allows for the
proposal of districting plans with relatively compact minority-opportunity
districts that are defensible politically.

This distinction between a five-seat and seven-seat districted system in the
context of either extraordinary or high segregation is illustrated in table 3.1.
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With the addition of two more seats, the district population size drops, and
the smaller district allows for the 15 percent citywide minority population
to be less than extraordinarily segregated yet still concentrated enough to
construct a minority-opportunity district exclusive of outlying minority
pockets. Unlike the five-seat single-member district system, the construc-
tion and adoption of a minority-opportunity district within the seven-seat
single-member district system is less sensitive to the level of integration, and
therefore, the ability to elect a descriptive minority representative is less
likely to be compromised.4

While some minority groups are more segregated than others, in general
most minority groups are at least modestly integrated. As a minority becomes
more integrated, the minimum size of the minority population necessary to
construct a tenable minority-opportunity district increases.5 The tendency of
most cities to have relatively small councils, usually between five and nine
seats, and to contain a citywide population that is either majority nonblack or
majority non-Hispanic, increases the importance of the level of segregation in
the drawing and adoption of districting plans.6

Figure 3.1 illustrates well the point that the tendency of city councils to
be small increases the importance of segregation. An 80 percent segregated
minority in a seven-seat single-member district system, for example,
requires a minority citywide population of nearly twelve thousand (i.e., 12
percent in a city with one hundred thousand residents) to construct a polit-
ically tenable minority-opportunity district. Yet, if this same minority is less
segregated, say 50 percent, then it must constitute at least 18 percent of the
citywide population to construct a politically tenable minority-opportunity
district. The difference in segregation has substantially increased the requi-
site size of the minority population necessary to construct and adopt a
minority-opportunity district. Now compare the same 80 percent and 50
percent segregation for a fifteen-seat single-member district system. The
minority must now constitute just 5.5 percent and 8.5 percent of the city’s
population, respectively. With an increase to fifteen districts the difference
in effect between a minority being either 80 percent segregated or 50 per-
cent segregated has been substantially diminished.

The ability to construct a second minority-opportunity district is also fur-
ther frustrated by segregation. Within the seven-seat single-member district
system with a 50 percent segregated minority, for example, a second political-
ly tenable minority-opportunity district requires a doubling of minority pop-
ulation from 18 percent to 36 percent. A second district in a fifteen-seat
single-member district system with 50 percent segregation will likewise
require a two-fold increase from 8.5 percent to 17 percent. The hurdles for
constructing either a first or second minority-opportunity district are mani-
fold when the number of councilmanic districts is relatively small and the
minority is fairly integrated.

2 0 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



Figure 3.1

Residential Segregation and Minimum Size of Minority Population
Necessary to Construct a Tenable Minority-Opportunity District

Note: For the purposes of this illustration a minority-opportunity district has been
defined as one in which the minority constitutes at least 65 percent of a district’s total
population (i.e., about 60 percent minority voting-age population).

While it has been documented that minorities, in general, fare better in cities
employing the single-member district format, it has also been demonstrated
that this impact is different for blacks relative to Hispanics.7 This is attributed,
in part, to the higher level of residential integration among Hispanics than
blacks.8 Different levels of segregation between blacks and Hispanics may have
a disparate impact on the adoption of minority-opportunity districts.

Hypothesis 3: The variable political tenability (i.e., the ability to defend
proposed minority-opportunity districts) will condition the relationship
between system aptitude and the proportion of districts adopted as
minority-opportunity districts. The more tenable a district, the more
likely it will be adopted. Hispanic minority-opportunity districts are less
likely to be adopted than black minority-opportunity districts because
the greater Hispanic residential integration results in fewer politically
tenable minority-opportunity districts.
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The ability of a proposed districting plan to be defended or sustained is
subject to the vagaries of the local political process. Council members elected
from districts have a vested interest in drafting districting plans and are poten-
tially important actors in this drama. With this in mind we now turn to two
more concepts that may condition the first general relationship, vested and
divested minority incumbent advocacy on the council.

V E S T E D  M I N O R I T Y  I N C U M B E N T  A D V O C A C Y

Districted minority incumbency contributes to our explanation of the adop-
tion of proposed minority-opportunity districts. Since the reconfiguration of
council districts is frequently based on revisions in the existing district lines,
the changes often may be incremental. Although the impact of such changes
may be viewed by nonastute observers as having no consequential impact on
coming elections, particular attention to these seemingly negligible adjust-
ments to existing district lines are of particular concern to districted incum-
bents. According to Raskin (1995, 168), “By fencing out unfriendly voters
and potential rivals, incumbents make districts in their own image and turn
elections into a formality. In our self-perpetuating incumbentocracy, voters
don’t really pick public officials on Election Day because public officials pick
voters on redistricting day” (see also Singh 1998, 107–10). Thus, districting
has been likened to occurring in a Hobbesian state of nature. Issacharoff and
Pildes (1996, 25), for example, assert that “redistricting in the United States
has always been a nasty, brutish and self-serving power grab—a naked
descent into partisan politics . . .” Golinger (1990, 45) states that prior to
redistricting “sharp-eyed incumbents already have begun their survival strate-
gies for the next decade,” and Beauregard (1995, 77) admonishes, “To think
clearly and effectively, we must neither ignore nor underestimate the politics
of representation.”

Since the drawing of district lines inherently involves choices likely to
benefit some and disadvantage others, the districted incumbent legislators
cannot be expected to proceed with indifference (Gronke and Wilson 1999;
Ayres and Whiteman 1984, 307–08; Brown 1992; Mayhew 1971).
According to Hodson (1997, 11), “legislators feel free and, indeed, com-
pelled by self-interest and self preservation, to pursue highly idiosyncratic
demands in redistricting.” Making a seat more secure electorally through
redistricting can be of driving concern (Bullock 1975, 571). While the par-
ticulars of a redistricting process may appear mundane, these relatively low-
profile activities can have substantive consequences on the future of
minorities on governing bodies.

Since the legislators themselves are often the guarantors of passage of the
districting plan, their particular preferences must, to some extent, be recog-
nized in the plan (see, e.g., Scher, Mills, Hotaling 1997, 234–35; Williams
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1995, 21; Webster 1997b, 65).9 Districted minority incumbents are likely to
be elected from districts with significant minority populations, and they
know that continued electoral success is dependent, to a large extent, upon
the racial or ethnic composition of their districts. Behaving as incumbents,
with reelection as their foremost priority, minority council members will
support the maintenance, and possibly an expansion, of their own electoral
base during the redistricting process, even at the cost of additional minority-
opportunity districts.10

The absence of a districted minority incumbent on the council during the
legislative session in which districting plans are considered is expected to
contribute to a low priority accorded to race, even in cities with minority
populations large enough to construct a minority-opportunity district. It is
unlikely, for example, that calls for the creation of one or more black minority-
opportunity districts will be heard from a council without any black mem-
bers. Moreover, it should not be construed that a districted minority
incumbent on the council necessarily indicates a heightened priority accord-
ed race in the districting process. Although districted minority incumbents
can be expected to be sensitive to the number of minority electoral oppor-
tunities provided in districting plans, this does not mean that minority
incumbents will out of hand support an expansion in the number of minority-
opportunity districts.

When, if at all, is districted minority incumbency likely to increase the
priority accorded race in the districting process and, therefore, contribute to
an increase in the number of minority-opportunity districts? I argue that
incumbents, both Hispanic and black, are more sensitive to the electoral
opportunities afforded their people than other incumbents; but this greater
concern for an advancement in the number of minority elected officials is
expected to play a subordinate role to the minority incumbent’s vested inter-
est in self-preservation. This raw self-interest of incumbents is echoed by
Issacharoff (1997, 201):

Through the process of redistricting, incumbent political actors choose
what configuration of voters is most suitable to their own political agenda.
The decennial redistricting battles reveal the bloodsport of politics,
shorn of the claims of ideology, social purpose, or broad policy goals.
Redistricting is politics pure, fraught with the capacity for self dealing
and cynical manipulation. (Emphasis added)

If the construction of an additional minority-opportunity district can be
accomplished without threatening the minority incumbent’s electoral base,
then the minority incumbent can be expected to support the additional
minority-opportunity district.11 This may be accomplished, largely, when the
acquisition of additional minority council seats will not increase the respective
minority’s level of representation above proportionality.
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For example, as a council with several districted black incumbents
approaches proportional black representation, gauged as the percent of the
citywide population that is black relative to the percent of the council that
is black, the creation of an additional minority-opportunity district may
require the transfer of black residents from the districts of existing black
incumbents into the newly proposed minority district. A districted minori-
ty incumbent is not likely to support willingly the creation of an additional
minority-opportunity district if it requires an erosion of his or her electoral
base within his own district. In a city with a sizable council and notable
black underrepresentation, districted black incumbent support for the cre-
ation of an additional minority district (or districts), near the point of pro-
portional representation, may be more readily forthcoming. The creation of
an additional minority district presumably can be accomplished without
transferring large numbers of black residents out of the districts of black
incumbents and, therefore, poses less of a threat to their electoral bases.
Simply, districted minority incumbency combined with minority under-
representation during the time of redistricting may increase the priority
accorded to race in the districting process and, therefore, contribute to an
increase in minority-opportunity districts in the new districting plan. These
relationships are illustrated in table 3.2.

Support from districted minority incumbents for additional minority-
opportunity districts may vary across cities that have similar levels of minor-
ity underrepresentation. This is due largely to the variation in the absolute
number of council districts. Assume, for example, that there are two single-
member district cities with identical 33 percent citywide black populations,
one with a seven-member council, and one with a fifty-member council.
Two of the seven districts in the first city are represented by blacks (29 per-
cent of the council) and fourteen of the fifty districts in the second city are
held by blacks (28 percent of the council). Based on their share of all dis-
tricts, the minorities in both cities are similarly underrepresented. But the
ability to add additional minority representatives to the councils and stay
near proportional representation varies greatly. On the one hand, in the case
of the seven-member council, an increase in minority representatives from
two to three raises the minority’s share of the council seats from roughly 28
percent to over 42 percent, well above proportional representation. The dis-
tricted minority incumbents will be unlikely to support an expansion in the
number of minority districts in this situation. On the other hand, in the case
of the fifty-member council, an increase in minority representatives from
fourteen to sixteen raises the minority’s share of the council seats from 28
percent to 32 percent, near proportional representation. The districted
minority incumbents, in this instance, are likely to support the addition of
at least one or two, and perhaps three, minority districts. These relationships
are illustrated in table 3.3.
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When the construction of an additional minority-opportunity district may
result in the overrepresentation of the minority, then support from districted
minority incumbents, whether one or more, is expected to be weak. Cities
with large councils and underrepresentation provide the most fertile ground
for additional minority districts; cities with small councils, even those with
marked underrepresentation, provide the least fertile ground for additional
minority-opportunity districts since an addition will often increase represen-
tation well above proportionality. The assertion that districted minority
incumbents have a vested interest in whether or not race is accorded a high
priority in the districting process is well grounded in theory.

Hypothesis 4: The variable districted incumbent advocacy (i.e., minority
incumbency interacting with the level of minority representation) will
condition the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of
districts adopted as minority-opportunity districts. If the condition of dis-
tricted minority incumbency at the time of redistricting is accompanied by
minority underrepresentation, then priority will be accorded race as a dis-
tricting criterion and there will be an increase in the proportion of
minority-opportunity districts adopted. If districted minority incumbency
is accompanied by near proportional representation, then there will be no
priority accorded race as a districting criterion and there will be no change
in the proportion of minority-opportunity districts adopted. No districted
minority incumbency implies a lack of priority accorded race and a lack of
expansion in the proportion of minority-opportunity districts.

D I V E S T E D  M I N O R I T Y  I N C U M B E N T  A D V O C A C Y

While the creation of minority-opportunity districts may threaten the electoral
base of a districted minority incumbent, at-large minority council members
within a mixed election format may find their electoral prospects largely divest-
ed from proposed redistricting changes. This should not necessarily imply that
the at-large minority council members are disinterested in how districts are
constructed. The prospect of the entire council enacting, or at least consider-
ing, minority-preferred policy may depend on the ability of at-large minority
council members to build or expand a legislative voting coalition with other
council members from the same minority group. It has been demonstrated, for
example, that black legislators are more likely to “collaborate with and support
other black legislators” in the sponsorship of legislation (Bratton 2001, 290).
Therefore, the presence of at-large minority incumbents is likely to increase the
priority being accorded to race in the districting process.

Hypothesis 5: The variable divested minority incumbent advocacy (i.e.,
at-large minority incumbency at the time of redistricting) will condition
the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of districts
adopted as minority-opportunity districts. The presence of at-large
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minority incumbency at the time of redistricting will increase the prior-
ity accorded race as a districting criterion and there will be an increase in
the proportion of minority-opportunity districts adopted. No at-large
minority incumbency implies a lack of priority accorded race and a lack
of expansion in the proportion of minority-opportunity districts.

I have demonstrated that districted minority incumbency will not, except
under the condition of minority underrepresentation, contribute to advocacy to
adopt minority-opportunity districts. Moreover, an at-large minority incum-
bent’s willingness to support minority-opportunity districts is not conditioned
by minority underrepresentation. These two variables assess minority coun-
cilpersons’ willingness to support or propose minority-opportunity districts
based on a balance between the proximate goal of maintaining one’s electoral
base with reelection in mind and the desire to increase influence in the legisla-
tive process through coalition building. But there also may be pressures beyond
the normal dynamics of local politics that condition the adoption of minority-
opportunity districts. Several of these exogenous pressures are addressed below
with the variables preclearance and court intervention.

P R E C L E A R A N C E  A N D  C O U R T  I N T E R V E N T I O N

While local actors are the most intimately involved with the municipal dis-
tricting process, there may be substantial outside influences that force a
heightened priority accorded to race. External influence on the districting
process may come in the form of judicial rulings, United States Department
of Justice policies and regulations, congressional statutes and committee hear-
ing reports, activities of private organizations concerned with minority voting-
rights, and activities of party organizations concerned with the partisan
balance in legislatures. The pressure exerted by these actors may puncture the
cocoon of local districting and frustrate local political opposition to the con-
sideration of minority-opportunity districts. The Voting Rights Act has per-
formed an essential role in breaching the parochial process by injecting the
oversight of both the federal courts and the Department of Justice. Although
municipal redistricting takes place across the nation, many of these external
pressures heightening the priority accorded to race are confined to particular
states or regions.

It is indisputable that a struggle to define what priority ought to be accord-
ed to race in the construction of districts has played a pivotal role in many
recent redistricting disputes (see, e.g., Thornburg v. Gingles 1986, Hays v.
Louisiana 1993, Miller v. Johnson 1995, Shaw v. Hunt 1996, and Bush v. Vera
1997; see also Grofman 1985). The drawing of district lines is not a neutral
activity. The stakes are high. Different plans can advantage one minority
group or partisan interest over another, or permit several “communities of
interest” to remain intact while others are divided across districts (see, e.g.,
Shelley 1994, 190–91; Forest 1995, 98; Bork 1990, 88–89; Morrill 1987; Sauer
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1918, 403–04; Monmonier 1995 and 2001, x; Rush 2000, 3–5). Any districting
plan will inherently disadvantage some groups, therefore, it has been said that
“all districting is gerrymandering” (Dixon 1982, 9).12 The importance accorded
to race in the districting process is of crucial importance to the formulation of
districting plans. The expectation is that the greater the priority being accorded
to race, the more likely minority-opportunity districts will be adopted and
minorities elected. Preclearance and court intervention are two conditions that
may indicate the consideration of race in the districting process.

Jurisdictions covered by the preclearance provisions of the Voting Rights
Act of 196513 are required to have changes in any voting qualification or pre-
requisite to voting, or standard, practice, or procedure related to voting,
approved prior to implementation. The preclearance provisions of the act,
inclusive of sections 4 through 9, were targeted initially to cover only the Deep
South states. The preclearance provisions were intended as a temporary meas-
ure that would apply to only state and local governments in which barriers to
minority registration and voting had been perceived to be especially egregious
(see, e.g., McDonald 1989, 1251–52; Stanley 1987, 94–97; Bullock and
Rodgers 1975, 37).

Determination of which jurisdictions would be subject to preclearance was
specified in section 4(b): Any political subdivision that “maintained on
November 1, 1964, any test or device” as a condition to registration and had
“less than 50 per centum of the persons of voting-age residing therein regis-
tered on November 1, 1964, or that less than 50 per centum of such persons
voted in the presidential election of 1964.” (With the subsequent 1970 and
1975 Voting Rights Act extensions these dates became November 1968 and
November 1972, respectively.) A “test or device” was defined originally in sec-
tion 4(c) to include any requirement that a person demonstrate his ability to
read or write or to understand or interpret any subject matter or to be found
to possess good moral character, or to be vouched for by others. The 1975
extension included provision 4(f ) that expanded the definition of a “test or
device.” Section 4(f ) states that a “test or device” was in place in jurisdictions
in which more than 5 percent of the voting-age citizens were members of a
“language minority” as of November 1, 1972, and which had provided regis-
tration and election materials in only the English language as of November 1,
1972, and in which less than 50 percent of the voting-age citizens was regis-
tered to vote or voted in the 1972 presidential election (28 CFR 55.5(a)(b)).
A “language minority” is defined as persons who are American Indian, Asian
American, Alaskan Natives, or of Spanish heritage (28 CFR 55.1).
Accordingly, section 4(f ) language minority jurisdictions are required to pro-
vide registration, ballots, and election-related materials in the minority lan-
guage in addition to the English language and are subject to the preclearance
provisions (28 CFR 55.3). The 1975 amendment identified specifically lan-
guage minorities as a protected class similar to racial minorities. While many
areas identified as containing a protected language minority were also areas
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covered previously by the preclearance requirement, most were not; the 1975
amendment expanded coverage to more than 375 nonsouthern jurisdictions
(Chavez 1992, 76). The significance is that many areas outside the original
southern scope are now under the preclearance provisions.

Covered jurisdictions may seek this approval from either the United States
attorney general, a process called “administrative preclearance,” or the United
States District Court for the District of Columbia. Districting plans for cities
that fall under the preclearance provisions of the Voting Rights Act must be
scrutinized by either the Department of Justice or the United States District
Court for the District of Columbia.14 This is stated in section 5 of the pre-
clearance provisions. For this reason section 5 is, for brevity, often referred to
as the preclearance provision.

The Code of Federal Regulations identifies the submission process
through which jurisdictions covered by section 4(b) and section 4(f ) may
acquire preclearance for a proposed change in a voting practice or procedure.
Federal regulations state that the chief legal officer of a covered jurisdiction
may seek preclearance from either the United States District Court for the
District of Columbia, in which case the court may issue a declaratory judg-
ment that the proposed change does not have the purpose or will not have the
effect of abridging the right to vote, or from the United States attorney gen-
eral, in which case the attorney general has sixty calendar days to interpose an
objection to the proposed change. In practice, the submission to the attorney
general is processed by the Voting Section of the Civil Rights Division with-
in the Department of Justice where a staff attorney drafts a section 5 submis-
sion analysis and the grant or denial of preclearance comes from the assistant
attorney general for civil rights acting on behalf of the attorney general (28
CFR 51.3). Although municipalities may submit redistricting plans to either
the Department of Justice or the District Court for the District of Columbia,
plans have been submitted to the later only infrequently. A denial of preclear-
ance will be accompanied by an explanation for the rejection. If preclearance
is denied, municipalities may attempt to assuage the Department of Justice by
making the appropriate changes, often referred to as an “administrative strat-
egy,” or the municipality may choose the more costly litigative approach and
submit the plan for a hearing before the District Court for the District of
Columbia. Since the attorney general’s decision is not subject to judicial
review, the action to seek a declaratory judgment from the district court is a
trial de novo (i.e., a new trial where the attorney general’s previous objections
are not taken into account). Although technically incorrect, this has been
often referred to as an “appeal.”

The purpose of the preclearance provisions is to avoid a “retrogression” in
minority representation in covered areas. A grant of preclearance from the
Department of Justice is dependent upon demonstration by the submitting
jurisdiction that the proposed change in voting will not “lead to a retrogression
in the position of racial minorities with respect to their effective exercise of the
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electoral franchise” (Beer v. Unties States 425 U.S. 130, 141, 1976; see also City
of Lockhart v. United States 1983, Holder v. Hall 512 U.S. 874, 883, 1994, Reno
v. Bossier Parish School Board 1997). This retrogression standard meant that the
election plan in place at the time the jurisdiction came under the coverage of
the preclearance provisions (or a plan that had received preclearance previous-
ly or was imposed by a court) would be considered the benchmark from which
to determine whether any changes would be retrogressive, no matter how
deplorable it was from the minority’s perspective. Under these circumstances,
changes to election formats that do not advance the already underrepresented
minority, but maintain the status quo, may be viewed as nonretrogressive
(Barker and Barker 1987, 62–63). The fact that Department of Justice review
could be applied only to specific jurisdictions and substantive changes made
after coming under coverage placed a formidable constraint on the preclear-
ance provisions as a mechanism to challenge dilutive arrangements in place
prior to coverage.

Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act would evolve to provide an additional
protection to minorities, however. Challenges that an election system dilut-
ed minority voting strength generally fell under claims that the system vio-
lated the fourteenth and fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution as well
as claims that the system violated the statutory provision of section 2. At the
time of its initial passage, the section 2 provision had nearly identical lan-
guage to that of the fifteenth Amendment, and it was introduced to placate
southern state representatives who felt that the federal government was
unfairly targeting their states for intervention.15 Unlike the “temporary” pre-
clearance provisions, the section 2 provision does not expire and it is nation-
al in scope, covering all state and local jurisdictions. Following passage of the
Voting Rights Act, this provision initially was viewed by the courts as a
restatement of the fifteenth Amendment, and therefore it was applicable only
to the issue of vote denial (i.e., disfranchisement) and not to the issue of dilu-
tive election formats.

The United States Supreme Court began to recognize by the early 1970s
that certain election formats may have unconstitutional dilutive effects if they
were found to cancel out minority voting strength and to provide less oppor-
tunity for minorities to elect candidates of their choice.16 The Supreme Court
did not address immediately what would specifically constitute evidence of
“less opportunity.” A framework for evaluating opportunity, however, came
from the fifth Circuit Court of Appeals when it identified relevant factors to
be considered in a vote dilution case (see Zimmer v. McKeithen 1973).17 The
Zimmer criteria remained the basis for establishing vote dilution claims
through the 1970s.18

A sharply divided Supreme Court took what many considered a marked
departure in 1980 with its ruling in City of Mobile v. Bolden (1980). In the
Bolden case, plaintiffs claimed that an at-large election system diluted minor-
ity voting strength by demonstrating that the system had been detrimental to
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the election of minorities. Plaintiffs claimed that this constituted a constitu-
tional violation as well as a section 2 statutory violation. The Supreme Court,
however, stated that an “intent” to dilute minority voting strength, rather than
a mere “result,” must be demonstrated in order to grant relief under the four-
teenth Amendment (see also, Arlington Heights v. Metropolitan Housing
Development Corp. 1977). Consistent with earlier interpretations, section 2
was held to be similar to the fifteenth Amendment in that it covered questions
of disfranchisement and not questions of vote dilution. According to some
voting-rights advocates, the new Bolden intent standard was divisive in that it
placed prohibitive burdens on the plaintiffs to make both a charge of and evi-
dence of racism in the districting process (see, e.g., Reeves 1997, 95–96;
O’Rourke 1992, 110).19

Discontent with the Supreme Court’s ruling in Bolden led voting-rights
advocates to call for legislative action. Following on the heels of the Bolden
decision, Congress was to reconsider the extension of the Voting Rights Act’s
preclearance provisions that were scheduled to expire in 1982.20 It responded
by extending the preclearance provisions for an additional twenty-five years
and, what is more important, by amending the section 2 provision to read that
any change in voting procedures or practices “which results in a denial or
abridgment of the right of any citizen of the United States to vote” is prohib-
ited and that a violation occurs when members of a protected class “have less
opportunity than other members of the electorate to participate in the politi-
cal process and to elect representatives of their choice” (emphasis added).21

The 1982 legislative amendments to section 2, in effect, replaced the “intent
standard” with a “result standard” for evaluating claims of minority vote dilu-
tion by establishing a hypothetical, undiluted plan as the benchmark against
which a proposed change or an existing plan is measured for its dilutive effect.
Later, in Thornburg v. Gingles (1986), the Court required plaintiffs to present
a hypothetical alternative to serve as the benchmark against which the exist-
ing plan is illustrated as dilutive. Hence, the section 2 results standard is unlike
the retrogression standard in that the latter uses a jurisdiction’s previous plan
as the benchmark from which to measure retrogression. The amendments
opened the way for section 2 challenges to election systems viewed as dilutive
of minority voting strength. Indeed, section 2 evolved quickly into a pivotal
mechanism for challenges to systems not covered by preclearance as well as for
challengers to questionable plans and practices yet maintained due to the non-
retrogression standard.22

The Senate Committee on the Judiciary released a report along with the
1982 amendments that made clear the intent of Congress in establishing a
results test. The committee stated both that “proof of discriminatory intent is
not required to establish a violation of section 2” and that the section 2
amendments are meant to restore “the legal standards, based on the control-
ling Supreme Court precedents, which applied to voting discrimination
claims prior to the litigation involved in Mobile v. Bolden” (Senate Judiciary
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Committee Report No. 417, p2, 97th Congress, 2nd Session; reprinted at
1982 USCCAN 177). The report also enumerated nine circumstantial factors
that courts should examine in their totality to determine a violation of the
results standard (for a summary of these factors, see Bybee 1998, 24–25). The
report stated that no single or particular combination of these circumstances
should be considered absolutely necessary to prove vote dilution. Subsequent
district court rulings that followed the 1982 amendments failed to provide any
further clarification as to the relative importance of each of these circumstan-
tial factors in proving a section 2 minority vote dilution claim.23

The Supreme Court, in its first decision involving the amended section 2,
provided this clarification when it identified a three-prong test necessary to
establish vote dilution in multimember election formats (see Thornburg v.
Gingles 478 U.S. 30, 50–51, 1986). Each prong of the Gingles test can be iden-
tified objectively, measured, and presented to the Court via expert witnesses.
The first prong requires that the minority group be sufficiently large and geo-
graphically compact that it may constitute a majority in a single-member dis-
trict. If the minority does not meet this test, the Court held, then the election
system cannot be responsible for the minority voter’s inability to elect its pre-
ferred candidates. The second prong requires that the minority be politically
cohesive so that the election format may frustrate the ability of the minority
to elect preferred candidates only if there is an identifiable minority interest.
The third prong requires that other voters usually vote sufficiently as a block
to defeat the minority’s preferred candidate. In addition, Gingles plaintiffs also
were required to demonstrate that a totality of circumstances supported the
claim that the election format was dilutive.24

Following release of United States Bureau of the Census data in April
1991, most municipalities engaged in the districting process and implement-
ed revised plans by 1993. The operative question becomes: During this peri-
od, what priority was placed on creating minority-opportunity districts in
both preclearance and noncovered jurisdictions? The local redistricting
process may have been influenced by the federal courts and the Department
of Justice. On several occasions in post-Thornburg litigation, the federal dis-
trict courts, in response to finding violations of section 2, ordered the creation
of additional black and Hispanic minority-opportunity districts. But, in spite
of these rulings, there was not a clear consensus among the district courts as
to the circumstances under which the use of race-based districting would be
either permissible or expected. The Supreme Court chose not to hear these
cases, and it allowed the lower federal court decisions to stand (see, e.g., Jeffers
v. Clinton 1989 and Garza v. Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors 1990).

In the early 1990s, section 2 assumed a pivotal role in heightening the pri-
ority accorded to race in the districting process for municipalities covered by
the section 5 preclearance provision. Municipalities subject to section 5 were
guided by Department of Justice rulings that, in many instances, directed the
creation, if not the maximization, of majority-minority council districts. State
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and local legislators, in efforts to maximize majority-minority districts and
satisfy the Department of Justice’s interpretation of the 1982 amendments
and federal court rulings, had cartographers with computers embark on a
“search and include” approach: scouring maps, cartographers would identify
pockets of minority residential clusters and couple them into one contiguous
district (Engstrom 1997, 3). The Department of Justice encouraged the
“imaginative cartography” of Democratic-controlled state legislative bodies,
much familiar with the practices of gerrymandering (Scarrow 2000, 52).

Plans that satisfied the retrogression standard nevertheless were denied
Department of Justice approval on the premise that the plans clearly violated the
results test of section 2. These submitting municipalities, the Department of
Justice reasoned, could have crafted plans with at least one additional minority
district. This remained the Department of Justice’s position through the greater
part of the 1990s (Beachler 1995, 66; see also Bullock 1995, 142–43). However,
in Reno v. Bossier Parish School Board (1997) the Supreme Court stated that these
sections (the preclearance section which established a retrogression standard,
and section 2, which established a result standard for the dilution of minority
voting strength) were designed to “combat different evils and, accordingly,
impose very different duties upon the states” (slip opinion of the Court, Justice
O’Conner at part II, p.4). At question was the Department of Justice’s denial of
section 5 preclearance because, in its opinion, the proposed plan violated section
2 in that it was dilutive to minority voting strength. Plaintiffs noted that the
Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) governing the attorney general’s adminis-
tration of section 5 states that the attorney general shall deny preclearance when
“necessary to prevent a clear violation of amended section 2” (CFR 51.55(b)). In
the Bossier decision the Supreme Court rejected the Department of Justice’s rea-
soning and stated that section 5 and section 2 are distinct, and one should not
be incorporated into the other. Since the late 1980s the Department of Justice
had been incorporating section 2 into section 5, effectively applying the section
2 results standard to section 5 jurisdictions. The incorporation of section 2 into
section 5 by the Department of Justice gave many covered municipalities an
incentive to maximize the number of meaningful minority-opportunity districts
to avoid both Department of Justice rejection and costly section 2 litigation.

Katherine Butler was prescient when, in a 1984 article, she suggested the
preclearance provision was potentially the attorney general’s most coercive
tool. She noted that “in actual practice the attorney general objects to newly
enacted election laws on other bases . . . [that are] . . . not subject to judicial
review and can be overturned only through a burdensome declaratory judg-
ment action in the District Court for the District of Columbia—a remedy not
often pursued” (1984, 28). She claimed that armed with the preclearance
mechanism the attorney general presents a “menacing specter” to cities pro-
posing changes (1984, 42).

Many section 5-covered jurisdictions with a large minority population
engaged in the 1990 process of redistricting with an “understanding that they

3 4 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



would have to create majority-minority districts to have their plans successful-
ly navigate legal hurdles” (Webster 1997a, 15, emphasis added). The complex-
ity of voting-rights litigation almost assures substantial attorney costs. In
order to encourage those who have suffered harm to seek redress in vote dis-
crimination cases the courts have allowed plaintiffs to have attorney fees cov-
ered by the offending jurisdictions, even if the case is settled prior to trial
(Scher, Mills, Hotaling 1997, 184–85).

While the Department of Justice precleared numerous plans that did not
maximize, let alone increase, the number of minority districts, it was widely
asserted that it had a “maximization policy.”25 Certainly, during the early
1990s, the knowledge that the Department of Justice may reject a districting
plan for failure to construct additional minority districts combined with the
submitting jurisdiction’s desire to avoid potential litigation was enough to
encourage race-based districting.26 During the 1990 round of redistricting,
section 5 played a pivotal role in increasing the number of minority districts
precisely because it was in these areas that the Department of Justice, on
numerous occasions, made preclearance dependent upon meeting the section
2 vote dilution standard. It was only later that the Supreme Court declared
that the Department of Justice had erred in forcing some states to use race as
the predominate factor in drawing districts (see Miller v. Johnson 1995).

As intended in the original Voting Rights Act and its subsequent amend-
ments, changes in election practices or procedures proposed by covered juris-
dictions are to receive heightened scrutiny. According to Butler (1984, 56–57),
the preclearance requirement

forces legislators who might be disinterested in, callous towards, or just
plain ignorant of the impact of election laws on minorities to give the
matter careful consideration. The existence of section 5, therefore, is a
source of internal pressure on legislators to give the same serious politi-
cal considerations to the impact of proposed voting legislation on
minorities that they will naturally give their other constituents.

Municipalities that are covered by the preclearance provisions may not
engage in the process of redistricting insulated from outside scrutiny.27 In fact,
the federal regulations governing the Department of Justice’s administration
of the preclearance provisions require that submitting jurisdictions facilitate
minority access to the districting process.28 Preclearance coverage subjects the
redistricting process to both internal pressure and external scrutiny, which
results in heightened priority for race-based districting.29

The impact of section 2 was more muted in jurisdictions not subject to pre-
clearance. At the time of the 1990 round of redistricting, these municipalities
were not prone to base districting decisions on perceptions of Department of
Justice policy distilled from Department of Justice rulings. They were less likely
to construct, much less maximize, minority-opportunity councilmanic districts.
In addition, guidance as to the relative priority accorded race in the districting
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process was either conflicting, as was the case with district court decisions, or
nearly absent, as was the case with the Supreme Court.30 Further, section 2 chal-
lenges to their plans required a costly lawsuit in which the plaintiffs would have
the burden to demonstrate, under the “totality of circumstances,” that a plan had
the effect of diluting the minority’s voting strength.The threat of litigation under
section 2 in these jurisdictions was not nearly as immediate as Department of
Justice preclearance review of covered jurisdictions. Municipalities that lost or
settled section 2 litigation in the decade prior to the 1990 round of redistricting,
however, could be expected to be more likely to construct plans that provided
minorities the opportunity to elect candidates of choice in proportion to their
population than those not engaged in such litigation.

The involvement of the Department of Justice and/or the U.S. District
Court for the District of Columbia in the process of preclearing districting
plans, or the occurrence of litigation under section 2 in noncovered areas, sig-
nals a breach in the insulated local districting process, an increase in the pri-
ority being accorded to race-based districting, and an increase in the adoption
of minority-opportunity districts.

Hypothesis 6: The variable preclearance (i.e., the involvement of the
Department of Justice and/or the U.S. District Court for the District of
Columbia in the process of preclearing districting plans) will condition
the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of districts
adopted as minority-opportunity districts. Section 4(b) jurisdictions
subject to section 5 preclearance are more likely to adopt black minority-
opportunity districts than those jurisdictions not included in section 4(b)
coverage. Section 4(f ) Hispanic heritage language minority jurisdictions
subject to section 5 preclearance are more likely to adopt Hispanic
minority-opportunity districts than those jurisdictions not included in
section 4(f ) coverage.

Hypothesis 7:The variable court intervention (i.e., lost or settled section 2 lit-
igation in the decade prior to the 1990 round of redistricting) will condition
the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of districts
adopted as minority-opportunity districts. Jurisdictions with the experience
of court intervention are more likely to adopt minority-opportunity dis-
tricts than those jurisdictions that have not had this experience.

The above hypotheses model specifying variables that condition the first
general relationship between the theoretical maximal proportion of minority-
opportunity districts (i.e., system aptitude) and the actual proportion of
minority-opportunity districts adopted. The second general relationship
addresses the effect these adopted minority-opportunity districts have, in
turn, on the presence of Hispanic and black council members elected from
these districts during the three elections subsequent to the 1990 redistricting.
This second general relationship is conditioned by the specifying variables
resource disparity, partisan elections, and district population density.
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R E S O U R C E  D I S P A R I T Y

In low-profile elections the importance of campaign expenditures is substan-
tial (Gierzynski and Breaux 1991). A minority group’s deficit in resources rel-
ative to the nonminority group may frustrate a minority candidate’s ability to
raise money, achieve exposure, and mobilize voters. Talent, time, and money
within the minority community, including minority-owned businesses and
fraternal organizations, are necessary for effective political mobilization
(Karnig 1979; Johnson 2000). Increased levels of education ( Jones 1979;
Robinson and Dye 1978) and income ( Jones 1979; Karnig 1976; Karnig
1979; Robinson and Dye 1978) have a positive influence on many forms of
electoral participation, including voter registration, voter turnout, and candi-
dacy (especially Karnig and Welch 1980, 88–89). Therefore, education and
income may be viewed as political resources that contribute to the election of
minority candidates (Latimer 1979).31 A drop in the per-capita income of the
minority group relative to the nonminority group will diminish its ability to
effectively mount a campaign and elect a descriptive representative.

Hypothesis 8: The variable resource disparity will condition the relationship
between the proportion of districts adopted as minority-opportunity dis-
tricts and the proportion of council members that are either Hispanic or
black officials elected from respective Hispanic or black minority-oppor-
tunity districts in the three elections subsequent the 1990 round of redis-
tricting. As disparity in politically relevant resources increases, the ability
to elect minority descriptive representatives decreases.

P A R T I S A N  E L E C T I O N S

Partisan elections at the municipal level may enhance the election of minori-
ty candidates (Banfield and Wilson 1963; Hawley 1973; Robinson and Dye
1978). First, party organizations can actively recruit and train minority candi-
dates. Political parties may contribute technical, managerial, and organiza-
tional skills necessary for effective campaigning. Political parties are
institutions that certify minority candidates as eligible to receive votes of party
members, and they help provide visibility through coverage by the media
(Conyers and Wallace 1976, 103; Johnson 2002, 88).

Second, partisan elections allow the selection to be framed in terms of
party competition and issues rather than the race of the candidate. In the
absence of a partisan cue, voters will rely on other cues to arrive at their deci-
sions (Pomper 1966). Ethnicity or race may stand in lieu of partisanship as an
efficient short-cut (Squire and Smith 1988). In addition, voting cues may be
expected to have the greatest impact on groups that are resource deficient or
the least organized (Davidson and Korbel 1981; Lee 1960, 165–68). Without
the short-cut of party cues, the cost of making decisions may increase, espe-
cially for those groups that are less informed. Partisan elections, by reducing
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the cost of making informed decisions, also can have the effect of increasing
voter turnout (Schaffner, Streb, and Wright 2001; Conway 1969, 428).

Last, political parties may function to unite diverse community, business,
and social interests in support of the sponsored candidate. This may include
coordinating group members in efforts to raise money, distribute literature,
staff phone banks, and register voters (White and Shea 2000, 195–97). Also,
political parties may be instrumental in mobilizing voters on election day,
especially those from minority communities with traditionally lower voter
turnout relative to nonminorities.

Hypothesis 9: The variable partisan elections will condition the relation-
ship between the proportion of districts adopted as minority-opportuni-
ty districts and the proportion of council members that are either
Hispanic or black officials elected from respective Hispanic or black
minority-opportunity districts in the three elections subsequent the
1990 round of redistricting. The absence of partisan elections will
decrease the ability to elect minority candidates.

D I S T R I C T  P O P U L A T I O N  D E N S I T Y

The ability of a minority candidate’s campaign to both communicate with
voters during the preelection period and to mobilize voters on election day
may be subject to the physical density of the population within the minority-
opportunity district. Generally, the larger the district geographically, the fewer
voters per square mile. The more spread out the potential voters, the more
organized and better financed a campaign must be to be effective (e.g., Karnig
and Welch 1982, 99; Grofman, Handley, and Niemi 1992, 106; Hogan 2001).
Likewise, in a more densely populated district, the minority candidate may
have both more visibility and direct contact with potential voters. Simply, a
high district density may increase the ability to communicate the campaign’s
message and to mobilize voters. Therefore, variation in population density per
square mile of minority-opportunity district, weighted for the overall popula-
tion size of the city, may further intensify any minority disadvantage in the
distribution of politically relevant resources.

Hypothesis 10: The variable district population density will condition the
relationship between the proportion of districts adopted as minority-
opportunity districts and the proportion of the council members that are
either Hispanic or black officials elected from respective Hispanic or
black minority-opportunity districts in the three elections subsequent
the 1990 round of redistricting. As district density decreases, the ability
to elect minority descriptive representatives decreases.

Chapter 3 has presented the theoretical underpinnings of the two general
hypotheses and the attendant conditioning variables. We now turn in the
next chapter to a summary of these hypotheses and the operationalization of
the variables.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

T h e  D e s i g n : R e v i e w  o f
H y p o t h e s i z e d  R e l a t i o n s h i p s ,

D a t a  S o u r c e s , a n d
M e a s u r e m e n t  o f  V a r i a b l e s

This chapter begins with a summary of the hypotheses developed in chapters
2 and 3 and an illustrative diagram of these relationships. These are followed
by a discussion of the data sources. The latter half of this chapter provides a
detailed account of the empirical measure for each variable.

The following is a summary of hypothesized relationships:
General Hypothesis 1: The aptitude of an election system (defined as the
theoretical maximal proportion of all council districts that may be minor-
ity-opportunity districts) provides the primary explanation for the propor-
tion of a city’s districts that are actually adopted as minority-opportunity.

General Hypothesis 2: The proportion of a city’s districts that are minor-
ity-opportunity provides the primary explanation for the proportion of
districted council members that are either Hispanic or black officials
elected from respective Hispanic or black minority-opportunity districts
in the three elections subsequent the 1990 round of redistricting.

Hypothesis 3: The variable political tenability (i.e., the ability to defend
proposed minority-opportunity districts) will condition the relationship
between system aptitude and the proportion of districts adopted as
minority-opportunity districts. The more tenable a district, the more
likely it will be adopted. Hispanic minority-opportunity districts are less
likely to be adopted than black minority-opportunity districts because
the greater Hispanic residential integration results in fewer politically
tenable minority-opportunity districts.
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Hypothesis 4: The variable districted incumbent advocacy (i.e., minori-
ty incumbency interacting with the level of minority representation)
will condition the relationship between system aptitude and the pro-
portion of districts adopted as minority-opportunity districts. If the
condition of districted minority incumbency at the time of redistrict-
ing is accompanied by minority underrepresentation, then priority will
be accorded race as a districting criterion, and there will be an increase
in the proportion of minority-opportunity districts adopted. If district-
ed minority incumbency is accompanied by near proportional repre-
sentation, then there will be no priority accorded race as a districting
criterion, and there will be no change in the proportion of minority-
opportunity districts adopted. No districted minority incumbency
implies a lack of priority accorded race and a lack of expansion in the
proportion of minority-opportunity districts.

Hypothesis 5: The variable divested minority incumbent advocacy (i.e.,
at-large minority incumbency at the time of redistricting) will condition
the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of districts
adopted as minority-opportunity districts. The presence of at-large
minority incumbency at the time of redistricting will increase the prior-
ity accorded race as a districting criterion, and there will be an increase
in the proportion of minority-opportunity districts adopted. No at-large
minority incumbency implies a lack of priority accorded race and a lack
of expansion in the proportion of minority-opportunity districts.

Hypothesis 6: The variable preclearance (i.e., the involvement of the
Department of Justice and/or the U.S. District Court for the District of
Columbia in the process of preclearing districting plans) will condition
the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of districts
adopted as minority-opportunity districts. Section 4(b) jurisdictions
subject to section 5 preclearance are more likely to adopt black minori-
ty-opportunity districts than those jurisdictions not included in section
4(b) coverage. Section 4(f ) Hispanic heritage language minority juris-
dictions subject to section 5 preclearance are more likely to adopt
Hispanic minority-opportunity districts than those jurisdictions not
included in section 4(f ) coverage.

Hypothesis 7: The variable court intervention (i.e., lost or settled section 2
litigation in the decade prior to the 1990 round of redistricting) will con-
dition the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of
districts adopted as minority-opportunity districts. Jurisdictions with the
experience of court intervention are more likely to adopt minority-oppor-
tunity districts than those jurisdictions that have not had this experience.

Hypothesis 8: The variable resource disparity will condition the relationship
between the proportion of districts adopted as minority-opportunity dis-
tricts and the proportion of council members that are either Hispanic or
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black officials elected from respective Hispanic or black minority-oppor-
tunity districts in the three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of
redistricting. As disparity in politically relevant resources increases, the
ability to elect minority descriptive representatives decreases.

Hypothesis 9: The variable partisan elections will condition the relation-
ship between the proportion of districts adopted as minority-opportuni-
ty districts and the proportion of council members that are either
Hispanic or black officials elected from respective Hispanic or black
minority-opportunity districts in the three elections subsequent to the
1990 round of redistricting. The absence of partisan elections will
decrease the ability to elect minority candidates.

Hypothesis 10: The variable district population density will condition the
relationship between the proportion of districts adopted as minority-
opportunity districts and the proportion of the council members that are
either Hispanic or black officials elected from respective Hispanic or
black minority-opportunity districts in the three elections subsequent to
the 1990 round of redistricting. As district density decreases, the ability
to elect minority descriptive representatives decreases.

These hypothesized relationships are modeled in figure 4.1 below.
The two primary sources are data collected by means of several original sur-

veys of city officials conducted by the author and data collected from the U.S.
Census Bureau. First, data have been compiled from two surveys of U.S. cities
with 1990 populations of 150,000 or more employing the single-member dis-
trict election format either exclusively or in conjunction with at-large elections
(i.e., a “mixed” system). Not all such cities with 150,000 population are includ-
ed, however. Our theory suggests that cities that do not have enough either
Hispanic or black voting-age residents theoretically to construct at least a single
Hispanic or black minority-opportunity district at the 50 percent VAP (i.e., vot-
ing-age population) threshold are to be excluded (See appendix B for a list of
cities surveyed). The establishment of an artificial bar excluding cities with
fewer than, say, 5, 10, 12, or 15 percent minority population would be atheoret-
ical. Other studies include such arbitrary decision rules that exclude cities with
relatively small minority populations (see, e.g., Karnig 1979, 138; Karnig and
Welch 1979, 465; also Taebel 1978, 144). In this study the decision to either
include or exclude a city is a function of the number of both specified minority
and nonspecified minority voting-age residents citywide and the number of
councilmanic districts. The result of the total number of citywide voting-age
residents being divided by the number of districts is the average number of vot-
ing-age residents per district. The specified minority group, either Hispanic or
black, must have enough total voting-age population to constitute at least 50
percent voting-age population of a theoretical district. Thus, a city with 12 per-
cent specified minority voting-age population may be included while another
with the same percent may be excluded.1
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In addition, there are both theoretical and empirical reasons for us to
exclude cities with an excessively large specified minority voting-age popula-
tion. The exclusion of cities in which a high percentage of overall voting-age
population is of a specified minority is justified on theoretical grounds. In
such cities redistricters cannot avoid the proposition or adoption of minority-
opportunity districts. For example, given a city with five districts and 90 per-
cent of the overall voting-age population from a specified minority, the
theoretical percent of the city’s districts that may be minority-opportunity is
certain to be 100, and the percent of districts that are actually adopted as
minority-opportunity is likely to be 100. Thus, the translation from theoreti-
cal to actual is likely to be one-to-one. From an empirical perspective, it has
been found that such a city constitutes an outlier that “tugs-up” on the regres-
sion line, substantially changing the slope coefficient and intercept relative to
when the city is absent from the analysis. Further, hypothesized conditioning
variables such as political tenability (i.e., segregation) will make little differ-
ence in such a city. Neither high nor low levels of segregation will change the
likelihood that a proposed districting plan is attacked as motivated by race.
Since all districts must necessarily be minority-opportunity, the ability of
redistricters to politically “sell” a particular plan will rest on merits other than
whether or not it was motivated solely by race. Those cities surveyed with the
highest Hispanic VAP are Laredo with 92 percent, Miami with 65 percent, El
Paso with 65 percent, and San Antonio with 51 percent. The city of Laredo
has been excluded from the study for both the above theoretical and empiri-
cal reasons. Miami, El Paso, and San Antonio remain in the study. These
remaining Hispanic cities do not necessarily have a system aptitude of 100
percent at all VAP threshold levels, and, in each instance, there are nonminor-
ity-opportunity districts. A check has demonstrated that these cities are not
outliers empirically. Note also that these cities may have a minority citizen
VAP (CVAP) that is lower than the standard census voting-age population
(the Census Bureau reports CVAP for cities, but it does not provide these data
aggregated at the block level). Thus, the VAP in these cities may actually over-
sate the presence of Hispanics eligible to register to vote. Those cities surveyed
with the highest black VAP are the District of Columbia with 61 percent,
Atlanta with 61 percent, Birmingham with 58 percent, Newark with 57 per-
cent, New Orleans with 56 percent, Baltimore with 55 percent, Inglewood
with 53 percent, and Jackson with 50 percent. Each of these cities remains in
the study. These cities do not necessarily have a system aptitude of 100 per-
cent and there are no cities that have adopted 100 percent of their districts as
black minority-opportunity. Last, a check has demonstrated that these cities
are not outliers empirically.

The explanation for the presence of Hispanic elected officials will employ
a different set of cities than the explanation for the presence of black elected
officials. This is due to the fact that often cities that contain enough Hispanic
VAP to be included in the Hispanic sample do not also contain enough black
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VAP to be included in the black sample. Some cities, however, have enough
blacks and Hispanics to be included in both samples.

Mail, fax, and phone surveys were used to identify minority elected offi-
cials, whether they were elected at-large or to a particular district and when
they held office (i.e., during the 1990 round of redistricting, during the first,
second, or third election following redistricting).2 A survey also was employed
to identify cities that had been engaged in litigation prior to redistricting. See
appendix A for survey design and sample of typical questionnaires.

Data are also drawn from the 1990 U.S. Bureau of the Census counts for
Hispanics and blacks at the block level found in the census PL 94–171 data
base and Summary Tape File 1 (STF-1). These data are used to construct
measures of Hispanic and black segregation, district population density, and
system aptitude. Other census data are used to measure resource disparity.
Table 4.1 presents a list of variables and the attendant source of data.

The following presents the operational definitions of the variables:

S Y S T E M  A P T I T U D E

System aptitude is the theoretical maximal proportion of a city’s total districts
that may be either Hispanic or black minority-opportunity under the speci-
fied minority VAP thresholds of 50, 55, and 60 percent.

M I N O R I T Y - O P P O R T U N I T Y  D I S T R I C T S

A minority-opportunity district is the proportion of a city’s total districts
adopted, following the 1990 round of redistricting, as either Hispanic or black
minority-opportunity under the specified minority VAP thresholds of 50, 55,
and 60 percent. To determine which, if any, of a city’s districts is minority-
opportunity Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software is used to jux-
tapose a city’s councilmanic district map over block-level census data. Each
district’s VAP by race and ethnicity is aggregated.

P O L I T I C A L  T E N A B I L I T Y

Political tenability is a measure of Hispanic/white or black/white dissimilari-
ty in residential patterns. The operationalization of political tenability is
accomplished by the index of dissimilarity, measuring the eveness or disper-
sion of groups across the city.

The index of dissimilarity’s measure of evenness has long been a staple
within the sociology literature (see, e.g., Duncan and Duncan 1955; Taeuber
and Taeuber 1965; Sørensen, Taeuber, and Hollingsworth 1975; White 1986,
198–89, 1987, 86–87).3 According to Massy and Denton (1993, 20):
“Evenness is defined with respect to the racial composition of the city as a
whole. If a city is 10 percent black, then an even residential pattern requires
that every neighborhood be 10 percent black and 90 percent white . . . The
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Table 4.1

Variables and Data Sources
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VARIABLE: DATA SOURCE:

SYSTEM APTITUDE Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council and
Census Data Manipulated with
Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
Software.

MINORITY-OPPORTUNITY DISTRICTS City's Map of Districted Council-
manic Boundaries Juxtaposed on Census
Data Using Geographic Information
Systems (GIS) Software.

POLITICAL TENABILITY
Index of Segregation Census Data Manipulated with

Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
Software.

VESTED MINORITY INCUMBENT
ADVOCACY
Minority Incumbency (Districted) Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council and

Various Rosters of Elected Officials.

Underrepresentation Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council,
Census, and Various Rosters of Elected
Officials.

DIVESTED MINORITY INCUMBENT
ADVOCACY
Minority Incumbency (At-Large) Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council and

Various Rosters of Elected Officials.
PRECLEARANCE

Section 4 (b) Covered Jurisdictions
Section 4 (f ) Covered Jurisdictions

Code of Federal Regulations.
Code of Federal Regulations.

COURT INTERVENTION
Section 2 Litigation Survey Law Department/City Attorney.

MINORITY PRESENCE ON GOVERNING
BODY
1st Election Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council and

Various Rosters of Elected Officials.

2nd Election Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council and
Various Rosters of Elected Officials.

3rd Election Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council and
Various Rosters of Elected Officials.

RESOURCE DISPARITY Census.

PARTISAN ELECTIONS Survey City Clerk/Clerk of Council.

DISTRICT POPULATION DENSITY Census Data Manipulated with
Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
Software.



index of dissimilarity gives the percent of blacks that would have to move to
achieve an ‘even’ residential pattern.” A dissimilarity score of 100 indicates
complete disjunction where no single person of the first group is located in
areas with persons of the second group, while a score of 0 indicates complete
evenness. It may be interpreted as “the percentage of non-overlap or dissimi-
larity in the two residential distributions” (Sørensen, Taeuber, and
Hollingsworth 1975, 127).

The index of dissimilarity, therefore, is the average deviation of a group’s
population size for a set of areal units within a city, weighted for the popula-
tion size of the areal unit and divided by the average total population devia-
tion. This study uses PL94–171 census block data for each city to compute a
dissimilarity score. The index of dissimilarity is calculated as:

DG1G2 = ½ S ó G1i/G1–G2i/G2 ó
where DG1G2 represents the summary statistic of dissimilarity between the
two groups. G1 is the entire citywide population of the first group, and G2 is
the entire citywide population of the second group. A group’s population
within a serial order of census tracts is designated as the ith tract. G1i is the
population of the first group in the ith tract, and G2i is the population of the
second group in the corresponding ith tract.

The index of dissimilarity has been criticized for its inability to incorporate
the spatial relationships of geographic units, however. Assume, for example,
that the census tracts within a city are arranged in red-black checkerboard
fashion. Further assume that the red squares illustrate tracts that are heavily
populated by whites and that the black squares illustrate tracts that are heav-
ily populated by Hispanics. Provided this, one may calculate the city’s dissim-
ilarity index score. A shuffling or rearrangement of the location of the tracts
will not alter the evenness of the racial composition of the tracts. Even if all
squares (i.e., tracts) of one color are congregated on one side of the board (i.e.,
city) the dissimilarity index score will remain the same. But a city with tracts
arranged with alternating white-dominated/Hispanic-dominated neighbor-
hoods is qualitatively different from a city where the tracts dominated by a
particular group are located largely in one or two larger clusters forming racial
ghettos (e.g., White 1983, 1010–11). The failure of the dissimilarity index to
incorporate a measure of the spatial clustering of areal units is known as the
checkerboard or contiguity problem (see, e.g., Lieberson and Carter 1982).
Since segregation is a phenomenon known largely at the neighborhood level,
when a unit of analysis such as the census tract (or larger) is used to calculate
an index of dissimilarity it may be subject to the checkerboard problem, and,
thus, the higher level of aggregation may mask meaningful segregation. This
is referred to as “scale dependency” (Beneson and Omer 2002, 13). The small-
est unit of analysis, the census block, while not completely immune, is less
subject to the checkerboard problem stemming from the larger-level phenom-
enon of neighborhood segregation. For this reason, this study uses block level
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census data to calculate the index of dissimilarity. (For a measure of spatial
proximity or clustering see White 1983, 1986, 1987; see also Massey and
Denton 1988b, 294–95; 1989, 375.)

The 1990 census provides several possible units of analysis, including the
census block, census-block group, and census tract. The census block is the
smallest unit of analysis and typically contains fewer than one thousand per-
sons. The population of blocks can range from more than a thousand in areas
with high-occupancy apartments to less than eighty persons. The census
bureau may suppress data on race due to the relatively small size of certain city
blocks and the desire to maintain respondents’ confidentiality. Census-block
groups average roughly forty blocks within each group, although the number
of blocks may vary quite a bit. The census tract contains an average popula-
tion of four thousand persons, but can range as low as three thousand and as
high as eight thousand persons. The relative size of the census tract “may mask
the intricacies of ethnic distributions and may be less homogeneous internal-
ly than is perhaps assumed, especially in transition zones” between segregated
groups (Allen and Turner 1995, 344). The census bureau does not have a func-
tional definition of census tract per se, although they are “designed to be
homogenous [neighborhoods] with respect to population characteristics, eco-
nomic status and living conditions” (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census
of Population and Housing, Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1992). White (1987, 2) notes that sociologists are far from agreement on a
definition for neighborhood and that it “is a term at once common and vague.”
Although many census tract boundaries have remained stable for decades,
population movement as well as changes in land use have left many tracts less
than homogeneous (see Rae 2001). Therefore, for these reasons it is sensible
that this study uses the census block as the unit in the measure of residential
segregation. (For a discussion of the evolution of PL94–171, see Turner and
LaMacchia 1999).

VESTED MINORITY INCUMBENT ADVOCACY

While the complete absence of a districted minority presence at the time of
redistricting may indicate that race may not be a salient districting criterion,
districted minority presence is not necessarily indicative of a heightened sensi-
tivity to race. Only when districted minority incumbency is accompanied by
minority underrepresentation is there likely to be an increase in the priority
accorded race as a districting criterion. Therefore, a simple dichotomous pres-
ence or absence of one or more districted minority incumbents is not adequate.
Rather, the presence of districted minority incumbency, whether one or more,
at the time of redistricting interacts with the number of seats required for the
minority to reach proportional representation.

The operationalization of vested minority incumbent advocacy includes the
interaction between two variables, the presence of districted minorities on the
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council at the time of redistricting and the level of minority over or underrepre-
sentation. The presence of minorities on the council is measured as a proportion
of all districts that are held by a specified minority at the time of redistricting.

The level of minority over- or underrepresentation is measured as the dis-
tance in the number of seats, as a proportion of the total seats (i.e., districted
seats and at-large seats), that the minority is from proportional representation,
based on total minority population. Total minority population is used rather
than minority voting-age population because proportional representation is
often popularly perceived, as well as couched by elected officials, as relative to
overall population. The behavior of a district-elected minority to defend a
proposed minority-opportunity district is dependent upon the common con-
ceptualization of what constitutes proportional representation.

In most cases, the minority will be underrepresented by any number of seats
in addition to a fraction of a seat. The interval-level data require that a fraction
of a seat either be rounded up or rounded down to the next whole seat. The
group that is underrepresented by the largest fraction (i.e., the plurality) has the
greatest claim to the whole seat. The rounding of fractions in this manner fits
well theoretically. Given a city with just two groups, either black and Anglo or
Hispanic and Anglo, the minority group’s movement toward proportional rep-
resentation is necessarily at the “expense” of the representation of the remain-
ing group. In this zero-sum context, a normative argument is made that there
is a qualitative difference between the minority group being underrepresented,
say, by one-third of a seat or by two-thirds of a seat. In the former the minor-
ity’s acquisition of a whole seat will place it two-thirds of a seat above propor-
tional representation, moving the minority further from absolute proportional
representation while eroding white representation from one-third above pro-
portional representation to two-thirds below. But in the latter, the minority’s
acquisition of a whole seat will move both the minority group and the white
group closer to absolute proportional representation. Therefore, the situation in
which the minority is underrepresented by two-thirds of a seat has a greater
normative claim to an additional seat than the situation in which the minority
is underrepresented by one-third of a seat. The same plurality rule will apply
when there are three or more groups.

D I V E S T E D  M I N O R I T Y  I N C U M B E N T  A D V O C A C Y

Divested minority incumbent advocacy is operationalized as the proportion of
the total council (i.e., districted seats and at-large seats) that a minority elect-
ed at-large constitutes at the time of redistricting. The lower end of the theo-
retical range is 0 while the higher end may never quite equal 1. A council
either without at-large seats or with at-large seats, but no minorities elected
at-large, will necessarily have a score of 0. The presence of a minority elected
at-large increases the score above 0. Since a city must necessarily have at min-
imum two districted seats to be included in the study, the proportion of a city’s
council that is at-large will never equal 1.
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P R E C L E A R A N C E

Cities subject to section 5 preclearance under the Voting Rights Act are meas-
ured as a dichotomous variable, 1 indicating coverage and 0 indicating non-
coverage. Section 4(b) contains the conditions for coverage under the racial
provisions, and section 4(f ) contains the conditions for coverage under the
language minority provisions. Coverage by section 4(b) is used as an explana-
tion for the presence of black minority-opportunity districts, while coverage
by section 4(f ) is used as an explanation for the presence of Hispanic minor-
ity-opportunity districts. Covered jurisdictions are listed in the Code of
Federal Regulations Title 28, volume 2, parts 51 and 55.

C O U R T  I N T E R V E N T I O N

Court intervention occurred when section 2 litigation over councilmanic dis-
tricts was lost by the city, or settled, in the decade prior to the 1990 round of
redistricting. Court intervention is operationalized as a dichotomous variable,
1 indicating intervention and 0 indicating nonintervention. These data are
gathered from telephone, fax, and mail surveys of the cities’ legal departments.

M I N O R I T Y  P R E S E N C E  O N  G O V E R N I N G  B O D Y

The assumption behind measuring ‘minority presence on governing body’ is
that minority elected officials are usually the preferred representatives of their
respective groups. Minorities, for example, have consistently demonstrated
their preferences for minority representatives through their voting behavior
(Vanderleeuw 1990; Murray and Vedlitz 1978; Reeves 1997, esp. 76–90;
Carsey 1995; Lieske and Hillard 1984; Sigleman et al. 1995). These represen-
tatives also may better represent the preferences of their respective groups.
The assumption that minority elected officials make a difference finds its the-
oretical roots in the fact that a minority’s descriptive representative is drawn
from a group that collectively shares a unique historical experience and, there-
fore, will likely incorporate these preferences into positions on public policy
issues (Karnig and Welch 1980, 13, 108–41). See chapter 2 for a more detailed
discussion of minority descriptive representation.

The simple task of “head counting” can be used as an empirical measure of
the presence of minorities on a city council, although it is often criticized as a
crude measure of representation. Minority presence on a governing body is best
measured as the proportion of all districted council members that are either
Hispanic or black elected from respective Hispanic or black minority-opportu-
nity districts. This proportion is identified for each city for the first, second,
and third elections following the 1990 round of redistricting. Since the adop-
tion dates of redistricting plans and terms of office for districted council mem-
bers may vary from city to city, and since a particular city may have staggered
district elections, specific years are not identified as the cut points at which to
measure the proportion of the districted council that is minority.

T h e  D e s i g n      4 9



R E S O U R C E  D I S P A R I T Y

Engstrom and McDonald (1986; 1987, 247–49) measure income disparities
as the ratio of black median income to white median income taken from U.S.
Census Bureau figures. The authors find that the correlation between income
and education is high; therefore, they use income alone because it has the most
explanatory power of the two variables. Resource disparity in this study is the
ratio of citywide either Hispanic or black median income to the median
income of non-Hispanic whites. For example, the measure of black-white
resource disparity is calculated as follows:

RD =
(Median Income Non-Hispanic whites — Median Income of Blacks)___________________________________________________

Median Income of Blacks

A resource disparity score of 0 indicates no difference between the median
incomes of the two groups, while a resource disparity score of 1 indicates that
the non-Hispanic white median income is twice (200 percent) that of the
specified minority.

P A R T I S A N  E L E C T I O N S

The operationalization of partisan elections is a dichotomous variable, 1 indi-
cating partisan elections and 0 indicating absence of partisan elections. An elec-
tion is identified as partisan if at least a single party’s name or symbol appears
on the government-printed election ballot in association with a candidate.

D I S T R I C T  P O P U L A T I O N  D E N S I T Y

District population density is a measure of the physical density of the popu-
lation per square mile within the minority-opportunity district weighted for
the over-all population size of the city. That is, district population density is
the voting-age population per square mile of minority-opportunity district as
a percent of the citywide population. If more than one either Hispanic or
black minority-opportunity district is present, then the mean of the district
population densities is used.

Chapter 4 has made complete our model by specifying specific empirical
measures of the variables and has set the stage for testing the hypothesized
relationships and reporting the findings, the focus of the next several chapters.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

T h e  A d o p t i o n  o f
H i s p a n i c  a n d  B l a c k

M i n o r i t y - O p p o r t u n i t y
D i s t r i c t s : M o d e l

T e s t i n g  a n d  F i n d i n g s

With the theoretical development complete and the specifics of variable
measurement in hand, we are now ready to turn to testing the proposed model
and presenting the findings. This chapter presents the tests of the first gener-
al hypothesis that posits the theoretical maximal proportion of minority-
opportunity districts (system aptitude) as the primary explanation for the
actual adoption of minority-opportunity districts. Also tested are five subhy-
potheses positing the conditioning effect of the five additional variables—
political tenability, vested advocacy, divested advocacy, preclearance, and court
intervention—on this general relationship.

Defining what percent minority may constitute an opportunity district is
much debated. As you may recall, for the purpose of this study we have decid-
ed to test the relationship at three opportunity threshold levels, 60, 55, and 50
percent either Hispanic or black voting-age population. Table 5.1 provides the
number of cities examined in each analysis for each voting-age population
threshold, the total number of theoretically possible Hispanic and black minor-
ity-opportunity districts, and the number of such districts actually adopted. At
the 60 percent threshold there are 42 cities that have the aptitude to create at
least a single Hispanic minority-opportunity district. These 42 cities provide,
in sum, the possibility of creating a theoretical maximal 118 Hispanic minori-
ty-opportunity districts, but the number actually adopted is only 24. At the 55
percent threshold, the number of cities that have the aptitude to create at least

5 1



a single Hispanic minority-opportunity district increases by 1 to 43. The lower
threshold increases the theoretical maximal number of Hispanic minority-
opportunity districts by 14 (to 132), and the number of such districts actually
adopted by 8 (to 32). The lowering of the threshold to 50 percent again adds
another city, increases the number of theoretical districts by another 12 (to
144), and increases the number of districts actually adopted by another 16 (to
48). As the threshold decreases, the average number of theoretical Hispanic
districts per city increases from 2.81 to 3.07 to 3.27. And, in similar fashion, as
the threshold decreases, the average number of Hispanic districts actually
adopted per city increases from .57 to .74 to 1.09.

There are 83 cities that have the aptitude to create at least a single black
minority-opportunity district at the 60 percent threshold. These 83 cities have
the ability to yield a theoretical maximal 290 black minority-opportunity dis-
tricts. Within these cities, 143 black minority-opportunity districts actually
are adopted. At the 55 percent threshold, the number of cities that have the
aptitude to create at least a single black minority-opportunity district increas-
es by 1 to 84. The lower threshold increases the theoretical maximal number
of black minority-opportunity districts by 32 (to 322), and the number of
actual districts adopted by 16 (to 159). Lowering the threshold to 50 percent
adds 2 cities, increases the number of theoretical districts by 36 (to 358), and
increases the number of actual districts by 22 (to 181). The average number of
theoretical black districts per city increases from 3.49 to 3.83 to 4.16 as the
threshold decreases. The average number of black districts adopted per city
increases from 1.72 to 1.89 to 2.10 as the threshold decreases.

Table 5.1

Number of Cities Examined, Theoretical Maximal Number
of Districts, and Actual Number of Districts Adopted by
Minority Status and by Voting-Age Population Threshold

60% VAP 55% VAP 50% VAP
MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP.

THRESHOLD THRESHOLD THRESHOLD

Hispanic

Cities (N) 42 43 44
Theoretical Districts (N) 118 [2.81] 132 [3.07] 144 [3.27]

Actual Districts Adopted (N) 24 [0.57] 32 [0.74] 48 [1.09]

Black

Cities (N) 83 84 86
Theoretical Districts (N) 290 [3.49] 322 [3.83] 358 [4.16]

Actual Districts Adopted (N) 143 [1.72] 159 [1.89] 181[2.10]

Note: Numbers in brackets are means.
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Table 5.2 provides descriptive statistics for the variables Hispanic system
aptitude (HSA), Hispanic-opportunity districts (HOD), black system apti-
tude (BSA), and black-opportunity districts (BOD) on the metric to be
used in the regression equations. The Hispanic and black system aptitude
variables are the proportion of a city’s total districts that can be theoretical-
ly either Hispanic or black minority-opportunity, respectively. For example,
on average, .358 of all districts within each city may be theoretically 60 per-
cent Hispanic in voting-age population. The average proportion of each
city’s districts that may be theoretically Hispanic minority-opportunity dis-
tricts increases from .358 to .387 to .409 as the threshold decreases. In two
cities (Miami and El Paso) within the universe of Hispanic cities at each
threshold level, the proportion of the city’s districts that may be theoreti-
cally Hispanic minority-opportunity is equal to the total number of dis-
tricts (i.e., the maximum proportion is equal to 1). The minimum
proportion that may be Hispanic minority-opportunity districts at each of
the three thresholds is found to be .047 (Cleveland). The standard devia-
tion about the mean proportion is .225 at the 60 percent threshold, .245 at
the 55 percent threshold, and .261 at the 50 percent threshold. This sug-
gests both that there is a considerable amount of variation in the system
aptitude for Hispanic cities and that this variation increases as the thresh-
old decreases.

Likewise, the Hispanic and black minority-opportunity district variables
are the proportion of a city’s total districts that are actually adopted as Hispanic
or black minority-opportunity, respectively. For example, on average, .078 of
all districts within each city are Hispanic minority-opportunity at the 60 per-
cent threshold. The average proportion of each city’s districts that are actual-
ly Hispanic minority-opportunity increases from .078 to .104 to .145 as the
threshold decreases. In one city (Miami) within the universe of cities at each
threshold level, the proportion of districts that has been adopted as Hispanic
minority-opportunity is .800. There are several cities at each threshold that
have no districts adopted as Hispanic minority-opportunity (i.e., the mini-
mum proportion is equal to 0). The standard deviation about the mean pro-
portion is .189 at the 60 percent threshold, .203 at the 55 percent threshold,
and .205 at the 50 percent threshold.

Table 5.2 reveals both the similarities between the system aptitudes for
Hispanic and black cities and an emerging contrast between the actual adop-
tion of Hispanic and black districts. First, note that the Hispanic system apti-
tude is quite similar to the black system aptitude. For example, at the 60
percent threshold, the mean Hispanic system aptitude is .358, and the stan-
dard deviation is .225, while for black system aptitude the mean is .377, and
the standard deviation is .238. These similarities hold across the other thresh-
olds. System aptitude, recall, is simply a function of the number of total dis-
tricts within a city relative to the sizes of the particular minority and
remaining populations. The concept of ‘system aptitude’ has been developed
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to account for the mechanical parameters faced by redistricters independent
of the more political aspects of redistricting. The similarities between
Hispanic and black system aptitudes suggest that, as far as the mathematical
ability to create minority-opportunity districts is concerned, the universe of
cities in the Hispanic analysis is quite similar to those in the black analysis. It
is an important point to observe these initial similarities in the status of
Hispanic and black cities under analysis because, as this chapter and the next
will illustrate, the forces at work in the districting process play-out in marked-
ly different ways for the adoption of Hispanic-opportunity districts relative
black-opportunity districts.

Along this vein, note the proportion of Hispanic minority-opportunity
districts that have been adopted relative to the proportion of black minority-
opportunity districts that have been adopted. For example, within the
Hispanic cities, on average, only .078 of a city’s districts actually were adopt-
ed as minority-opportunity at the 60 percent threshold, while within the black
cities the proportion, on average, was nearly 2.5 times that number, .190. At
the 55 and 50 percent thresholds, proportionately the shares of adopted black
minority-opportunity districts are, respectively, double and 1.5 times the
number of adopted Hispanic minority-opportunity districts. This, on its face,
suggests that, all else equal, black opportunity districts are more likely to be
adopted relative to Hispanic opportunity districts, and this disparity becomes
increasingly acute as the VAP threshold increases. However, the theory pre-
sented above suggests that all else is not equal—there may be other conditions
at work in the Hispanic cities under analysis that are not present in the black
cities under analysis, and vice versa. The design of this chapter is an empirical
investigation of these other factors that may condition the translation from
system aptitude to actual adoption of minority-opportunity districts, a task
that we now address.

Regression equations provide the basis for testing both the first gener-
al relationship and the hypothesized conditional relationships for
Hispanic and black cities. The first general relationship asserts the theo-
retical maximal proportion of a city’s districts that may be minority-
opportunity as the primary explanation for the proportion of a city’s
districts that have actually been adopted as minority-opportunity. The
dependent variables, the presence of adopted Hispanic and black minori-
ty-opportunity districts, are specified as HOD and BOD, respectively. The
independent variables, the theoretical potential Hispanic and black-
opportunity districts (i.e., Hispanic and black system aptitude), are speci-
fied as HSA and BSA, respectively.

HOD = a + b1HSA
BOD = a + b1BSA

a is the intercept
b is the slope coefficient
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Table 5.2

Proportion of a City's Districts That May Be Theoretically
Minority-Opportunity and Proportion of a City's Districts

That Are Actually Minority-Opportunity by Minority
Status and Voting-Age Population Threshold

60% VAP 55% VAP 50% VAP
MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP.

THRESHOLD THRESHOLD THRESHOLD

Hispanic System 
Aptitude (HSA):

Mean .358 .387 .409
Maximum 1 1 1
Minimum .047 .047 .047

Std. Deviation .225 .245 .261

Hispanic Opportunity
Districts (HOD):

Mean .078 .104 .145
Maximum .800 .800 .800
Minimum 0 0 0

Std. Deviation .189 .203 .205

Black System
Aptitude (BSA):

Mean .377 .417 .456
Maximum 1 1 1
Minimum .050 .050 .050

Std. Deviation .238 .275 .280

Black Opportunity 
Districts (BOD):

Mean .190 .211 .231
Maximum .875 .875 .875
Minimum 0 0 0

Std. Deviation .206 .215 .226

The predicted value of the dependent variable (the proportion of a city’s districts
that have been adopted as either Hispanic or black minority-opportunity) is
dependent upon the intercept as well as the slope coefficient. Assuming an inter-
cept (a) of near or equal to 0, an unstandardized regression coefficient, or slope
coefficient (b), approaching 1.0 means that the theoretical maximal proportion
of districts that can be minority-opportunity tends to be about the same as the
proportion of actual adopted minority-opportunity districts. While the propor-
tion of actual minority-opportunity districts may not exceed the theoretical
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maximal proportion of minority-opportunity districts, a slope coefficient may
exceed 1 when the intercept is negative (for more detailed explication of
regression techniques, see Blalock 1979, Cohen and Cohen 1983).

The relationships between the system aptitude and the proportion of
adopted minority-opportunity districts across the three thresholds of 60, 55,
and 50 percent voting-age population are reported in table 5.3. The slope
coefficient for 60 percent Hispanic voting-age population is .702, for 55 per-
cent .657, and for 50 percent .704. These coefficients have a range of no more
that 4.7 points between any two suggesting that the slope of the regression
line is fairly similar across the three thresholds. The slope coefficient for 60
percent black voting-age population is .785, for 55 percent .710, and for 50
percent .741. These coefficients have a range of no more than 7.5 points
between any two, once again suggesting similarity across the thresholds.

Note the relative differences between the Hispanic coefficients and the black
coefficients at each threshold. In each case the black coefficient is larger than the
Hispanic coefficient. At the 60 percent threshold the difference is 8.3 points, at
the 55 percent threshold 5.3 points, and at the 50 percent threshold 3.7 points.
Likewise, the R2 coefficient, providing a measure of how much of the variance
in the dependent variable is accounted for by the independent variable, is larg-
er for blacks relative to Hispanics at each threshold. This suggests that the sys-
tem aptitude for blacks accounts for the presence of black minority-opportunity
districts better than does the system aptitude for Hispanics accounts for the
presence of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts.

Notice also that the intercept—the location where the regression line cross-
es the vertical Y-axis—is below 0 for each equation. For Hispanic cities, the
intercepts vary from -.174 to -.143 and for black cities from -.106 to -.084,
depending on the threshold. The location of the intercepts is explained by the
fact that there are no cities in the study with a system aptitude, measured as a
proportion, of 0.0. Recall that by definition a city must have the aptitude to
create at least a single theoretical minority-opportunity district to be included
in the study (i.e., proportion must be greater than 0.0). Since many of the cities
in the study have a small number of council districts—five or seven—this
means that the minimum system aptitude measure may begin at .200 (for a
five-district council) or .143 (for a seven-district council). In the universe of
either Hispanic or black cities, there are a number with a system aptitude to
create just one or two minority-opportunity districts. Further, a number of
these cities having such an aptitude have not adopted a proportional share of
actual districts. That is, some cities with a system aptitude of .20 may actually
have a proportion of adopted minority-opportunity districts that is 0.0, cities
with an aptitude of .40 may actually have a proportion of adopted minority-
opportunity districts that is .20, and so forth. The regression line fitting the
data may intercept the horizontal X-axis well to the right of 0.0. Thus, the Y-
intercept will likely not be at or near 0 but, rather, within the stated range.
Provided the above slope coefficients, the larger negative Y-intercepts for
Hispanic cities relative to black cities suggests that the Hispanic regression
lines intercept the X-axis to the right of the regression lines for black cities.
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Table 5.3

Regression Coefficient Estimates for the Relationship between System
Aptitude and the Presence of Minority-Opportunity Districts

by Minority Status and Voting-Age Population Threshold

60% VAP 55% VAP 50% VAP
MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP.

THRESHOLD THRESHOLD THRESHOLD

Hispanic

Intercept -.174 (.030) -.150 (.036) -.143 (.026)
Slope Coefficient .702 (.072) .657 (.078) .704 (.054)

R2 .698 .622 .798
S.E.E. .103 .124 .092

Cities (N) 42 43 44

Black

Intercept -.105 (.019) -.084 (.018) -.106 (.019)
Slope Coefficient .785 (.042) .710 (.036) .741 (.035)

R2 .815 .829 .839
S.E.E. .089 .089 .091

Cities (N) 83 84 86

Notes: All slope coefficients are significant at the .001 level.
Numbers in parentheses are standard errors for the coefficients.

The aptitude of a system alone may not provide a full explanation for the pro-
portion of actual adopted minority-opportunity districts. The R2s for Hispanics
leave as much as 37.8 percent of the variance unexplained and for blacks as much
as 18.5 percent unexplained. The design of this study establishes a theoretical
maximal proportion of a city’s districts that may be minority-opportunity and
then asks what factors may account for erosion from this theoretical maximal pro-
portion to the actual adopted proportion.The theory suggests that additional vari-
ables should be introduced as specifying variables (i.e., modifying the intercept
and slope coefficient) rather than introduced as separate and distinct independent
variables that have a direct, uniform impact on minority-opportunity districts
across cities.1 These five specifying variables are as follows:

PT = Political Tenability
VA = Vested Advocacy
DA = Divested Advocacy
PC = Preclearance
CI = Court Intervention

Each of these specifying variable is included in a regression to measure the
conditioning effect of each on the intercept and slope coefficient.

T h e  A d o p t i o n      5 7



P O L I T I C A L  T E N A B I L I T Y  C O N D I T I O N I N G
T H E  F I R S T  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Table 5.4 models the impact of political tenability as a specifying variable con-
ditioning the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of dis-
tricts adopted as minority-opportunity for both Hispanics and blacks.
Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60 percent, 55 percent, and
50 percent Hispanic voting-age population thresholds. Equations 4 through 6
present the findings at the 60 percent, 55 percent, and 50 percent black vot-
ing-age population thresholds.

The measure of political tenability (i.e., residential segregation) has a the-
oretical range of 0 (indicating complete integration) to 1 (indicating complete
segregation), but the “real-world” or empirical range for political tenability is
smaller. For example, within the universe of cities with an aptitude to con-
struct at least a single Hispanic minority-opportunity district at the 60 per-
cent voting-age threshold is found an empirical range of political tenability
scores that extends from a minimum of .182 (Moreno Valley, Calif.) to a max-
imum of .839 (Corpus Christi, Tex.). But noting just the minimum and max-
imum levels of segregation provides quite limited information on the nature
of segregation within a set of cities. The mean level of segregation and the
standard deviation above and below this mean provide a more complete pic-
ture. For example, within this same universe of cities, the average segregation
score is .513, while one standard deviation below the mean is .392 and one
standard deviation above the mean is .634. The dispersion of segregation
scores about the mean suggests a considerable amount of variation in segrega-
tion for both Hispanic and black cities and, interestingly, the range between
one standard deviation above and below the mean is nearly identical for
Hispanic and black cities alike. Note also that, consistent with our theoretical
expectations, the average level of segregation is lower for Hispanics relative to
blacks. The average segregation score for Hispanics across the three thresholds
is about .51 while the average for blacks across the three thresholds is about
.69, markedly higher.2

The effect of introducing political tenability as an interaction term condi-
tioning the first general relationship is the modification, or adjustment, of the
slope coefficient and intercept. The coefficient for the political tenability vari-
able, reported in the top half of table 5.4, adjusts the intercept, while the coef-
ficient for the interaction term, also reported in the top half of table 5.4, serves
as an adjustment in the slope coefficient. Reported in the bottom half of table
5.4 are the adjustments in the intercepts and slope coefficients for three dif-
ferent values of political tenability, specifically the mean and one standard
deviation above and below the mean, when system aptitude is set at its aver-
age for that group of cities. Using equation 1 as an example, which concerns
Hispanic minority-opportunity districts at the 60 percent threshold, a politi-
cal tenability score of .392 (one standard deviation below the mean PT score)
will result in an adjusted slope coefficient of .064 and intercept of -.105, a
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political tenability score of .634 (one standard deviation above the mean PT
score) will produce an adjusted slope coefficient of .190 and intercept of -.188,
and a political tenability score of .513 (the mean PT value) will produce an
adjusted slope coefficient of .127 and intercept of -.147.

The findings show that as the value of political tenability increases from
one standard deviation below to one standard deviation above the mean, so do
the adjusted slope coefficients. This holds true for both Hispanic and black
minority-opportunity districts at all thresholds. This means that when segre-
gation is relatively low (i.e., at or near one standard deviation below its mean),
it impacts adversely on the translation between the maximal proportion of
theoretical minority-opportunity districts and the proportion of districts actu-
ally adopted. When it is relatively high (i.e., at or near one standard deviation
above its mean), it impacts more positively on that translation. For example,
the translation between the aptitude of a system to create 60 percent Hispanic
minority-opportunity districts and the actual adoption of 60 percent Hispanic
minority-opportunity districts, measured by the slope coefficient, changes rel-
ative to the level of segregation present. When the value of the political ten-
ability score is one standard deviation below the mean, the slope coefficient is
.064, meaning that a one-unit increase in the proportion of all districts that
may be theoretically Hispanic minority-opportunity (i.e., system aptitude)
corresponds with a 6.4 percentage point increase in one-unit of the propor-
tion of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts actually adopted. When the
value of the political tenability score is one standard deviation above the mean,
the slope coefficient is .190, meaning that a one-unit increase in the propor-
tion of all districts that may be theoretically Hispanic minority-opportunity
results in a 19.0 percentage point increase in one-unit of the proportion of
Hispanic minority-opportunity districts actually adopted.

Notice also that the range between the reported minimum and maximum
adjusted coefficients decreases as the threshold decreases. For 60 percent
Hispanic districts, the range is .126, for 55 percent .063, and for 50 percent
.058. The difference between the 50 and 55 percent thresholds is modest, but
the difference between the 55 and 60 percent threshold is marked. Likewise,
the range for 60 percent black districts is .076, for 55 percent .025, and for 50
percent .023. Once again, the difference between the 50 and 55 percent
thresholds is modest, but the difference between the 55 and 60 percent
thresholds is marked.

For both Hispanics and blacks the interaction term at the 60 percent
threshold is statistically significant, while the interaction terms at the 55 and
50 percent thresholds are not statistically significant. Note also that the sys-
tem aptitude variable itself is not statistically significant for Hispanics at any
threshold, but it is statistically significant for blacks at the 55 and 50 percent
thresholds. At this point a caveat is in order. Statistical significance is an
important tool when analyzing a sample. When working with samples, an
important question is always, “How much confidence do we have that the
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findings derived from our sample may be inferred to the larger universe?” In
this study we have not taken a sample of cities from a larger universe of cities.
Rather, we have acquired data for the entire universe of U.S. cities that meet
our selection criteria. Thus, it may be argued, that the importance of report-
ing statistical significance is limited and contributes little to the substantive
interpretation of data. However, due to convention, we report significance lev-
els in each analysis.

The substantive interpretation of these numbers is that the minority vot-
ing-age population threshold conditions, as expected, the importance of seg-
regation in the translation between system aptitude and the actual adoption of
minority-opportunity districts. When 60 percent minority-opportunity dis-
tricts are sought, the impact of the level of minority segregation is more
demonstrative relative to when 55 percent minority-opportunity districts are
sought. However, the impact of segregation between the 55 and 50 percent
thresholds is much more modest, especially for blacks.

Finally, a comparison of the R2s presented in table 5.3 with that of table
5.4 may indicate the contribution to the amount of explained variance in the
dependent variable derived from the modeling of political tenability as an
interaction.3 For Hispanics the R2 increases from .698 to an adjusted R2 of
.739 for the 60 percent threshold, .622 to .624 for the 55 percent threshold,
and .798 to .826 for the 50 percent threshold. For black cities the amount of
variance in the dependent variable explained by the addition of political ten-
ability increases from an R2 of .815 to an adjusted R2 of .845 for the 60 per-
cent threshold, .829 to .843 for the 55 percent threshold, and .839 to .853 for
the 50 percent threshold. For both Hispanic and black cities the largest con-
tribution is found at the 60 percent threshold.

M I N O R I T Y  I N C U M B E N T  A D V O C A C Y  C O N D I T I O N I N G
T H E  F I R S T  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Table 5.5 models the impact of vested minority incumbent advocacy as a speci-
fying variable conditioning the relationship between system aptitude and the
proportion of districts adopted as minority-opportunity for both Hispanics and
blacks. Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent
Hispanic voting-age population thresholds, while equations 4 through 6 present
the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-age population thresholds.

Vested minority incumbent advocacy addresses either the absence or the
presence of a minority incumbent in conjunction with minority underrepre-
sentation. The measure of vested minority incumbent advocacy has a theoret-
ical range from 0, indicating the absence of either a Hispanic or black
incumbent or incumbents in a districted council seat(s) at the time of redis-
tricting and increases toward 1, indicating the presence of either a Hispanic or
black incumbent or incumbents in conjunction with the underrepresentation
of said minority at the time of redistricting (a more detailed explanation of

6 2 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



this measure is found in chapter 4). The empirical range, of course, is truncat-
ed within this larger theoretical range. Reported are the impacts of three lev-
els of vested minority incumbent advocacy (the mean, one standard deviation
above this mean, and one standard deviation below it) on the relationship
between system aptitude and the presence of minority-opportunity districts
when system aptitude is set at its average for a set of cities. For example, at the
60 percent threshold for Hispanics the mean level of vested Hispanic incum-
bent advocacy produces an adjusted slope coefficient of .467 and intercept of
-.158, meaning that a one-unit increase in the proportion of all districts that
may be theoretically Hispanic minority-opportunity (i.e., system aptitude)
results in a 46.7 percentage point increase in one-unit of the proportion of
Hispanic minority-opportunity districts actually adopted. When vested
Hispanic advocacy is one standard deviation below its mean, the adjusted
slope coefficient is .418 and intercept is -.088. When vested Hispanic advo-
cacy is one standard deviation above its mean, the adjusted slope coefficient is
.547 and intercept is -.275.4

The findings show that both the system aptitude and interaction variables
for Hispanic cities are statistically significant at each of the three thresholds.
The findings also show that as the values for vested Hispanic incumbent
advocacy increase from one standard deviation below to one standard devia-
tion above the mean, so do the adjusted slope coefficients for system aptitude.
This means that when vested Hispanic incumbent advocacy is relatively low
(i.e., at or near one standard deviation below its mean), it does not increase the
translation between the proportion of theoretical minority-opportunity dis-
tricts and the proportion of districts actually adopted. In fact, the adjusted
slope coefficient and intercept for one standard deviation below the mean is
identical to the slope coefficient and intercept in the top half of the table.
There is no adjustment to the slope coefficient or intercept due to the fact that
the reported minimums for VA are 0. When vested Hispanic incumbent advo-
cacy is relatively high (i.e., at or near one standard deviation above its mean),
it impacts positively on that translation. The range between the value of the
adjusted slope at the minimum value to VA and at a VA score of one standard
deviation above the mean for cities at the 60 percent Hispanic threshold is
.129, at the 55 percent threshold .101, and at the 50 percent threshold .100.
Clearly vested advocacy conditions the relationship at each threshold.
Substantively, this means that districted Hispanic incumbency combined with
Hispanic underrepresentation at the time of redistricting impacts positively
the adoption of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts at each threshold.

The findings show that the system aptitude variable is statistically signifi-
cant at each of the three thresholds for black cities, and the interaction variable
does not reach significance.The findings also show that the ranges between the
adjusted slope coefficients at the reported minimum and at one standard devi-
ation above the mean for VA are fairly small, and the ranges change relatively
little between thresholds for black minority-opportunity districts, in contrast to
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Hispanic cities. At the black 60 percent threshold, the range is .018, at the 55
percent threshold .029, and at the 50 percent threshold .014. This means that
at the 60 percent threshold districted black incumbency combined with black
underrepresentation impacts only slightly in a positive direction the translation
between the proportion of districts that could be, theoretically, black minority-
opportunity districts and the proportion of districts that are actually black
minority-opportunity districts. Notice, however, that vested black incumbent
advocacy impacts the relationship in a negative direction at the 55 and 50 per-
cent thresholds, although again only slightly. It must be kept in mind that
ranges at the 60, 55, and 50 percent thresholds are quite small indicating that
the impact of vested black incumbent advocacy, whether positive or negative,
is only slight. Vested black incumbent advocacy has little impact, while vested
Hispanic incumbent advocacy has marked impact, in conditioning the hypoth-
esized general relationship.

Finally, a comparison of the R2s between table 5.3 and table 5.5 may indi-
cate the contribution to the amount of explained variance in the dependent
variable derived from the modeling of vested minority incumbent advocacy as
an interaction term. For Hispanics, the R2 changes from .739 to an adjusted
R2 of .806 for the 60 percent threshold, .622 to .841 for the 55 percent thresh-
old, and .798 to .877 for the 50 percent threshold. Clearly, the variable con-
tributes to the amount of variance explained. For black districts, however,
based on the adjusted R2s , the same or less variance in the dependent vari-
able is explained when vested minority incumbent advocacy is added to the
equation. An R2 of .815 is changed to an adjusted R2 of .812 for the 60 per-
cent threshold, .829 to .826 for the 55 percent threshold, and .839 to .712 for
the 50 percent threshold.

D I V E S T E D  M I N O R I T Y  I N C U M B E N T  A D V O C A C Y
C O N D I T I O N I N G  T H E  F I R S T  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Table 5.6 models the impact of divested minority incumbent advocacy as a
specifying variable conditioning the relationship between system aptitude
and the proportion of districts adopted as Hispanic and black minority-
opportunity. Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and
50 percent Hispanic voting-age population thresholds, while equations 4
through 6 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-
age population thresholds.

Divested minority incumbent advocacy addresses either the absence or the
presence at the time of redistricting of either a Hispanic or a black minority
council member or members elected at-large. The measure of divested minor-
ity incumbent advocacy has a theoretical range from 0, indicating the absence
of either a Hispanic or black incumbent in an at-large council seat at the time
of redistricting, and increases toward 1, indicating at the time of redistricting
the presence of at least a single said minority elected at-large, measured as the

6 6 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



proportion of the total council (a more detailed explanation of this measure is
found in chapter 4). The empirical range is truncated within this larger theo-
retical range. Reported are the impacts of three levels of divested minority
incumbent advocacy (the mean, one standard deviation above this mean, and
one standard deviation below it) on the relationship between system aptitude
and the presence of minority-opportunity districts when system aptitude is set
at its average for a set of cities. For example, at the 60 percent Hispanic
threshold the mean level of divested Hispanic incumbent advocacy produces
an adjusted slope coefficient of .704 and intercept of -.166, meaning that a
one-unit increase in the proportion of all districts that may be theoretically
Hispanic minority-opportunity (i.e., system aptitude) results in a 70.4 per-
centage point increase in one-unit of the proportion of Hispanic minority-
opportunity districts actually adopted. When divested Hispanic advocacy is 1
standard deviation below its mean, the adjusted slope coefficient is .714 and
intercept is -.172. When divested Hispanic advocacy is one standard deviation
above its mean, the adjusted slope coefficient is .660 and intercept is -.140.

The findings show that the system aptitude variable is statistically signif-
icant for Hispanic cities, and the interaction term is not statistically signif-
icant at each of the three thresholds. The findings also show that as the
values for divested Hispanic incumbent advocacy increase from 1 standard
deviation below to 1 standard deviation above the mean for Hispanic cities,
the adjusted slope coefficients decrease. This holds true for all thresholds.
When divested Hispanic incumbent advocacy is relatively low (i.e., at 1
standard deviation below its mean), it does not increase the translation
between the proportion of all districts that may be theoretically minority-
opportunity districts and the proportion of all districts that are actually
adopted as minority-opportunity. The adjusted slope coefficient and inter-
cept for one standard deviation below the mean are identical to the slope
coefficient and intercept in the top half of the table. There is no adjustment
to the slope coefficient or intercept due to the fact that the minimums for
DA are 0. When divested Hispanic incumbent advocacy is relatively high
(i.e., at one standard deviation above its mean), it impacts adversely the
translation. This means, contrary to our hypothesis, that the presence of an
at-large Hispanic council member at the time of redistricting may decrease
the likelihood that Hispanic minority-opportunity districts will be adopted.
The range between the minimum and maximum slope coefficients reported
in the lower portion of table 5.6 for the cities at the 60 percent Hispanic
threshold is .054, at the 55 percent threshold is .015, and at the 50 percent
threshold is .038. The ranges between these reported minimum and maxi-
mum slope coefficients are quite small.

The findings show that the system aptitude variable is statistically signifi-
cant, and the interaction term is not statistically significant at each of the three
thresholds for black cities. The findings also show that as the values for divest-
ed black incumbent advocacy increase from one standard deviation below to one
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standard deviation above the mean, so too do the adjusted slope coefficients
increase for black cities. This is in contrast to the Hispanic cities. This suggests
a positive relationship, meaning that the presence of an at-large black council
member at the time of redistricting may increase the likelihood that black
minority-opportunity districts will be adopted. The range between the mini-
mum and maximum adjusted slope coefficients is .057 at the 60 percent thresh-
old, .025 at the 55 percent threshold, and .042 at the 50 percent threshold.

Finally, a comparison between the R2s in table 5.3 and the adjusted R2s in
table 5.6 indicate the contribution to the amount of explained variance in the
dependent variable derived from the modeling of divested minority incum-
bent advocacy as an interaction. For Hispanic districts, the amount of variance
in the dependent variable explained by the addition of divested Hispanic
incumbent advocacy is inconsequential, changing the R2 from .698 to .707 for
the 60 percent threshold, .622 to .614 for the 55 percent threshold, and .798
to .805 for the 50 percent threshold. Similarly, for black districts the amount
of variance explained by the addition of divested black incumbent advocacy
changes from .815 to .817 for the 60 percent threshold, .829 to .827 for the
55 percent threshold, and .839 to .838 for the 50 percent threshold.

P R E C L E A R A N C E  C O N D I T I O N I N G
T H E  F I R S T  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Table 5.7 models the impact of preclearance as a specifying variable condition-
ing the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion of districts
adopted as minority-opportunity for both Hispanics and blacks. Equations 1
through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent Hispanic voting-
age population thresholds, while equations 4 through 6 present the findings at
the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-age population thresholds.

The variable preclearance (i.e., coverage by section 4(b) of the Voting
Rights Act for black opportunity districts and section 4(f ) for Hispanic
opportunity districts) is measured as a dichotomous variable. Therefore, pre-
clearance has both a theoretical and empirical range of 0 to 1, 0 indicating
noncoverage, and 1 indicating coverage. Table 5.7 reports how the presence of
preclearance coverage conditions the general relationship when system apti-
tude is at its average for that group of cities.

The findings show that the system aptitude variable is statistically signifi-
cant for both Hispanic and black cities, while neither the preclearance variable
itself nor the interaction term are statistically significant at each of the three
thresholds. The findings also show that at each voting-age population thresh-
old for both Hispanics and blacks, the adjusted slope coefficients increase
from minimum (i.e., noncoverage by preclearance) to maximum (i.e., coverage
by preclearance). At first glance this means that preclearance coverage in both
black and Hispanic cities impacts positively the translation from the theoret-
ical maximal proportion of all districts that may be minority-opportunity

7 0 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



districts to the proportion of all districts that are actually adopted as minori-
ty-opportunity districts. Note, however, the magnitude of the impact of pre-
clearance on adoption. The range between the minimum and maximum
adjusted slope coefficients is .048 at the 60 percent Hispanic threshold, .060
at the 55 percent threshold, and .031 at the 50 percent threshold. The ranges
for black opportunity districts are also small, .018 at the 60 percent black
threshold, .001 at the 55 percent threshold, and .006 at the 50 percent thresh-
old. In relative terms, preclearance in Hispanic cities tends to increase the
likelihood that minority-opportunity districts will be adopted when contrast-
ed with preclearance in black cities. However, in both Hispanic and black
cities preclearance can only be said to have changed the slope slightly.

Last, there is little or no variance in the dependent variable explained by
the addition of preclearance as an interaction for both Hispanic and black dis-
tricts. The R2s remain essentially unchanged: from .698 to an adjusted R2 of
.690 for the 60 percent threshold, from .622 to .612 for the 55 percent thresh-
old, and from .798 to .792 for the 50 percent threshold. For black districts, the
amount of variance in the dependent variable explained by the addition of
preclearance increases negligibly from an R2 of .815 to an adjusted R2 of .818
for the 60 percent threshold, .829 to .830 for the 55 percent threshold, and
from .839 to .844 for the 50 percent threshold.

C O U R T  I N T E R V E N T I O N  C O N D I T I O N I N G
T H E  F I R S T  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Table 5.8 models the impact of court intervention as a specifying variable
conditioning the relationship between system aptitude and the proportion
of districts adopted as minority-opportunity for both Hispanics and blacks.
Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent
Hispanic voting-age population thresholds, while equations 4 through 6
present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-age popula-
tion thresholds.

The variable court intervention is dichotomous with both a theoretical and
an empirical range of 0 to 1. A court intervention score of 0 indicates the
absence of section 2 litigation in the decade prior to the 1990 round of redis-
tricting, and a score of 1 indicates the occurrence of such litigation.

The findings show that both system aptitude and the interaction term are
statistically significant for Hispanic cities. The findings also show that as the
value of court intervention increases from 0 to 1, the slope coefficients
increase as well. For Hispanic minority-opportunity districts, the range
between the reported minimum and maximum adjusted coefficients is .066 at
the 60 percent, .062 at the 55 percent, and .067 at the 50 percent threshold.
This suggests that for Hispanic minority-opportunity districts at each thresh-
old the occurrence of litigation in the decade preceding the 1990 round of
redistricting has had a discernable impact on the general relationship.
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The findings show that the variable system aptitude is statistically signifi-
cant for black cities, while the interaction term is not. The findings also show
that as the value of court intervention increases from 0 to 1, the adjusted slope
coefficients decrease at the 60 percent threshold and increase at both the 55
and 50 percent thresholds. The range between the reported minimum and
maximum adjusted slope coefficients is .011 at the 60 percent, .014 at the 55
percent, and .044 at the 50 percent threshold. The range is fairly small at the
60 and 55 percent thresholds, meaning that the occurrence of litigation has
had little, if any, impact on the general relationship. At the 50 percent thresh-
old, however, the presence of litigation does impact the adoption of black
minority-opportunity districts in a positive, although modest, fashion.

Last, the modeling of court intervention contributes substantially to the
amount of variance in the dependent variable explained for Hispanic cities.
The inclusion increases the explained variance from an R2 of .698 to an
adjusted R2 of .783 for the 60 percent threshold, .622 to .685 for the 55 per-
cent threshold, and .798 to .843 for the 50 percent threshold. For black cities,
the amount of variance in the dependent variable explained by the addition of
court intervention is mixed. The explained variance decreases from an R2 of
.815 to an adjusted R2 of .792 for the 60 percent threshold, .829 to .806 for
the 55 percent threshold, and increases from .839 to .858 for the 50 percent
threshold. Unlike the 60 and 55 percent thresholds, there is a relatively sizable
increase in the variance explained at the 50 percent threshold, suggesting the
importance of court intervention in the adoption of black minority-opportu-
nity districts at this threshold.

7 6 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



C H A P T E R  S I X

T h e  E l e c t i o n  o f  H i s p a n i c
a n d  B l a c k  D e s c r i p t i v e
R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s : M o d e l
T e s t i n g  a n d  F i n d i n g s

We are now ready to test the second general relationship, the subsequent
election of Hispanic and black council members from adopted Hispanic
and black minority-opportunity districts, respectively.1 Also tested are
three subhypotheses positing the variables resource disparity, partisan elec-
tions, and district population density as conditioning this second general
relationship across the three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of
redistricting.

Table 6.1 provides the number of cities that adopted at least one minor-
ity-opportunity district, the number of minority-opportunity districts
adopted, and the number of minorities elected from these districts by
minority status (either Hispanic or black) at each voting-age threshold for
the three elections subsequent to the 1990 redistricting. For example, at the
50 percent voting-age population threshold, 60 cities have adopted at least
one black minority-opportunity district. Among these 60 cities are 181
adopted black minority-opportunity districts. The number of black descrip-
tive representatives elected from these districts is 169 in the first and second
elections, and 166 in the third election subsequent to the 1990 round of
redistricting. The average number of black minority-opportunity districts
per city is 2.88. The average number of black descriptive representatives
elected from black minority-opportunity districts per city is 2.81 during the
first and second elections, and 2.76 during the third election subsequent to
the 1990 round of redistricting.
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Table 6.1

Number of Cities Examined, Number of Districts
That Have Been Adopted as Minority-Opportunity, and

Number of Elected Minority Officials by Minority Status,
Voting-Age Population Threshold, and Election

60% VAP 55% VAP 50% VAP
MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP. MIN.-OPP.

THRESHOLD THRESHOLD THRESHOLD

Hispanic

Cities (N) 10 16 25
Minority-Opp.

Districts (N) 32 [3.00] 40 [2.31] 56 [2.08]
1st Election/Hispanic

Officials (N) 27 [2.70] 31 [1.93] 40 [1.60]
2nd Election/Hispanic

Officials (N) 27 [2.70] 30 [1.87] 40 [1.60]
3rd Election/Hispanic

Officials (N) 27 [2.70] 32 [2.00] 42 [1.68]

Black

Cities (N) 54 55 60
Minority-Opp.

Districts (N) 143 [2.50] 159 [2.74] 181 [2.88]
1st Election/Black

Officials (N) 132 [2.44] 148 [2.69] 169 [2.81]
2nd Election/Black

Officials (N) 132 [2.44] 148 [2.69] 169 [2.81]
3rd Election/Black

Officials (N) 130 [2.40] 136 [2.47] 166 [2.76]

Note: Numbers in brackets are means.

As would be expected, as the threshold decreases, the number of cities
increases in analyses for Hispanics and blacks. Cities in the Hispanic analysis-
increase from 10 to 16 and then to 25, while cities in the black analysis
increase from 54 to 55 and then to 60. In similar fashion, as the threshold
decreases the total number of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts
increases, and the total number of Hispanic officials elected from these dis-
tricts increases. Similarly, as the threshold decreases, the total number of black
minority-opportunity districts increases, and the total number of black offi-
cials elected from these districts increases.

Likewise, for cities in the Hispanic analysis the average number per city of
minority-opportunity districts and the average number per city of Hispanic
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officials elected from these districts (both shown in brackets) decreases as the
threshold decreases. In contrast, though, for cities in the black analysis the
average number per city of minority-opportunity districts and the average
number per city of black officials elected from these districts increases as the
threshold decreases.

Tables 6.2a and 6.2b provide descriptive statistics for the variables
Hispanic minority-opportunity districts (HOD), Hispanic elected officials
(HEO), black minority-opportunity districts (BOD), and black elected
officials (BEO) on the metric to be used in the regression equations. The
Hispanic or black minority-opportunity districts variable is the proportion
of a city’s districts adopted as either Hispanic or black minority-opportu-
nity. With reference to table 6.2a, on average .415, .342, and .308 of all dis-
tricts in each city in the Hispanic analysis are adopted as either 60, 55, or
50 percent Hispanic minority-opportunity, respectively. The average pro-
portion of each city’s districts adopted as Hispanic minority-opportunity
decreases between the 60 and 55 percent thresholds by 17.6 percent (from
.415 to .342), and it decreases again between the 55 and 50 percent thresh-
olds by 9.9 percent (from .342 to .308). The standard deviation also
decreases as the threshold decreases, from .298 to .282, to .246. This sug-
gests that the variation in the proportion of a city’s districts adopted as
Hispanic minority-opportunity is greater at the 60 percent threshold rela-
tive to the 50 percent threshold.

Contrast these findings with cities in the black analysis. With reference to
table 6.2b, on average .293, .326, and .339 of all districts in each black city are
adopted as either 60, 55, or 50 percent black minority-opportunity, respective-
ly. The average proportion of each city’s districts adopted as black minority-
opportunity increase between the 60 and 55 percent thresholds by 11.2
percent (from .293 to .326), and it increases between the 55 and 50 percent
thresholds by 3.9 (from .326 to .339).

Note that in comparing Hispanic and black cities in the analyses, the pro-
portion of a city’s districts that is minority-opportunity is quite dissimilar.
Hispanics, on average, adopt .415, .342, and .308 percent of the available dis-
tricts, respectively, while blacks, on average, adopt .293, .326, and.339 percent
of the available districts, respectively. The standard deviation for cities in the
black analysis changes from .189 to .184 to .196 between the 60, 55, and 50
percent thresholds, while those for the cities in the Hispanic analysis change
from .298 to .282 to .246 between the 60, 55, and 50 percent thresholds,
respectively. This suggests that the variation in the proportion of a city’s dis-
tricts adopted as black minority-opportunity remains, in contrast to the
Hispanic variation, roughly unchanged between thresholds.

The Hispanic and black elected officials (HEO and BEO) variables are the
respective proportion of a city’s council that have descriptive representatives
elected from minority-opportunity districts. With reference to table 6.2a, on
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Table 6.2a

Proportion of a City's Districts That Have Been Adopted as Hispanic
Minority-Opportunity and Proportion of a City's Council That Is

Hispanic by Voting-Age Population Threshold and Election

60% VAP 55% VAP 50% VAP
HISP.-OPP. HISP.-OPP. HISP.-OPP.

THRESHOLD THRESHOLD THRESHOLD

Hispanic Opportunity- 
Districts (HOD):

Mean .415 .342 .308
Standard Deviation .298 .282 .246

Cities N 10 16 25

1st Election
Hispanic Elected
Officials (HEO):

Mean .346 .258 .233
Standard Deviation .292 .265 .227

Cities N 10 16 25

2nd Election
Hispanic Elected
Officials (HEO):

Mean .346 .265 .240
Standard Deviation .292 .259 .227

Cities N 10 16 25

3rd Election
Hispanic Elected
Officials (HEO):

Mean .346 .271 .240
Standard Deviation .292 .265 .227

Cities N 10 16 25

average .346 of a city’s districted council seats are held by Hispanic descrip-
tive representatives elected from Hispanic minority-opportunity districts fol-
lowing the first election subsequent to the 1990 round of redistricting at the
60 percent threshold. This average decreases to .258 and further to .233 as the
threshold decreases. Similar patterns also are found for the second and third
elections subsequent to the redistricting. The standard deviation about the
mean for Hispanic elected officials during the first election is .292 at the 60
percent threshold, .265 at the 55 percent threshold, and .227 at the 50 percent
threshold. Similar patterns are found for the second and third elections.
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Table 6.2b

Proportion of a City's Districts That Have Been Adopted as Black
Minority-Opportunity and Proportion of a City's Council That is

Black by Voting-Age Population Threshold and Election

60% VAP 55% VAP 50% VAP
BLACK-OPP. BLACK-OPP. BLACK-OPP.
THRESHOLD THRESHOLD THRESHOLD

Black Opportunity- 
Districts (BOD):

Mean .293 .326 .339
Standard Deviation .189 .184 .196

Cities N 54 55 60

1st Election
Black Elected
Officials (BEO):

Mean .256 .287 .299
Standard Deviation .164 .175 .177

Cities N 54 55 60

2nd Election
Black Elected
Officials (BEO):

Mean .264 .290 .300
Standard Deviation .174 .175 .179

Cities N 54 55 60

3rd Election
Black Elected
Officials (BEO):

Mean .261 .290 .298
Standard Deviation .168 .168 .172

Cities N 54 55 60

With reference to table 6.2b, on average .256 of a city’s districted council
seats are held by black descriptive representatives elected from black minority-
opportunity districts in the first election subsequent to the 1990 round of
redistricting at the 60 percent threshold. This average increases to .287 and to
.299 as the threshold decreases. Similar patterns also are found for the second
and third elections subsequent to the redistricting. The standard deviation
about the mean for black elected officials is .164 at the 60 percent threshold
for the first election, .175 at the 55 percent threshold, and .177 at the 50 per-
cent threshold. Similar patterns are found for the second and third elections.
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Our second general hypothesis states that the proportion of a city’s coun-
cil districts that is Hispanic or black minority-opportunity provides an expla-
nation for the proportion of the city’s council that has descriptive
representatives elected from these Hispanic or black minority-opportunity
districts, respectively. Regression is used to test this relationship for the three
elections subsequent to the 1990 round of redistricting. The proportion of a
city’s districts that is Hispanic minority-opportunity is specified as HOD, and
the proportion of a city’s districts that is black minority-opportunity is speci-
fied as BOD. The presence of Hispanic officials elected from Hispanic minor-
ity-opportunity districts (as a proportion of all districted elected officials) and
the presence of black officials elected from black minority-opportunity dis-
tricts (as a proportion of all districted elected officials) are specified as HEO
and BEO, respectively.

HEOt..t+2 = a + b1HOD
BEOt..t+2 = a + b1BOD

a is the intercept
b is the slope coefficient
t is the time of the election

The predicted value of the dependent variable is dependent upon the intercept
as well as the slope coefficient. Assuming an intercept (a) at or near 0, an
unstandardized regression coefficient, or slope coefficient (b), approaching 1.0
means that the actual proportion of all districts that are minority-opportunity—
either Hispanic or black—tends to be about the same as the proportion of all
districted officials elected from minority-opportunity districts that are descrip-
tive representatives, either Hispanic or black. By design, it is not possible for
either HEO or BEO to exceed HOD or BOD, respectively. However, a slope
coefficient may exceed 1 provided there is a negative intercept.

The findings in table 6.3 show that the proportion of a city’s council districts
that is Hispanic minority-opportunity explains well the election of Hispanics in
the three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of redistricting. At the 60 per-
cent threshold, the slope coefficients for the three elections are all .935, and the
intercepts are all -.041. At the 55 percent threshold, the slope coefficients for the
three elections are .881, .871, and .860 and the intercepts are -.043, -.032, and
-.022, respectively. At the 50 percent threshold, the slope coefficients for the
three elections are .847, .831, and .831, and the intercepts are -.027, -.015, and
-.015, respectively. At the 60 percent threshold, the proportion of Hispanic
elected officials remains identical across the three elections. Simply, the 60 per-
cent Hispanic minority-opportunity districts elected Hispanic descriptive rep-
resentatives during the first election, and they consistently continued to do so
for the two following elections. At the 55 and 50 percent thresholds, the pro-
portion of Hispanic elected officials, while not identical, remains fairly con-
stant across the three elections. Moreover, as the threshold increases, so do the
slope coefficients.
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Table 6.3

Regression Coefficient Estimates for the Election
of Hispanics During the Three Elections Following
the 1990 Round of Redistricting by VAP Threshold

1ST ELECTION 2ND ELECTION 3RD ELECTION

HEOt = a + b1HOD HEOt+1 = a + b1HOD HEOt+2 = a + b1HOD

60% Min.-Opp. Districts

Intercept -.041 (.049) -.041 (.049) -.041 (.049)
Slope Coefficient .935 (.098) .935 (.098) .935 (.098)

R2 .900 .900 .900
S.E.E. .092 .092 .092

Cities N 10 10 10

55% Min.-Opp. Districts

Intercept -.043 (.037) -.032 (.034) -.022 (.034)
Slope Coefficient .881 (.084) .871 (.077) .860 (.077)

R2 .871 .888 .885
S.E.E. .095 .086 .087

Cities N 16 16 16

50% Min.-Opp. Districts

Intercept -.027 (.030) -.015 (.033) -.015 (.033)
Slope Coefficient .847 (.077) .831 (.085) .831 (.085)

R2 .833 .797 .797
S.E.E. .092 .102 .102

Cities N 25 25 25

Notes: 1. All coefficients are significant at the .001 level.
2. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.

Also, the explained variance (R2) (indicating the fit of the data about the
regression line) for the 60 percent threshold is .900 for each of the three elec-
tions. For the 55 percent threshold it is .881 for the first election, .871 for the
second election, and .860 for the third election. For the 50 percent threshold
the explained variance is .833 for the first election, .797 for the second elec-
tion, and .797 for the third election. As the threshold increases, so does the
amount of variance explained across the three elections.

The interpretation of the slope coefficients and intercepts in combination
with the explained variances is consistent with theoretical expectations. The
larger the proportion of voting-age population that is Hispanic in a district,
the higher the probability that a Hispanic descriptive representative will be
elected from that district.
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The findings in table 6.4 show that the proportion of a city’s council dis-
tricts that is black minority-opportunity explains well the election of blacks in
these districts in the three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of redis-
tricting. At the 60 percent threshold, the slope coefficients for the three elec-
tions are .785, .859, and .821, and the intercepts are .019, .009, and .012,
respectively. At the 55 percent threshold, the slope coefficients for the three
elections are .864, .858, and .811, and the intercepts are -.005, -.009, and .012,
respectively. At the 50 percent threshold, the slope coefficients for the three
thresholds are .827, .826, and .790, and the intercepts are .010, .011, and .016,
respectively. At all thresholds, the proportion of black elected officials remains
fairly constant across the three elections.

Also, the explained variance (R2) for the 60 percent threshold is .817 for
the first election, .871 for the second election, and .851 for the third elec-
tion. For the 55 percent threshold the explained variance is .823 for the first
election, .828 for the second election, and .797 for the third election. For
the 50 percent threshold the explained variance is .828 at the first election,
.828 for the second election, and .819 for the third election. Moreover, as
the threshold increases between 50 and 55 percent for each election, the
amount of explained variance does not increase. Between the 55 and 60
percent thresholds, however, the explained variance increases at the second
and third elections.

The proportion of a city’s council districts that is minority-opportunity
alone may not provide a complete explanation for the proportion of the city’s
council that has descriptive representatives elected from these minority-
opportunity districts. The R2s leave as much as 15 percent of the variance
unexplained for Hispanic elected officials and as much as 33 percent of the
variance unexplained for the black elected officials. Our theory suggests that
additional variables may contribute to a more complete explanation of the
election of Hispanics and blacks from these minority-opportunity districts.
They should be introduced as specifying variables that condition this relation-
ship (i.e., modifying the intercept and slope coefficient) rather than intro-
duced as independent variables acting directly on the presence of elected
minorities. These three specifying variables are as follows:

RD = Resource Disparity
PE = Partisan Elections
DP = District Population Density

Each specifying variable is included in a regression to measure its condition-
ing effect on the intercept and slope coefficient.

R E S O U R C E  D I S P A R I T Y  C O N D I T I O N I N G
T H E  S E C O N D  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

Table 6.5 models the impact of resource disparity, which is the ratio of city-
wide either Hispanic or black median income to the median income of
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Table 6.4

Regression Coefficient Estimates for the Election
of Blacks During the Three Elections Following

the 1990 Round of Redistricting by VAP Threshold

1ST ELECTION 2ND ELECTION 3RD ELECTION

BEOt = a + b1BOD BEOt+1 = a + b1BOD BEOt+2 = a + b1BOD

60% Min.-Opp. Districts

Intercept .019 (.018) .009 (.016) .012 (.017)
Slope Coefficient .785 (.051) .859 (.046) .821 (.047)

R2 .817 .871 .851
S.E.E. .070 .062 .065

Cities N 54 54 54

55% Min.-Opp. Districts

Intercept -.005 (.020) -.009 (.020) .012 (.021)
Slope Coefficient .864 (.054) .858 (.054) .811 (.056)

R2 .823 .828 .797
S.E.E. .073 .072 .076

Cities N 55 55 55

50% Min.-Opp. Districts

Intercept .010 (.019) .011 (.019) .016 (.019)
Slope Coefficient .827 (.049) .826 (.049) .790 (.049)

R2 .828 .828 .819
S.E.E. .073 .074 .073

Cities N 60 60 60

Notes: 1. All coefficients are significant at the .001 level.
2. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.

non-Hispanic whites, as a specifying variable conditioning the second gener-
al relationship. Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and
50 percent Hispanic voting-age population thresholds, and equations 4
through 6 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-age
population thresholds. The dependent variables, the election of Hispanic and
black descriptive representatives from the minority-opportunity districts, are
examined at times t, t+1, and t+2, representing the three elections subsequent
to the 1990 round of redistricting.

The measure of resource disparity has a theoretical range of 0 (indicating
the complete absence of disparity in resources), and it approaches 1 (indicat-
ing a growing disparity in resources), but the empirical range, reflecting cities 
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in the analysis, is truncated within this theoretical range. For example, within
the universe of cities that actually adopted one Hispanic minority-opportuni-
ty district at the 60 percent voting-age population threshold is found an
empirical range that extends from a minimum of .221 (Pomona, Calif.) to a
maximum of .694 (Dallas, Tex.). The mean level of resource disparity, howev-
er, is .412, and one standard deviation below is .235, and one standard devia-
tion above is .589. The dispersion of resource disparity scores about the mean
suggests a considerable amount of variation in resource disparity for cities in
both the analyses for Hispanics and blacks. The range between the one stan-
dard deviation above and below the mean is similar for both Hispanic and
black cities, yet resource disparity tends to be more acute in black than
Hispanic cities. The average resource disparity score for Hispanics across the
three thresholds is about .427, while for blacks across the three thresholds is
about .503.2

The effect of introducing resource disparity as an interaction term con-
ditioning the second general relationship is the modification, or adjustment,
of the slope coefficient and intercept. The coefficient for the resource dis-
parity variable, reported in the top half of table 6.5, adjusts the intercept,
while the coefficient for the interaction term, also reported in the top half
of table 6.5, serves as an adjustment in the slope coefficient. Reported in the
bottom half of table 6.5 are adjustments in the intercepts and slope coeffi-
cients for three different values of resource disparity, specifically the mean
and 1 standard deviation above and below the mean when the proportion of
districts that are minority-opportunity is set at its average for that group of
cities. In addition, reported are these values for the three elections subse-
quent the 1990 redistricting. Using equation 1 as an example, one that con-
cerns the election of Hispanic descriptive representatives from Hispanic
minority-opportunity districts at the 60 percent threshold during the first
election following redistricting, a resource disparity score of .235 (one stan-
dard deviation below the mean RD score) results in an adjusted slope coef-
ficient of 1.04 and intercept of -.016. A resource disparity score of .589 (one
standard deviation above the mean RD score) results in an adjusted slope
coefficient of .893 and intercept of -.038, while a resource disparity score of
.412 (the mean value) will produce an adjusted slope coefficient of .966 and
intercept of -.027.

The findings show the interaction term as significant for each of the three
elections subsequent to redistricting for Hispanic cities at the 50 percent
threshold and for black cities at the 60 percent threshold. An examination of
the lower half of table 6.5 shows that as disparity in resources narrows from
one standard deviation above to one standard deviation below the mean, the
slope coefficients increase for the cities in both the Hispanic and black analy-
ses. This is consistent with theoretical expectations that as the disparity in
resources increases, it will become increasingly difficulty to elect Hispanic
descriptive representatives from Hispanic minority-opportunity districts.

8 8 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



The findings show that when resource disparity is relatively high (i.e., at or
near one standard deviation above its mean) it impacts adversely on the
translation between the proportion of a city’s districts that are Hispanic
minority-opportunity and the proportion of the council seats held by
Hispanic descriptive representatives elected from these districts. When it is
relatively low (i.e., at or near one standard deviation below its mean), it
impacts more positively the translation.

An examination of the ranges between the reported minimum and maxi-
mum adjusted coefficients and the range between the minimum and maxi-
mum intercepts allows an assessment of the impact of resource disparity
relative to each threshold. For the cities that are 60 percent Hispanic, the aver-
age ranges in coefficients and intercepts for the three elections respectively are
.147 and .022. For the 55 percent threshold, they are .161 and .019, and for
the 50 percent threshold they are .150 and .032, respectively. For the cities in
the Hispanic analysis, it may be said first that resource disparity plays a note-
worthy role in the election of Hispanic descriptive representatives and, sec-
ond, that its impact is roughly the same across the three thresholds. For the
60 percent black cities, the average ranges in coefficients and intercepts for the
three elections are .065 and .015, respectively. For the 55 percent threshold
they are .056 and .011, respectively, and for the 50 percent threshold they are
.016 and .032, respectively. Among the black cities the impact of the level of
resource disparity is more demonstrative at the 60 and 55 percent thresholds
than it is at the 50 percent threshold. Note that the ranges for black cities are
much more muted relative to the ranges for Hispanic cities. This clearly sug-
gests that the conditioning effect of resource disparity on the election of
minorities is greater for Hispanic cities relative to black cities.

A comparison of the R2s between table 6.3 and table 6.5 may indicate the
contribution to the amount of explained variance in the dependent variable
derived from the modeling of Hispanic resource disparity as an interaction.
For Hispanics, the R2 increases about .013 points (from .900 to .913) for
each of the three elections at the 60 percent threshold. At the 55 percent
threshold, the explained variance increases .030 points (from .871 to .901) for
the first election, .031 points (from .888 to .919) for the second election, and
.032 points (from .885 to .917) for the third election. At the 50 percent
threshold, the explained variance increases .072 points (from .833 to .905) for
the first election, and .071 points (from .797 to .868) for the second and third
elections. Notice that the size of the increase in R2 is largest at the 50 per-
cent threshold, and the size of the increase is smallest at the 60 percent
threshold. This suggests that the contribution due to the introduction of
resource disparity is greatest at the 50 percent threshold. This is theoretical-
ly sound. As a district’s overall voting-age population becomes increasingly
Hispanic, the less likely resource disparity will condition the election of
Hispanic descriptive representatives. In simple terms, sheer numbers can
overcome deficits in resources.
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Likewise, a comparison of the R2s in table 6.4 and table 6.5 may indicate
the contribution to the amount of explained variance in the dependent variable
derived from the modeling of black resource disparity as an interaction. For
blacks at the 60 percent threshold, the R2 increases .047 points (from .817 to
.864) for the first election, .026 (from .871 to .896) for the second election, and
.035 (from .851 to .886) for the third election. At the 55 percent threshold, the
explained variance increases .008 points (from .823 to .831) for the first elec-
tion, .011 points (from .828 to .839) for the second election, and .017 points
(from .797 to .814) for the third election. At the 50 percent threshold, the
explained variance increases .025 points (from .828 to .853) for the first elec-
tion, .027 points (from .828 to .855) for the second election, and .024 points
(from .819 to .843) for the third election. The increase in R2s for blacks at each
threshold is a mere several points suggesting that the contribution due to the
introduction of resource disparity is, at best, modest across all thresholds.

P A R T I S A N S H I P  C O N D I T I O N I N G  T H E
S E C O N D  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

In a similar fashion, table 6.6 models the conditioning effect of partisan elec-
tions on the relationship between the proportion of a city’s council districts that
is either Hispanic or black minority-opportunity and the proportion of district-
ed council members that is either Hispanic or black officials elected from these
respective districts. Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and
50 percent Hispanic voting-age population thresholds, and equations 4 through
6 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-age population
thresholds. The dependent variables, reflecting the election of Hispanic and
black descriptive representatives from their respective minority-opportunity dis-
tricts as a proportion of all districts, are examined at times t, t+1, and t+2, rep-
resenting the three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of redistricting.

The variable partisan elections is handled as a dichotomous measure with
those cities having partisan elections coded 1 and those with nonpartisan elec-
tions coded 0. The effect of introducing partisan elections as an interaction
term conditioning the second general relationship is the modification, or
adjustment, of the slope coefficient and intercept. Changes in the intercepts
and slope coefficients are reported in the bottom half of table 6.6. Findings
are not reported for Hispanic cities at the 60 percent and 55 percent thresh-
olds due to a lack of variance in the partisan elections variable (i.e., partisan
elections were present in 90 percent and 87.5 percent of cities, respectively).
Using equation 3 as an example, one that concerns the election of Hispanic
descriptive representatives from Hispanic minority-opportunity districts at
the 50 percent threshold during the first election following redistricting, the
slope coefficient is .866 and the intercept is -.016 for nonpartisan cities, while
they are .834 and -.070 for cities with partisan elections. The .032 drop in the
value of the coefficient and .054 decrease in the intercept when moving

9 0 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



from minimum PE to maximum PE suggests that the presence of partisan
election impacts adversely the election of Hispanic descriptive representatives.

The findings show the interaction term as significant for the three elec-
tions subsequent to redistricting for black cities in the analysis at the 60 per-
cent threshold. An examination of the lower half of table 6.6 shows that the
presence of partisan elections decreases the slope coefficient while increasing
the intercepts for the cities in the black analysis. At the 60 percent threshold,
the slope coefficients decrease an average of .075, and the intercepts increase
an average of .060. At the 55 percent threshold, the slope coefficients decrease
an average of .062, and the intercepts increase an average of .046. At the 50
percent threshold, the slope coefficients decrease an average of .020, and the
intercepts increase an average of .008. This means, contrary to theoretical
expectations, that the presence of partisan elections impacts the election of
blacks adversely, although the impact is slight. Also, with reference to the
impact of partisan elections relative to each threshold, it may be said that par-
tisan elections are more demonstrative for cities in the 60 percent threshold
analysis relative to cities in the 55 percent threshold analysis, and, again, rela-
tive to cities in the 50 percent threshold analysis.

A comparison of the R2s in table 6.3 and table 6.6 may indicate the contri-
bution to the amount of explained variance in the dependent variable derived
from the modeling of partisan elections as an interaction in the Hispanic analy-
sis. For cities in the Hispanic analysis at the 50 percent threshold, the explained
variance remains largely unchanged, decreasing .013 points (from .833 to .824)
at the first election and increasing .004 points (from .797 to .801) at the sec-
ond and third elections. Likewise, a comparison of the R2s between table 6.4
and table 6.6 may indicate the contribution for cities in the black analysis. For
these cities at the 60 percent threshold, the R2 increases .022 points (from .817
to .839) for the first election, .006 (from .871 to .877) for the second election,
and .014 (from .851 to .865) for the third election. At the 55 percent thresh-
old, the explained variance remains the same (from .823 to .823) for the first
election, increases .001 points (from .828 to .829) for the second election, and
increases .009 points (from .797 to .806) for the third election. At the 50 per-
cent threshold, the explained variance decreases .005 points (from .828 to .823)
for the first and second elections and decreases .001 points (from .819 to .818)
for the third election. The change in R2s for both groups of cities, at each
threshold, is negligible, suggesting that there is no substantive contribution due
to the introduction of the partisan elections variable.

D I S T R I C T  P O P U L A T I O N  D E N S I T Y  C O N D I T I O N I N G
T H E  S E C O N D  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

The third and final variable, modeled in table 6.7, is district population den-
sity, the physical density of the population in the minority-opportunity dis-
trict. Equations 1 through 3 present the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent
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9 2 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting
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Hispanic voting-age population thresholds, and equations 4 through 6 pres-
ent the findings at the 60, 55, and 50 percent black voting-age population
thresholds. The dependent variables, reflecting the election of Hispanic and
black descriptive representatives from their respective minority-opportunity
districts as a proportion of all districts, are examined at times t, t+1, and t+2,
representing the three elections subsequent to the 1990 round of redistricting.

The measure of district population density has a theoretical range
approaching 0 (indicating the near absence of density) and increasing toward
1 (indicating a highly dense environment), but the empirical range, reflecting
cities in the analysis, is truncated within this theoretical range. For example,
within the universe of cities that actually have adopted one Hispanic minority-
opportunity district at the 55 percent threshold, the mean level of district pop-
ulation density is .033; one standard deviation below this is .002, and one
standard deviation above this is .070. Both the mean and the range between
one standard deviation above and one standard deviation below the mean are
greater for the cities in the Hispanic analysis than they are for the cities in the
black analysis. This suggests that Hispanics tend to reside in districts with a
higher district population density relative to blacks.

It is hypothesized that the introduction of district population density as an
interaction term will condition the second general relationship by modifying,
or adjusting, the slope coefficient and intercept. Reported in the bottom half
of table 6.7 are these adjustments. Counter to expectation, the findings show
that the slope coefficients and the intercepts for district population density
change very little, if at all, within the range from one standard deviation below
to one standard deviation above the mean for both the Hispanic and black
analyses. This means that whether district population density is low or high,
it has minimal, if any, impact on the translation between the proportion of a
city’s districts that is minority-opportunity and the proportion of a city’s
council that is either Hispanic or black officials elected from the respective
Hispanic or black minority-opportunity districts. In addition, comparisons of
R2s in tables 6.3 and 6.7 and tables 6.4 and 6.7 show that the addition of dis-
trict population density does not contribute to the explanation of the election
of Hispanics or blacks from minority-opportunity districts at any of the
thresholds or elections.

With these findings in mind, we now turn to our concluding chapter,
where we discuss the implications of our findings as well as how we conceive
and define “meaningful opportunities” to elect candidates of preference.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

C o n c l u s i o n : T h e
M e a n i n g  o f  M e a n i n g f u l
E l e c t o r a l  O p p o r t u n i t y

The intent of this work is both to contribute to an explanation for the creation
of minority-opportunity districts at the municipal level and to posit an expla-
nation of the election of minorities from these districts. Endeavoring to explain
the adoption of opportunity districts includes theorizing about the role of con-
textual conditions such as the ability to sell such districts politically, the behav-
ior of incumbents involved in drawing and/or approving such districts, the
presence of exogenous scrutiny of the local redistricting process by the federal
government in the form of Department of Justice interpretations of congres-
sional statutes and judicial rulings, and the incidence of past litigation stem-
ming from plaintiffs’ claims of violations of federal law. The second intent of
this research is to provide a more detailed understanding of the conditions
under which minorities are elected from these minority-opportunity districts.
This endeavor includes an examination of politically relevant resources,
whether elections are partisan or not, and the population density of districts.

S U M M A R Y  O F  F I N D I N G S  F O R  T H E
F I R S T  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

For cities in the Hispanic and black analyses, the simple mathematical ability
to construct potential minority-opportunity districts independent of political
or geographic constraints, identified as system aptitude, are quite similar. For
Hispanic cities in the analysis and black cities in the analysis the average pro-
portion (and standard deviation) of a city’s districts that may be theoretically
minority-opportunity are alike. What is striking is that the proportion of a
city’s districts that, in practice, are actually adopted as minority-opportunity,
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on average, is much larger for cities in the black analysis relative to those in
the Hispanic analysis. These differences in adoption rates may not be account-
ed for simply by stating that Hispanic cities are different than black cities in
the size of their minority populations or number of council seats—we know
these to be similar. This suggests that the political and geographic conditions
present in Hispanic cities under analysis must necessarily be different from
those in black cities under analysis. This is a significant finding in itself and
lends credence to our efforts to identify the conditions that enhance the prob-
ability of adoption in Hispanic versus black cities.

One of these conditions is political tenability, the ability to sustain or
defend politically the proposition of minority-opportunity districts. Through
a historical confluence of statutory law, court rulings, tradition and custom,
and culture of political cynicism, there is a visceral caution surrounding dis-
tricts that are not pleasing to the eye in their simplicity and parsimony. In gen-
eral, the more odd-shaped a proposed electoral district, the more suspicious
one may become about the latent motives or intentions embodied in the
rugged, puzzle-shaped contours. It is reasonable to assert that critical com-
mentary is sure to advertise the contrasting demographic differences between
districts within a proposed districting plan. A districting plan with ethnic or
racial imbalances between districts and hyper-faceted boundaries is a target
for charges of racial gerrymandering. The geographic condition of a residen-
tially concentrated, or segregated, minority population enhances the probabil-
ity of the districting plan containing minority-opportunity districts that have
the appearance of compactness and parsimony. These minority-opportunity
districts may receive a vigorous defense to charges that the predominant
motive falls under the politically inflammatory banner of ethnicity or race.

The findings reveal that Hispanic cities in the analysis have lower levels of
segregation relative to black cities in the analysis. On its face this seems to
comport with the general finding that the there is a higher translation rate
between system aptitude and actual adoption of minority-opportunity dis-
tricts for black cities relative to Hispanic cities. In fact, it was empirically
demonstrated that, for both black and Hispanic cities, this translation is con-
ditioned by segregation: cities with low segregation have a decreased propor-
tion of their council’s districts adopted as minority-opportunity relative to
when segregation is high. For Hispanic cities and black cities segregation
tends to have a greater impact when the threshold for minority-opportunity
districts is set at 60 percent rather than 55 or 50 percent minority voting-age
population, although the impact is more demonstrative for Hispanic cities rel-
ative to black cities. This means that segregation increasingly plays a role in
the probability that minority-opportunity districts will be adopted depending
on the threshold definition of what constitutes a minority-opportunity district.
In short, even with the numerical ability to create a minority-opportunity dis-
trict, it is unlikely that a minority-opportunity district at the 60 percent
threshold will be adopted without the presence of  substantial segregation. In
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turn, segregation as a condition is not as necessary for the adoption of
minority-opportunity districts at the 50 percent threshold.

Some may see irony in the connection between increasing segregation and
the adoption of minority-opportunity districts. Elevated levels of residential
segregation, viewed as the residue, or perhaps the more current by-product,
of discrimination and truncated options, is a necessary condition for electoral
opportunity by means of adoption of minority-opportunity districts; and
those cities that have managed modest minority integration—yet to the
naked eye are undeniably still very much segregated—are more likely to be
denied electoral opportunity. Others may argue that declining segregation is,
in itself, an indication of the progress we have made as a color-blind society
and occurs, appropriately, concurrent with a decline in the adoption minority-
opportunity districts.

Another condition we found to affect the translation between system apti-
tude and the actual adoption of minority-opportunity districts is vested minor-
ity incumbent advocacy, indicated by the presence of a minority incumbent in
conjunction with minority underrepresentation at the time of redistricting.The
findings show that districted Hispanic incumbency combined with Hispanic
underrepresentation impacts positively on the translation between system apti-
tude and the actual adoption of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts at
each threshold level. In fact, the impact is largest when 60 percent Hispanic
minority-opportunity districts are sought. In contrast, black incumbency com-
bined with black underrepresentation is found not to condition the translation.
What may account for these Hispanic-black differences? The absence of a rela-
tionship for blacks may suggest that either the districted incumbent is not
behaving as a strong advocate or that among the remaining members on the
council, and perhaps within the community, there is strong opposition to an
increase in the number of black minority-opportunity districts.

Divested minority incumbent advocacy—the absence or presence of an at-
large minority council member or members at the time of redistricting—also
conditions the translation between system aptitude and the actual adoption of
minority-opportunity districts. However, contrary to expectation, the pres-
ence of an at-large Hispanic official at the time of redistricting slightly
decreases the likelihood for the adoption of Hispanic minority-opportunity
districts. Clearly, Hispanic at-large incumbents are not vociferous advocates
for expanding the number of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts as a
means of building potential Hispanic voting coalitions on the city councils.
Perhaps this nature of the representative is a reflection of the at-large format.
The process of running successfully in an at-large contest requires adept coali-
tion building with non-Hispanics. Potential Hispanic descriptive representa-
tives who either would run ethnically polarized campaigns or would stress the
role of ethnicity in policy decisions once elected may be filtered out. In addi-
tion, perhaps Hispanic descriptive representation stemming from a citywide
contest signals the declining centrality of ethnicity in politics, and therefore,
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the rationale for proposing or adopting Hispanic minority-opportunity dis-
tricts is lost. In contrast, the presence of an at-large black descriptive represen-
tative at the time of redistricting enhances the probability of the adoption of
black minority-opportunity districts. Simply, black at-large incumbents
appear to be stronger advocates for the creation of minority-opportunity dis-
tricts than are at-large Hispanic incumbents. These Hispanic-black differ-
ences may not be that surprising when considering the different civil
rights–related struggles of the two groups. Black political figures may stress
the centrality of elections and election systems as the road to the incorporation
of black policy preferences.

Scrutiny of the local election process by the federal government in the form
of coverage by section 4(b) or section 4(f ) of the Voting Rights Act also has
been posited as conditioning the relationship between system aptitude and the
adoption of minority-opportunity districts. Although there is a strong theo-
retical expectation that this will hold true, the findings do not substantiate
this. For Hispanic cities in the analysis, preclearance coverage impacts this
translation in a positive, yet quite weak, fashion. In fact, no additional variance
in the dependent variable is explained by the addition of preclearance as an
interaction variable. For black cities in the analysis preclearance coverage does
not increase the adoption of black minority-opportunity districts relative to
black cities not covered by preclearance. That cities within covered jurisdic-
tions are no more likely to adopt minority-opportunity districts than those not
covered is a significant finding. The role of federal oversight, at least via the
preclearance mechanism, in contributing to the creation of minority-opportu-
nity districts and the election of minorities has been limited at best. This sup-
ports our general thesis that the dynamics of local districting is different from
districting at the state level in important ways. In contrast with the intrusion
preclearance has made in congressional and state redistricting, cities appear to
remain more insulated and less responsive to federal government oversight
than previously thought.

Court intervention—the presence or absence of voting rights–related liti-
gation in the decade prior to redistricting—also has been posited to condition
the relationship between system aptitude and the adoption of minority-
opportunity districts. The findings show that the presence of past litigation
impacts positively this translation for Hispanic cities and black cities in the
analyses. For Hispanic cities, the impact is substantial and consistent across all
three thresholds. This means that—independent of the level of threshold
for Hispanic minority-opportunity districts—litigation increases the proba-
bility for the adoption of Hispanic minority-opportunity districts. Simply, lit-
igation appears to be a successful strategy. For black cities, the findings are
mixed. The impact of litigation is substantial at the 50 percent threshold, yet
it is absent at the 55 or 60 percent thresholds. This means that the presence
of past litigation tends to result in an increase in 50 percent black minority-
opportunity districts, but these districts, due to the slight majority nature, are
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assumed to provide the least opportunity to elect black descriptive representa-
tives. It appears that the response to litigation has not been, as popular
impression would have it, the adoption of districts with a heavy preponder-
ance of black residents. Given the presence of past litigation, there tends to
be more resistance to the adoption of black, relative to Hispanic, minority-
opportunity districts.

These findings are summarized in table 7.1.

Table 7.1

Summary of Findings for Variables
Conditioning the First General Relationship

S U M M A R Y  O F  F I N D I N G S  F O R
S E C O N D  G E N E R A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P

The second general relationship posits that the proportion of a city’s coun-
cil districts that is either Hispanic or black minority-opportunity provides
an explanation for the proportion of the city’s council that has either
Hispanic or black descriptive representatives elected from these districts,
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CONDITIONING
VARIABLE

HISPANIC CITIES
(FINDINGS)

BLACK CITIES
(FINDINGS)

Political Tenability 1. Strong positive
relationship.

2. Higher threshold, larger
impact.

1. Strong positive
relationship.

2. Higher threshold,
larger impact.

Vested Minority
Incumbent Advocacy

1. Strong positive
relationship.

2. Higher threshold, larger
impact.

1. Does not condition the
relationship.

Divested Minority
Incumbent Advocacy

1. Weak negative relationship.
2. Consistent across

thresholds.

1. Strong positive
relationship.

2. Consistent across
thresholds.

Preclearance 1. Does not condition the
relationship.

1. Does not condition the
relationship.

Court Intervention 1. Strong positive
relationship.

2. Consistent across
thresholds.

1. Strong positive
relationship at the 50%
threshold.

2. Does not condition the
relationship at the 55% or
60% thresholds.



respectively. We know that many Hispanic and black minority opportunity
districts at each threshold have been in fact proposed and adopted. Among
these minority-opportunity districts, many have elected descriptive represen-
tatives. Yet other minority-opportunity districts have not produced descriptive
representatives. The question now becomes: What explains the variation in
the presence or absence of descriptive representatives from existing minority-
opportunity districts? We have theorized that this variation may be explained,
in part, by several conditioning variables.

One of these conditions is resource disparity, the difference in either
Hispanic or black median income relative to the median income of non-
Hispanic whites. The findings show that as disparity in resources increases,
it becomes increasingly less likely that Hispanics will be elected from the
Hispanic minority-opportunity districts. The impact of resource disparity is
noteworthy across all three thresholds, its impact being greatest at the 50
percent threshold. This suggests that as the proportion of a district’s voting-
age population becomes increasingly Hispanic, the impact of disparity in
resources, although important, becomes relatively less so. Those cities with
relatively low resource disparity require a lower threshold of Hispanic voting-
age population to assure the opportunity to elect a Hispanic official.
Likewise, those cities with a relatively large disparity in resources may require
a higher Hispanic voting-age population threshold to assure the opportuni-
ty to elect a Hispanic official. For cities in the black analysis, resource dispar-
ity also conditions the relationship consistently across the thresholds,
although it is much more muted relative to Hispanic cities. Simply, for black
cities resources do contribute to the election of blacks, but the assistance is
marginal. These findings may have important policy implications for courts
and redistricters alike by suggesting that the concept of what constitutes
opportunity for Hispanics may have to be broadened to include not just the
size of the voting-age population but also a closer look at the relative wealth
of the communities. In addition, including relative wealth in defining oppor-
tunity for black communities may not be nearly as critical as it is for defin-
ing Hispanic opportunity.

Partisan elections also have been proffered as conditioning the translation
between minority-opportunity districts and the election of districted minori-
ty officials. It has been theorized that the presence of partisan elections will
contribute to the election of minority officials by allowing the contest to be
framed in terms of party competition rather than the ethnicity or race of the
candidates. Contrary to this expectation, the findings reveal that for cities in
the Hispanic analysis, the presence of partisan elections impacts adversely the
election of Hispanic officials from Hispanic minority-opportunity districts,
although data are available only at the 50 percent threshold. Likewise, the
presence of partisan elections impacts adversely the election of black officials
from black minority-opportunity districts. Within both Hispanic and black
cities, the conditioning effect is quite weak, however.
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Another condition proposed to affect the translation between minority-
opportunity districts and the election of districted minority officials is district
population density, the physical density of the population within the minori-
ty-opportunity district. It has been theorized that the more spread out the
potential voters, the better organized and better financed minority candidates
must be in order to contact voters and garner the visibility necessary to win an
election. Contrary to expectations, the findings show that for both Hispanic
cities and black cities in the analyses the density of district population does
not condition the election of minority officials.

These findings are summarized in table 7.2.

Table 7.2

Summary of Findings for Variables Conditioning
the Second General Relationship

M E A N I N G F U L  O P P O R T U N I T Y

An important assumption of this research is that minority-opportunity dis-
tricts are a precondition for the election of Hispanics and blacks to city coun-
cils. What percentage minority, specifically, ought a minority-opportunity
district be is still a central issue in many current voting-rights controversies.
Recognizing that there is not a consensus, yet consistent with much social sci-
ence literature as well as several court interpretations, this research chose to
investigate the election of minority descriptive representatives from minority-
opportunity districts identified as either 50, 55, or 60 percent minority voting-
age population. Our findings have illustrated the varying impacts of
conditioning variables dependent on the threshold employed.
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CONDITIONING
VARIABLE

HISPANIC CITIES
(FINDINGS)

BLACK CITIES
(FINDINGS)

Resource Disparity 1. Strong positive relationship.
2. Smaller threshold, larger

impact.
3. Consistent across all three

elections.

1. Weak positive relationship.
2. Consistent across all

three thresholds.

Partisan Elections 1. Weak negative relationship.
2. Data only at the 50%

threshold.
3. Consistent across all three

elections.

1. Weak negative relationship.
2. Consistent across all

three elections.

District Population
Density

1. Does not condition the
relationship.

1. Does not condition the
relationship.



Within the cities in this study there are Hispanic and black council
members elected from single-member districts that are not minority-
opportunity as we have defined it. In addition, other cities that employ the
single-member district format, but do not have enough minorities to theo-
retically construct a single minority-opportunity district, also have minori-
ties elected to their councils. While a sizable minority population and
minority-opportunity districts are unquestionably helpful in the election of
descriptive representatives, the question remains: Are minority-opportuni-
ty districts the sine qua non in defining opportunity, or may opportunity
also present itself without these districts and, indeed, without a sizable
minority population?

In an effort to shed light on this question, we have decided to perform sev-
eral additional analyses beyond that which have already been presented. In
these analyses we do not assign an a priori definition for minority-opportunity
in the form of a threshold percent minority population; we simply calculate
the probability of electing a Hispanic or black official from a city council dis-
trict based on the percent of the district that is of Hispanic or black voting-
age. These additional analyses include cities with more than 150,000 total
population that elect council members by single-member districts. Cities with
single-member districts as part of a mixed election system also are included
within the analysis concerning only the districted portion of the system. There
are 963 districts—the unit of analysis used to calculate the probabilities—
derived from 111 cities.1

The findings, reported in figures 7.1 and 7.2 below, show that the proba-
bility of electing a Hispanic or black council member does not increase pro-
portionately with an increase in said minority’s share of the voting-age
population. Rather, both Hispanics and blacks remain underrepresented pro-
portionately when their populations are small and are overrepresented propor-
tionately when their populations are large. The probability of electing
Hispanics from districts with 25 percent Hispanic voting-age populations is
11 percent, 55 percent probability from districts with 50 percent Hispanic
voting-age populations, and 92 percent probability from districts with 75 per-
cent Hispanic voting-age populations. The probability of electing blacks from
districts with 25 percent black voting-age populations is 19 percent, 80 per-
cent for districts with 50 percent black voting-age populations, and 98 percent
for districts with 75 percent black voting-age populations.

These figures illustrate several important differences between probabili-
ties of electing Hispanics relative to blacks. Hispanics tend to be propor-
tionately underrepresented when their district population is approximately
44.5 percent or less and overrepresented when the population is above this
point. Simply, as Hispanics approach numeric majority within districts, so
does the probability of electing a Hispanic. On the other hand, black cities,
on average, tend to be proportionately underrepresented when black district
population is approximately 30 percent or less and show overrepresentation
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when the population is above this point. Blacks, relative to Hispanics, tend
to be proportionately overrepresented well before their population reaches
the 50 percent threshold.

Figure 7.1

Probability of Electing a Districted Hispanic Council
Member Based on the Percentage of the District's

Residents That Are of Hispanic Voting-Age

On the one hand, the general curvilinear “s” path of the plotted probabili-
ties is not surprising. It is already well established that single-member districts
tend to proportionally overrepresent cohesive voting majorities, while propor-
tionally underrepresenting cohesive voting minorities (e.g., Duverge 1951).
What is surprising, however, is the extent to which minorities, especially
blacks, are elected from districts that do not have a majority minority popula-
tion. There is a perception that the election of minorities from nonminority
districts is a rare event. And indeed, when we consider congressional and, per-
haps, state offices it is in fact a fairly unusual event to have a minority repre-
senting a nonminority district. When it does happen, though, it is often
presented as an exception, the result of a fluke of circumstances, the result of
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fractured opposition, or merely the result of the extraordinary charisma of the
individual representative. But the data here indicate that at the local level the
election of minorities in these districts, while certainly not proportionate, is
far from unlikely. For both blacks and Hispanics, when the districted minori-
ty population is in the teens as a percent, the opportunity to elect a descrip-
tive representative is truncated. But for blacks, the ability to overcome a deficit
in population occurs well before the population reaches 50 percent. This
severely challenges the notion of a hard minority threshold of 50 percent black
VAP below which minorities have not a reasonable opportunity to elect can-
didates of preference. Clearly, there is opportunity to elect black descriptive
representatives at the city level when the black voting-age population is 5, 10,
or even 15 percent below numeric majority. Hispanics do not reach propor-
tional opportunity until the population reaches 45.5 percent, but even below
this the curve is fairly shallow indicating that districts with, say, 30, 35 or 40
percent Hispanic VAP still have in practice presented the opportunity to elect
Hispanic descriptive representatives.

Figure 7.2

Probability of Electing a Districted Black Council
Member Based on the Percentage of the District's

Residents That Are of Black Voting-Age
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Figure 7.3

Percent Black Population and Percent Districted Seats with
Black Representatives by All Cities in Study and by Region

The size of the minority populations within our sample cities varies quite
a bit, but within the total population of our sample cites there tends to be a
higher percentage minority population relative to the national average (recall
that we included cities with greater than 150,000 population, thus tapping
many large urban areas). Figures 7.3 and 7.4 illustrate the percent of the entire
population within our sample cities that is either black or Hispanic. In addi-
tion, these figures show the percent of all districted seats that have either black
or Hispanic descriptive representatives. According to figure 7.3, 24 percent of
the total population of our cities is black, yet black descriptive representatives
occupy 27 percent of all districted seats. Simply, blacks tend to have a larger
than proportionate share of council seats. This pattern holds true when our
cities are aggregated by region, with the exception of the Northeast. In simi-
lar fashion, figure 7.4 shows that 17 percent of the total population within our
cities is Hispanic, and Hispanic descriptive representatives occupy only 9 per-
cent of all the districted seats. In general, Hispanics tend to be substantially
underrepresented proportionate to their share of the population. While this
pattern holds true across all the regions, there is much variation among
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regions. Within the north central region and Northeast, Hispanic underrep-
resentation is within a few percentage points. Within the South and West,
however, there is substantial underrepresentation. Remarkably, within the
West, Hispanics constitute 26 percent of the entire population, yet occupy
only 15 percent of the districted seats.

Figure 7.4

Percent Hispanic Population and Percent Districted Seats with
Hispanic Representatives by All Cities in Study and by Region

The concept of ‘meaningful opportunity’ to elect candidates of preference
has evolved as a potent phrase in the justification for heightened considera-
tion of race in districting. The 1982 amendments to the Voting Rights Act,
the 1986 Thornburg ruling by the Supreme Court, and the Department of
Justice’s consideration of section 2 criteria in its preclearance decisions creat-
ed an environment that strongly encouraged the adoption of majority-minor-
ity districts during the early 1990s. The adoption of many new
majority-minority districts during the post-1990 round of redistricting has
been credited with increases in minority descriptive representation. The size
of the gains were most notable (and celebrated) at the national level, but gains
also were made at the state level. The court rulings of Shaw (1993 and 1996)
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and Miller (1995) rejected the erstwhile policy of encouraging jurisdictions to
adopt additional majority-minority districts and stated that if race is predom-
inant in the process, then strict scrutiny is applicable. The recent divided 5–4
court ruling of Hunt v. Cromartie (2001), revisiting North Carolina’s twelfth
congressional district redrawn following the Shaw rulings, upheld the plan as
being motivated by political, rather than racial, considerations. May legislators
now openly consider race if it is for political purposes? The ruling may be seen
as the Court adjusting away from the post-1990 decisions that were read by
many as labeling race strictly taboo.

There is far from a consensus on the impact these changes will have on the
election of Hispanics and blacks in the coming decade. The criteria that guid-
ed city councils in redistricting efforts that began in April 2001 were ambigu-
ous, providing latitude in decisions either to hold fast or to reduce the number
of existing minority-opportunity districts. Some have dire predictions of what
will come of the Court’s evolving stance. Kousser (1999, 13, 16) states that the
mid-1990s “reversal of the federal government’s tenacious protection of
minority voting rights . . . risks beginning again a process similar to that
which unraveled the First Reconstruction” and that as many as half of all
minority officials may be unseated in coming elections.

Many actors pressing for a greater priority being given to race are guided by
the concept of ‘racial fairness,’ a notion critical to the evaluation of districting
plans. The concept of fairness suggests that groups, either political or racial,
should have an equal opportunity to register preferences and affect policy
through the casting of ballots and election of representatives. The notion of
group rights has been charged as offensive to the individual in that it assumes
individual preferences are based on one’s ascribed membership in a group. In
regard to racial fairness, leveling the field of opportunity necessarily implies the
consideration of race in the districting process under the assumption that the
ethnicity or race of an individual behaves as a proxy for preference.

Hudson (1998, 3) argues that the federal courts’ evolving interpretation of
the Voting Rights Act has worked against the notions of “integration and
assimilation” by emphasizing “polarity and separation.” The Voting Rights Act
was initially an instrument meant to codify the fifteenth Amendment and
move blacks as group from exclusion to inclusion in the process of casting bal-
lots. But the evolving judicial interpretations, and congressional amendments
to the original act, have broadened the impact of the act to include not just
simple access to the ballot box, but “meaningful inclusion” and “representa-
tion” by means of district manipulation (Bybee 1998, 19, 30). It has been
argued that court intervention to thwart minority vote dilution is really inter-
vention to prevent political defeat (e.g., Scarrow 2000).

Swain (1998, 195–96) suggests that the reasoning presented in recent court
rulings will challenge “proponents of race-conscious districting to broaden
their conceptualization of representation” and to recognize that a “substantial
tradeoff exists between strategies that increase the substantive representation
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of African Americans and those that increase their descriptive representa-
tion.” While the single-member district format may lead to increased black
(or Hispanic) electoral success, this does not necessarily translate into oppor-
tunity to influence the legislative process (Guinier 1991a, 1991b, 1993,
1994).2 Lublin (1997) argues that this is the central paradox of racial redis-
tricting: majority-minority districts, while essential to the election of blacks
and Hispanics, may result in a governing body less likely to be responsive to
minority preferences (see also Cameron, Epstein, and O’Halloran 1996;
Overby and Cosgrove 1996; Sullivan 1997, 106–07; Hudson 1998). The
packing of “black voters and, for that matter, talented black candidates into
ghettos” under the banner of increasing diversity in elected officials “carries
heavy costs” (Voss and Lublin 2001, 145). While both Guinier generally and
Lublin specifically are speaking to congressional districting, the same dilem-
ma may appear at the municipal level (see also Viteritti 1994, 251–58).

The custom of turning over redistricting decisions to incumbent legislators
may have contributed to a decline in competitive elections and, in turn, a
decline in responsive representatives. An incumbent able to win with a mar-
gin above 10 percent may be considered to reside in a safe seat. The incentive
to consider the policy preference of opposition constituents, whether defined
by race or party, declines when reelection is certain. Competitive seats signal
compromise and stimulate incumbents to be responsive to a greater diversity
of interests within their districts due to the fact that coalition building
becomes a necessary means to reelection. The idea of democracy and repre-
sentation assumes a responsive relationship between the elected official and
his constituents; unsecured seats that require coalition building, one may
argue, are an effective electoral mechanism for a minority to achieve respon-
siveness through influence (see, e.g., Pildes 2002; Grose 2001). Perhaps the
construction of districts with sizable minority populations not exceeding the
50 percent threshold, while far from guaranteeing the election of minority
descriptive representatives, will make for more competitive elections, result in
more responsiveness, and by extension, provide meaningful opportunity for
minorities to have preferences considered in the policy process.

As long as elected legislators are instrumental in the development and
adoption of districting plans it is safe to say that the courts will continue to
play a prominent role in redistricting. It is unreasonable to expect elected offi-
cials performing the role of redistricters to be blind to the demographic and
voting patterns of the city’s residents. Race consciousness is ubiquitous. As
one researcher put it, it is not possible to “impose ignorance” on redistricters
(King, Bruce, and Gelman 1995, 90). It is also likely that the historic polar-
ization in voting will continue, providing weight to arguments that race-
conscious districting is a continuing necessity. In the context of these realities, we
must expect the courts to continue to enter the thorny thicket of redistricting.

The future of Hispanic and black descriptive representation in this decade
may be dependent on any number of variables. Some are subject to the winds
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of political fortune (or misfortune), and some are more predictable. It is clear
that trends in minority population growth will continue to outpace that for
whites, especially in many of the large urban areas. This is particularly true of
the growing Hispanic populations in the South, West, and Northeast. U.S.
Census projections indicate that the Hispanic population will surpass the
black population by 2010.3 These trends have the practical effect of increas-
ing a minority’s share of the potential voters within many single-member dis-
tricts. In addition, some fear that the recent changes in the self-reporting
options for race and ethnicity on the 2000 census could erode the potency of
hard-won legal battles by not allowing social scientists and voting-rights
activists to frame issues in austere white and black terms.

Also uncertain is how the evolving conservative partisanship at the state
level will change the dynamics involved in redrawing districting plans that
reduce, increase, or leave unchanged existing minority-opportunity districts at
the local level. The trend in conservatism at the state level also may become
evident at the local level in the near future, perhaps being witnessed first in the
large cities. Currently twenty-nine states have Republican governors, and a
majority of state legislatures are controlled by Republicans, markedly up from
ten years ago. It has been argued that the packing of blacks into majority-
minority districts may bleach the several surrounding districts, enhancing the
ability of white Republican candidates to win. In contrast, it has been argued
that Democrats in the South are unable to win elections in wholly white dis-
tricts with, roughly, only one-third of nonblack voters identifying as
Democrats. Democratic strategists have argued that districts with approxi-
mately 45 percent black population in conjunction with the remaining white
Democrats provides the best opportunity to elect Democrats in many districts
across the country.

Far less certain is the direction of the Supreme Court. Many of the recent
Supreme Court decisions such as Shaw and Cromartie were decided by a
Court with narrow 5–4 majorities. President Clinton’s two appointees were
supportive of the creation of majority-minority districts. It is a distinct pos-
sibility that Republican President George W. Bush will have the opportuni-
ty to appoint one or two, and perhaps three, new justices to the Supreme
Court. Often attributed to have conservative tendencies, Chief Justice
William H. Rehnquist, with over thirty years on the Court and in his late
70s, is a prime candidate for retirement since the election of Bush. Justice
John Paul Stevens, a recent octogenarian, and Justice Sandra Day O’Conner,
who just celebrated her seventieth birthday, also are candidates for retire-
ment. Questions remain, too, about leadership at the Department of Justice
and the vigor with which the Voting Rights Act will be prosecuted under
the guidance of Attorney General John Ashcroft. As was seen in Ashcroft’s
confirmation process, as a precondition for confirmation many Democrats
were looking for an affirmative statement in support of the “evolved” inter-
pretations of the Voting Rights Act.
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Much attention has been focused on the majority-minority single-mem-
ber district as a vehicle to enhance the election opportunities of minority
descriptive representatives. There is a strong theoretical expectation (and
empirical evidence) that minority candidates will fare better in districts
heavily populated with minorities. However, two important questions have
received much less attention. First, provided that there is an available num-
ber of Hispanic or black residents in a city to theoretically construct minor-
ity-opportunity districts, why have such districts been adopted (and at what
threshold level) in certain cities and not in others? Simply, under what con-
ditions will municipalities adopt minority-opportunity districts? This
research has answered this important question by first positing and then
testing variables that condition this relationship. Second, the presence of
districting plans with minority-opportunity districts does not necessarily
assure the election of descriptive representatives. Why are minorities elect-
ed from some minority-opportunity districts and not others? Under what
conditions do municipalities with minority-opportunity districts elect
minorities and others not? This research has also shed light on this impor-
tant question. This research has provided evidence suggesting that we ought
to be cautions about applying to the local redistricting process districting
assumptions made at the state level. Clearly, given the intimacy of politics
and geography at the local level, inquiry into the dynamics of local district-
ing merits much consideration.
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A p p e n d i x  A :
S u r v e y  D e s i g n  a n d

S a m p l e  Q u e s t i o n n a i r e s

Contacting cities consisted of a four-pronged approach that included
phone, letter, fax, and electronic mail. It was clear that the survey questions
concerning the race of past council members would most likely be answered
by a person in either the city clerk’s office or the mayor’s office, while other
questions concerning past litigation would best be directed to the city’s law
department. For fear that a comprehensive survey would decrease the
response rate due to it being too time-consuming and burdensome for a sin-
gle recipient, two separate surveys were initiated for each city. The process
of surveying cities about either the race of past council members or past lit-
igation began with initial phone inquiries to both the city council staff and
the city attorney’s office to identify the individuals most knowledgeable.
Once these persons were identified and addresses confirmed, separate sur-
veys were sent to each.

The survey process took place over a six-week period. The initial phone
contacts occurred during the first week. The first wave of surveys, including
cover letters, was faxed at the start of the second week. Recipients were
encouraged to respond and return the information via fax. Frequently, as was
the case in surveys sent to the cities’ law departments, phone conversations
were had to clarify the level of detail concerning litigation. Those not
responding were sent a reminder note along with another copy of the survey
at the beginning of week three. Those still not responding by the fourth week
were sent via fax a reminder and another survey. In addition, the same
reminder and survey were sent to the person via electronic mail. If a response
was not received by the beginning of week five, a secondary contact person
was identified and the survey mailed. If a response was not received from the
secondary person by the beginning of week six, a reminder and another copy
of the survey were sent via electronic mail (for timing between survey waves
see Mangione 1995, 60–77).
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Partial data on the type of election system (i.e., the number and type of
election districts and the names of council members elected in the three elec-
tions following the city’s redistricting) were obtained both from various
national directories and official city web sites prior to the survey. Building on
this partial data, each survey was tailored to each specific city depending on
the amount of detail independently obtained. The following provides exam-
ples of typical survey letters sent to cities.
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Department of Political Science _______________

303 Liberal Arts Building • New Orleans, LA 70148 •
Phone (504) XXX–XXXX • Fax (504) XXX–XXXX

PAGE 1 OF 2

TO: Mr. John Q. Smith, Clerk of Council
City of Anywhere
fax (330) XXX–XXXX

FM: Joshua G. Behr
University of New Orleans
Department of Political Science
fax (504) XXX–XXXX

Mr. Smith:

We are conducting a study of municipal elections systems. Among other
items, we are interested in the race of recently elected council officials. We
have listed below the names of officials elected to office in 1993, 1996, and
1999. Would you please, to the best of your recollection, identify the race of each
official and fax these few pages back?

You may be assured that data on your city will be kept confidential. The results
will not be associated with any specific individual. We will gladly send you the
results of the entire study. Simply check the “Yes, send the results” box at the
bottom of the last page.

Thank you in advance for your assistance. Should you have any questions
about this project, please do not hesitate to contact me at (504) XXX–XXXX.
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University of
New Orleans

Persons in office in the year: 1999
Ward Councilperson Please Circle

1 Horrigan White Black Hispanic Asian Other

2 Mittiga White Black Hispanic Asian Other

3 Sommerville White Black Hispanic Asian Other

4 Greene White Black Hispanic Asian Other

5 Shealey White Black Hispanic Asian Other

6 Otterman White Black Hispanic Asian Other

7 McAvoy White Black Hispanic Asian Other

8 Keith White Black Hispanic Asian Other



Thank you!

Please fax back to: (504) XXX–XXXX

“Yes, please send me the results of the study.”
(Check the box)
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Persons in office in the year: 1996
Ward Councilperson Please Circle

1 Bolden White Black Hispanic Asian Other

2 Mendenhall White Black Hispanic Asian Other

3 Sommerville White Black Hispanic Asian Other

4 Williams White Black Hispanic Asian Other

5 Tarle White Black Hispanic Asian Other

6 Otterman White Black Hispanic Asian Other

7 Bryant White Black Hispanic Asian Other

8 Frank White Black Hispanic Asian Other

Persons in office in the year: 1993
Ward Councilperson Please Circle

1 Bolden White Black Hispanic Asian Other

2 Mittiga White Black Hispanic Asian Other

3 Sommerville White Black Hispanic Asian Other

4 Williams White Black Hispanic Asian Other

5 Tarle White Black Hispanic Asian Other

6 Otterman White Black Hispanic Asian Other

7 Bryant White Black Hispanic Asian Other

8 Frank White Black Hispanic Asian Other



Department of Political Science _______________

303 Liberal Arts Building • New Orleans, LA 70148 •
Phone (504) XXX–XXXX • Fax (504) XXX–XXXX

PAGE 1 OF 1

TO: Mr. John Q. Smith, Clerk of Council
City of Anywhere
fax (402) XXX–XXXX

FM: Joshua G. Behr
University of New Orleans
Department of Political Science
phone (504) XXX–XXXX

John,

We are conducting a study of municipal election systems. Among other items,
we are interested in the occurrence of voting rights litigation. Will you please,
to the best of your recollection, answer the following question:

Was the city engaged in any form of voting rights litigation
between the 1980 and 1990 rounds of redistricting of the city’s
council districts?

At this point we don’t need to know any details concerning the
litigation—just need to know if there was litigation or not.

YES NO

You may be assured that data on your city will be kept confidential. The results
will not be associated with any specific individual. We will gladly send you the
results of the entire study.

Thank you for your assistance. Should you have any questions about this proj-
ect, please do not hesitate to contact me at (504) XXX–XXXX.

Thank you!

Please fax back to: (504) XXX–XXXX

“Yes, please send me the results of the study.”
(Check the box)
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A p p e n d i x  B :
C i t i e s  S u r v e y e d
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Akron, Ohio Corpus Christi, Tex. Indianapolis, Ind.

Albuquerque, N. Mex. Dallas, Tex. Inglewood, Calif.

Anchorage, Ark. Denver, Colo. Jackson, Miss.

Arlington, Tex. Des Moines, Iowa Jacksonville, Fla.

Atlanta, Ga. District of Columbia Jersey City, N.J.

Aurora, Colo. Durham, N.C. Kansas City, Kans.

Bakersfield, Calif. El Paso, Tex. Kansas City, Mo.

Baltimore, Md. Elizabeth, N.J. Knoxville, Tenn.

Baton Rouge, La. Flint, Mich. Lansing, Mich.

Beaumont, Tex. Fort Lauderdale, Fla. Laredo, Tex.

Birmingham, Ala. Fort Wayne, Ind. Las Vegas, Nev.

Boston, Mass. Fort Worth, Tex. Lexington-Fayette, Ky.

Bridgeport, Conn. Fresno, Calif. Lincoln, Neb.

Buffalo, N.Y. Glendale, Ariz. Little Rock, Ark.

Charlotte, N.C. Grand Rapids, Mich. Long Beach, Calif.

Chattanooga, Tenn. Greensboro, N.C. Los Angeles, Calif.

Cleveland, Ohio Honolulu, Hawaii Louisville, Ky.

Colorado Springs, Colo. Houston, Tex. Lubbock, Tex.

Columbus, Ga. Huntsville, Ala. Madison, Wis.
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Memphis, Tenn. Philadelphia, Penn. San Bernardino, Calif.

Miami, Fla. Phoenix, Ariz. San Diego, Calif.

Milwaukee, Wis. Pittsburgh, Penn. San Jose, Calif.

Minneapolis, Minn. Pomona, Calif. Savannah, Ga.

Mobile, Ala. Providence, R.I. Shreveport, La.

Montgomery, Ala. Raleigh, N.C. South Bend, Ind.

Moreno Valley, Calif. Reno, Nev. Springfield, Ill.

New Haven, Conn. Richmond, Va. Stockton, Calif.

New Orleans, La. Riverside, Calif. Syracuse, N.Y.

Newark, N.J. Rochester, N.Y. Tacoma, Wash.

Norfolk, Va. Rockford, Ill. Tampa, Fla.

Oakland, Calif. Sacramento, Calif. Toledo, Ohio

Oklahoma City, Okla. Saint Louis, Mo. Tucson, Ariz.

Omaha, Neb. Saint Paul, Minn. Tulsa, Okla.

Orlando, Fla. Saint Petersburg, Fla. Virginia Beach, Va.

Pasadena, Calif. Salinas, Calif. Wichita, Kans.

Pasadena, Tex. Salt Lake City, Utah Winston-Salem, N.C.

Paterson, N.J. San Antonio, Tex. Worcester, Mass.



A p p e n d i x  C :
C a s e s  C i t e d

Allen v. State Board of Elections 393 U.S. 544 (1969)

Arlington Heights v. Metropolitan Housing Development Corp. 429 U.S. 252 (1977)

Avery v. Midland County 390 U.S. 474 (1968)

Barnett v. City of Chicago 97–2792 (7th Cir. Ct. of Appeals. 1998)

Beer v. United States 425 U.S. 130 (1976)

Brown and United States v. Board of School Commissioners of Mobile County 466 U.S.
1005 (1983)

Bush v. Vera 517 U.S. 952 (1996)

City of Lockhart v. United States 460 U.S. 125 (1983)

City of Mobile v. Bolden 446 U.S. 55 (1980), rem’d Brown and United States v. Board of
School Commissioners of Mobile County 542 F. Supp. 1078 (S.D. Ala. 1982), aff ’d
706 F.2d 1103 (11th Cir. Ct. of Appeals 1983), aff ’d 464 U.S. 1005 (1983)

Forston v. Dorsey 379 U.S. 433 (1965)

Garza v. Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors 918 F.2d (9th Cir. Ct. of Appeals
1990)

Gray v. Sanders 372 U.S. 368 (1963)

Growe v. Emison 507 U.S. 25 (1993)

Hayes v. Louisiana (1993)

Holder v. Hall 512 U.S. 874 (1994)

Hunt v. Cromartie 526 U.S. 541 (2001)

Jeffers v. Clinton 730 F.Supp. 196 (E.D. Ark. 1989)

Johnson v. DeGrandy 512 U.S. 997 (1994)

Ketchum v. Byrne 740 F.2d 1398 (7th Cir. Ct. of Appeals 1984)

Kirksey v. Board of Supervisors of Hinds County, Mississippi 554 F.2d 139 (1977)

Miller v. Johnson 515 U.S. 900 (1995)

Presley v. Etowah County Commission 502 U.S. 491 (1992)
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Reno v. Bossier Parish School Board 120 U.S. 866 (2000)

Reynolds v. Sims 377 U.S. 533 (1964)

Rogers v. Lodge 458 U.S. 613 (1982)

Shaw v. Hunt 517 U.S. 899 (1996)

Shaw v. Reno 509 U.S. 630 (1993)

Thornburg v. Gingles 478 U.S. 30 (1986)

United Jewish Organizations v. Carey 430 U.S. 144 (1977)

Whitcomb v. Chavis 403 U.S. 124 (1971)

White v. Regester 412 U.S. 755 (1973)

Wise v. Lipscomb 437 U.S. 535 (1978)

Zimmer v. McKeithen 485 F.2d 1297 (5th Cir. Ct. of Appeals 1973)
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A p p e n d i x  D : O p e r a t i o n a l
D e f i n i t i o n  o f  R e g i o n

WEST NORTH CENTRAL SOUTH NORTHEAST

Alaska North Dakota Arkansas Pennsylvania
Washington South Dakota Texas New York
Oregon Minnesota Louisiana New Jersey
California Iowa Mississippi Connecticut
Hawaii Nebraska Tennessee Rhode Island
Montana Kansas Kentucky Massachusetts
Idaho Missouri Alabama New Hampshire
Nevada Wisconsin Georgia Vermont
Wyoming Illinois Florida Maine
Utah Michigan South Carolina
Colorado Indiana North Carolina
Arizona Ohio Virginia
New Mexico Oklahoma West Virginia

Maryland
District of Columbia
Delaware
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N o t e s

C H A P T E R  O N E

1. With the right to cast ballots secure, most voting-rights advocates have
advanced the single-member district election format as the preferred remedy for
minority vote dilution under the at-large format (Barker 1994). For the limitations of
the single-member district as a remedy for the dilution of the voting strength of sev-
eral minority groups in multiethnic cities, see Reed (1993), Macchiarola and Diaz
(1993a, 1993b, 1993c), and Mollenkopf, Olson, and Ross (2001, 51–62).

2. Sloan 1969; Campbell and Feagin 1975; Karnig 1976; Jones 1976, 1979;
Robinson and Dye 1978; Taebel 1978; Davidson 1979; Latimer 1979; Berry and Dye
1979, especially 113–22; Karnig and Welch 1980, 79–83, 1982; Davidson and Korbell
1981, 992–98; Vedlitz and Johnson 1982, 733–34; Mundt and Heilig 1982, 1046; Heilig
and Mundt 1984, 62–64; Engstrom and McDonald 1981, 1982, 1986, 1987; Ball 1986,
30–33; Teasley 1987; Brouthers and Larson 1988; Welch 1990; McDonald and
Engstrom 1992; Moncrief and Thompson 1992; Burton et al. 1994, 217–25; Renner
1999; Walawender 1999; for county level see Bullock 1994; Burton et al. 1994;
McDonald et al. 1994; Keech and Sistrom 1994; Sass and Mehay 1995; for school boards
see Stewart, England, and Meier 1989; Hill and Redix-Smalls 2002; for a discussion of
SMDs enhancing the election of a white minority see Haeberle 1997, 287–89.

3. Gay (2001) finds that the election to Congress of a black descriptive represen-
tative may decrease the voting participation of whites while only slightly increasing the
voting participation of blacks.

4. Parent and Stekler (1985, 221) note that the black community may not be
homogeneous; class stratification within the black community raises the potential for
political divisions (see also Canon, Schousen, and Sellers 1996, especially 849–50;
Johnson 2002, 131–35).

5. The city council in some cities is elected by a combination of both at-large des-
ignated seats and single-member district designated seats. Thus, a “mixed” format.

6. See, for example, Brace et al. 1988; Grofman and Handley 1989b; Grofman,
Handley, and Niemi 1992, 118; Hudson 1998, 153–54; Kirksey v. Board of Supervisors
of Hinds County, Mississippi, 554 F.2d 139, 1977; United Jewish Organizations of
Williamsburgh v. Carey, 430 U.S. 144, 1977; Ketchum v. Byrne 740 F.2d 1398 7th Cir.
Ct. of Appeals, 1984; Barnett v. City of Chicago 97–2792 7th Cir. Ct. of Appeals, 1998.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

1. The presence of blacks on governing bodies at the local level is higher in the
South than elsewhere. This is explained by the regional difference in the percentage of
cities that have substantial black populations. Among nonsouthern cities with at least
10 percent black population, about 8 percent have a black population above 40 percent.
This contrasts with the South, where 20 percent of such cities exceed 40 percent black
population (Grofman and Handley 1989a, 272–74). The assumption is that a larger
black population is conducive to the election of black candidates. Substantially more
southern cities with a minimum threshold of blacks have a black population large
enough to elect candidates of choice.

2. By adjusting the number of councilmanic seats within a single-member district
system, a threshold of exclusion can be manipulated to exclude smaller groups
(Engstrom 1987). The threshold of exclusion is the minimum percentage of the elec-
torate that a group must constitute in order to have a numeric opportunity to elect a
candidate of choice, given the “worst case” assumptions about the behavior of the other
voters. In this case a six-seat council excludes all groups that constitute 10 percent or
less of the entire citywide population.

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

1. Rogerson and Yang (1999, 27) suggest that the identification of a city’s maxi-
mal number of majority-minority districts is an “analytical” matter divorced from the
more “complex” problems of urban geography.

2. It has been argued that Shaw and its progeny steer away from embracing pro-
portional representation for protected minorities that are spatially dispersed among
nonminorities yet allow for race-conscious districting when minorities “live in distinct,
easily identifiable clusters” (Forest 1995, esp. 104–05).

3. Massey and Denton (1988b) argue that segregation is a multidimensional phe-
nomenon that includes five conceptually distinct facets. The relative eveness of a
group’s distribution throughout the city may provide for the group being overrepre-
sented in some areas and underrepresented in others. Or perhaps the group may be
concentrated residentially in smaller geographic spaces than another group. The group
may be more centralized around a city core or may be clustered to form an enclave.
Last, the exposure of a group to other groups may be conditioned by the number of
neighborhoods that are shared by multiple groups. As explained by Massey and
Denton (1988b, 283), “a group that is highly centralized, spatially concentrated,
unevenly distributed, tightly clustered, and minimally exposed to majority members is
said to be residentially ‘segregated.’ Although the five dimensions overlap empirical-
ly—a group segregated on one dimension also tends to be segregated on another—they
are conceptually distinct” (see also Harrison and Weinberg 1992). Of these five dimen-
sions of the concept segregation, evenness fits my theoretical concerns the best.
Evenness is employed to tap the concept of political tenability and is discussed more
fully in the methods section.

4. The increased number of districts and the consequent smaller district popula-
tion size means that a significant percentage of the minority community (nearly 36
percent in the seven-seat example) may potentially be placed outside the minority-
opportunity district, and therefore the “influence” of the minority in the electorate may
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extend well beyond the one minority-opportunity district. According to Grofman et
al. (1982, 21), “minority representation might actually be increased not by raising the
number of black office holders but by increasing the number of office holders, black
and white, who have to appeal to the blacks to win.” While minority “influence” is
important, this research is focused more narrowly to provide an explanation of the con-
struction of minority-opportunity districts and the minority presence on the govern-
ing body. Discussion of influence districts is visited in chapter 7.

5. A single seat on a five-, seven-, or nine-member council may wield substan-
tial influence, especially as the swing vote in the creation of a majority coalition, and
therefore is likely to stimulate local political opposition to the creation of a minori-
ty-opportunity district. The acquisition of one seat on a five- or seven-member
council may be perceived as a serious threat to the hegemony of whites (e.g., Karnig
and Welch 1980, 28; Taebel 1978, 51). But on a relatively large council, say twelve
or fifteen members, the presence of a single black member is not likely to be as
threatening (Davidson 1984, 7). Indeed, the presence of the minority seat may reas-
sure the white power structure that its city is “racially progressive.” Concession of a
single seat may be a “symbolic gesture” by the dominant majority (Alozie and
Manganaro 1993, 295).

6. Even cities with widely divergent population sizes tend to have small councils.
7. Differences have been illustrated between black, Hispanic, and Asian represen-

tation associated with type of election system (Taebel 1978, 145–46; Lyons and Jewell
1988, 441–42; Tobin 1987; Welch 1990; Zax 1990; Bullock and MacManus 1990;
Polinard, Wrinkle, and Longoria 1991; Harrison and Weinberg 1992; Engstrom and
McDonald 1986; McDonald and Engstrom 1992, 130–39; Alozie 1993; Brischetto
1998, 57–59). For a discussion of the competing districting claims that arise when
minority groups are geographically commingled, see Reed 1992, esp. 769–70,
Grofman and Handley 1989b, and Clark and Morrison 1995.

8. It has been shown that Hispanics and Asians have higher levels of residential
integration than blacks (Boal 1976, 59–61; Lopez 1981; Macchiarola and Diaz 1993a,
211–13, 1993b, 1200–01, 1207; Reed 1993, 770, 776 note 74; Hardy-Fanta 1993,
112–14; Denton and Massey 1988; Massey 1979, 1988, 1994; Massey, Gross, and
Eggers 1991; Massey and Denton 1987, 1988a, 1988b, 1989, 1993, esp. 20–33, 61–70,
85; Massey and Hajnal 1995; Henry 1994, 22; Adams 2000, 31 and 230; Charles 2001,
271–89; Meyer 2000, esp. 212–14; for a discussion of the differences in segregation for
black Hispanics and white Hispanics see Rosenbaum 1996).

9. The responsibility for adopting councilmanic districts is usually placed with the
city council (Wise v. Lipscomb 437 U.S. 535, 1978; Strange 1989).

10. Incumbency is the best determinant of election, in spite of the candidate’s race
or policy preferences (for general discussion see Flanigan and Zingale 1998, 183–88).

11. According to Gelman and King (1994), during the redistricting process an
incumbent must strike a balance between the individual interest of maximizing the
probability of his reelection and the larger interest of maintaining or increasing his
party’s share of seats. An increase in the probability of individual reelection may be at
the expense of the current partisan balance. I assert that there is a similar tension
between a minority incumbent’s desire for reelection and his desire to increase the
probability of the election of additional members of his group.
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12. The process of redistricting in the United States is so contentious that dis-
putes arising at the start of a decade often are not settled fully and are “often made
obsolete by the beginning of a new round of redistricting” (Kubin 1997, 837;
Issacharoff and Pildes 1996, 25; Eagles, Katz, and Mark 1999; Charles and Roberts
2001, 10–11; Webster 2002, 118). Even an “independent” boundary commission
charged with districting, such as that used in Britain, will construct districts that will
favor one political or racial group and disadvantage others. Even if a group’s resultant
electoral advantage was unintentional, charges of commission bias will surely arise
(Lakeman 1974, 46; Lyons 1969; Rossiter, Johnston, and Pattic 1997). But, as
Monmonier (2001, 99–103) notes, although not totally neutral, independent redis-
tricting commissions, with legislative bodies setting the criteria, present an attractive
alternative to legislative dominance in the process. In the 2000 round of redistricting
the states of Washington and Iowa turned over the drawing of boundaries to inde-
pendent or nonpartisan commissions.

13. 79 Stat. 437, as amended by the Civil Rights Act of 1968, 82 Stat. 73, the
Voting Rights Act Amendments of 1970, 84 Stat. 314, the District of Columbia
Delegate Act, 84 Stat. 853, the Voting Rights Act Amendments of 1975, 89 Stat. 400,
the Voting Rights Act Amendments of 1982, 96 Stat. 131, and the Voting Rights
Language Assistance Act of 1992, Public Law 102–344, 106 Stat. 921, 42 U.S.C.
1973 et seq.

14. The potential of the preclearance provisions to be used by the Department of
Justice to scrutinize not only changes in state and local procedures concerning the cast-
ing of ballots but also the way in which electoral competition is structured was not
immediately realized. But by 1969 the Supreme Court had accepted a broad, inclusive
interpretation of what qualified as a “voting qualification or prerequisite to voting, or
standard, practice or procedure” (see Allen v. State Board of Elections 1969). Fewer than
two hundred changes had been submitted through 1968, but submissions increased
rapidly during the 1970s (Engstrom 1994, 687). Since 1965 several hundred thousand
changes in electoral laws or procedures have been submitted for approval under the
preclearance provisions, and less than 2 percent have met with Department of Justice
objections (see O’Rourke 1992, esp. 86–87; see also Posner 1996, 88–90; Foster 1986).

15. Section 2(a) read, in part, “No voting qualification or prerequisite to voting,
or standard, practice, or procedure shall be imposed or applied by any state or political
subdivision to deny or abridge the right of any citizen” to vote.

16. The Court had earlier found malapportionment an unconstitutional form of
vote dilution at both the state and local levels (see, e.g., Gray v. Sanders 1963, Reynolds
v. Sims 1964, Avery v. Midland County 1968). But by 1965, in Forston v. Dorsey, the
Court recognized that multi-member districts that had the effect, whether intention-
al or not, of canceling-out minority voting strength may be potentially unconstitution-
al. In Whitcomb v. Chavis (1971) the Supreme Court, in reversing a district court’s
finding of unconstitutional vote dilution in a multimember system, stated that the
mere absence of minority descriptive representation alone does not demonstrate dilu-
tion; additional evidence demonstrating less opportunity would be necessary to sustain
a fourteenth Amendment claim. In White v. Register (1973), another challenge to
multi-member districts, the Supreme Court upheld for the first time a district court
finding of dilution on the grounds that a totality of circumstances demonstrated that
minorities had less opportunity to participate in politics and elect candidates of choice.
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In upholding the lower court finding, though, the Supreme Court failed to provide any
further specificity as to the relative importance of the individual circumstances. The
Court, however, made clear that discriminatory effect was acceptable proof of dilution;
discriminatory intent would not be required.

17. In Zimmer, issued within months of the White decision, the fifth Circuit
Court of Appeals distilled further the circumstances cited in White by instructing the
federal district courts to consider eight criteria, four primary and four enhancing, as
relevant in a dilution claim. Over the next eight years numerous multimember schemes
within Louisiana were ruled dilutive based on the Zimmer criteria (Engstrom et al.
1994, 117).

18. The burden placed on plaintiffs to show an election system to be dilutive was
still great following Zimmer. While the Zimmer decision culled circumstances to eight
factors, these covered tremendous ground; plaintiffs, to be safe, would often compile
detailed historical records of race relations within the challenged jurisdiction (see
Davidson 1994, 28–29).

19. Mobile’s at-large commission form of government was adopted in 1911.
According to the Court’s 1980 Bolden intent standard, in order to establish a violation
of the fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause plaintiffs were faced with the
daunting task of uncovering what was tantamount to a smoking gun. The Court had
remanded the case to the district court stating that a factual finding of intent to dilute
by the city leaders at the time the plan was adopted would be necessary to demonstrate
a fourteenth Amendment violation. According to Davidson (1994, 34), the enunciat-
ed intent standard appeared “to be the straw that would break the camel’s back in vot-
ing rights cases, where the load borne by the plaintiffs’ camel was already heavy. It was
not simply one more burden equal in importance to the eight other Zimmer factors.”
On remand, however, plaintiffs, along with the Department of Justice (acting as an
intervenor), produced exhaustive testimony from historians and expert witnesses
demonstrating that the format was indeed adopted with discriminatory purpose. The
Supreme Court affirmed that intent had now been demonstrated and upheld the lower
courts’ findings that the at-large system violated the fourteenth Amendment (Brown
and United States v. Board of School Commissioners of Mobile County , 542 F. Supp. 1078
(S.D. Ala. 1982), aff ’d 706 F.2d 1103 (11th Cir. Ct. of Appeals 1983), aff ’d 464 U.S.
1005 (1983)).

20. The Supreme Court’s ruling in Bolden ratched-up the bar necessary for plain-
tiffs to demonstrate vote dilution under the fourteenth Amendment. The section 2
amendment was intended to provide “a general statutory protection against dilutive
schemes” and restore the White-Zimmer standard (Engstrom et al. 1994, 117; see also
Davis 1995, 313–14).

21. Civil rights groups pressed hard for the addition of the “results standard” to
section 2 (Thernstrom 1987). Many in Congress had resisted the proposed amend-
ment fearing that such a standard would lead to a proportional representation man-
date. To mitigate these concerns compromise language was pushed by Senator Robert
Dole of Kansas. Section 2(b) was amended, in part, to read: “the extent to which
members of a protected class have been elected . . . is one circumstance which may be
considered: Provided, that nothing in this section establishes a right to have members
of a protected class elected in numbers equal to their proportion in the population.”
This language was meant to assuage the fears that a legal entitlement to a given level
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of electoral success would be established (see, e.g., Bullock 1999, 216–17; Teasley
1987, 96–97; Issacharoff, Karlan, and Pildes 1998, 419–24; Pildes 1997, 2518–23;
Blumstein 1995, 566–69; Parker 1983, 748–51).

22. An increase in litigation in areas not covered by the preclearance provisions
followed the 1982 amendments as section 2 became an important tool to challenge
election systems as dilutive to minority voting strength (for a general discussion of the
increase in litigation challenging 1990 redistrictings, see Weber 1995).

23. Interestingly, several days following the signing of the 1982 amendments by
President Ronald Reagan the Supreme Court tempered its Bolden intent standard in
another fourteenth Amendment vote dilution case involving an at-large system, Rogers
v. Lodge (1981). In Rogers, as in Bolden, the Court required plaintiffs to demonstrate
intent. But unlike Bolden, the Court reasoned that a totality of relevant circumstantial
factors similar to the Zimmer criteria may be used to infer intent in a fourteenth
Amendment vote dilution claim. The Court’s apparent reversal has been attributed to
both a change in the composition of the Court and the Court’s awareness of the vocal
criticism of the Bolden ruling from voting-rights advocates and Congress alike (see,
e.g., McDonald 1992, 68–69).

24. Although Thornburg addressed dilution in multimember formats, the Gingles
test was assumed widely to apply to the single-member district context as well. Later,
in Growe v. Emison (1993), the Court indeed stated that the same standards that apply
in multimember formats to establish a section 2 claim of vote dilution also applied to
single-member district formats. In Johnson v. DeGrandy (512 U.S. 997 at 1246 (1994))
the Court confirmed that “the Gingles factors are merely pre-conditions which are not
necessarily enough by themselves to require judicial relief ”; the additional circum-
stances listed in Gingles, and possibly others, should be considered, in their totality, to
support evidence of dilution (McKaskle 1995, 6 n18).

25. The argument is well made that this assertion is mistaken (see, e.g., Dunne
1993; Posner 1996, 95–110; Grofman and Handley 1996, 72 n16). Savage (1995, 24)
notes that while there was not an explicit maximization policy the Department of
Justice’s application of the preclearance mechanism influenced the districting process “by
prodding states to create as many black majority districts as possible” (emphasis added).

26. McKaskle (1995) argues that post 1990 redistricters were “pragmatic” in their
desire to avoid potential litigation. The 1982 amendments to section 2 and subsequent
rulings presented redistricters with two seemingly contradictory cues. First, districting
plans should provide minorities with the opportunity to elect candidates of choice.
Second, this does not require that plans insure the proportional representation of
minorities. According to McKaskel, districters were disinclined to propose bizarre dis-
tricts that were based solely on race. But in preclearance jurisdictions that met the first
prong of the three-prong Gingles test (minority is sufficiently numerous and geograph-
ically compact), the redistricters were pragmatic. Even if polarized voting, the second
and third prongs of the Gingles test, was not clearly evident the desire to avoid poten-
tial litigation prompted the proposal of majority-minority districts. According to
Grofman and Handley (1996, 77 n5), “By anticipating how courts and DOJ will inter-
pret the Act, legislators frequently make changes they would not otherwise have made
to reduce the likelihood of a plan being overturned.” see also Peterson 1995, 10–11;
Webster 2000, 148.
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27. Organizations concerned with minority voting rights (e.g., Center for
Constitutional Rights, NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, Southern
Regional Council, Southern Poverty Law Center, American Civil Liberties Union,
League of United Latin American Citizens, Latino Political Action Committee,
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, Southwest Voter Research Institute,
National Voting Rights Institute, Georgia Legal Services, Mexican-American Legal
Defense and Education Fund, Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund,
Asian-American Legal Defense and Education Fund) may scrutinize municipal dis-
tricting plans, especially those in covered jurisdictions. (For a discussion of the
NAACP in litigation, see Burton et al. 1994, 211–12; for a discussion of MALDEF in
litigation, see Chavez 1992, 82–85).

28. Although the ultimate power to write and amend the Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) rests with Congress, the attorney general, in practice, may propose
specific regulatory language during the congressional rulemaking process. The federal
courts defer to the attorney general’s interpretation of the Voting Rights Act general-
ly, and the administration of section 5 specifically, especially on matters to which
Congress has not expressed an opinion (see, e.g., Presley v. Etowah County Commission
1992; Ball, Krane, and Lauth 1982).

29. Covered jurisdictions must, upon submission of the proposed change for
administrative approval, demonstrate that “the opportunity for the public to be
heard, and of the opportunity for interested parties to participate in the decision to
adopt the proposed change . . . especially by minority group members, in fact took
place” (28 CFR 51.28(f )). The efforts of covered jurisdictions to include the partic-
ipation of language minorities prior to submission of the proposed changes will be
considered a relevant factor by the attorney general in his decision to approve a
plan: covered jurisdictions, for example, must make an effort to “afford members of
racial and language minority groups an opportunity to participate in the decision to
make the [proposed] change” (28 CFR 51.57(c)). Further, complaints may be reg-
istered with the Department of Justice. In theory, the opening of the districting
process to the public through hearings or the solicitation of input from interested
parties provides the opportunity for minority communities to be heard at least,
although some may argue that this requirement in fact may be mere formality with
districting decisions made behind closed doors (see, e.g., Scher, Mills, and Hotaling
1997, 265–66).

30. The Supreme Court has since responded to discordant lower court rulings by
providing an ordering of race-related criteria relative to race-neutral criteria. The
Court has stated that if traditional districting principles are subordinated to race in the
districting process (i.e., race is used as the predominant factor), then this triggers “strict
scrutiny” because any racial classification is inherently suspect. In order for a proposed
change to satisfy strict scrutiny a state or municipality that uses race as a predominant
criterion must have both a “compelling interest” in doing so and present a plan tailored
“narrowly” to further that compelling interest (see Shaw v. Reno 1993, Shaw v. Hunt
1996, Miller v. Johnson 1995, Hunt v. Comartie 2001).

31. For example, Engstrom and McDonald (1986, 1987) find that a reduction in
resource disparity contributes to a reduction in black under-representation and that
this reduction is greater in the South than the non-South.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

1. Due to unresponsiveness, the data for New York City and Chicago are not
included. In addition, these cities have unusually large councils (fifty single-member
districts in each) relative to other cities in the study.

2. Various sources were used to increase the response rate of surveys or to confirm
the accuracy of collected data through cross references. These sources include the
Municipal Yellow Book, Carrol’s Municipal/County Directory, National Roster of
Hispanic Elected Officials, Roster of Black Elected Officials, and the Directory of
City Policy Officials.

3. The index has been used over a period of decades, for example, to measure the
dissimilarity between a central urban area and its suburbs to illustrate the flight of
whites from urban centers (see, e.g., Massey and Denton 1993).

C H A P T E R  5

1. The assumption of a simple additive multiple regression model is that the effect
of each independent variable on the dependent variable is the same across all cities,
regardless of the level of the other independent variables. However, in this analysis
each specifying variable interacts with system aptitude to produce a multiplicative
interaction term. Therefore, the effect of system aptitude on the dependent variable is
contingent on the value of the specifying variable (see Friedrich 1982).

2. This pattern of lower levels of segregation for Hispanic cities relative to black
cities remains when cities are disaggregated by region. For the nine Hispanic cities in
the Northeast the mean segregation score is .458 (Std. Dev. .092), while for the eleven
black cities in the Northeast the mean segregation score is .659 (Std. Dev. .081). For
the ten Hispanic cities in the South the mean segregation score is .599 (Std. Dev.
.113), while for the forty-one black cities in that region the mean segregation score is
.736 (Std. Dev. .078). For the twenty-three Hispanic cities in the West the mean seg-
regation score is .466 (Std. Dev. .116), while for the fifteen black cities in that region
the mean segregation score is .526 (Std. Dev. .129). In the north central region there
are just two cities in the Hispanic category, Cleveland with a segregation score of .645,
and Milwaukee with a segregation score of .595, yielding a mean of .618, and nineteen
black cities in this region with a mean segregation score of .701 (Std. Dev. .100). For
the identification of regions, see appendix D.

3. The R2 presented in table 5.3 provides a measure of how much of the variance
in the dependent variable is accounted for by the single independent variable, system
aptitude. The adjusted R2 presented in table 5.4 concerns the variance accounted for
by several independent variables.

4. Notice that in this case (Hispanics at the 60 percent threshold) the adjusted
intercepts are quite low, from -.088 to -.275, and the range between the two is about
19 percentage points. Also the range between the reported slope coefficients is 12.9
percentage points. These magnitudes in ranges are not found at either the 55 or 50 per-
cent thresholds (10.1 and 10.0 percentage points for the slope coefficients and .3 and
3.5 percentage points for the intercepts, respectively). This suggests that the impact of
vested advocacy at the 60 percent threshold is more pronounced relative to the impact
at either the 55 or 50 percent threshold.

1 3 2 Race, Ethnicity, and the Politics of City Redistricting



C H A P T E R  6

1. It is evident that there are many instances where districted Hispanic or black
officials are elected from districts with respective minority populations below the min-
imum 50 percent minority voting-age population threshold established in this
research. In fact, there are cities that do not have the theoretical aptitude to create a
single minority-opportunity district, yet have elected districted Hispanic and black
officials. An analysis in the following chapter examines these cases.

2. This pattern of lower levels of resource disparity for Hispanic cities relative to
black cities varies when cities are disaggregated by region. For the five Hispanic cities
in the Northeast the mean resource disparity score is .354 (Std. Dev. .139), while for
the six black cities in the Northeast the mean resource disparity score is .356 (Std. Dev.
.077). For the nine Hispanic cities in the South the mean resource disparity score is
.457 (Std. Dev .178), while for the thirty-seven black cities in that region the mean
resource disparity score is .563 (Std. Dev. .080). For the eleven Hispanic cities in the
West the mean resource disparity score is .491 (Std. Dev. .126), while for the three
black cities in that region the mean resource disparity score is .308 (Std. Dev. .356). In
the North Central region there are no Hispanic cities in the analysis, while the four-
teen black cities in this region have a mean resource disparity score of .445 (Std. Dev.
.079). For the identification of regions, see appendix D.

C H A P T E R  7

1. Binary logistic regressions are run with the dependent dichotomous variable
being either the presence or absence of a minority official, either Hispanic or black.
The covariate, or independent variable, is the proportion of the district that is voting-
age, either Hispanic or black. The predicted probabilities from these analyses are plot-
ted and presented below.

2. Guinier advocates in some instances, in lieu of the single-member district for-
mat, the use of the at-large, cumulative voting election system (for an introduction to
Guinier’s arguments, see Kennedy 1995).

3. For U.S. Census Bureau projections see www.census.gov/population/projections/
popproj.
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