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minority interests in the political process. Yet, their efficacy in furthering the substantive goals of

Majority—minority voting districts have been advanced as a remedy to the underrepresentation of

minority constituents has been questioned because they may dilute minority influence in surrounding
areas and lead to an overall decrease in support for minority-sponsored legislation. Thus, there may be a
trade-off between increasing the number of minority officeholders and enacting legislation that furthers the
interests of the minority community. Using nonlinear estimation techniques, we simulate the districting
strategies that maximize substantive minority representation, and find that such a trade-off does exist. We also
find that, outside of the South, dividing minority voters equally across districts maximizes substantive
representation,; inside the South the optimal scheme creates concentrated districts on the order of 47% black
voting age population. In addition, minority candidates may have a substantial chance of being elected from

districts with less than 50% minority voters.

legislature drew up a reapportionment plan

whereby only one district out of twelve had a
majority of minority voters, that is, was a “majority-
minority” district. This plan was then submitted to the
Department of Justice under the preclearance proce-
dures of Section 5 of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. Upon
review, the Justice Department rejected the proposal,
suggesting that the state construct a second such district
to accommodate its 20% black population. North Caro-
lina’s second attempt did result in two majority black
districts, the First and the Twelfth, but the latter was, to
put it mildly, rather unusually shaped; it snaked along
Interstate 85, occasionally ballooning out to capture
pockets of black residents and, at times, remaining
contiguous only at a single point. The Supreme Court
reviewed the second redistricting plan in Shaw v. Reno
and ruled that bizarrely shaped majority-minority dis-
tricts may create unconstitutional racial gerrymanders.!
Coming three weeks after the withdrawal of Lani Guini-
er’s nomination to head the Civil Rights Division of the

!- fter the 1990 Census, the North Carolina state
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Justice Department, the Shaw decision intensified the
debate over the role of majority-minority districts in
promoting black representation in Congress.

The past quarter-century has seen the rise of what
Guinier (1994) terms the “theory of black electoral
success,” according to which the advancement of minor-
ity interests can be measured by the number of minori-
ties elected to public office. This goal has been achieved
largely by the construction of concentrated minority
voting districts, either through the decennial reappor-
tionment or by switching from at-large voting to district-
based systems in local elections. Proponents of these
districts argue that, given polarized voting, minorities
will remain underrepresented in the political process
unless they have equal opportunity to elect the candidate
of their choice. If this is true, and if minority voters
generally elect minority candidates to represent them,
then descriptive representation—increasing the number of
minority officeholders— goes hand in hand with substan-
tive representation—enacting legislation that furthers the
interests of the minority community.

Yet, it is unclear that minority interests are always
best served by the creation of concentrated minority
districts. These dilute minority influence in surrounding
areas, which may then elect representatives unsympa-
thetic to minority concerns. If minority voters can influ-
ence their representative’s actions without necessarily
comprising a majority of the electorate, then majority-
minority districts may increase the number of minority
legislators but decrease the number of votes in support
of minority legislation. That is, there may be a trade-off
between descriptive and substantive representation.
Thus, a basic question of constituency and governance
remains unresolved: Do majority-minority districts max-
imize substantive black representation in Congress? Is it
better for political minorities to wield a modest amount
of influence in many districts or substantial influence in
only a few?

To address this question we develop a general meth-
odology for assessing the effect of different districting
schemes on the substantive representation of group
interests, as measured by legislators’ roll-call voting
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scores. We then apply this technique to calculate the
districting strategy that maximizes black representation
in Congress. Our approach consists of three steps. First,
we estimate representation equations, which relate the
black voting-age population in a district to the represen-
tative’s support for minority issues. Second, we estimate
electoral equations, which relate the concentration of
minority voters in a district to the partisan and racial
characteristics of the representative elected. Third, we
combine the representation and electoral effects to
calculate the districting scheme that maximizes overall
expected representation of minority interests.

Briefly, our results are as follows. First, a trade-off
does exist between maximizing the number of black
representatives in Congress and maximizing the number
of votes in favor of minority-sponsored legislation. In
particular, districting plans designed to maximize de-
scriptive representation concentrate minority voters
more than do plans designed to maximize substantive
representation. Second, electoral effects dominate rep-
resentation effects; that is, the largest effect from adding
minority voters to a district comes not from influencing
the actions of any given representative but from influ-
encing the type of representative elected. Third, the
point of equal opportunity for minority voters to elect
the representative of their choice generally occurs in
districts with less than 50% black voting-age population.
Fourth, given recent electoral and roll-call voting pat-
terns, the districting strategy that maximizes substantive
minority representation varies by region. Outside the
South, optimal districting schemes divide black voters as
equally as possible across districts. Inside the South,
substantive minority representation is maximized by
creating concentrated minority districts with about 47%
black voting-age population.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In the
next section we review the literature on minority repre-
sentation. In the third section we present the data used
in the study, detail our estimation techniques, and
analyze the representation and electoral equations. In
the fourth section we conduct a series of simulations
of the optimal allocation of minorities to districts that
maximizes their influence in Congress. We conclude by
relating our findings to the larger debate on minority
representation.

THE DEBATE ON MAJORITY-MINORITY
DISTRICTS

Two distinct literatures discuss the effect of minority
voting strength on a representative’s responsiveness to
minority interests. The first focuses on how an increase
in the minority voting population translates into discern-
ible policy gains. Its emphasis is on finding the appro-
priate functional relationship between the percentage of
black voting-age population in a district and the legisla-
tor’s roll-call voting behavior. The second literature
concentrates on the effect of majority-minority districts
in promoting descriptive and substantive representation
of black interests. Although these literatures have some-
times been treated separately, we contend that answer-
ing the first question—how district composition trans-

lates into legislative behavior—is crucial in assessing the
influence of majority-minority districts in promoting
black interests. We review these literatures and then
discuss how they can be integrated to give a broader
perspective on the efficacy of majority-minority districts.

Minority Interests and Representation

In single-member district plurality-winner elections,
what influence will electoral minorities have over the
actions of their representative? A number of different
answers have been advanced in the literature. If prefer-
ences within the electorate are polarized, with one group
commanding a clear majority, then electoral minorities
will have only a tenuous relation with their representa-
tive. If the majority is itself divided, then these minorities
may have a good deal of influence over outcomes by
trading their support in return for policy concessions.
The first scenario corresponds to the situation of most
blacks in southern politics since Reconstruction; the
second reflects the position of blacks as key swing voters
in national politics from the late 1950s to the mid-1960s.

We thus begin with two hypotheses about the relation
between the percentage of black voters in a district and
the behavior of their representative. The first, which we
term majoritarianism, predicts that black voters in a
district will have little influence on the voting behavior of
their representative until they constitute a majority, at
which point the representative’s voting behavior takes a
discrete jump toward minority-favored policies. The
second, termed influence districts, posits a generally
positive relation between the percentage of blacks and
representation of black interests, as would most stan-
dard theories of interest group behavior.

Other possibilities have been mentioned in previous
studies of race and representation. Historically, the most
important of these was suggested by Key (1949) in his
classic Southern Politics. Key notes that those counties
with the highest proportion of blacks were the most
likely to vote for Smith over Hoover in 1928 and to bolt
the party in favor of Strom Thurmond’s State’s Rights
ticket in 1948. He also suggests that members represent-
ing these same districts compiled relatively more conser-
vative voting records. Thus, we might actually expect a
negative relation between the percentage of blacks and
support for minority legislation. The argument is that in
a polarized district with a relatively large black popula-
tion, minority issues become more salient. Representa-
tives from these areas will feel pressured by conservative
white constituents to prove that they have not been
unduly influenced by black voters. We shall call this
possibility the polarization hypothesis.?

A variant of Key’s hypothesis comes from Keech
(1968), who posits a curvilinear, or bimodal, relationship
between the percentage of blacks and their representa-
tive’s voting patterns. Keech asserts that the majority
does not take much notice when the percentage of

2 Additional evidence of the polarization effect is demonstrated by
Kernell (1973), who found that in Mississippi counties white voter
turnout is highly correlated with the potential and actual black turnout.
McDonald (1992, 81-2) provides additional examples of white backlash
to minority mobilization.
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