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Race, Income, and Political Efficacy

Ebonya Washington*

“[T]he vote is the most power-
ful instrument ever devised by man for
breaking down injustice and destroying
the terrible walls which imprison men
because they are different from other
men,” said Lyndon B. Johnson at the
signing of the Voting Rights Act in 1965.
His statement reflects a long-held, and
long-fought-for, belief that political par-
ticipation can help groups to overcome
disadvantage bestowed by history. In my
research, I empirically examine the extent
to which this is true. I study the ability of
minorities and low-income Americans to
use the political process to affect policy
outcomes and shift the distribution of
public resources in their favor. I refer to
this as their political efficacy, and ask two
broad questions: When are other groups
supportive of the policies/candidates that
these two minority groups favor? How
do American institutions help or hinder
these groups’ political efficacy?

When Are Other Groups
Supportive of the Policies
that Low-Income or

Black Voters Support?

Because both Blacks and low-income
voters are numerical minorities, a central
component to their ability to secure pas-
sage of their preferred policies is the sup-
port of other groups. In my research, I
demonstrate circumstances under which
that support is and is not forthcoming.
For example, for some 60 years before
Barack Obama garnered 95 percent of
their vote, Blacks have cast their ballots
overwhelmingly for the Democratic can-
didate in two-party elections. But when
are non-Blacks more likely to favor the
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Democratic candidate? Only when the
Democratic candidate is not Black, I find
by examining Congressional and guber-
natorial elections from 1982 to 2000.!
While both Black and White citizens
are more likely to turn out to cast a bal-
lot in an electoral contest that includes a
Black candidate, the White voters are less
likely to vote in favor of the Democratic
candidate when s/he is Black. One pos-
sible explanation for the White reluc-
tance to vote for Black candidates is that
Black candidates (like the Black elector-
ate) tend to be more liberal than their
White Democratic counterparts.

Black-White segregation also pre-
dicts decreased support among Whites
for Black candidates and, in fact, for
Democratic candidates more gener-
ally, Elizabeth Ananat and I find.? We
uncover two potential explanations for
this phenomenon. First, Whites with less
liberal attitudes self-select into more seg-
regated communities. Second, contact
with Black voters affects White voters’
attitudes. In other work, I find additional
support for the idea that interactions
with others helps to shape one’s political
attitudes. For example, conditional on
the total number of children in his fam-
ily, a US. congressman’s propensity to
vote liberally, particularly on legislation
concerning women’s issues, increases with
the number of daughters he has.> Women
generally have more liberal attitudes than
men; for elite women, this is particularly
true. This research suggests that sharing
(or at least witnessing) experiences that
have led their daughters to grow up to be
left leaning also moves Democratic con-
gressmen to cast more liberal votes on the
House floor than their counterparts with
fewer or no daughters.

Support for policies preferred by the
poor also appears to be shaped by experi-
ence.* Eric Brunner, Stephen Ross, and
I looked not specifically at whether a
person knew someone poor, but rather

at how economic circumstances more
generally shape views on redistribution.
Focusing on California, where voters
have the opportunity to weigh in on bal-
lot propositions concerning a variety of
issues each year, we show that — consis-
tent with economic theory — neighbor-
hood residents are more likely to vote
in favor of redistribution and other lib-
eral economic proposals when they are
suffering negative economic shocks. We
see larger effects in poorer communities,
suggesting that those closer to benefit-
ting from economic policies, and/or to
observing others benefit from those same
policies, have the most malleable opin-
ions. One surprising finding of this study
is that negative economic shocks also pre-
dict voting for liberal candidates and, to a
lesser extent, voting liberally, on non-eco-
nomic issues.

This co-movement of voting on eco-
nomic and other issues may come from
a desire for party strength, or because
individuals strive for consistency across
opinions and from opinions to behav-
iors, as suggested by the psychological
theory of cognitive dissonance. In two
papers, I find support for the relevance of
cognitive dissonance to the voting arena.
In the first, Sendhil Mullainathan and
I show that the act of voting for a can-
didate increases one’s support for that
candidate.> Of course, the difficulty in
trying to tease out this relationship is
reverse causality — those who view the
candidate more favorably are more likely
to vote for the candidate. We circum-
vent this difficulty in two ways. First, we
exploit the age discontinuity in voting
eligibility. That is, we compare those who
were just a little too young to vote for
president in the focal election year with
those just above the age cutoff. Second,
we compare feelings about senators most
recently elected during a presidential
clection year (when turnout is greater)
with those most recently elected during
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an off-year. We find that both those who
were above the age cutoff and those who
most recently voted for a senator in a
presidential election show greater polar-
ization in their opinions of the president
and the senator, respectively. In other
words, the act of voting increases the dis-
tance in opinion between those in favor
and those against.

In the second paper demonstrating
the relevance of cognitive consistency to
the voting arena, Alan Gerber, Gregory
Huber, and I use a field experiment con-
ducted around the 2008 Connecticut
presidential primary.® The experiment
targeted citizens who were registered
to vote but unaffiliated with any politi-
cal party. One group of such individu-
als was informed via a letter from the
Connecticut Secretary of State that they
must affiliate with a party in order to vote
in the upcoming primary. That experi-
mental “treatment” increased not only
party registration, but also support for
political figures of the same party. Once
again, voters who were prompted to alter
a behavior — this time party registra-
tion — ended up changing not only the
behavior but also a related attitude. This
co-movement of behaviors and issues
suggests that shocks that prompt vot-
ers to vote more liberally for candidates,
or on any of a variety of issues, may also
make these voters more sympathetic to
the liberal policies that low-income and
minority voters generally favor.

How Do Institutions Impact
Political Efficacy?

Money is thought to be a potent
force in the American political process.
For poor voters, the common wisdom
is that money is an obstacle to hav-
ing their viewpoints heard. Brunner,
Ross, and I examine the relevance
of this view to legislative voting in
California.” Because of the aforemen-
tioned numerous ballot propositions
there, we have good data on how vot-
ers in both low- and high-income areas
of a district feel about various issues
that will be considered by the public
and by the legislator. Using these data,

we calculate the extent to which legis-
lative voting coincides with the major-
ity view of low- and high-income con-
stituents. Contrary to popular wisdom,
we find that less income does not mean
less representation. In fact, the opin-
ions of high- and low-income voters are
highly correlated, and the legislator’s
vote most often represents the views
of both groups of voters in his/her dis-
trict. Any differences in representation
by income that do exist vary by the leg-
islator’s party. Republicans vote the
will of their higher income over their
lower income constituents more often;
Democratic legislators do the reverse.
We find that these patterns of represen-
tation by income are largely explained
away by partisanship. Republicans vote
like high-income voters in their dis-
trict not because those voters are high
income, per se, but because they are
highly likely to vote Republican. Thus,
rather than finding evidence for under-
representation of the financially disad-
vantaged, we confirm underrepresen-
tation of the politically disadvantaged
— those who are represented by a poli-
tician of a differing party.

Of course, legislative voting is just
one type of one representation and
California is but one state. An impor-
tant topic for future work is to exam-
ine whether these findings generalize to
other legislative behaviors (constituent
service, agenda setting, “pork” distribu-
tion) and to other geographic settings.

For Blacks, one alleged impedi-
ment to representation is race-based
legislative redistricting. A majority
Black legislative district is a congres-
sional district in which a majority of
residents are Black. When a state cre-
ates such a district, there are, by defi-
nition, fewer Blacks in the remain-
ing districts. The conventional view
(espoused by political scientists and
both major political parties) is that
the creation of these districts in a state
leads that state’s House delegation to
vote more conservatively. The idea is
that the majority Black district will
elect a representative who is more lib-
eral than average, but the remaining

districts (with a lower percentage of
Black voters) will elect correspondingly
more conservative representatives, on
balance moving the delegation’s average
vote in a more conservative direction.
I investigate this common wisdom in
regard to the 1990 congressional redis-
tricting, the redistricting period that
saw the largest increase in majority-
minority districts.® This increase was
effectively mandated in some states by a
1982 amendment to the Voting Rights
Act (VRA). Comparing southern states
that were forced to increase the number
of Black districts with those that were
not, I find no evidence that majority
Black districts move the state’s congres-
sional delegation in a more conservative
direction. In fact the results, although
largely insignificant, point in a more
liberal direction. Thus, the creation
of majority-minority districts seems a
net positive for Black representation.
These districts serve to increase both
Black descriptive representation--the
number of Blacks in Congress — and
Black substantive representation — the
number of congresspersons who vote as
Blacks hope they will.

The majority-minority district
mandate is only one part of one reau-
thorization of the VRA. In other work
examining the impact of American
institutions on minority representa-
tion, Elizabeth Cascio and I look at
the impact of the Act’s original passage
in 1965 on the distribution of public
resources.? The Act dismantled barriers
to Black voter registration, chief among
them literacy tests. Those tests, despite
their name, might be more aptly char-
acterized as tests of race than of reading
ability. Thus there were greater num-
bers of disenfranchised voters in liter-
acy-test states in counties with larger
shares of Black residents. We find that,
post-VRA, not only did these counties
see large increases in enfranchisement,
but they also saw increases in their
share of state transfers, which were
largely earmarked for public education.
Of course, the period around the pas-
sage of the VRA was notably turbu-
lent in the American south, but we are
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able to rule out competing explanations
for the finding including desegrega-
tion, black political activism, and basic
changes in need. Shortly before the
passage of the VRA, Reverend Martin
Luther King, Jr., wrote, “Voting is the
foundation stone for political action.
With it the Negro can eventually vote
out of office public officials who bar
the doorway to decent housing, pub-
lic safety, jobs and decent integrated
education.”!® Our empirical evidence
seems to back his early assertion.

In conclusion, my work has estab-
lished a few predictors of political
efficacy for low-income and Black
Americans. The ongoing goal is to
examine when and how marginalized
populations can use the political system
to fulfill economic needs. President
Johnson argued in the quote with
which I began that voting is a powerful
instrument. My work secks to under-
stand the circumstances and methods
in which the instrument is most effec-
tively wielded.
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