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ABSTRACT

BLACK POLITICAL REPRESENTATION ON CITY COUNCILS IN MICHIGAN
CITIES WITH POPULATIONS OF 10,000 OR MORE

By
Stacy Lynn Mooradian

The purpose of this inquiry was to determine the extent
to which cities' structural, demographic and socioeconomic
variables predict election results as measured by the percent
black on city council for Michigan cities in January 1990.
Methods used in the study were one way analysis of variance
(ANOVA), Pearson product moment correlation analysis, and
stepwise multiple regression analysis. The primary finding is
that the percentage of blacks in the population and the type
of election system are significant predictors of the percent
black elected officials in Michigan cities with more than
10,000 in the population. However, even in Michigan cities
with sizeable black populations, blacks were found to be

underrepresented on city councils.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the
political enfranchisement of blacks has been a topic of race
research. Studies have focused on politics primarily because
black progress, leadership and power has been consistently
improving in this arena (Darden, 1984; Delaney, 1983;
Williams, 1987). Blacks have realized steady nationwide gains
over the last twenty years as the number of black elected
public officials has risen from 1,469 in 1970 to 7,370 in 1990
(Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, 1991).
Although the number of black elected officials has improved
fourfold over two decades, the inclusion of blacks in
electoral politics continues to be minimal.

To fully appreciate the racial disparity in political
representation, the percentage of the black voting-age
population must be compared with the percentage of black
elected officials. Blacks comprise 11.1 percent of the
nation's total voting age population and only 1.5 percent of
the nation's elected officials (Joint Center for Political and
Economic Studies, 1991). Furthermore, of the 7,370 Dblack
officials, half were elected to municipal office (Joint Center
for Political and Economic Studies, 1991). In some cases,

local level representation has resulted in the appropriation
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of tangible benefits to blacks. Reported increases in black
municipal employment, political appointments, governmental
contracts for businesses, and fewer reported incidences of
police brutality suggest that political representation is more
than symbolic (Eisinger, 1982; Keech, 1968; Pohlmann, 1990).
Nevertheless, blacks continue to make far fewer gains in state
and federal politics (Joint Center for Political and Economic
Studies, 1991).

There are regional differences in the distribution of
black elected officials across the United States. Much of the
research on political underrepresentation of blacks has
heretofore been limited to the South for two major reasons:
the barriers to registration and voting have been very
pronounced and until 1990, the South's share of the nation's
black elected officials trailed the South's share of the U.S.
black population by almost 15 percent (Joint Center for
Political and Economic Studies, 1991). The Midwest, as a
region, has experienced the most dramatic loss in the share of
the nation's black elected officials. 1In 1970, 29 percent of
the nation's black officials were elected in the Midwest
compared to only 18 percent in 1990 (Joint Center for
Political and Economic Studies, 1991) Moreover, in recent
years Midwestern cities have increasingly become the home of
sizeable black populations who are inadequately represented in
politics. Several cities, as a result, have been found in
violation of the Voting Rights Act because their election

systems serve to dilute the votes of minorities (Kopecky and



Schrof, 1987).

S8TATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Michigan was one of ten states with the largest increases
in black population between 1980 and 1990. The black
population grew by 93,000 during the decade increasing the
total to almost 1,292,000 or 14 percent in 1990 (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1991). More importantly, in 1990 the
black voting age population in Michigan was 878,000 (13
percent of the total voting-age population for the state) with
approximately 650,000 or 74 percent of blacks registered to
vote (Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, 1991).
As of January 1990, there were 19,923 elected officials in
Michigan and only 309 or 1.6% of those officials were black.
Of the 309 black elected officials, 34% were elected to serve
at the municipal level.

The purpose of this inquiry was to determine the extent
to which the city population characteristics predict election
results as measured by the percent black on city council for
Michigan cities in January 1990. Typically, either structural
and/or socioeconomic characteristics have been tested. For
this study, the dependent variable is black political
representation computed as the percentage of black city
councilpersons. Predictors in the model include: percent
blacks in the population, percent black in the voting-age

population, type of election system, median family income,



4
median household income, percent black high school graduates’,
percent black with some college?, percent black unemployment?,

and percent black below poverty level‘.

ns:

1) Do cities with at-large election systems have lower
black political representation?

2) Is there a statistically significant relationship
between socioeconomic characteristics of blacks and black
political representation?

3) To what extent does the percent black in the city

population predict the black political representation?

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Prior to the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the explanations

lUniverse includes persons 25 years of age and over with
a high school diploma or equivalency (U.S. Department of
Commerce, 1993).

’Blacks in the population 25 years and over including
those without degrees as well as those with associate's,
bachelor's, master's, doctoral, and professional degrees (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1993).

3Includes only black civilian employment of persons 16
and over. Those categorized as "not in the labor force" are
not included (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1993).

‘The average poverty threshold for a family of four
persons was $12,674 in 1989. Poverty thresholds were applied
on a national basis and were not adjusted for regional, state,
or local variations in the cost of living (U.S. Department of
Commerce, 1993).
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for minority vote dilution could be traced to the
discriminatory practices that impeded minorities from
registration and balloting (Edwards, 1985; Engstrom, 1985;
Butler, 1985; Karlan, 1989). Although black voter
registration and turnout has drastically improved since 1965,
there are structural mechanisms still in place that dilute the
votes of minorities. The Citizens' Commission on Civil Rights
states: "a variety of devices in the electoral process operate
to deny blacks equal access to the voting process" (1988:63-
64).

Pohlmann has shown that the racial disparities in voter
registration and turnout will persist without considerable
reformation of the electoral process (1990). The most
complete and farreaching reform is automatic registration of
all citizens on the day they attain the age of eligibility
(Pohlmann, 1990). Pohlmann admits that this reform would be
a hard sell for conservatives, and that universal registration
may not necessarily encourage turnout as long as archaic
voting procedures prevail (1990).

Instead, partial reforms have been attempted in some
cities. For instance, Detroit has instituted a partial reform
of the city's electoral process by administering a program
that promotes voter turnout of senior citizens. Every senior
in the city's electorate receives an absentee ballot in the
mail for each major city election (Webb, 1994). However,
targeting only the senior electorate is problematic because it

unfairly advantages an historically strong voting-bloc. Some
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critics have argued that such reform is insufficient. Myrna
Webb, a black city council candidate in Detroit's 1994
primary, Detroit's senior program is implicitly biased because
it presumes seniors are the only voters disadvantaged by the

present election process (1994).

Type of Election System

It has been well documented that the type of election
system may often be a structural impediment to the election of
minority candidates (Teasley, 1987; Kopecky and Schrof, 1987;
Parker, 1984). Marable writes, "In multicandidate, citywide
elections, in which minority constituencies represent one-
third of the total vote or 1less, it becomes virtually
impossible to elect candidates who represent their interests"
(1990:22).

More than any other type of election scheme, at-
large/citywide systems have been challenged in the courts and
recognized as having "the probable effect of discriminating
against minorities"™ (Note, 1982:144). In 1982, Congress
amended section 2 of the Voting Rights Act and replaced the
"intent test" established in City of Mobile v. Bolden with a
"results test" (Blumstein, 1983). The amendment gave
plaintiffs the opportunity to present the court with a
"totality-of-circumstances test" as proof that an election
system has had discriminatory effects on minorities in the
political process (Teasley, 1987).

When an at-large system is scrutinized by the court, a
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totality-of-circumstances test allows several factors to be
submitted as evidence of minority discrimination. Factors
that have commonly been submissible are the history of
official discrimination, the extent of racially polarized
voting, and the success of minorities in winning public office
(Kopecky and Schrof, 1987; Parker, 1984). In cases where
at-large election systems have been found unlawfully
discriminatory, single-member districting |has almost
exclusively been the 3judicial remedy (Note, 1982:144).

Given residential segregation in most U.Ss.
municipalities, single-member districting plans have been
criticized for their racial gerrymandering potential (Lyons
and Jewell, 1988; Karlan, 1989; Parker, 1984). Lyons and
Jewell surveyed (1988) American cities with populations of
50,000 to 1,000,000. All cities in the sample had some or all
councilpersons elected from single-member wards or districts.
The research found that generally, the cities in which black
voters appear to be equitably represented have all or most
black districts with very large black majorities (often over
75 percent). Therefore, the drawing of single-member
districts must avoid either overconcentrating minorities in a
few districts or underconcentrating minorities across several
districts whenever the minority community is geographically
compact (Karlan, 1989; Lyons and Jewell, 1988).

In the event that a minority population is not
residentially concentrated, modifications of the traditional

at-large multimember districts have been implemented as
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alternatives to single-member districting (Note, 1982; Karlan,
1989). Karlan states that a favorable alternative is
cumulative voting because voters are provided with as many
votes as available seats, and may cast more than one vote for
a single candidate (1989). "Cumulative voting, in short,
allows voters to do more than choose among candidates, it
allows them to express the intensity of their preferences as
well" (Cole, Taebel and Engstrom, 1989:191).

Clearly, neither single-member districts nor cumulative
voting can guarantee the election of blacks at rates
proportionate to their percentage in the population (Bullock,
1989). However, when blacks are in the minority in the
municipality, the cumulative voting system or the single-
member district system would be preferable to an at-large

system.

Percent Black in the Population

Previous research has stressed the positive relationship
between the election of black city councilpersons and the
percentage of a city's black population (Darden, 1984;
Engstrom and McDonald, 1982; MacManus, 1987). In fact, most
blacks successfully elected to office represent majority black
constituencies. (Engstrom and McDonald, 1981). Jeffrey R.
Henig writes "the growth of black majorities in a number of
large American cities is one of the signal demographic shifts
of recent decades, and it has been paralleled by a striking

increase in the number of black officials" (1993:544). "Thus
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the geographic distribution of black elected officials has
consistently followed closely the distribution of the black

population" (Williams 1987:126).

Socjoeconomic Characteristics

In minority vote dilution court proceedings, the
totality-of-circumstances test allows for socially depressed
participation to be entered as evidence of the lingering
effects of discrimination (Teasley, 1987). Socially depressed
participation of blacks is normally measured by socioeconomic
variables such as levels of education, income, and employment
(Teasley, 1987). Engstrom and McDonald's frequently cited
study (1982) compared the structural and socioeconomic
explanations for differences in black representation on city
councils in the South and Non-South. The finding of the study
was that South and Non-South differences were explained more
by electoral structure than socioeconomic disparities.
However, Karnig and Welch have argued that socioeconomic
disparities, especially lower income and education levels,
provide a better explanation than regional location for the
severe disproportionateness of black council inequities in the

South (Karnig and Welch, 1980).
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DATA AND METHOD

Data and Varijables

From the 1990 Census of Population and Housing (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1993) a total of 272 Michigan cities
were identified. The 89 cities included in the study
represent cities in Michigan with a population of 10,000 or
more. Data on the characteristics of these cities by race was
obtained from the 1990 Census of Population and Housing (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1993). Additional data for this study
was obtained from three sources: (1) the names of the black
elected councilpersons sworn into office before February 1990,
and the cities they represent were obtained from the 1990
National Roster of Black Elected Officials (Joint Center for
Political and Economic Studies, 1991), (2) the total number
of council seats for each city was obtained from the Directory
of Michigan Municipal Officials (Michigan Municipal League,
1990), and (3) the type of election system implemented in the
city was obtained through a telephone survey of the city
clerks' offices in all 89 cities.

Black representation ratio which measures the degree to
which black representation on a city council equals the
percent of the city's black population was computed for each
of the 89 cities. To calculate the black representation
ratio for each city, the percentage of black elected officials
on city council is divided by the black percentage of the

city's population. If blacks have equal representation the
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ratio will be 1.00. Underrepresentation is reflected in
places with a ratio of less than 1.00, whereas
overrepresentation exists when the ratio is more than 1.00.
Darden's nationwide survey of majority black places regards
the representation ratio method to be reliable due to its ease
of interpretation and greater utility for comparative purposes
(Darden, 1984).

Expected black elected officials was also found to be a
useful parameter for judging how many blacks should be elected
for blacks to have equal representation on city council. The
number of expected black elected officials was computed by
taking the product of the number of city council seats and
percent of blacks in the population, rounded to the nearest
whole number. Hence, whenever a city elects the expected
number of black officials to «city council, the black

representation ratio will be about 1.00.

Data Analysis

In order to determine the extent to which the type of
election system and the black population percentage in a city
influence the black representation ratio, a breakdown of mean
representation ratios by type and percentage was performed.
One way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to test the
statistical significance of the difference among these means.
The Pearson product moment correlation analysis was used to
examine the significance of the relationship between the

cities' structural, demographic and socioeconomic variables
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and the percent of black elected officials. The resulting
correlation matrix was useful to detect multicollinearty among
the predictors.

Stepwise multiple regression analysis was utilized to
determine the extent to which cities' structural, demographic
and socioeconomic variables predict the percent black elected
officials. In stepwise multiple regression the best predictor
is selected in Step 1. The predictor selected in Step 2 is
the variable that has the highest correlation with black
political representation when the predictor in Step 1 is
partialed out. Each successive step progresses in the same
way until no significant predictors are detected (Glass and

Hopkins, 1984).

FINDINGS

Many cities never question the absence of minorities
elected to city council because the minority constituency is
relatively small. Table 1 provides meaningful descriptive
information, and illuminates 26 of the 89 sample cities where
at least one black was expected to be elected to city council.
For example, Ann Arbor which has an 8.9 percent black
population is expected to have one black elected to city
council for equal representation to be realized.

The expected black elected official parameter has the
same revelatory power in cities such as Detroit, where blacks

are in the majority (76 percent of the total) and have secured
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five out of the nine city council seats. It is expected,
however, that there should be seven black elected officials in
Detroit for equal representation to occur. As a result, the
black representation ratio in Detroit is .73 indicating
underrepresentation.

The mean black representation ratio is a mere .20 for the
88° sample cities. For the 88 cities, the percent black in
the population ranges from 0.0 percent in Alpena to 92.9
percent in Highland Park. This severe underrepresentation can
be attributed to the fact that in January 1990, Michigan
cities of 10,000 or more had no black city councilpersons in
any of the places where the black population was less than 17
percent (Table 1).

Figure 1 shows that there is a positive relationship
between percent black in the population and mean black
representation ratio in Michigan cities. When the black
percent of the population increases from 10 to 50 percent,
there is a steady increase in the mean representation ratio.
Conversely, when blacks constitute a majority of the city's
population® (more than 50 percent), the mean representation
ratio decreases. This finding suggests there is something

other than percent black in the population predicting black

5 Black representation ratio could not be calculated for
the City of Alpena due to zero percent black in the
population.

¢ sixty-five percent of Michigan's 1990 black population
resides in the five majority black places (U.S. Department
of Commerce, 1991).
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Figure 1

Black Representation Ratio by Percent Black Population,
January 1990

2Mean Black Representation Ratio

s 0.959
08} 0.763 0.776
081 gsi
04+ I 10.00%-19.99%
20.00%-29.99%
0.2 HHH 30.00%-50.00%
\ More than 50.00%
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% Black in Population
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political representation in local government.

The differential effects of three electoral schemes on
black representation ratios is presented in Figure 2. An at-
large election system is clearly most disadvantageous to black
candidates running in city elections. Unfortunately, sixty-
nine of the 89 cities in Michigan with a population over
10,000 have adopted at-large electoral schenmes. It is
important to note that four of the five cities in the study
having both majority black populations (Table 1) and black
political underrepresentation on city council, also have at-
large elections. Generally, it is in Michigan cities
characterized by sizeable black populations and black
political underrepresentation concurrently that at-large
systems have had the most dilutionary effect on black votes.

District elections stimulate the election of more blacks
than either of the other two systems, yet mixed election
systems realize a mean representation ratio of only 0.03 less
than district systems (see Figure 2). Further, the mean
representation ratio for district and mixed systems is about
5 times greater than the mean representation ratio for at-
large systems (Figure 2). This finding suggests that improved
black political representation in Michigan could be
dramatically improved by the replacement of at-large systems
with either district or mixed electoral schemes.

The Pearson product moment correlation analysis revealed
statistically significant relationships between all city

structural, socioeconomic, and demographic variables and the
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percent black elected officials. The results are presented in
Table 2. With the exception of median household and family
incomes, the correlation was positive. Median household and
family incomes were negatively correlated with the percent
black on city council, which implies that as median incomes
for cities increase, the black representation decreases. Since
it is known that the strongest positive correlation is between
percent black in the total population and black political
representation (r = 0.897, P < 0.05), one may deduce that
cities with considerable black populations have lower median
incomes.

Three pairs of predictors were found to be strongly
correlated (see Appendix A). These pairs were: percent black
in voting-age population and percent black in total population
(r=.999, P < 0.05); percent black high school graduates and
percent black with some college ( r = .999, P < 0.05); and
median household income and median family income ( r = .977,
P < 0.05). For each pair, the predictor with a stronger
relationship with the percent black elected officials was
allowed to be entered in the regression model. Consequently,
percent black in voting-age population, percent black with
some college, and median household income were eliminated from
the regression model.

Stepwise regression analysis selected the percentage of
blacks in the population and the type of election system to be
significant predictors of the percent black elected officials.

Table 3 presents the results of the stepwise regression model.
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The percentage of blacks in the population was entered in
the regression equation at Step 1 (B = 0.90, P < 0.05) and the
predictor singly accounted for about 80.0 of the variance in
the outcome. Addition of the type of election system
(B =-0.10, P < 0.05) into the equation increased the variance
explained by the two predictions to over 81 percent. No other
predictors were entered into the regression equation.

The regression coefficients of the two predictors
indicates that: Increasing the percentage of blacks in the
population by one percent will increase the percent of the
black elected officials by 0.85 percent; and changing the
system of election from at-large to district or mixed will
increase the percentage of black elected officials by about
4.5 percent. Other socioeconomic characteristics of blacks in
the city 1like education, poverty status, income, and
employment have a negligible effect on the percentage of black

elected officials to city councils.

CONCLUSIONS
The general conclusion of this study is that blacks as a
whole were politically underrepresented on city councils in
Michigan cities with a population of 10,000 or more in 1990.
The theoretical assumption guiding the research was that
blacks are proportionately represented whenever the percent of
blacks on city council equals the percent of blacks in the

city population. In other words, political
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underrepresentation of blacks is realized when the black
representation ratio equals 1.00.

Because the percent black in the population predicts
about 80 percent of the variance in the regression equation,
there is justification for the racial polarization model, as
posited by Bullock, (1984). "The racial polarization model
assumes that voters support only candidates with whom they
share a racial tie" (Bullock, 1984:239). While the present
study does not submit that all black officials were elected to
city council solely by black voters, the strength of percent
black population as a predictor of percent black elected
officials establishes that the racial polarization model could
be relevant to Michigan cities.

This study did not focus on models of voting behavior by
race because analyzing the political preferences of voters
minimizes the importance of structural impediments to minority
representation in electoral politics. For instance, the type
of election system predicts variance in the regression model,
but if additional data from political opinion polls were
added to the model, the discriminatory effect of at-large
elections might go unnoticed. The type of election system was
essential for predicting the variance in black representation
in majority black places where blacks are underrepresented on
city council.

The increase of Midwestern cities with at-large systems
found in violation of the Voting Rights Act should serve as a

warning to those Michigan cities where black political
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representation is low. Cities with at-large systems such as
Southfield and Oak Park which have 0.00 black representation
ratios and percent black populations of 28.9 and 34.5
respectively, should consider alternative voting schemes. 1In
addition, cities with consistently 1low black political
representation on city council need to be investigated, and
should not be spared public scrutiny.

The urban sociological relevance of this study is that
blacks have realized gains in local politics since 1970, but
today's gains are primarily attributable to demographics and
geographic concentration. For example, blacks constitute 14
percent of Michigan's total population, but 65 percent of
those blacks 1live in five majority black cities (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1991). In addition, black political
representation on city councils in Michigan cities is
positively related to the percent black in the population.
This is not to say that the ratio of percent black in the
population to percent black on city council is one to one for
all cities. Clearly, blacks and other minorities continue to
be disadvantaged in politics, but the ability to elect
candidates of choice becomes easier at the municipal level in
places with sizeable minority populations. Thus, minorities
have made more political progress than economic progress, but
with few exceptions, the integration of blacks in politics has
continued to occur at the local level where power and prestige

is recognizably lower.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Although the results of this study found socioeconomic
variables to be weak in predicting percent black elected
officials, the intersections of class and race in the
political sphere deserve attention in future studies. Despite
improved black political enfranchisement, Williams concludes
that "thus far black electoral power has been unable to change
significantly one major component of black subordination,
economic deprivation, which still severely limits the rights
won by the civil rights movement" (1987:97). Hence, a missing
piece of data in this study was median family or household
income by race. The gap between black and non-black median
incomes across cities may explain differences in black
political representation on city councils. The role of class
in the political mobilization of minorities deserves research
consideration.

Moreover, future research might also include a
longitudinal analysis of the effects that increased black
political participation has had on the material gains made by
blacks. It should be understood, however, that black elected
officials on city council can only influence municipal
decisions and policy. Although economic gains or losses of
blacks in any given city are not mediated solely by local
governmental units, improvements in the municipal employment
of blacks, treatment of blacks by the police, and city
maintenance of predominately black neighborhoods are examples

of variables that warrant future study.
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