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registration rates in covered counties, as compared to non-covered ones. Taking into account White mobilization 
reduces this number by 90 per cent, down to only 0.3 percentage points.27 Overall, the empirical evidence indicates 
that the VRA reached its objective of increasing Black political participation, but that White resistance decreased 
its overall efficacy.

(ii)  Black office holding
When the VRA was enacted, the expectation was that it could lead to Black ‘state representatives, county commis-
sioners, sheriffs, city councilmen, police chiefs, and even mayors’ (King, 1965). However, civil rights activists were 
well aware of the obstacles to Black representation. First, a culture of White supremacy and intimidation practices 
discouraged Blacks from running for office. Second, newly enfranchised Black Americans often remained a mi-
nority within jurisdictions, and their ability to gain descriptive representation crucially depended on the existing 
electoral rules. Third, many worried that the few Black officials gaining office would do so in positions of limited 
power.28

In the first 15 years following the VRA’s passage, Black Americans experienced little or no gain in representation, 
either at the state or at the federal level (Cascio and Washington, 2014). At the local level, the evidence is more 
nuanced. Several studies have analysed the patterns of elected officials by race throughout the 1970s, typically 
focusing on cross-sections of cities (Davidson and Grofman, 1994; Marschall et al., 2010, 2013), finding that the 
legislation is positively correlated with Black office holding. More recently, Bernini et al. (2023a) carry out a sys-
tematic analysis by exploiting newly digitized data on all Black officials elected to county governments, municipal 
governments, and school district boards between 1962 and 1980.

Figure 2 shows a notable increase in local-level Black office holding between 1964 and 1980. To assess the causal 
effect of the policy, Bernini et al. (2023a) deploy a two-pronged strategy. First, they use a design similar to Cascio 
and Washington (2014), comparing covered counties with larger pre-existing shares of Black Americans in the 
population, to similar counties that were not covered. Second, to address potential imbalances in the distribution of 
the Black American population between covered and non-covered counties, they implement a geographic discon-
tinuity design that compares jurisdictions straddling the border between covered and non-covered states. The main 
finding of the analysis is that coverage increased Black office holding at the local level, with a noticeable impact 
already in 1968. Black electoral gains extended to the powerful county commissions—the most important local 
government bodies in the US South—and are quantitatively large: by 1968 (resp., 1980), a 10 percentage points 
increase in the 1960 Black population share is associated with an additional 0.5 (resp., 2.3) percentage points in-
crease in the share of Black officials in covered states. This indicates that the VRA produced immediate effects in 
the most staunch segregationist states. For example, just before the passage of the policy, none of the 81 counties 
in Mississippi had any Black elected official. Three years later, Black officials were in office in 12 counties, and by 
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Figure 1: Voter registration rates. Source: Bernini et al. (2023b).
Notes: The maps show the change in registration rates between 1960 and 1980.

27  Using information on pre-VRA county-level voter registration statistics, Alt (1994) shows that the use of literacy tests increased the 
numerical advantage in registration of White voters over Black voters, and that this White advantage was an increasing function of the share 
of the local Black population. Stanley (1987) uses survey data between 1952 and 1984 to document that literacy tests were negatively related 
to self-reported voting participation by Black Americans, while no effect is found for Whites.

28  For example, in 1976, Ebony wrote: ‘Most of the [B]lack officials holding county offices have been elected as justices of the peace, con-
stables, or school board members rather than to posts of greater policy making authority’ (Poinsett, 1976).
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in the Court’s view, the very success of the Voting Rights Act demands its dormancy. Congress (in 2006) was of an-
other mind. Recognizing that large progress has been made, Congress determined, based on a voluminous record, 
that the scourge of discrimination was not yet extirpated.

Since 2013, new laws restricting voting started to appear once again in formerly covered jurisdictions. On the 
day of the ruling, Texas Attorney General Greg Abbott declared that: ‘With today’s decision, the [s]tate’s voter 
ID law will take effect immediately. Redistricting maps passed by the Legislature may also take effect without 
approval from the federal government.’ The proposed law restricted the forms of acceptable IDs required to cast 
a ballot, and an estimated 600,000 registered voters lacked these types of ID.37 Shortly after, Mississippi and 
Alabama also passed voter ID laws. In a similar vein, North Carolina passed H.B. 589 less than 2 months after 
the Court’s decision. It included a photo ID requirement, curtailed early voting, eliminated same day registra-
tion, restricted pre-registration, ended annual voter registration drives, and eliminated the authority of county 
boards of elections to keep polls open for an additional hour. After a 3-year battle, the measure was struck down 
in court in its entirety because of its discriminatory intent designed to ‘target African Americans with almost 
surgical precision’.38

Recent work on the effects of voter ID laws has reached mixed conclusions. Several studies focusing on indi-
vidual states have documented a negative effect on voter turnout.39 On the other hand, in a national level study 
using individual data over the period 2008–18, Cantoni and Pons (2021) show a very limited effect of ID laws 
on Black registration and turnout. The authors explain this result by noting that mobilization campaign targeting 
minorities were successful in offsetting the efforts to disenfranchise them.40 Importantly, the effects of ID laws 
could depend on pre-existing features of the jurisdictions exposed to them, which are not fully incorporated in 
the analysis in Cantoni and Pons (2021). Besides ID laws, other attempts have been made to limit Black political 
participation. Purges of voter rolls began to occur more frequently in formerly covered jurisdictions. Brater et al. 
(2018) document that the median removal rates in those areas is 2 percentage points higher than in non-covered 
ones (9.5 per cent v. 7.5 per cent), with 2 million additional voters purged.41 A third approach to disenfranchise 
minority voters involves the closure of polling places. The Leadership Conference Education Fund (2019) counts 
1,688 polling place closures between 2012 and 2018 in places once covered by the VRA.42 In 2015, Georgia’s 
Secretary of State Brian Kemp sent local election officials a memo reminding them that:

as a result of the Shelby v. Holder Supreme Court decision, you are no longer required to submit polling place 
changes to the Department of Justice for preclearance. [...] The decision concerning drawing or redrawing precinct 
boundaries is left up to the local election and voter registration officials.

Political participation is only one of the factors behind minority empowerment. Making preclearance practically 
unenforceable could well trigger changes in electoral rules or in the boundaries of jurisdictions harming minority 
representation. The recent US Supreme Court ruling in Allen v. Milligan (2023), which under Section 2 of the VRA 
struck down Alabama’s redistricting plan, highlights that this danger is real. Although the VRA continues to protect 
minorities from overt violations of the 15th Amendment, the absence of a mechanism requiring federal oversight 
of all changes in voting rules—including those applying at the local level—could undermine the progress achieved 
by the legislation since 1965. In the words of Deuel Ross, an attorney at the NAACP Legal Defense Fund (LDF):

Unless someone happens to know to call LDF or the ACLU [American Civil Liberties Union] or someone else and 
flags that for them, and we happen to have the resources to bring that litigation, nothing ever happens.... There’s so 
many things that I think slip through the cracks and have a real impact on Black representation.

37  In 2014, a federal district court ruled that the Texas voter ID law was in part discriminatory toward minority political participation, 
but the state passed a new ID law a few years later. See Veasey v. Perry (2014) and Abbott v. Veasey (2017).

38  The state was sued by a coalition composed of the Department of Justice, the North Carolina State Conference of the NAACP, and the 
League of Women Voters, among others. See N.C. State Conference of the NAACP v. Patrick McCrory (2016).

39  For the case of Georgia, see Hood III and Bullock III (2012); for North Carolina, see Grimmer and Yoder (2022); for South Carolina, 
see Hood III and Buchanan (2020).

40  Alternatively, Valentino and Neuner (2017) argue that voting restrictions might generate an emotional response among Democrats, 
leading to more mobilization.

41  The states with a significantly higher rate of voter purges are Georgia, Texas, and Virginia. Besides high purge rates, Georgia has re-
ceived two federal lawsuits in 2016 and 2018 for its ‘exact match’ system. This system placed more than 50,000 voter registrations—dispro-
portionately minority voters—on hold because of discrepancies between government records (e.g. hyphens in names).

42  Since the 2013 ruling, reductions in the number of polling stations have taken place in Texas (750), Georgia (214), Louisiana (126), 
Mississippi (96), Alabama (72), North Carolina (29), and South Carolina (18).
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