
[image: cover]


The Changing Political South


The Changing Political South

How Minorities and Women are Transforming the Region

CHARLES S. BULLOCK III, SUSAN A. MACMANUS, JEREMY D. MAYER, MARK J. ROZELL

[image: image]


 

[image: image]

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press

198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America.

© Oxford University Press 2024

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction rights organization. Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023947250

ISBN 978–0–19–775698–0 (pbk.)

ISBN 978–0–19–775697–3 (hbk.)

ISBN 978–0–19–775700–0 (epub.)

DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780197756973.001.0001


Contents

Preface 

1.Forces of Political Change 

2.African Americans and Southern Political Change 

3.The Latino Surge in the New South and Its Political Implications 

4.A Trickle to a Tsunami: Asian American Political Power in the South 

5.Women’s Growing Clout Is Changing the South’s Political Landscape 

6.Conclusion: Partisan Alignments in a Changing South 

Notes 

References 

Index



Preface

This volume follows our two previous collaborations on the politics of the US South: The South and the Transformation of U.S. Politics (2019) and African American Statewide Candidates in the New South (2022), both with Oxford University Press. Our research project began with an examination of the leading factors driving political change in the South—the changing politics of race, demographic change and partisan change, the mobilization of religious conservatives, and increased economic dynamism—and concluded with the “southernization of American politics.” That collaboration led us next to focus specifically on the changing political landscape for African American statewide candidates in the region. Building on our earlier work on the evolution of the South, we analyzed the various factors that created increasingly favorable electoral circumstances for Black candidates in the South running in statewide campaigns.

Reflecting the limited diversity of the region for generations, scholars in the past largely presented research on the politics of race in the South as Black and White. Today’s South is characterized by lower and flatter growth rates among the region’s White and Black populations and dynamic growth rates among its Latino and Asian populations. Indeed, our second volume found that the increasing competitiveness of Black candidates seeking public office in the region is a function of not only growing Black political influence but also the surging Latino and Asian populations and their political engagement, and women’s vastly growing political power.

In what follows, therefore, we examine how the politics of the region are fundamentally changing due to the rising influence at the ballot box and in elected offices among minority populations and women. We are seeing increasingly favorable circumstances not only for African American candidates in the region but also for Latinos and Asians. The Old South political dominance by White men is being replaced by a multiracial, multicultural mix increasingly propelled by women voters and office seekers. That has profound implications not only for the politics and governing of the South but also for national politics and governing. These implications are nuanced and complex and do not necessarily favor either major party. The facile assumption that increased demographic diversity will automatically benefit Democrats, for example, may not be true.

As with the previous two volumes, each of us took the lead on various chapters, and we then collaborated on all the content of the manuscript. Bullock and Rozell took the lead on the introduction, Bullock on the chapter on African Americans and on the conclusion, Rozell on Latinos, Mayer on Asians, and MacManus (with coauthors Amy N. Benner and Kathryn DePalo-Gould) on women.

All three volumes present a portrait not of a unified South, but of one composed of dynamic and fast-changing regions, and others that are stagnant and resistant to change. In studies of southern politics, the old distinction of Deep South versus Rim South states increasingly is being replaced by one of vibrant growth states versus stagnant or slow-growth. And even then, there are signs of cracks in the foundations of stagnant and slower-growth states, which are experiencing some of the fastest growth rates of any states in certain minority populations. In what follows, we describe and analyze the current and emergent trends in the region that portend a vastly changed future for southern politics.


1

Forces of Political Change

When it comes to partisan change, the South has been the nation’s most politically dynamic region. This is a relatively new status for the region. From the end of Reconstruction into the second half of the 20th century, Democrats dominated the South. The long-dormant Republican Party scored its first in a long line of successes in the Electoral College in 1952 when nominee Dwight Eisenhower won 4 southern states.1 In 1968, Republican presidential nominee Richard Nixon’s “southern strategy” and Alabama governor George Wallace’s independent candidacy netted each of these candidates 5 of the 11 southern states, leaving only Texas for Democratic nominee Vice President Hubert Humphrey. In 1972, for the first time, a Republican presidential nominee swept the South, part of Nixon’s massive national win over hapless Democratic nominee Senator George McGovern. During this same period, southern Blacks, who had been Republican during the brief era of Reconstruction and then went through near-total disenfranchisement, regained the franchise through the civil rights struggle and became largely Democratic.

Changes in the politics and governing of the South have major implications for the nation. Whether during the Democratic Party’s “Solid South” or the transition to the contemporary Republican South, since World War II the region has been a bastion of political conservatism.2 When the South’s partisan fabric shifted from Democratic to Republican, Democrats had to perform better outside of the region if they were to win the presidency or control Congress. Republicans could turn to southern support to offset their losses in northern and western cities.

Another change may be on the horizon. If parts of the South shift back to the Democratic Party, that holds the potential for profoundly altering the national political landscape once again. Projecting future developments in partisanship, voting, and elections is increasingly complicated by fast-moving demographic and economic changes in the region, as well as polarization and other national-driven factors.

The shifts toward the Democratic Party that have occurred thus far and that will be detailed in this volume have been largely, but not exclusively, fueled by growing participation by groups traditionally on the margins of southern political activity. Southern states did not extend the franchise to women until ratification of the 19th Amendment. The 15th Amendment extended the suffrage to Black males, but by the early 1900s, those gains had been erased almost completely by the literacy test, poll taxes, the White primary, and intimidation (Kousser 1974; Lawson 1976). Except in the Rio Grande Valley, Hispanics are new to most of the South, and for decades in south Texas they frequently faced obstacles similar to those confronted by Blacks in most of the South. First in Florida, following the immigration of Cubans fleeing Castro, and more recently in urban centers across the South, Hispanic voters have played a role and Hispanics are winning seats in local governments and state legislatures. Asians are also new to most of the South, but their growing numbers are translating into officeholding. In 2023, for example, an 11-member bipartisan Asian American–Pacific Islander (AAPI) Caucus formed in Georgia’s General Assembly. Only Hawaii has a larger AAPI Caucus. Women and these three ethnic groups tend to be more inclined to support Democratic candidates than do White males.

Republicans are now beginning to attempt to make inroads with ethnic groups, recognizing that if they all tilt Democratic so that the GOP excels only with White males, political success will be extremely difficult to achieve. In 2022, Florida Governor Ron DeSantis scored well with Latino voters. In announcing her presidential bid, Nikki Haley, a generation younger than Donald Trump, the daughter of Asian immigrants, and with executive experience as the former governor of South Carolina, acknowledged the need to expand the GOP tent as she stressed her break with the Republican past.

The political influence and leanings of minority groups and women in the contemporary politics of the South will be detailed in this volume. The party that wins the loyalty of the bulk of these voters will be well positioned to govern southern states and the nation. Before examining the current partisan status in the South and prospects for a realignment toward the Democratic Party, this chapter will trace the rise of the GOP from the insignificance that Key (1949) observed to its current dominance.

From Democrat to Republican

If one tried to distill changing partisan alignments in the South to a 3×5 card, it might read something like this:




• 1877–1951: Democratic near-total dominance

• 1952–1999: GOP makes gains

• 2000–today: GOP dominant



Prior to Dwight Eisenhower’s 1952 election, there was no Republican Party in most of the South (Key 1949). National Republicans seldom even tried to appeal to the southern electorate once, late in the 19th century, it became possible to win the presidency and control of Congress by relying exclusively on nonsouthern votes (Black and Black 2002). Until Eisenhower’s sortie into the South in 1952, it had been years since a GOP presidential nominee had bothered to campaign south of the Potomac. Indeed, in the decades after the Civil War, the GOP was much more likely to run against the South in the North by waving the “bloody shirt” of secession and war. For decades, the GOP won few if any elections in the South and the primary goal of its meager membership was to control local patronage during periods when a Republican occupied the White House (Heersink and Jenkins 2020). For a generation, beginning with the Great Depression, the Republican congressional delegation from the South consisted of a pair of members from Tennessee’s Smoky Mountains. Some southern legislative chambers could not even muster a pair of Republicans. No southern state had voted for a Republican for president since 1928, and most of the 11 states had not voted Republican in three-quarters of a century. In contrast, since 1952, Republican presidential nominees have won at least one southern state in every election, a boast Democrats cannot make.

The first cracks that brought down the solid Democratic South appeared under the pressure of the Eisenhower presidential campaigns.3 During the 1950s, Republicans established urban enclaves. Some of these early urban Republicans came south in search of professional opportunities. For example, Georgia’s early GOP leaders grew up in Missouri (Senator Paul Coverdell), Indiana (Senator Mac Mattingly), and Minnesota (Representative John Linder), and then there was well-traveled army brat Newt Gingrich. Republican ranks swelled as urban centers expanded, augmented by conservative, native, White southerners who decamped from the Democratic Party as it became increasingly responsive to Black challenges to the established social order. With their control of the Democratic Party threatened by newly enfranchised African Americans, White conservatives took control and breathed new life into the moribund shell of the GOP (Hood et al. 2012). The national GOP had been courting conservative southerners for a dozen years prior to the 1964 showdown when the presidential election offered the choice of President Lyndon B. Johnson, the force behind that year’s civil rights legislation, or Senator Barry Goldwater, one of the six Senate Republicans who opposed it (Heersink and Jeffries 2020). The Johnson-Goldwater choice catalyzed the exodus of conservatives to the GOP at the presidential level and had a modest impact down ticket.4

The 1964 election largely ended any serious Republican appeal for the Black electorate. For decades, Black and Tan Republicans were the core of the Republican Party in parts of the South and supported Republican presidential candidates through the 1950s (Heersink and Jenkins 2020). Bartley (1970) believes Georgia Black support for Republicans peaked in 1956. Rigueur (2015) puts Black support in Atlanta for Eisenhower’s reelection, after he sent in troops to help desegregate Little Rock’s Central High School, at 85%, up from 31% in 1952. Using precinct returns, Moon (1957) calculates that Black support for Eisenhower in 1956 increased by about 40 percentage points across 23 southern cities, with Black voters in a dozen of these cities giving the general the bulk of their votes. John Kennedy won back much of the Black vote when he contacted Coretta Scott King to express concern over the imprisonment of her husband. The civil rights leader’s father, lifelong Republican Martin Luther King Sr., announced that he had planned to vote for Nixon but now favored Kennedy, who took two-thirds of the Black vote (Rigueur 2015). With the nomination of Barry Goldwater by a Republican National Convention at which no southern delegation included Black members (Rigueur 2015; Heersink and Jenkins 2020), Black support collapsed, with just 6% supporting the Arizona senator. Overwhelming southern White support at a time when only about a quarter of southern Black adults were registered enabled Goldwater to win the region’s most heavily Black states: Mississippi, Louisiana, South Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama. Johnson did get the bulk of the southern White vote, but that was the last time a Democratic presidential candidate accomplished that feat (Maxwell and Shields 2019).

In a few contests during the early days of the GOP emergence, the Republican candidate held more appeal than the Democratic opponent for Black votes. Winthrop Rockefeller, who, along with Florida’s Claude Kirk, was the first Republican governor elected in the 20th century in any southern state except Tennessee, attracted 96% of the Black vote when running against a segregationist Democrat (Yates 1972; Rigueur 2015). Virginia’s first Republican governor since Reconstruction, Linwood Holton, also benefited from Black support (Eisenberg 1972). Black voters backed these Republicans because they were more progressive than the White supremacists whom Democrats had nominated.

In 1984, 1988, 2000, and 2004, GOP presidential nominees replicated Nixon’s 1972 sweep of the South. The 1980 Ronald Reagan landslide and Donald Trump’s 2016 victory saw all but one southern state in the GOP column. Until the new century, Democrats fared best in the region when a southerner led the presidential ticket, winning all but one state in 1976 and picking off four states in 1992 and 1996. The conventional political wisdom was that to remain competitive nationally, the Democratic Party had to make special appeals to the South, and that having a southerner on the national ticket was the key, a belief disconfirmed in 2000. The larger truth is that with the sole exception of Jimmy Carter’s first run in 1976, Republican presidential nominees have won the majority of the region’s Electoral College votes in every election beginning with Richard Nixon in 1972.5

Winning support below the presidency proved challenging to Republicans because Democrats holding these offices did not hesitate to reject the liberal leanings of their northern colleagues who controlled the agenda and message for the party at the national level. Republicans scored initial breakthroughs in gubernatorial elections winning in Arkansas and Florida in 1966. Until the mid-1980s, Republicans held two or three governorships. Since the 1994 red wave, most southern states have had Republican leadership peaking at 10 of the 11 states in 2013 and 2015. Democrats’ last hurrah came in 1998 when Roy Barnes extended his party’s hold on Georgia’s governorship to an astonishing 126 years, while in Alabama and South Carolina, Democrats reclaimed the top post by promising that if elected they would secure enactment of a lottery and use the state’s share of the proceeds for education. Even with these successes, seven Republicans called southern governors’ mansions home at the dawn of the new century. As of 2023, Louisiana and North Carolina are the only exceptions to GOP gubernatorial control.

The South sent its first Republican to the Senate in decades in 1961 when John Tower won the special election to replace Vice President Lyndon Johnson. When Johnson ran for a full term as president in 1964, South Carolina’s Senator Strom Thurmond changed parties. Republicans made sporadic gains until 1980, when Ronald Reagan’s coattails helped the GOP take four seats, although none of these won reelection. Republicans secured the bulk of the South’s Senate seats in 1994 and have provided most of the region’s senior legislators for more than a quarter of a century. As of 2023, all of the South’s senators except the two from Georgia and Virginia belong to the GOP.

By minimizing their entanglements with liberal stands taken by their national party in Congress, southern Democrats were often out of step with their northern copartisans. White southern Democrats voted with the Republicans in Congress on several key policy areas, which was particularly crucial for the GOP after 1930, when it seldom won either chamber in Congress. (Bateman, Katznelson, and Lapinski 2018). For decades beginning in the 1940s, a Virginia Democrat in Congress might vote more like a Republican than a Democrat from north of the Potomac. In the political parlance of the 1950s to 1980s, southern conservative “boll weevil” Democrats allied with equally conservative Republicans. A Conservative Coalition of southern Democrats and Republicans frequently succeeded in defeating liberal initiatives (Brady and Bullock 1980, 1981; Shelley 1983). Opposing the Conservative Coalition were northern Democrats and moderate Republicans labeled gypsy moths who represented districts in the Northeast. As long as incumbent southern Democrats continued to vote conservatively, particularly on race, they could usually hold off GOP challengers.

In 1963, just 11 of the region’s 102 representatives were Republicans. The number tripled over the next decade, as shown in Table 1.1, but remained at 34 in 1983 even as reapportionment awarded the region eight more seats. Not until 1994 did a GOP wave and favorable redistricting allow Republicans to secure a majority of the South’s congressional seats. (Figures for 1995 and not 1993 are reported in the table due to the former year marking the breakthrough for the GOP.)



Table 1.1 Partisan Makeup of Southern Congressional Delegations, 1963–2023




	
	1963
	1973
	1983
	1995
	2003
	2013
	2023



	D
	R
	D
	R
	D
	R
	D
	R
	D
	R
	D
	R
	D
	R





	AL
	8
	0
	4
	3
	5
	2
	4
	3
	2
	5
	1
	6
	1
	6



	AR
	4
	0
	3
	1
	2
	2
	2
	2
	3
	1
	0
	4
	0
	4



	FL
	10
	2
	11
	4
	13
	6
	8
	15
	7
	18
	10
	17
	8
	20



	GA
	10
	0
	9
	1
	9
	1
	4
	7
	5
	8
	5
	9
	5
	9



	LA
	8
	0
	7
	1
	6
	2
	4
	3
	3
	4
	1
	5
	1
	5



	MS
	5
	0
	3
	2
	3
	2
	4
	1
	2
	2
	1
	3
	1
	3



	NC
	9
	2
	7
	4
	9
	2
	4
	8
	6
	7
	4
	9
	7
	7



	SC
	6
	0
	4
	2
	3
	3
	2
	4
	2
	4
	1
	6
	1
	6



	TN
	6
	3
	3
	5
	6
	3
	5
	4
	5
	4
	2
	9
	1
	8



	TX
	21
	2
	20
	4
	22
	5
	19
	11
	17
	15
	12
	24
	13
	25



	VA
	8
	2
	3
	7
	4
	6
	6
	5
	3
	8
	3
	8
	6
	5



	Total
	91
	11
	74
	34
	82
	34
	62
	63
	55
	76
	40
	98
	44
	98







Newt Gingrich’s Contract with America, which nationalized the Republican congressional campaign, contributed to a Republican majority from the South.6 Southern GOP candidates also benefited from the extraordinary district reconfigurations forced by the George H. W. Bush Justice Department as it went about segregating populations to create majority minority districts adjacent to even greater numbers of bleached districts that favored Republicans (Bullock 2021). Further contributing to Democratic losses was the separation of incumbents from constituents they had long represented coupled with insufficient time to build support among conservative Whites added to the districts (Petrocik and Desposato, 1998). The coalition of Blacks and Republicans gained seats at the expense of White Democrats in 1992 with a dozen additional Black members representing the South along with nine more Republicans. Republicans continued to make gains in the next two elections, adding 15 seats in 1994 and 8 more in 1996, while the number of Black-held seats did not increase.

The narrow GOP majority shown in Table 1.1 for 1995 expanded as several Democrats led by Georgia’s Nathan Deal switched parties during the 104th Congress. In 2003, Republicans had majorities in seven delegations and split Mississippi’s four seats. In the 113th Congress almost 100 Republicans represented the South, exceeding the number of southern Democrats a half-century earlier.7 By 2023, Republicans had comfortable majorities in every state’s congressional delegation except North Carolina and Virginia. With 98 House members in the 118th Congress, the GOP has largely recovered from the 2018 blue wave that added 10 seats to the Democratic ranks.

Republicans continued to control southern states’ redistricting following the 2020 census that saw the region gain four House seats, with two going to Texas, and Florida and North Carolina each adding one. Republican legislators’ aggressive strategies contributed to Democrats’ loss of a single seat in 2022 in Georgia, Tennessee, and Virginia. In Texas, Democrats held their own with Republicans, winning the two new seats. As he prepared for a presidential bid Florida Governor Ron DeSantis burnished his resume by browbeating the legislature into adopting a more pro-Republican plan that cost Democrats as many as four seats, including a north Florida seat that had been held by Black members for 30 years. The only bright spot for Democrats as they surveyed the region’s new congressional maps came in North Carolina, where the state supreme court’s oversight resulted in a map that increased Democrats’ holdings by two seats.

Table 1.2 documents the near-zero point at which the GOP state legislative delegations languished in the early 1960s, a level of insignificance that had plagued the party for much of a century. When John Kennedy lived in the White House, Republicans held fewer than 100 southern seats, with 15 filled by senators. In Arkansas, Louisiana, and South Carolina, Republicans had no presence at any level above the county, and while we do not have data for local offices, we suspect that the party’s absence in higher offices continued down to the lowest levels. Near-total Democratic dominance persisted even after very popular President Dwight Eisenhower’s eight-year tenure. Historically, modest Republican success tended to come from the mountains, where opposition to secession had been widespread. Traditional holdings from the Appalachian spine in North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia were augmented in the 1950s by the first GOP advances in cities like Charlotte, Dallas, St. Petersburg, and Washington’s suburbs.





Table 1.2 Republican Legislators in State Houses and Senate, 1963–2021




	
	1963
	1973
	1983
	1995
	2003
	2013
	2023



	S
	H
	S
	H
	S
	H
	S
	H
	S
	H
	S
	H
	S
	H





	AL
	0
	2
	0
	2
	3
	8
	12
	30
	10
	41
	23
	64
	27
	78



	AR
	0
	0
	1
	1
	3
	7
	7
	12
	8
	30
	21
	51
	29
	82



	FL
	1
	5
	14
	43
	8
	36
	22
	57
	28
	81
	26
	74
	28
	84



	GA
	3
	2
	8
	29
	7
	24
	21
	66
	30
	72
	38
	119
	33
	102



	LA
	0
	0
	1
	4
	1
	11
	5
	27
	13
	34
	24
	58
	27
	68



	MS
	1
	2
	2
	2
	3
	6
	18
	34
	23
	46
	31
	63
	36
	75



	NC
	2
	23
	15
	35
	6
	18
	24
	68
	22
	61
	32
	77
	30
	71



	SC
	0
	0
	3
	21
	5
	20
	18
	62
	25
	73
	28
	73
	30
	88



	TN
	6
	21
	13
	48
	11
	38
	17
	40
	15
	45
	26
	70
	27
	75



	TX
	0
	7
	3
	17
	5
	36
	14
	61
	19
	88
	19
	95
	19
	86



	VA
	2
	5
	6
	20
	8
	34
	20
	47
	23
	65
	20*
	67
	18
	51



	Total
	15
	67
	66
	222
	60
	238
	178
	504
	216
	636
	287
	811
	305
	860





Boldface indicates a Republican majority.

* Republicans held half of the seats in Virginia’s Senate.




By 1973 Republicans held more than 30% of the seats in the Florida and Texas houses. The next decade, marked by the Watergate scandal and Jimmy Carter’s election, witnessed stagnation in GOP efforts in state legislatures. The 1994 red wave saw Republicans win majorities in two senates and two houses as their share of legislators in the region approached 40%. This success coincided with the time at which White southerners first gave GOP congressional, and probably many state legislative, candidates the same level of support they had lavished on Republican presidential nominees (Bullock, Hoffman, and Gaddie 2005, Bullock et al. 2006). Following implementation of changes to reflect the 2000 census, Republicans controlled both chambers in Florida, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia and one chamber each in Georgia and North Carolina, for a total of 10 of the 22 bodies. A decade later, redistricting plans drawn by Republicans after the 2010 census helped them achieve majorities in every chamber except the Virginia Senate, which was evenly divided between the parties. In 2023, Republicans continued to dominate 21 chambers with more than 300 senators and 860 members of lower chambers. This gave Republicans almost two-thirds of the region’s state legislators. The most recent elections favored the GOP, which gained seats in 10 chambers while losing a total of four seats in 3 chambers. Republicans currently are tied with the largest number of senators they have ever had in the region and are just four representatives short of their record in the region’s lower chambers. In 10 chambers, Republicans have a super majority with two-thirds of the seats. With fewer than nine senators each in Alabama, Arkansas, and Tennessee, Democrats often find themselves largely consigned to the role of observers. A united GOP with a super majority can adopt constitutional amendments over the objections of the minority.

Republicans hold almost all the South’s statewide constitutional offices, with Democrats often experiencing multiple election cycles with no success. Across the region, the only Democrats holding statewide constitutional offices in 2023 are Louisiana’s governor and the governor and several other members of the Council of State in North Carolina.

GOP gains around the turn of the 21st century coincided with a high point in southern influence over national politics. President Bill Clinton (AR) and Vice President Al Gore (TN) led the executive branch from 1993 to 2001. Newt Gingrich (R-GA) and Trent Lott (R-MS) led, respectively, the House of Representatives and the Senate following the GOP takeover in 1995. Two Texans, Majority Leader Dick Armey and Whip Tom DeLay, served as Gingrich’s understudies. In addition to providing much of the leadership, the expanding GOP strength in the South was critical to ending Democrats’ 40-year majority status in the House of Representatives. With Gingrich leading the charge, the “Republican Revolution” spoke with a strong southern accent.

As further evidence of how US politics had shifted southward, the 2000 presidential election featured two southerners—Gore and Texas governor George W. Bush. Although the election was remarkably close nationally, in the South it was no contest except in Florida.8 Bush swept the South, including Gore’s home state of Tennessee. Had Gore won Tennessee, or any southern state, he would have become president. The region that for a century provided the dependable foundation for Democratic nominees in presidential elections had become the most enthusiastic component of the GOP coalition. Republicans’ southern strength largely accounts for the party’s success in controlling Congress for most of the last three decades, since Democrats have usually won the bulk of the House seats outside of the South (Bullock 2022b).

From Republican to Democratic?

In the middle of the 20th century, Republicans sought to make inroads in the South, recognizing that failure to do so might extend their frustration fueled by two decades of New Deal Democrats controlling the national government. Early on, Republicans did not envision winning the South. They just hoped to siphon off enough support to deny Democrats majorities in the Electoral College and Congress.

Democrats now find themselves in a situation much like what Republicans once faced. The South was once the Democratic heartland. Now Democrats’ far less ambitious goal is not to get blown out in the region. In three of the four most recent presidential cycles, Democrats won the White House and carried at least two southern states. The exception, 2016, saw Hillary Clinton limited to a single southern state, Virginia. That poor southern showing stacked the mathematical odds against her as she failed to meet the challenge of winning 68% of the remaining electors.

Democratic success in the South, although limited, has become possible in large part due to demographic changes that threaten Republican hegemony in some states, not only in national elections but also in down-ticket federal, state, and local ones as well. As the Democratic Party, both in the South and nationally, has become a coalition of minorities with shrunken White support, and as the South becomes increasingly diverse, parts of the region appear poised to move away from one-party GOP dominance.

Not long ago it appeared that the Democratic Solid South had been replaced by a Republican one. The emerging reality looks to be a region in which states experiencing dramatic growth offer the potential for Democratic recovery even as states having relatively little if any growth remain overwhelmingly Republican. The states experiencing the most impressive growth and where Democratic prospects appear most promising are Virginia, Georgia, North Carolina, Florida, Texas, and South Carolina, in that order. We refer to these as the Growth South, as distinguished from the Stagnant South—Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee—where the Republican wave may not yet have crested (Bullock et al. 2019).

The point from which a Democratic realignment, should it come, would begin is better than the near zero at which Republicans began as shown in Tables 1.1 and 1.2. At the middle of the 20th century, Republicans held no statewide offices in the South and only 2 of the more than 100 congressional seats. Across the 18 presidential elections beginning in 1880, Republicans had won a southern state’s electors in just 6 of the 198 opportunities.9 Republican officeholders in state legislatures and at the local level were also rare and largely confined to the spine of the Appalachian Mountains, where rejection of secession had been widespread and provided an affinity for the GOP.

In contrast with the minimal base from which Republicans emerged, Democrats currently hold about 40% of the congressional seats in the growth states. Democratic strength in state chambers is currently greatest in Virginia, where they have a two-seat majority in the Senate, 48% of the seats in the House of Delegates, and a majority in the congressional delegation. Among growth states, Democrats are weakest in South Carolina, with 31% of the legislative seats.10 Like the Republican experience of an earlier generation when urban areas were the seedbed of realignment, recent Democratic gains have come in and around cities. Also like the GOP rebirth, today’s Democrats are benefiting from the political allegiance of people moving to the South who are more favorable to the minority party than are long-time residents.

Ethnic representation other than Black or White did not come to the South, outside of Texas’s Rio Grande Valley, until well into the second half of the 20th century. Until relatively recently, even in south Texas with its sizable Hispanic population, Anglos tended to fill the ranks of officials due to discriminatory practices akin to those directed at Blacks across the region that discouraged or absolutely prevented participation. For example, Henry Gonzalez (D), the first Hispanic to represent Texas in modern times, did not arrive in Washington until he won a special election in 1961. Six decades later, Hispanics are common in Texas and Florida congressional and state legislative delegations. Elsewhere their numbers and those of Asian Americans remain small.

Partisan realignment, like most social phenomena, has multiple causes. If some southern states realign from the Republican to the Democratic Party, it is likely to occur at different times in different states, just like the pace at which the GOP supplanted the Democratic Party. New residents less likely to vote Republican than the population already in place have fueled population growth in the South. As we noted in an earlier volume (Bullock et al. 2019), the Growth South has attracted an increasingly diverse population, much of which comes from blue states. The new arrivals drawn southward in search of better jobs, lower taxes, cheaper housing, and opportunities for year-long outdoor lifestyles tend to be relatively young. Age correlates strongly with voting choice, with the youngest voters most inclined toward Democrats. The new arrivals include ranks of Asians and Hispanics along with African Americans, some of whom are returning to the land of their ancestors. Both Hispanics and Asians have voted for Democrats, although at much lower rates than Blacks have, as will be documented in subsequent chapters.

Ethnic minorities and young voters, especially those who move in from blue states like New York, California, New England, and Illinois, tend to vote Democratic. Irwin Morris (2021) deftly builds the case that in the South, adults who move tend to vote Democratic, while stationary Whites, especially those who remain in small, rural communities where each new census finds fewer people, support the GOP. The extraordinary shares of the White vote, often exceeding 80%, won by Republicans in declining rural counties prompted Keller and Kirkpatrick (2022) to label the GOP as “the party of those left behind.” A look at any color-coded state map showing county voting preferences reveals vast expanses of rural Republican red with blue Democratic dots largely confined to urban centers.11 Irwin’s work reinforces the argument we made in our earlier volume that the Growth South is more likely to prove hospitable to Democratic rebuilding efforts than the Stagnant South, where the GOP has just recently consolidated its power.

The movement to the South of individuals inclined to prefer Democrats over Republicans obviously contributes to partisan realignment. But not all of these new arrivals swell the ranks of the Democratic Party. Moreover, while recent residents tend to tilt more Democratic than deeply rooted Whites, it will take Democrats much longer to supplant Republicans if the party relies exclusively on voters coming of age or relocating. In the short run, fashioning a Democratic majority will require a coalition that includes a share of White voters with roots in southern clay and sand. Among all ethnic groups, women find greater appeal in Democratic than Republican policy portfolios.12 The gender gap, with women giving larger shares of their votes than men to Democrats, has been common for decades. Support from a sizable component of White women is critical to Democratic ambitions.

A motivation for ethnic minorities, women, and the young to support change is the hope for more influence in a political world with a different majority. White males exercised almost all of the power in the days of Democratic dominance, and that has extended under Republican hegemony. A reshuffling of the deck holds the possibility that representatives of groups relegated largely to bit parts could become the stars in a new order. If Democrats took control of a southern legislative chamber today, it would increase the numbers of ethnic minorities chairing committees and probably increase the numbers of female chairs. As of 2020, more than 70% of the women in the lower chambers of growth state legislatures were Democrats.

As the Goldwater and Nixon candidacies turned to southern conservatives for support and the congressional GOP largely renounced its history of support for civil rights (Sinclair 1982), Democrats began courting Black voters to replace conservative Whites. Once the GOP cast its fate with White conservatives, southern African Americans followed the path blazed by northern Blacks during the New Deal, a path that led from the party of Lincoln to the party of FDR and LBJ. By the time that southern Whites’ conversion to the GOP became widespread during the Reagan era (Black and Black 2002), Black voters had long since abandoned the Republican Party.

The South, especially its booming urban centers, has ceased to be dichotomous in ethnicity. In 2023, Hispanics achieved a plurality in Texas and outnumbered African Americans in Florida. Table 1.3 shows Hispanics constituting about a tenth of the Georgia, North Carolina, and Virginia populations. Asians are less numerous than Hispanics and most heavily concentrated in Virginia, where they make up more than 8% of the population. If Asians and Hispanics become more politically active, their partisan choices could be decisive in whether a state stays red or flips to blue.



Table 1.3 Population by Ethnic Groups in Southern States, 2020 (All Numbers Are Percentages)




	
	White
	Black
	Hispanic
	Asian





	AL
	65.5
	25.5
	5.3
	2.0



	AR
	72.4
	15.1
	8.5
	2.6



	FL
	53.9
	14.4
	26.5
	3.9



	GA
	52.7
	30.3
	10.5
	5.3



	LA
	58.7
	30.6
	6.2
	2.4



	MS
	56.6
	36.6
	3.6
	1.5



	NC
	63.1
	19.7
	10.7
	4.1



	SC
	63.7
	24.7
	6.9
	2.4



	TN
	73.8
	15.8
	6.9
	2.6



	TX
	42.0
	12.2
	39.3
	6.3



	VA
	61.8
	18.6
	10.5
	8.8







We have argued elsewhere (Bullock et al. 2019) that over the next decade or so, Growth South states have the potential to realign to the Democratic Party. Democrats made gains in these states in 2018, and Georgia Democrats scored major victories in 2020, winning the presidential vote for the first time since 1992 and electing not one but two senators in a state that had last sent a Democrat to the upper chamber 20 years earlier. The 2022 midterms provided little for southern Democrats to celebrate as they lost ground in many legislative chambers. Raphael Warnock’s narrow Senate reelection provided the only notable Democratic victory.

Winning Coalitions

Whether the Growth South transitions back toward the Democratic Party or remains predominately Republican cannot be known, as the political trajectories of the groups studied in this volume can change. What is indisputable is that the South’s electorate is no longer exclusively White and Black but has become more racially and ethnically diverse. Asians and Latinos are driving the region’s population growth as the White population becomes a smaller share and the Black population holds constant or declines. There have been changes in the composition of the electorate, as Black registration vastly increased following the 1965 Voting Rights Act (Bullock and Gaddie 2009), and the Black turnout rate has been especially robust in elections featuring Black Democratic nominees. There is evidence that Democrats have rebounded from their nadir in each of the growth states except for South Carolina. Whether Democrats’ challenges to the GOP can succeed will depend on the ability to mobilize support from the components of the electorate at the center of this volume: Blacks, Asians, Hispanics, and women.

The fastest rates of Asian and Latino population growth have occurred in some nontraditional destination states for immigration and in-migration. As the demographics of the region shift, so may the politics and governance of the South. Political messages in parts of the region increasingly are bilingual and even multilingual. Raphael Warnock ran radio and print ads in Mandarin, Korean, and Vietnamese and created digital ads that featured native speakers in these languages and also Bengali, Hindi, and Urdu (Brasher 2023). Georgia Republicans opened three offices in metro Atlanta charged with doing outreach in neighboring Black, Asian, and Hispanic communities. Efforts by Republicans to make major inroads among Black voters have yielded modest returns at best. Much more successful were GOP appeals to Latinos, especially in south Florida. A comparison of the Trump vote in 2016 and 2020 found that first-generation Hispanics became more supportive and contributed to the dramatic gains registered in Florida and Texas (Fraga, Velez, and West 2023).

Recent elections are foreshadowing more sophisticated targeting. In the future, while journalists may continue referencing Latinos and Asians as single monoliths, campaigns will pitch messages to specific nationalities. This may be done using actors with different dialects. In time, rather than speaking of the partisan preferences of Latinos or Asians, discussions may note that some nationalities tend Republican while others lean Democratic. As a step toward that recognition, Fox News’ 2020 Florida poll gave breakouts for voters of Cuban and Puerto Rican heritage, with the former casting 58% of their votes for Donald Trump while the latter gave two-thirds of their votes to Joe Biden. Similar distinctions may become clear among Asians, with perhaps Vietnamese aligning with the GOP and Indians favoring Democrats.13 Chapters 3 and 4 unpack some of the complexities of Latino and Asian voter preferences such as national identity and generational differences. If the Democratic and Republican Partys compete to assemble diverse electorates, the one that succeeds will define the politics and the governing of the growth states.

In time, as states experiencing immigration become majority minority, it may be possible that Democrats could fashion majorities relying almost exclusively on minority voters. The components will vary by state depending on its racial composition. Weightings will also change as a group’s electorate expands or contracts. In some states, something resembling the rainbow coalition that Reverend Jesse Jackson pursued in his presidential campaigns of the 1980s will be necessary. Democratic success will almost certainly require a majority of the female vote. At present, Democrats competing statewide must construct a diverse coalition if they are to compete successfully against Republicans, who attract large majorities among White voters. Indicative of how coalitions can change, Badger (2022) estimates that for Democrats to win statewide in the 1970s, they needed 35% to 40% of the White vote coupled with strong Black support. That combination was attainable decades ago and enabled Democrats to maintain majorities in states with sizable Black populations through the remainder of the century. As the proportion of the vote cast by Blacks and other minorities has risen, the needed contribution from Whites has declined. The rule of thumb today in states in which the Black population exceeds a quarter of the total has been that Democrats need a 30–30 election to win statewide (Bullock 2018): African Americans need to cast 30% of the total vote, and the Democratic candidate must get at least 30% of the White vote. Another way to think about the necessary Black turnout is that it needs to come close to equaling and even exceeding the Black share of the population. Chapter 2 explores the extent to which Democratic candidates have achieved this threshold. That chapter also suggests other combinations of Black turnout and White support that Democrats may need depending on the racial composition of the population.

For Republicans, the strategic imperative is to retain strong White support while chipping away at Democrats’ hold on minority voters. But as the White share of the electorate declines, the GOP faces challenges if it is to retain its majority among officeholders, and this will necessitate broadening its appeal to minorities. The alternative would be to increase its already impressive share of the shrinking White electorate. In Florida, Texas, and Georgia, where the White percentage has dropped most dramatically, the need for support from minority communities is immediate, and 2020 found the GOP succeeding in the first two states (Fraga et al. 2023). Conservative stands on issues like abortion and family values were reinforced in GOP ads labeling Democrats as socialists, which awakened fears among immigrants who had experienced authoritarianism in their homelands. Entrepreneurs in both the Hispanic and Asian communities might respond to Republican calls for lower taxes and fewer government regulations.

With regard to the Black vote, its long and overwhelming commitment to the Democratic Party means that major gains by Republicans are unattainable in the foreseeable future. But even modest advances could prove decisive in narrowly contested elections. Exit polls put Donald Trump’s share of Georgia’s Black vote in 2020 at 11%. Had he done even a single percentage point better, he would have carried Georgia and not become embroiled in the potentially illegal effort to induce Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger to “find” the 11,780 needed votes to tip the state into the GOP column (Raffensperger 2021).

The expanding diversity in the South’s electorate is matched by diversity in the seats of power. Past the middle of the 20th century, southern elected officials at all ranks, from local officials to members of Congress, were almost exclusively White, Democratic males. Until passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act, African Americans officeholders were as scarce as blizzards in the South. Women were honored as southern belles but not encouraged to seek public office, where they made only occasional appearances, often short-lived, in legislatures and congressional delegations. To the extent that women served the public, it was at the local level, often in positions that had secretarial responsibilities like the county clerk of court.

The proportion of Black adults registered to vote vastly increased following the 1965 Voting Rights Act (Bullock and Gaddie 2009), and turnout rates among Blacks and women have risen. The presence of high-profile Black candidates increases Black turnout. For decades women have cast more votes than men. In Georgia, which releases figures showing turnout by gender, women consistently cast a larger share of the votes than men, with the difference usually being about 10 percentage points.

Minorities and women have won high-profile posts in the South. In recent years, Louisiana and South Carolina have elected Asian governors. The top executive in Bexar County, Texas (San Antonio), is of Japanese descent (Sandoval 2023). Florida elected a Latino governor in 1986 and Virginia’s attorney general is a Latino, as are Senators Marco Rubio and Ted Cruz. Georgia and South Carolina have sent African Americans to the US Senate. Virginia was the first state in the nation to elect an African American governor and, along with North Carolina, currently has a Black lieutenant governor. Surprisingly, in light of the difficulty the GOP has had in winning over Black voters, all of the current African Americans holding statewide offices, except for Raphael Warnock, are Republicans. Women have won governorships in six states, and seven states have sent women to the Senate. Georgia and Virginia are the only southern states not to have elected a woman to either of these positions.14

Voting and other forms of political participation by Latinos and Asians lag behind their actual percentages of the population for multiple reasons. Among those is generational—the average age of the Latino and Asian population is younger than the White population, and young voters participate at lower rates. In addition, language barriers may dissuade others from exercising their right to vote. Also, Latinos and Asians may be hesitant to attempt to engage with an unfamiliar system.

Democrats perceive a movement in their direction and thus a big boon to the party nationally. Much evidence is presented in this volume to evaluate that expectation. But such high partisan hopes are tempered by the consequences of GOP-led redistricting that dilutes Democrats’ voting power, by state and local voting laws and regulations that may discourage minority voter turnout, and by larger-than-expected minority voter support for Republican candidates in some states.

Plan of the Book

The next four chapters focus on the changing roles of African Americans, Asians, Latinos, and women in southern politics at the mass and elite levels. Each chapter describes and analyzes the growing political influences of these groups in voting, political participation, seeking public office, and holding political power.

The second chapter examines the roles of African American voters and political leaders in effecting southern political change. The African American vote is the bulwark of the Democratic Party in the South. Without a strong Black turnout, Democrats simply cannot win in the region. In recent years, Democrats have occasionally won major offices in the South powered by the Black vote. In election cycles with lower turnouts among minority voters, Democratic candidates have succumbed to the GOP’s vast White voter advantage. Although in the past Black voter participation lagged the White vote, that is less the case today as the Black voting rate approximates that of Whites. In some elections with an African American statewide candidate, the Black voting percentage exceeded that of Whites (Bullock et al. 2022).

Not only in general elections but also in Democratic primaries, the Black vote is critical in much of the region. In North Carolina, for example, African Americans are a plurality of registered Democrats, outnumbering Whites 46% to 41%. In most southern states, Blacks constitute a much larger share of Democrats than their share of the voting population. The GOP is attempting to make inroads with Black voters, with some marginal successes in the region. Mostly the party seeks to hold down its losses among Black voters, which can be enough in some elections to be the key difference to the outcome. For Democrats, it is critical not only to hold their vast advantage with Black voters but also to build a broad coalition of minority voters and of Whites who are not typical White southerners.

The third chapter examines the growing impact of Latino voters and elected officials in southern politics. It is no exaggeration to state that the future of southern politics will be driven by Latino voting and political participation. The population growth of the region is fueled by a Latino population surge, due more to US births than to immigration. The political power of Latinos is most apparent in Texas and Florida, where they have experienced vast population growth and an increase in the number of members being elected to office. There are two US senators and 12 US House members in the South who are Latino—all in either Florida or Texas. But the traditionally nondestination southern states for Latino in-migration and immigration are seeing the fastest growth rates for this group, portending a more widespread political influence regionally.

The growing economic vitality and affordable cost of living in the South have played a large role in attracting Latino population growth in the region. Public policies that provided a pathway to amnesty and eventually citizenship have provided incentives for many undocumented immigrants to move out of border regions and seek their livelihoods throughout the South.

In recent election cycles the impact of Latino voting has especially been felt, and now both major political parties place substantial emphasis on outreach to Latino voters. The Latino vote remains more Democratic than Republican, but there is ample evidence that Republicans can make inroads with these voters in the future. Increasingly Republican leaders recognize that political party organizations and candidates can move the Latino vote more easily than the African American vote.

The fourth chapter examines what perhaps seems the most unlikely development in this study—the growing political power of Asian Americans in the South. It would seem at first glance that Asian Americans are the least politically consequential of the minority groups featured here, given their relatively low percentage of the population in the South. In most southern states, Asians make up less than 3% of the population, and an even smaller share of the eligible electorate. Yet the Asian population is the fastest growing of any ethnic or racial group in the South, now surpassing Latinos in the number of immigrant arrivals. Notable as well are the political leanings of Asian voters, with nearly half identifying as independent and little evidence of Asians as a group locking their identities with one political party. Among the groups featured here, Asians have been the most politically swingable, but with the current direction leaning toward the Democratic Party. Yet not long ago, Asian Americans leaned more Republican, and the GOP increasingly looks to Asian voters as perhaps its best chance to move beyond its identity as a White voter party.

Asian American political emergence in the South is most notable in the elections of a number of prominent leaders. America saw its first Indian American governor (Bobby Jindal in Louisiana) and first Asian female governor (Nikki Haley in South Carolina) in the South. These feats happened in states with about 2% Asian populations. The nation’s first Vietnamese American elected to Congress came from Louisiana (Joseph Cao), and the first Vietnamese woman elected to Congress came from Florida (Stephanie Murphy), a state less than 4% Asian. Considering that these electoral outcomes happened not in Asian-majority Hawaii or in California showcases that the South is a notable region of growing Asian American political influence.

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses women’s growing political power in the South. Although much analysis of women in politics has focused on the gender gap, in the South the partisan leanings of women voters differ between the growth and stagnant states, with the former leaning strongly Democratic and the latter less Democratic. The most cohesive are Black women, who are consistently the most reliable Democratic voters. Over the past decade, largely the focus of Chapter 5, there has not been much change in women’s voting patterns to suggest any significant shifting political movement.

It is in elective office where women have had a substantial growing impact on southern politics. In the past decade alone, the number of women elected to the US House of Representatives in southern states has nearly doubled, with nearly half of these being women of color. Nine of the 11 southern states have had women US senators, and 9 have seen an increase in women’s representation in state legislatures in the past decade. In that period in the South, more women ran for public office, particularly in the lower state legislative chambers. South Carolina and Louisiana, however, saw relatively small numbers of women nominated by either major political party for state legislative seats. Overall, in the South more women than ever are seeking public office, being elected, and contributing to campaigns. The ranks of women candidates are increasingly diverse, with more young candidates and many more Latinas.

Beyond documenting the increased roles of these groups in southern politics, we examine how the activity of each group has changed the politics of the region and, ultimately, national politics. We conclude with our analysis of how the groups’ continued and increased political activity may produce further change, with significant consequences for partisan realignment in the South and nationally.

We have previously documented how political change in the South time and again has had a profound impact on the national political landscape (Bullock et al. 2019) and has made minority candidates, particularly African Americans, increasingly competitive in the region (Bullock et al. 2022). As the South continues to diversify, more substantial change in the politics of the region and the nation is on the horizon.


2

African Americans and Southern Political Change

The two forces that contributed the most to changing the South’s politics beginning in the middle of the 20th century were the enfranchisement of the Black electorate and the emergence of the Republican Party. The triumvirate of scholars headed by Trey Hood (2012) makes the case that the two are linked. The emergence of Black political power once the shackles of Jim Crow were removed often benefited the GOP. Rather than share power with Blacks, conservative Whites decamped from the party of their fathers and the Republican Party, eliminating the last of the GOP’s Black and Tan membership that dated from Reconstruction (Heersink and Jenkins 2020; Bullock and Kanso 2016). But while Democrats marked their regional dominance in decades, by the time the GOP finished consolidating its hold on southern legislatures which was completed in 2013, its support had already begun to erode often in states that had been among the first to respond to early Republican overtures (Bullock 2022b). As with the realignment that brought the GOP to power, the behavior of the Black electorate figures prominently in any potential swing back toward the Democratic Party.

This chapter will not retill the ground so expertly explored by Hood and his colleagues. Instead, the objective here is to document the takeover of the Democratic Party in much of the South by African Americans and to assess what that may mean for the region’s political future.

By 1980, when Ronald Reagan swept the South except for Jimmy Carter’s Georgia, most Whites in the region were consistently voting Republican for president, although it took longer for them to abandon down-ticket Democrats (Black and Black 2002). Not until the mid-1990s did most Whites bring their voting behavior for Congress (Bullock et al. 2005) and other offices in line with their partisan preference in presidential elections. The exodus of almost all White conservatives and large shares of White moderates has allowed Blacks to play a disproportionate role in the Democratic Party. The significance of the Black vote for the Democratic Party will be shown in the context of turnout in primary and general elections and party preferences. Another objective of this chapter is to speculate on the impact that the now fully activated Black electorate may have on the future of southern politics, with special attention given to the growth states of Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia.1 Today Black voters have become the essential element in the Democratic coalition.

This chapter will first examine the place of African American voters in the Democratic Party, followed by a look at the extent to which Black candidates have won offices. Democrats in southern states that have experienced growth have begun bouncing back from their nadir. In Virginia, North Carolina, and Georgia, Democrats have won major offices, notwithstanding the 2021 GOP revival in the Old Dominion. In Florida Democrats seldom win but are fully competitive, and Barack Obama twice carried the state. Whether further changes occur in these states will depend on enthusiastic Black support but will also require weaving a coat of many colors, and that will create new challenges, some of which will be outlined here.

Black Voters

During the first half of the 20th century, discrimination severely restricted and in some communities eliminated Black participation from the political life of the South. The White electorate was nearly unanimous in the support it gave the Democratic Party. Beginning with Eisenhower’s presidential bids, Republican interlopers began to infiltrate the Democratic South. Inspired by the candidacy of one of World War II’s greatest heroes, candidates began competing as Republicans, usually against intimidating odds. Nonetheless, the presence of Republican candidates provided conservative voters with a choice. As long as established conservative Democrats continued to seek reelection, most of their conservative constituents remained loyal, but if the Democrat showed signs of moderation or if the position came open, the most conservative voters shifted to the GOP. As the Democratic Party lost its far right supporters and as Republican candidates became competitive, Democrats looked to newly enfranchised African Americans who were emerging through cracks in the carapace of White supremacy. To appeal to these new voters, and especially when Democratic candidates were not firmly anchored on the right, the party began to moderate as newly elected Democrats from the region began deviating from the conservative stands held by senior Democrats like Richard Russell and Harry Byrd. The shift toward the middle alienated additional conservatives who had remained Democrats, and their departure resulted in the median Democratic voter moving still further to the left.

As conservative conversion to the GOP began, two earthquakes shattered southern political traditions. Beginning in 1962, three cases from southern states established the one-person, one-vote mandate for congressional and state legislative districts. Immediately on the heels of the Redistricting Revolution, the 1965 Voting Rights Act imposed constraints on how seven southern states carried out redistricting, banned literacy tests, and gave federal authorities a veto over state or local legislation that worsened the position of African America voters. After 1975, federal ability to block discriminatory legislation before implementation extended across the South except for Arkansas and Tennessee and protected Hispanics as well as Blacks.

The 1965 Voting Rights Act had a dramatic and immediate impact on Black registration. Table 2.1 reproduces figures compiled by the US Commission on Civil Rights (1968) showing the percentage of adults registered to vote by race for each southern state before and after enactment of the landmark legislation. As the before figures show, only in Tennessee were Blacks and Whites registered at comparable rates, with disparities of 50 percentage points in Alabama and North Carolina, and a 63-point difference in Mississippi, where fewer than 10% of Blacks had managed to get their names on the registration rolls. Joining Mississippi with less than one in three Blacks registered to vote were Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana. Only in Florida and Tennessee had most Black adults registered, while in every state more than 6 in 10 White adults could vote.



Table 2.1 Percentages of Black and White Adults Registered in Southern States before and after Passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act




	State
	Before Enactment, 1962
	After Enactment, 1967
	1976



	Black
	White
	Black
	White
	Black
	White





	AL
	19.3
	69.2
	51.6
	89.6
	58.1
	75.4



	AR
	40.4
	65.5
	62.8
	72.4
	NA
	NA



	FL
	51.2
	74.8
	63.6
	81.4
	NA
	NA



	GA
	27.4
	62.6
	52.6
	80.3
	56.3
	73.2



	LA
	31.6
	80.5
	58.9
	93.1
	63.9
	78.8



	MS
	6.7
	69.9
	59.8
	91.5
	67.4
	77.7



	NC
	46.8
	96.8
	51.3
	83.0
	48.2
	63.1



	SC
	37.3
	75.7
	51.2
	81.7
	60.6
	64.1



	TN
	69.5
	72.9
	71.7
	80.6
	NA
	NA



	TX
	NA
	NA
	61.6
	53.3
	64.0
	69.4



	VA
	38.3
	61.1
	55.6
	63.4
	60.7
	67.0



	Southwide
	35.5
	73.4
	57.2
	76.5
	59.9
	70.6





Source: US Commission on Civil Rights (1968, 222–23); Walton, Puckett, and Deskins (2012).




To expedite registration, the statute authorized the attorney general to send registrars into communities like Selma, Alabama, that balked at registering Blacks. The federal agents could sign up applicants and within a couple of years had enrolled 150,345 Black voters across Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina (US Commission on Civil Rights 1968). The actions of the federal agents spurred local registrars to become more accommodating so that in just a couple of years, in every southern state, most Black adults were registered to vote. In contrast with a range of 6.7% to 69.5% of Black adults registered to vote before passage of the Voting Rights Act, by 1967 the range was reduced to 51.2% to 71.7%. The last two columns of Table 2.1 provide figures for states subject to Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act a decade after enactment of the legislation. Progress continued in every state except North Carolina, where the share of Black registrants was down to 48.2%. Black registration rates continued to lag those of Whites but only by about 10 points regionwide as inflated White figures were reduced from 1967.

Increased Black registration and turnout in time led to an explosion of Black officeholding. The number of Black elected officials at the time of the passage of the Voting Rights Act may have been as few as 100. As reported in the Statistical Abstract of the United States, the number of Black officeholders in 2002 across the South was approaching 6,000, and Mississippi alone had almost 1,000. Numbers have no doubt continued to increase.

The oversight exercised by the US. attorney general and, less often, by the District Court of the District of Columbia contributed to increases in the number of Black officeholders by forcing the creation of majority-Black districts, most noticeably in the wake of the 1990 census (Bullock 2021). The new Black districts expanded the ranks of African American officeholders, and their presence in Democratic caucuses pushed the party further left. Amendments to the 1982 Voting Rights Act authorized federal authorities as well as local plaintiffs to challenge existing political arrangements, like at-large elections, if they denied minorities the opportunity to elect their candidates of choice.

Once the departure of Whites from the Democratic Party became a stampede, Blacks dominated Democratic primaries in parts of the South, while the Republican primary vote came almost exclusively from Whites. Georgia and South Carolina have the best data to demonstrate this proposition since they gather information on race when individuals register and later report the racial makeup of voters. Blacks have cast most of the votes in Georgia Democratic primaries since 2010 and have dominated South Carolina Democratic primaries since 2002. In 2020, Black voters cast 57.6% of the votes in Georgia’s Democratic primary, and non-Whites accounted for 71.1% of South Carolina’s Democratic vote, as reported in Table 2.2.2 On the Republican side, more than 90% of the votes came from Whites. In 2020, Whites cast 91.5% of the votes in South Carolina’s GOP primary and 91.1% of the votes in Georgia’s GOP primary. In both states, Whites were about 29% of the Democratic primary participants. Primary turnout data by race are unavailable in other states, but it is likely that similar patterns exist in Alabama and Mississippi, and this would also likely be the case in Louisiana if it had party primaries rather than the jungle primary it has used since the mid-1970s.3 In 2020, 31.2% of Louisiana’s registrants were Black and they constituted 58.8% of registered Democrats, 2.2% of Republicans, and a quarter of those with other partisan preferences. In the 2022 election, Blacks cast 25.3% of the votes. Although turnout data by race are not available in Alabama, at the end of 2022, Blacks made up 26.4% of Alabama’s registered voters.



Table 2.2 Black Partisan Presence in Primary Elections as of 2020




	State
	Black Percentage in
	Black Share of All Voters or Registrants Who Are Democrats



	Democratic Party
	GOP





	FL
	28.8
	NA
	NA



	GA
	57.6
	1.6
	97.7



	LA
	58.8
	2.2
	77.1



	NC
	46
	2
	96.5



	SC*
	71.1
	8.5
	83.7





For Georgia and South Carolina, figures come from primary turnout data. For Florida, Louisiana, and North Carolina, figures are registration data.

* South Carolina data are for non-Whites and not just Blacks.

Sources: Official state election reports except for North Carolina data, which come from Tippett (2020a, 2020b).




In states with smaller Black percentages in their populations, Blacks disproportionately vote in the Democratic primary and Whites dominate the GOP primary, but Blacks might not cast most of the Democratic votes. Turnout figures by race are not available, but in 2020 Blacks were a plurality of North Carolina’s registered Democrats, outnumbering Whites 46% to 41% (Tippett 2020a). Whites constituted 91% of GOP registrants, while the Black share was 2% (Tippett 2020b). In Florida, as of the 2020 presidential election, Blacks made up 28.8% of the registered Democrats, as shown in Table 2.2. In both Florida and North Carolina, Blacks constitute twice as large a percentage of Democratic registrants as their share of the state’s population.

For four of the states, data are available that permit a calculation of the share of Black participants who were Democrats. For Georgia and South Carolina, the figures in the last column of Table 2.2 are the share of primary voters who participated in the Democratic primary. For North Carolina and Louisiana, the figure is the percentage of registrants who had signed up as Democrats. In Georgia and North Carolina, almost all Black voters are Democrats, with fewer than 5% being Republicans. The figure for the share of the South Carolina voters who were Democrats is deflated a bit since Asians and Hispanics are included in the non-White category. The lower figure for Louisiana results from the almost 200,000 Black voters who registered as something other than Democrat or Republican.

Texas no longer has a White-majority population, and Georgia will soon join the Lone Star State with Florida destined to become the third southern state in which Whites have become a plurality or less. Democrats have boasted that demographic trends will guarantee their eventual return to power (Badger 2022). Texas and Florida elections, however, raise doubts about the inevitability of success. Florida’s explosive growth, which leads the nation, has not shifted it into the Democratic column. Instead led by the in-migration of tens of thousands of conservative retirees to the Villages in central Florida, Republicans have recently surpassed Democrats in numbers of registered voters for the first time.4 Demographic change, especially to the extent that it makes a state’s population more diverse, may be a prelude for realignment, but much more work will be needed. For Democrats to win in diversifying growth states will require that minorities register and turn out at rates comparable to Whites and provide cohesive support to Democratic candidates. Black participation rates approximate those of Whites but continue to fall short by narrow margins.

Table 2.3 reports the share of general election registrants and voters in 2020 by ethnicity for the states that report those figures. The share of a state’s registrants who are Black closely tracks the share of the state’s population that is Black. African American turnout runs 2 to 3 percentage points below the Black share of registrants. Turnout among other minorities usually also lags their percentage of registrants, most notably among Hispanics. Because minorities’ turnout rates fall short of their share of registrants, the White vote has a larger impact, with the percentage of the vote cast by Whites exceeding its portion of the registrants by 2 to as much as 7 points in Louisiana according to data reported by the secretaries of state. The disparity is even greater when the White share of the vote is compared with the White share of the population, ranging from 5.6 points in North Carolina to 9.7 points in Louisiana. If Black turnout rates come to equal the Black registration percentage, it could prove decisive in highly competitive states like Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina. Slightly higher Black turnout would have put Andrew Gillum in Florida’s governor’s mansion and kept Bill Nelson (D-FL) in the Senate.



Table 2.3 Share of the Registered Voters and Turnout by Race in the 2020 General Election in Percent




	
	Black
	Asian
	Hispanic
	White



	Pop.
	Reg.
	T/O
	Pop.
	Reg.
	T/O
	Pop.
	Reg.
	T/O
	Pop.
	Reg.
	T/O





	AL
	25.5
	26.6
	24.2
	2.0
	0.7
	0.6
	5.3
	1.2
	0.9
	65.5
	69.7
	72.9



	FL
	14.4
	13.4
	NA
	3.9
	2.1
	NA
	26.5
	17.3
	NA
	53.9
	61.5
	NA



	GA
	30.3
	29.9
	27.3
	5.3
	2.6
	2.5
	10.5
	3.6
	3.0
	52.7
	52.7
	58.2



	LA
	30.6
	31.2
	28.0
	2.4
	NA
	NA
	6.2
	NA
	NA
	58.7
	60.0
	67.1



	NC
	19.7
	20.6
	18.7
	4.1
	1.4
	1.4
	10.7
	3.1
	2.4
	63.1
	63.8
	66.7



	SC*
	24.7
	30.2
	28.0
	2.4
	NA
	NA
	6.9
	NA
	NA
	63.7
	69.8
	72.0





*South Carolina reports registration and turnout data for Whites and non-Whites with no subdivisions among non-Whites.

Source: Official state reports and the 2020 US census.




Early on, Stacey Abrams (2019) recognized the electoral consequences of hundreds of thousands of African Americans sitting out elections. She has spent years encouraging Black Georgians to register and go to the polls. Her efforts facilitated the elections of Senators Raphael Warnock and Jon Ossoff in 2021, Biden’s 12,000-vote Georgia victory, and Warnock’s 2022 reelection. Following her own defeat in the 2018 gubernatorial contest, Abrams took her movement nationwide and has raised tens of millions of dollars to fund voter registration drives and minority candidacies (Salzer 2020). Efforts like Abrams’s, if they succeed in maximizing Black turnout, will be crucial for Democrats to seize political control.

Despite her efforts at Black mobilization, turnout in 2022 was insufficient for Abrams to achieve her ambition and become governor as Democrats failed to secure majorities for any statewide constitutional offices. Governor Brian Kemp benefited from a successful first term as measured by the state’s record low unemployment rate, the attraction of major electric vehicle manufacturing facilities, and a continued ranking atop a list of best places to do business (Wickert 2022).5 Kemp did not stress his refusal to convene a special session of the legislature and abet Trump’s efforts to steal Georgia’s Electoral College votes. But facing down the former president won Kemp support among Independents and Democrats and contributed to his attracting 74% of the White vote. Although Abrams continued to benefit from a national network of donors, her campaign’s scatter-shot approach as she offered ideas for dozens of programs left voters confused and contrasted poorly with Kemp’s tight messaging (Murphy 2022).

Abrams’s 2018 voter mobilization success stimulated a competing effort among Republicans in 2022. Defeated senator Kelly Loeffler initiated a program, Greater Georgia, to stimulate political activity among rural, conservative Whites, including a souls-to-the-polls component based on the success of Sunday early voting by Black congregations. Had pockets of rural Republicans voted in greater numbers in 2021, Loeffler would still be one of Georgia’s senators. Loeffler’s efforts in 2022 funded more than 100 registration drives and training and outreach sessions in Black, Hispanic, and Asian communities with a focus on women and young adults (Loeffler 2023). Of the 174,000 conservatives targeted by Greater Georgia, 114,000 went to the polls.

The GOP, which has generally fared poorly with minority voters, has recently launched efforts to reduce its losses. Trump’s team sought to attract Black voters in both 2016 and 2020. In his first campaign, Trump asked why Blacks remained loyal to the Democratic Party when it had failed to raise Black living standards to the level of Whites. In his reelection bid, Trump hoped that pre-COVID economic success would earn him Black support. Table 2.4 compares Trump’s Black support in 2016 and 2020 in the states that had exit polls in both years. Trump’s 2020 bid scored modest gains at best as he expanded his Black support in four of six states. Despite Trump’s chipping away at the Black vote, Biden got at least 87% of that vote in each state. While Republicans celebrated their gains, they were little more than statistical noise of 1 or 2 points in three states, and Trump did slightly worse in North Carolina and Texas. Trump’s biggest gain of 4 points came in South Carolina, James Clyburn’s enthusiastic support for Biden notwithstanding. With the Black vote so consequential for the Democratic Party, even modest inroads by the GOP could prove decisive in close elections, like the 2020 Georgia presidential vote that Biden won by fewer than 12,000 voters. If Trump had performed 1 point better among Georgia Black voters, he would have won the state.



Table 2.4 Changes in Black Preferences in the 2016 and 2020 Presidential Elections as Reported in Exit Polls (All Numbers in Percent)




	
	Black Support




	2020
	2016
	2020–2016




	Biden
	Trump
	Trump





	FL
	89
	9
	8
	1



	GA
	87
	11
	9
	2



	NC
	91
	7
	8
	−1



	SC
	88
	8
	4
	4



	TX
	90
	8
	11
	−3



	VA
	89
	11
	9
	2





Source: Exit polls.




To the extent that Trump made inroads among Black voters, he performed better among males than females. Table 2.5 shows that in every instance, Trump got a larger share of the Black male than female vote, with the percentage from Black males usually about twice that of the female share. In 2020, gender differences ranged from 3 to 9 points. In 2016, the range was from 4 to 10 points. Trump’s widely touted claim that his Black vote increased from 2016 to 2020 is correct for 7 of 10 comparisons holding gender constant. However, five increases were by 2 points or less, and no increase exceeded 3 points. In the opposite direction, Trump’s share of the Black male vote fell by 4 points in North Carolina and Texas.





Table 2.5 Black Support for Trump in 2016 and 2020 by Gender




	
	Men
	Women



	2020
	2016
	2020–2016
	2020
	2016
	2020–2016





	AL
	15
	NA
	
	6
	NA
	



	FL
	13
	10
	3
	7
	6
	1



	GA
	17
	15
	2
	8
	5
	3



	NC
	9
	13
	−4
	5
	3
	2



	SC
	12
	NA
	
	4
	NA
	



	TX
	10
	14
	−4
	7
	9
	−2



	VA
	14
	13
	1
	8
	7
	1





Source: Calculated from exit polls.




Despite his efforts to attract more Black votes, Trump’s support has produced little. For example, Fort Bend County, southwest of Houston, has experienced a dramatic diversification in population. Until President Trump’s attacks on minorities, the GOP succeeded in assembling winning coalitions (Keller and Kirkpatrick 2022). In an effort to attract minority voters, Georgia Republicans opened one outreach center each to appeal to Black, Hispanic, and Asian voters in 2022. These were located in neighborhoods with concentrations of the group targeted for appeals. The exit polls showed Governor Brian Kemp winning 9% of the Black vote and 43% of the Latino vote, while GOP Senate nominee Herschel Walker, whom Trump recruited, received 8% and 39%, respectively. Walker’s showing provides additional evidence of the difficulty that Black Republicans have in attracting support from their fellow racial members. As with the 2020 Trump effort, the 2022 initiative paid little dividends in the short run, with the 2022 candidates doing slightly worse than Trump had among African Americans. Thus far, Republican efforts to expand their beachhead in the Black electorate have had little success.

The Black vote is critical to Democratic success, but to win statewide offices, Democrats dare not rely exclusively on Black votes; they need a share of the White electorate. Earl and Merle Black (1987, 141) showed graphically how multiple combinations of Black and White support could form a minimal winning coalition. To illustrate how growing Black turnout reduces the share of the White vote needed for Democratic success, consider results from Georgia. Before African Americans began casting about 30% of the Georgia vote, a threshold first reached in Obama’s 2008 election, the rule of thumb was that a Democrat needed more than 35% of the White vote along with strong Black support. According to exit polls, receiving a larger share of the White vote (37%) enabled Roy Barnes (D) to win Georgia’s governorship in 1998 when Black voters cast just 23% of the ballots and 90% of those went to the Democrat. Two years earlier, Max Cleland (D) went to the Senate with a plurality when he got 37% of the White vote and 83% of the Black vote, with the latter accounting for 21% of the electorate. Clinton lost Georgia in 1996 when he received only 29% of the White vote.

Much has changed since the Black brothers’ discussion of winning combinations. A recent rule of thumb in states like Georgia in which Blacks constitute a quarter or more of the population is that to win a Democrat needs a 30–30 election. A 30–30 election is one in which Blacks cast about 30% of all votes and the Democrat attracts at least 30% of the White vote.6 Table 2.6 contains election data from recent statewide contests in states where at least a quarter of the population is Black to see whether the Democrat achieved a 30–30 election. The figures on the share of the White vote going to the Democrat come from exit polls. The figures on the Black share of the total vote also come from the exit polls, except for Georgia, where the figures are the actual share of the votes cast by Blacks as reported by the secretary of state in the postelection audit conducted by that office. None of the other states provide those kinds of official results. The exit polling sponsored by the media consortium is used except where Fox is indicated, since Fox conducted an exit poll in the state but the consortium did not.



Table 2.6 Performances of Democratic Candidates Where 30% of the White Vote and Blacks Casting 30% of All Votes Should Suffice




	
	% of White Support
	Black Vote Share (%)



	Alabama
	
	



	  2017: Senator: Jones v. Moore
	30
	29



	  2018: Governor: Maddox v. Ivey (Fox)
	23
	24



	  2020: President
	28
	24



	  2020: Senator: Jones v. Tuberville
	23
	28



	Georgia
	
	



	  2016: President
	21
	27.6



	  2016: Senator: Barksdale v. Isakson
	18
	27.3



	  2018: Governor: Abrams v. Kemp
	24
	28.9



	  2020: President
	29
	27.3



	  2020: Senator General: Ossoff v. Perdue
	28
	27.3



	  2021: Senator Runoff: Ossoff v. Perdue
	30
	28.1



	  2021: Senator Runoff: Warnock v. Loeffler
	29
	28.1



	  2021: Senator General: Warnock v. Warner
	29
	26.2



	  2022: Governor: Abrams v. Kemp
	25
	26.2



	  2022: Senator Runoff: Warnock v. Walker
	NA
	27.2



	Louisiana
	
	



	  2020: President (Fox)
	22
	25



	Mississippi
	
	



	  2018: Senator: Baria v. Wicker
	13
	32



	  2020: President (Fox)
	18
	29



	  2020: Senator: Espy v. Hyde-Smith (Fox)
	21
	30



	South Carolina
	
	



	  2016: President
	24
	19



	  2016: Senator: Dixon v. Scott
	22
	19



	  2018: Senator: Smith v. McMaster (Fox)
	32
	23



	  2020: President
	24
	27



	  2020: Senator: Harrison v. Graham
	27
	26





Boldface indicates elections won by Democrats.

Sources: Exit polls.




The first entry in Table 2.6, the 2017 Alabama Senate runoff in which Doug Jones (D) defeated Roy Moore (R), shows Blacks accounting for 29% of the electorate and that Jones won 30% of the White vote. That combination sufficed for Jones to win by almost 22,000 votes. As is usual for all ethnic groups, Black women displayed greater enthusiasm for the Democrat than did Black men. Three years later when Jones sought a full term, Black turnout slipped to 28%, and Tommy Tuberville unseated the Democrat, who managed just 23% of the White vote.

Republicans won most of the elections in the table. Often the Democrats, like Jones in 2020, met neither criterion, as they secured less than 30% of the White vote in an election where Blacks cast less than 30% of the total vote. The three Mississippi elections saw Blacks cast about 30% of the ballots, but White support never exceeded 21%. In South Carolina’s 2018 gubernatorial election, the Democrat got a third of the White vote, but Blacks accounted for less than a quarter of the electorate. In South Carolina’s high-profile 2020 Senate race, Jamie Harrison (D), who outspent Lindsey Graham by $25 million, lost by 10 points as the Democrat achieved neither part of a 30–30 election. The efforts of Warnock and Abrams in 2022 and Harrison in 2020 show that even Black candidates have struggled to turn out Black voters.7 The failure of most Democratic candidates to achieve both components and win election illustrates the challenges of mobilizing two distinctive electorates.

Democrats’ success is largely limited to Georgia, where they won the 2020 presidential contest and Senate runoffs decided in early in 2021 and 2022. In each of these contests, White support hovered around 30%. Black voters cast 26% to 28% of the ballots. With neither element quite hitting 30% in some contests, how did the Democrats manage to win? The answer lies in Georgia’s rapidly diversifying electorate. The ranks of Hispanic and Asian voters are increasing, and both of these groups prefer Democratic candidates, often by about a 3:2 margin. Entry of new groups into the electorate enables Democrats to win with slightly smaller percentages than set forth in the 30–30 formula. The Black share of the vote in the Georgia contests remained relatively stable across the 10 elections in Table 2.6. But when Stacey Abrams came up 55,000 votes short in her 2018 gubernatorial bid, she managed just 24% White support. In her rematch against Kemp, Abrams lost by 300,000 votes as her slight gain in White support was more than offset by a 2.7-point drop in Black participation. When Hillary Clinton lost Georgia by 212,000 votes in 2016, Blacks cast 27.6% of the vote and she received only 21% of the White vote.

For Democrats to win in states with smaller Black electorates, larger shares of the White vote will be needed.8 In North Carolina and Virginia, where Blacks constitute about 20% of the population, in contrast with 30% in Georgia, Democrats need more White votes. Table 2.7 shows that Democrats win when they get at least 35% of the White vote and Blacks cast about a fifth or more of all votes. Democrats swept all three Virginia statewide constitutional offices in 2017 when Black voters, who made up 20% of the electorate, gave 87% of their votes to Governor Ralph Northam, who also attracted 42% of the White vote.9 In contrast, Terry McAuliffe narrowly lost in 2021 when he polled 38% of the White vote but Black turnout slumped to 16% of the total. In 2020, Joe Biden carried Virginia and Mark Warner secured another term in the Senate even though Blacks cast 18% of the ballots. The two Democrats compensated for the lower Black turnout by getting at least 44% of the White vote. The two Democratic victories in North Carolina meet the 35–20 thresholds. In 2020, Roy Cooper won a second term as governor by 250,000 votes when he got 35% of the White vote and Black voters cast almost a quarter of the vote. Joe Biden and Senate candidate Cal Cunningham each lost by fewer than 100,000 votes when their White vote share slumped to 32% with Blacks constituting 24% of the electorate. Cheri Beasley, North Carolina’s first Africa American chief justice of the supreme court, failed in her 2022 Senate bid despite getting 37% of the White vote. The Black electorate failed to turn out, accounting for only a sixth of the vote. For these two growth states, a 35–20 rule seems to be in effect for Democratic success.



Table 2.7 Performances of Democratic Candidates Where 35% of the White Vote and Blacks Casting 20% of All Votes Should Suffice




	
	% of White Support
	Black Vote Share %





	North Carolina
	
	



	  2016: President
	33
	19



	  2016: Governor: Cooper v. McCrory
	37
	20



	  2016: Senator: Ross v. Barr
	32
	20



	  2020: President
	32
	24



	  2020: Governor: Cooper v. Forest
	35
	24



	  2020: Senator: Cunningham v. Tillis
	32
	24



	  2022: Senator: Beasley v. Budd
	37
	16



	Virginia
	
	



	  2016: President
	35
	21



	  2017: Governor: Northam v. Gillespie
	42
	20



	  2018: Senator: Kaine v. Stewart
	42
	24



	  2020: President
	44
	18



	    2020: Senator: Warner v. Gade
	45
	18



	  2021: Governor: McAuliffe v. Youngkin
	38
	16





Boldface indicates elections won by Democrats.

Sources: Exit polls.




In states with smaller Black concentrations, Democratic success will require, at a minimum, that African Americans’ vote share approximate their proportion of the population. For a Democrat to win in Florida or Texas, that candidate will need a sizable share, probably about 60%, of the Hispanic vote, along with a strong showing of perhaps 40% of the White vote. As shown in Table 2.8, the only Democratic successes registered recently in Florida came in 2012 when the state voted to reelect both President Obama and Senator Bill Nelson. The president eked out a 1-point victory, while the senator breezed back to Washington with a 13-point margin. The president relied heavily on the 95% share of the Black vote he attracted with just enough Whites (37%) and Hispanics (60%). Nelson ran 10 points ahead of Obama among Whites and 5 points behind among Blacks and matched among Hispanics. Six years later when Nelson lost by 10,000 votes, he equaled his 2012 Black share but saw support among Whites drop by 7 points and sag by 4 points among Hispanics. Had Nelson done just a single percentage point better with any of the three ethnic groups, he would still be in the Senate rather than serving as the head of NASA. The 2022 Democratic senatorial and gubernatorial nominees came up short in terms of the White vote and bombed with Latinos, winning only two-fifths of these votes as Florida is reddening just like a college student on spring break who spends too much time on the beach.



Table 2.8 Performances of Democratic Candidates in Multiracial States




	
	% White
	% Black
	% Hispanic



	Support
	Support
	Turnout
	Support
	Turnout





	Florida
	
	
	
	
	



	  2012: President
	37
	95
	13
	60
	17



	  2012: Senator: Nelson v. Mack
	47
	90
	14
	59
	15



	  2014: Governor: Crist v. Scott
	37
	85
	14
	58
	13



	  2016: President
	32
	84
	14
	62
	18



	  2016: Senator: Murphy v. Rubio
	34
	80
	14
	50
	18



	  2018: Governor: Gillum v. DeSantis
	39
	86
	13
	56
	15



	  2018: Senator: Nelson v. Scott
	40
	90
	13
	55
	15



	  2020President
	38
	89
	15
	52
	19



	  2022: Governor: Crist v. DeSantis
	34
	86
	11
	40
	21



	  2022: Senator: Demings v. Rubio
	35
	90
	11
	41
	21



	Texas
	
	
	
	
	



	  2014: Governor: Davis v. Abbott
	25
	92
	12
	55
	17



	  2014: Senator: Alameel v. Cornyn
	22
	87
	12
	48
	17



	  2016: President
	26
	85
	11
	61
	24



	  2018: Governor: Valdez v. Abbott
	29
	82
	12
	53
	26



	  2018: Senator: O’Rourke v. Cruz
	34
	89
	12
	64
	26



	  2020: President
	34
	90
	12
	59
	24



	  2020: Senator: Hegar v. Cornyn
	31
	88
	12
	58
	23



	  2022: Governor: O’Rourke v. Abbott
	33
	84
	12
	57
	21





Boldface indicates elections won by Democrats.

Sources: Exit polls.




No Democrat has won statewide in Texas in a generation. One of the strongest performances saw Beto O’Rourke get 48% of the vote when challenging Senator Ted Cruz in 2018. Blacks constitute similar shares of the vote in Texas and Florida, and O’Rourke matched Nelson’s 2012 performance among Blacks and ran 5 points ahead of the Florida senator among Hispanics, who play a larger role in Texas. O’Rourke’s downfall came among Whites, who gave him barely a third of their votes. Had the Texan equaled Obama’s Florida performance with 37% White support, that might have sufficed. Although more speculative, it may be that Democrats can succeed in Florida and Texas if Blacks cast a bit more than 12% of all votes and the Democrat attracts 90% of that along with 40% of the White vote and 60% of the Hispanic vote.

In Arkansas and Tennessee, where the electorate remains primarily Black and White, with Blacks casting less than a sixth of the votes, Democrats need stronger White support to succeed. Elections from as early as 2004 appear in Table 2.9 in order to have examples of when Democrats won in these states. Democrats continued doing well during the first decade of the 21st century. They held on to the Arkansas legislature longer than any other southern state, denying Republicans a majority in either chamber until 2013. Democratic senators won reelection in 2004 and 2008, with one in seven Arkansas ballots cast by Black voters. In the closer contest, Blanche Lincoln won by 12 points with half the White vote. Mark Pryor’s 2008 victory came against a Green Party candidate, with Republicans conceding the seat, and that accounts for the incumbent’s extraordinary White support.



Table 2.9 Democratic Candidates’ Support by White Voters and the Share of the Ballots Cast by Blacks in Arkansas and Tennessee




	
	% White Support
	Black Vote Share %





	Arkansas
	
	



	  2004: President
	36
	15



	  2004: Senator: Lincoln v. Holt
	49
	15



	  2008: President
	30
	12



	  2008: Senator: Pryor v. Kennedy
	78
	14



	  2020: President (Fox)
	26
	18



	  2020: Senator: Harrington v. Cotton (Fox)
	26
	16



	Tennessee
	
	



	  2004: President
	34
	13



	  2006: Governor: Bredesen v. Bryson
	66
	12



	  2006: Senator: Ford v. Coker
	40
	13



	  2008: President
	34
	12



	  2008: Senator: Tuke v. Alexander
	26
	11



	  2020: President (Fox)
	29
	13



	  2020: Senator: Bradshaw v. Hagerty (Fox)
	27
	14





Boldface indicates elections won by Democrats.

Sources: Exit polls.




The most recent Democratic success in Tennessee also comes from the early period when Phil Bredesen easily won a second term with two-thirds of the White vote. Harold Ford Jr. attracted 40% of the White vote and 95% of the Black vote when Blacks cast 13% of the ballots but lost his Senate bid by 50,000 votes (3 percentage points). Because of the lack of competitiveness in recent years, these states are infrequently the subjects of exit polls. The lack of polling data and the wide margins by which Democrats won in the past make setting parameters for Democratic success difficult. It would appear that with the Black electorate casting about one ballot in seven, a Democrat might need 45% of the White vote coupled with strong Black support to succeed.

Table 2.10 summarizes the results of the previous four tables. As anticipated, as the Black share of the vote decreases, the contribution needed from White voters increases. In recent years, the two components have infrequently come together at the level needed by Democratic candidates. More often than not, it is weak support from Whites that dashes Democratic hopes.



Table 2.10 Conditions Under Which Democrats Are Likely to Win States




	Racial Composition
	% White Support
	Black Vote Share %
	% Hispanic Support





	More than 25% Black
	30
	30
	—



	About 20% Black
	35
	20
	—



	Blacks less than 15%, Biracial
	45
	14
	—



	Blacks less than 15%, Triracial
	40
	14
	60







A debate has raged among Democratic tacticians over what types of Whites to court. Until recently, most efforts targeted less educated, often rural Whites who were once the Democrats most resistant to GOP overtures (Black and Black 1987). Toward that end, southern Democratic candidates avoided being seen with their national leaders and rejected progressive policies favored by Democrats nationally. When President Obama visited Atlanta during Jason Carter’s 2014 gubernatorial campaign, the former president’s grandson did not appear with the president.

Democrats’ unsuccessful efforts to woo back voters with a moderate to conservative message frustrated Stacey Abrams. This largely rural constituency who abandoned the Democratic Party showed little restiveness in their new GOP home. In 2018, gubernatorial candidates Stacey Abrams and Andrew Gillum took a different tack. Rather than trying to shape a message that would appeal to those who had left the party—or, increasingly, their children or grandchildren—the new approach eagerly embraced the national party. Abrams and Gillum invited former president Obama and other national party leaders to campaign with them (Bullock et al. 2022) and endorsed liberal ideas like expanding Medicaid, protecting abortion rights, and limiting access to guns.10 Behaving more like national Democrats than the conservative Boll Weevils who characterized congressional southern Democrats of the past did not hurt the 2018 candidates. These nominees outperformed other recent Democrats. Gillum lost to Ron DeSantis by 0.4 percentage points, and Abrams came up 1.4 points short. Gillum lost by 33,000 votes, half the margin that defeated Charlie Crist four years earlier. In Georgia, Abrams made up even more ground, losing by 55,000 votes, in contrast with Jason Carter’s 200,000-vote 2014 defeat.

Further evidence that running as a national Democrat no longer harmed performance comes from the successes of Georgia’s Raphael Warnock and Jon Ossoff. Next door in South Carolina, despite high expectations and outraising the incumbent by $25 million, Jamie Harrison did not come as close to victory as Gillum or Abrams, losing to Senator Lindsey Graham by 260,000 votes (10 percentage points). Despite losing, Harrison, who ran as a national Democrat, improved on the performance of Brad Hutto, the Democrat who challenged Graham six years earlier, boosting the Democratic vote share from 38% to 44%. While these recent Democratic candidates did not reject national leaders and policy stands, they steered clear of progressive headliners like four junior minority Democratic women in the US House known as the Squad. Efforts to avoid the Far Left did not prevent the GOP from linking the Democrats to Nancy Pelosi and Squad leader Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in attack ads.

The lesson from 2018 that Democrats in growth states could run as national Democrats and not suffer requires some rethinking in light of Georgia’s 2022 results. Abrams again embraced liberal policy options as she challenged Brian Kemp, who had narrowly beaten her four years earlier. In the rematch, Abrams struggled, as did the rest of the Democratic ticket seeking statewide constitutional offices. She lost by about 300,000 votes, a larger deficit than suffered by Hillary Clinton in 2016 or Jason Carter in 2014. Abrams’s claims that Republicans were suppressing Black turnout and attacks on Georgia’s law that largely eliminates access to abortion after the sixth week of pregnancy failed to resonate with White voters. In contrast, Senator Raphael Warnock took a more moderate tack, stressing a bipartisan message and noting how he had worked with Ted Cruz (R-TX) in promoting a new interstate highway linking Georgia and Texas. Warnock also sought to avoid entanglement with Abrams’s liberal image, rarely appearing at campaign events with her. As Abrams’s campaign entered the closing weeks, she had to cut back on her television ads, as what had been a fundraising dynamo that raised $113 million sputtered (Murphy 2023). Contributors, seeing that she could never close the gap on Kemp in polling results, stopped sending checks, leaving Abrams’s campaign more than $1 million in debt (Delaney 2022).

Exit polls from 2020 show that when seeking White votes to augment strong Black support, Democrats’ prospects are best among the college educated. These Whites, many of whom call suburbia home, continued to give most of their votes to Trump in every state but Virginia; nonetheless, Biden managed more than 40% of the vote except in Alabama and South Carolina, as shown in Table 2.11. In Alabama, Georgia, and the Carolinas, the disparity between the college-educated and other Whites is dramatic, with the former twice as likely as the latter to vote Democratic. Only in Florida is the difference relatively modest, at 7 percentage points. Senators Warnock and Ossoff attracted almost 40% of the White college-educated vote in their successful bids. In the 2022 general election, Warnock got 40% of this key group’s support, 4 points more than Abrams.



Table 2.11 White Support for Joe Biden among Whites Controlling for Level of Education




	
	College Educated
	No College





	AL
	37
	15



	FL
	42
	35



	GA
	42
	19



	NC
	48
	21



	SC
	32
	17



	TX
	43
	27



	VA
	53
	36





Source: Exit polls.




White college-educated voters live disproportionately but not exclusively in urban areas and suburbia. It is these types of communities that grow jobs, and jobs attract workers, some of whom are beginning careers after completing their educations and others who are looking to improve their economic situations. Irwin Morris (2021) has documented that support for Democratic candidates is greatest in parts of the South that are attracting new residents. Some are moving within their home state, but others are drawn to burgeoning urban areas like Atlanta, Austin, Charlotte, Nashville, and Virginia’s Washington suburbs. These and other urban counties show up as blue on color-coded maps. Rural areas that are losing people, especially the young, are becoming more Republican and redder on the maps.

Black Officeholders

Much as millions of White voters abandoned the Democratic Party to African Americans, Republicans have largely replaced White Democratic officeholders in much of the South. For decades, the Democratic hold on White public officials was even more universal than the rate at which White voters identified as Democrats. For two decades ending in the 1950s, all but two southerners in Congress and similar shares of lower officials were White Democrats. Since the numbers of offices are largely fixed, growth in the numbers of Black officeholders would, at least initially, have come at the expense of Whites.11 The near monopoly on officeholding by White Democrats was viewed covetously by two groups—Blacks and Republicans. Both groups have made gains at the expense of White Democrats.

Multiple factors contributed to the decline in the number of White Democrats. At the congressional level, the Watergate Babies, elected in the wake of President Nixon’s resignation, led the effort that saw the House Democratic Caucus curtail the seniority norm, which had dictated that when Democrats controlled the House, the senior Democrat on a committee served as chair. After the Democratic Caucus appropriated authority to elect committee chairs, it evicted three conservative, long-term southerners and put others on notice that deviating too far from the party line would bar a member from committee leadership. Conservative and even some moderate southern Democrats confronted the unenviable choice of loyalty to party demands or honoring the beliefs and policy positions of the constituents who hired them. Some of those who shifted left to stay in the good graces of the party lost reelection. Others, seeing opportunities for advancement foreclosed, retired. Still others, like Jamie Whitten (MS), who waited 37 years to chair the Appropriations Committee, shifted leftward enough to keep in the good graces of the Democratic Caucus while retaining sufficient allegiance from his rural constituents. As described in Politics in America, 1990, “Whitten, who once voted against civil rights bills, Medicare and anti-poverty programs, now backs party goals even at the risk of political controversy back home” (Duncan 1989, 825).12

In the 1980s, southern moderates lost their entree to House party leadership when the position of party whip, which had been appointed by the party leader and had alternated between a southerner and a northerner, became an elected office and off limits to moderates (on the pattern for appointing whips and southern influence in the House Democratic hierarchy, see Nelson 1978). Even as congressional Democrats denied leadership positions to right-leaning southerners, growing Republican support in the region’s electorate created opportunities for political advancement, which enticed some ambitious conservative southern Democratic legislators like Nathan Deal, who ultimately became governor of Georgia, to change parties (Yoshinaka 2016).

At the same time that the Democratic Party was dealing with its schizophrenic problem of liberal northerners and conservative southerners, the positions of some White southern Democrats were being undermined at home by Black Democrats. As early as the 1980s, Republicans began driving wedges to separate Whites from the party they had supported for generations. In their efforts to supplant White Democratic legislators, Republicans found eager allies in Black legislative caucuses as they launched joint challenges to state redistricting plans. The allies offered alternatives to the plans adopted by White Democratic majorities in state legislatures. The alternative maps created majority-Black districts adjacent to heavily White districts that favored Republicans (Bullock 2021). One of the first examples of the strange bedfellows’ coalition came from Georgia, where in 1982, Republicans joined Black Democrats demanding that the Black population in Atlanta’s Fifth Congressional District be increased from 57% to almost 70% (Bullock 2018). To satisfy a three-judge federal panel, Georgia had to make the Fifth Congressional District 65% Black, a concentration achieved by cutting the Black population in the adjacent Fourth Congressional District to 11%. Before being redrawn, both districts elected moderate White Democrats. Two election cycles later, a Black Democrat, John Lewis, represented the Fifth Congressional District, while a conservative White Republican held the Fourth Congressional District.

The Republican–Black Democrat coalition became more prominent in the 1990 redistricting round. Both partners of the coalition made gains following the 1990s congressional redistricting as the number of African Americans in the House from the South increased from 5 to 17. Republicans fared even better as their numbers grew from 39 in 1992 to 63 in 1995, at which time they constituted a majority of the South’s House members.

African American legislators left these coalitions prior to the 2000 redistricting round. During the last three redistricting cycles, Black and White Democrats worked to first try to retain legislative majorities and, once those slipped away, to stop the bleeding. More recently, a united Democratic front has gone on the attack against GOP plans. In 2011, Stacey Abrams criticized GOP plans that maintained high concentrations of Blacks. She charged that GOP-drawn plans targeted White Democrats in an effort to make race and party coterminous. Abrams surmised that GOP plans in Georgia resegregated Black Democrats from White Republicans, “leaving Latinos and Asians to fend for themselves” (Abrams 2011). Abrams elaborated, “Essentially, what’s being created is a White Republican Party and a Black Democratic Party” (Aued 2011), which, as will soon be shown, now exists in several legislative chambers. She warned that this resegregation would discourage biracial coalitions. To the extent that the Democratic Party became seen as the Black party and Republicans as the White party, the GOP would maintain its hold on the South and with it the region’s plurality in the Electoral College, which is critical for GOP viability in presidential elections if it is to translate a minority of the national popular vote into an Electoral College majority.13

The pressures confronted by White Democrats have depleted their ranks in the South’s congressional delegation. As of 2023, only 18 White Democrats represent the South in Congress, with 3 of these serving in the Senate. In the early 1950s, more than 120 White Democrats represented the South. Of the region’s 44 Democrats serving in the 118th House, 22 were Black, and 7 were Hispanic.

Despite the dramatic decline in Democrats holding major offices in the South, Democrats in the Growth South can contemplate prospects of winning statewide offices that have largely eluded them for much of the current century. As of early 2023, Democrats held statewide offices in three Growth States: North Carolina (four), Virginia (two), and Georgia (two).14 One of these, Senator Raphael Warnock (GA), is Black. Each of these states has voted Democratic for president at least once since 2008, and all remain competitive. These numbers are small but notable when one considers that in the Stagnant South, Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards is the only Democrat serving statewide. Since statewide offices are not subject to gerrymandering, in the four somewhat competitive states (Virginia, Georgia, North Carolina, and Florida), Democrats can succeed if they muster statewide majorities in the vote.

More remote than prospects for winning statewide offices in the Growth South is the potential to wrest control of legislative delegations from GOP hands. Redistricting plans adopted following the 2020 census, even if they gave a few seats to Democrats, were designed to bolster marginal Republicans and make them secure well into the decade. Designing pro-GOP plans is made easier by the overconcentration of Democrats in urban areas, as Chen and Rodden (2015) have shown in Florida.15 The urban concentrations of Democrats are also where Black voters live, and they send Democrats to Congress and the state legislatures. The more efficient distribution of GOP supporters reduces the numbers of Democratic legislative districts even with randomly generated maps. Republicans, who carried out redistricting across the South, willingly conceded urban districts to minority legislators since packing Democrats into these districts allows for the creation of more White districts that elect Republicans.

In the short run, Democrats’ best hope for a resurgence in legislative chambers requires judicial intervention. Black interests are central to judicial challenges. Going the federal route depends on courts invalidating plans for violating Section 2 of the 1982 Voting Rights Act, as a three-judge panel did for Alabama’s 2021 congressional plan (Singleton v. Merrill in 2022). Section 2 stipulates that minorities must have the same opportunity as Whites to elect their candidates of choice. The trial court overturned the Alabama plan since it failed to create a second majority-Black district, a decision stayed by the Supreme Court because of the short time until the 2022 primary. The high court held a hearing on the merits of the case in the fall of 2022, and upheld the district court decision (Allen v. Milligan 2023). As this is being written, the Alabama district court has hired an outside expert to draw a remedial plan with 2 Black districts. In the 2010s, the Supreme Court upheld a decision that forced Virginia to create a second district and that facilitated the election of a second African American, although the new district was not majority Black, a threshold narrowly met in the plaintiffs’ Alabama plan.

In the wake of the Alabama decision, Louisiana has been ordered to craft a second Black-majority congressional district. Section 2 might undo the Texas congressional plan that provided no additional minority districts even though minorities accounted for almost all of the population growth that gained the state two seats in the 2020 reapportionment (Corasaniti et al. 2021). The 2021 plan combining two Houston congressional districts with Black representatives might prove particularly problematic (Medina 2021). The 2021 Georgia congressional plan also had the potential to eliminate a Black congresswoman. African American Lucy McBath’s old district came very close to the one-person, one-vote standard, with just 657 more people than the ideal population. Rather than removing a few census blocks, Republicans replaced more than 45% of the residents, substituting their own partisans for Democrats so that Trump would have won the new district easily, while the old district favored Biden by 11 points (Prabhu 2021; “GOP Eyes Shifts in 6th, 7th Districts” 2021). Plaintiffs who challenged the plan noted that of the million people added to Georgia’s population during the 2010s, all were minorities, as the White population declined—not just in percent but in actual numbers. Alternative plans offered by Georgia plaintiffs created an additional majority-Black congressional district, three more majority-Black state Senate districts, and four more in the state House (Niesse 2022). In deference to the Supreme Court’s decision keeping the Alabama maps in place for 2022, Judge Steve Jones pointed out that he would not strike down the Georgia congressional plan even though the plaintiffs had proven key elements for a Section 2 challenge (Niesse 2022). As of September 2023, Judge Jones has not issued a final ruling. The gerrymander that Florida Governor Ron DeSantis forced on the GOP-led legislature eliminated two established Black districts. That plan may become another casualty of the Supreme Court’s reaction to the Alabama plan.

Another avenue extensively explored during the 2010s is now closed to federal litigants. In Rucho v. Common Cause (2019), the Supreme Court ruled that partisan gerrymander claims are not justiciable in federal courts. The supreme courts in North Carolina and Pennsylvania have held that their state constitutions provide a basis for successful claims (Bullock 2021). The North Carolina Supreme Court struck again and rejected the 2021 congressional and state legislative plans.16 The plans adopted by the GOP legislature were projected to eliminate one of the congressional Democrats elected in 2020, reduce the Black concentration in the eastern district that sent an African American to Congress beginning in 1992, and endanger as many as five Black state House members (Corasaniti and Epstein 2021). The court found that the plans “are unconstitutional beyond a reasonable doubt under the free elections clause, the equal protection clause, the free speech clause and the freedom of assembly clauses of North Carolina’s constitution” (Doran 2022). The plan used for the 2022 election sent a third African American to Washington.

Plaintiffs in other states will no doubt test whether their courts will grant relief for claims that partisan gerrymandering violates the state constitution. As with so much in contemporary American politics, the outcome may depend on the partisan composition of the courts. In its 2022 ruling, the North Carolina Supreme Court split along partisan lines, with the four Democrats voting to overturn the plans adopted by the GOP majority in the legislature. The chief justice, who is a Republican, unsuccessfully opined that courts striking down legislative-drawn plans violates the separation of powers doctrine. The 2022 elections gave Republicans a 5–2 majority on the North Carolina Supreme Court, and that tribunal may undo some of the work Democrats did when they had the upper hand. North Carolina also gave rise to the case heard by the US Supreme Court during 2022 in which plaintiffs contended that state courts have no jurisdiction over state legislative redistricting decisions. The Supreme Court rejected that claim.

Other than claims that a plan violates Section 2, the only basis for federal challenges involves unconstitutional population deviations. Mapmakers now regularly zero out population differences in congressional plans, thereby eliminating a successful challenge on one-person, one-vote grounds. Challenges to population disparities in state legislative districts remain a possibility, although they are often difficult to prove given that courts usually accept a degree of deviation so long as populations are within a range of ±5 percentage points from the average district size.17

Despite Republican gerrymanders designed to retain legislative power in the face of growing minority populations and increased vote shares for Democrats, ultimately Democrats hope to follow the road map used in Virginia and North Carolina, the two states where Democrats have periodically reclaimed majorities in a chamber after being supplanted by the GOP. When Democrats secure legislative majorities, Black members assume starring roles. Not only are Blacks often a majority of the Democratic caucus, as will be shown shortly, but also their seniority positions them for leadership posts such as chairing money and rules committees and chamber positions such as Speaker, party leader, or president pro tempore. If Democrats gain control of legislative chambers, Black members may hold a disproportionate share of the leadership positions due to their share of the Democratic membership and their seniority. Although new districting plans make it difficult, in some Growth States the transition from GOP to Democrat is conceivable during the 2020s. In the Stagnant South, Democratic ranks are so thin that a change in partisan control may be decades off (Bullock and Rozell 2022).

Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act explicitly states that proportional representation of minorities is not the standard. Nonetheless, when a jurisdiction has minorities proportionally represented, it makes it much easier to defend the status quo when sued. Today, it is not uncommon to see African Americans proportionally present in southern legislative delegations. In the Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, and Texas congressional delegations in the 118th Congress, African Americans’ share of the seats approximates the Black share of the population, as seen in Table 2.12. This may also become the case in Alabama and Louisiana now that courts have called for two majority-Black districts. A decision favoring the Alabama plaintiffs would likely lead to a similar challenge in South Carolina and, if successful, that state might also have its Black population proportionally represented in Congress. Currently, the only Democratic representatives from Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina are Black.18



Table 2.12 Black Presence in the Population and Southern Congressional Delegations in 2023




	
	% Black
	Blacks as a % of Democratic Delegation




	Population
	Congress





	AL
	25.2
	14.3
	100



	AR
	15.1
	0
	—



	FL
	14.4
	14.3
	37.5



	GA
	30.3
	28.6
	100



	LA
	30.6
	16.7
	100



	MS
	36.6
	25.0
	100



	NC
	19.7
	21.4
	42.9



	SC
	24.7
	14.3
	100



	TN
	15.8
	0
	—



	TX
	12.2
	15.8
	35.7



	VA
	18.6
	18.2
	33.3





Source: Created by the author.




Black legislators had achieved rough proportionality in ten state legislative chambers in 2021, as shown in Table 2.13. Both chambers in Florida, North Carolina, and South Carolina and the lower chambers in Alabama, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia have the Black population roughly proportionally represented. In the lower chambers of Georgia and Mississippi, the Black share of seats is within 90% of the Black population percentage. The more numerous and less populous House districts can be more easily fashioned to represent communities of interest, and with one exception, the percentage of a state’s House seats held by Black legislators exceeds the percentage in the Senate.





Table 2.13 Black Shares of State Legislative Seats and of the Population as of 2021




	
	% Black
	Senate
	House




	Pop.
	N
	% Chamber
	% Dem. Caucus
	N
	% Chamber
	% Dem. Caucus





	AL
	25.5
	6
	17.1
	75.0
	26
	24.8
	92.9



	AR
	15.1
	3
	8.6
	37.5
	11
	11.0
	50.0



	FL
	14.4
	6
	15.0
	37.5
	21
	17.5
	50.0



	GA
	30.3
	15
	26.8
	68.2
	49
	27.2
	63.6



	LA
	30.6
	10
	25.6
	83.3
	27
	25.7
	73.0



	MS
	36.6
	14
	26.9
	87.5
	40
	32.8
	85.1



	NC
	19.7
	12
	24.0
	54.5
	25
	20.8
	49.0



	SC
	24.7
	11
	23.9
	68.8
	32
	25.8
	74.4



	TN
	15.8
	3
	9.1
	50.0
	14
	14.4
	53.8



	TX
	12.2
	2
	6.5
	16.7
	17
	11.3
	25.0



	VA
	18.6
	4
	10.0
	19.0
	19
	19.0
	34.5





Source: Created by the author.




Within the Democratic rank, Black legislators constituted at least 50% of the caucus in seven Senate and eight House chambers. Texas and Virginia are the only states in which Black members do not make up at least half the Democratic delegation in either chamber. In seven southern legislative chambers, Black legislators so dominate the Democratic caucus that the number of White members could be counted on the fingers of a single hand. If Democrats secure majorities in any southern legislative chamber during the 2020s, the share of Black-held seats in the caucus will almost surely decline. However, in states that lack or soon will lack a White-majority population, the Democratic caucus may be majority minority.

Working to the advantage of Black candidates initially was the creation of districts with substantial Black majorities. In the early 1990s, the Department of Justice was adamant that Black districts be created wherever possible in the jurisdictions subject to Section 5 preclearance. The Department of Justice also encouraged bumping up the Black percentages in these districts. More recently, courts have questioned the need for such large Black populations (Bullock 2021). Having smaller African American concentrations has become much less risky as the racial penalty paid by Black candidates has receded (Bullock et al. 2022). Historically, Black Democrats received smaller vote shares than White Democrats. An analysis of southern congressional contests found that in the 1990s, Black candidates got about 10 percentage points less of the White vote than did White candidates (Bullock and Dunn 1999). An analysis of statewide Democratic candidates from 1989 to 2018 estimated that, controlling for other variables, Black candidates performed better than Bullock and Dunn observed for the 1990s. A race penalty persisted as Black Democrats got 3.5 percentage points less of the total vote than comparably situated White Democrats (Bullock et al. 2022). Since Black candidates probably got a slightly larger share of the Black vote than did White candidates, the disparity in the total vote suggests that Black candidates trailed White candidates in the White electorate by a bit more than 3.5 points. However, case studies of leading Black Democrats who competed statewide between 2017 and 2021 concluded that the racial penalty may have shrunk even more and in some cases vanished. Stacey Abrams and Raphael Warnock led the Democratic tickets in their 2018 and 2020 bids, respectively. Andrew Gillum and Virginia Lieutenant Governor Justin Fairfax did not lead the tickets on which they ran, but they trailed the most successful Democrat by about 1 percentage point or less (Bullock et al. 2022). In 2022, Warnock led Georgia’s Democratic ticket, outperforming Abrams, who had the fourth-strongest finish among Democrats, by 132,444 votes. The most successful White candidate on the ticket, Jen Jordan, nominated for attorney general, trailed Warnock by 119,680 votes.

The concentration of the Black vote in the Democratic primary all but guarantees that more Black candidates will win Democratic primaries and Democrats will nominate more African Americans than will Republicans. From 1989 to 2002, 20 African Americans won Democratic nominations for statewide offices in the South; from 2003 to 2018, that number more than doubled to 46 (Bullock et al. 2022). Across the entire three decades, only five Black candidates won GOP statewide nominations. In 2020, Democrats in Georgia, South Carolina, Mississippi, and Tennessee had Black Senate nominees. Three Black candidates competed in Louisiana’s blanket primary, with an African American Democrat placing second to Senator Bill Cassidy. It is notable that three of the four states with the largest Black concentrations had a Black Senate nominee, and if Louisiana had traditional party primaries, a Black candidate would likely have represented the Democratic Party there.

The data analyzed in the study done by Bullock and his colleagues (2022) ended with 2018. Since then, Republicans have elected Black lieutenant governors in North Carolina and Virginia and nominated an African American for the Senate in Georgia and South Carolina. In 2022, Democrats reelected Senator Warnock, while Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, North Carolina, and South Carolina Democrats nominated unsuccessful Black Senate candidates. These individuals were not alone as Florida saw two other Black nominees compete statewide, while in Georgia, four Black nominees in addition to Warnock and Stacey Abrams appeared on the November ballot. Black Democrats unsuccessfully competed for governor in Alabama and Arkansas. Mississippi Democrats nominated Black candidates for three statewide offices in 2019.

While Black Republicans in southern legislatures are rare and nonexistent in many chambers, in 2022 three African American Republicans held statewide offices. These were Senator Tim Scott (R-SC) and the lieutenant governors of North Carolina and Virginia. Unlike Black Democratic officeholders, who often represent majority-Black constituencies, the Republicans elected statewide do not owe their success to Black support. The exit poll showed Scott with 10% of the Black vote, which, while well above Trump’s 4% in South Carolina in 2016, was in line with what Trump managed in southern states in his reelection bid.

Exit poll data are not available for the Republican lieutenant governors, but split-ticket voting has declined so much that the vote for the top of the ticket is probably reasonably accurate for down-ticket contests (Erikson and Wright 2021; Jacobson 2021). Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin got 13% of the Black vote as part of his total of 1,663,158. Lieutenant Governor Winsome Sears trailed Youngkin by fewer than 4,826 voters. It is possible that Sears got a larger share of the Black vote and a smaller share of the White vote than Youngkin did, but it is likely that her Black and White vote shares are similar to those of the new governor.19 In the 2020 North Carolina elections, Dan Forest, the Republican gubernatorial candidate, managed just 6% of the Black vote, 1 point less than Trump received and 2 points less than Thom Tillis got in winning reelection to the Senate. Lieutenant Governor Mark Robinson ran 42,000 votes ahead of Trump, 135,000 votes ahead of Tillis, and 214,000 votes ahead of Forest. It is possible that Robinson’s Black vote share exceeded the figures from the exit polls for other Republicans. However, Robinson ran behind fellow Republican agriculture commissioner Steven Troxler (100,000 votes) and treasurer Dale Folwell (12,000 votes). As in Virginia, there is enough similarity in votes for the GOP ticket to suggest that each member had a roughly comparable coalition of supporters. Having Black candidates on the ticket does not appear to increase Black support for the GOP significantly.

Georgia’s 2022 Senate election provided another test of the appeal that a Black Republican holds for Black voters. In a rarity, both major parties nominated African Americans.20 Donald Trump recruited University of Georgia football icon Herschel Walker, who starred on the former president’s team in the short-lived United Football League. To run for the Senate, Walker relocated back to Georgia from Texas, where he had spent the previous three decades. His football fame enabled Walker to easily win the GOP nomination. Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black, who finished a distant second to Walker in the GOP primary, warned that Walker’s history would become an embarrassment, and it did. Warnock and the political action committees (PACs) that supported him used seemingly limitless funds to acquaint voters with Walker’s treatment of women. One ad that had millions of dollars behind it showed his first wife telling how Walker had held a gun to her head and threatened to blow her brains out. Walker, who during most of the campaign called for a total ban on abortions with no exceptions, was accused by two girlfriends of pressuring them to get abortions. Walker did not help his case with rambling presentations, such as the one that worked its way into a television ad where he speculated on the relative strengths of vampires and werewolves. His son by his first wife called Walker out for having sired three children out of wedlock and for not being present in any of their lives. Walker, like George Santos (R-NY), was shown to have lied about his education, the businesses he is associated with, his work with law enforcement, and the charitable giving of his businesses.

For much of the campaign, Warnock avoided criticizing Walker, leaving that up to the PACs, one of which is an anti-Trump Republican outfit. Warnock, like any incumbent, discussed his accomplishments, like capping the cost of insulin for Medicare recipients. As noted earlier, he presented himself as one who could work across the aisle, claiming to be the 18th most bipartisan senator. Republicans’ rebuttal emphasized that Warnock voted 96% of the time with Joe Biden and therefore was complicit in the unpopular president’s actions that Republicans claimed caused inflation, crime, and a surge in immigrants slipping into the country from Mexico.

Despite his many problems, Walker trailed Warnock by only 37,675 votes, about 1 percentage point, in the general election. As with other Black Republicans, Walker drew little support from Black votes, 90% of whom favored the incumbent. Walker’s past and unfamiliarity with many issues cost him support among Whites, where his 70% support trailed Governor Brian Kemp’s share by 4 points. In the runoff, Warnock won by about 100,000 votes, a margin similar to what he scored against Kelly Loeffler in 2021. Walker’s electoral coalition was a weaker version of the one that gave Governor Brian Kemp a second term. Among the critical college-educated Whites, Walker trailed Kemp by 5 points.

Walker’s White second wife expected that her husband would attract about half the Black vote (Allison 2022), five times what the exit poll credits him. Janelle King (2022), former deputy director of the Republican Party of Georgia whose husband, Kelvin, competed against Walker for the GOP nomination, provided an explanation for Walker’s dismal performance among Black voters: “At the end of the day, you did not see any prominent Black conservatives come out in support of Herschel Walker. Why was that? . . . We do not want to be set back and the stereotypes he espouses were stereotypes that our community has fought and continued to fight. As Black men, my husband is a Black man, there is no way that he wants to be represented as someone who doesn’t take care of his children or is abusive to women and aggressive.”

As more evidence suggesting that Black Republicans, unlike Black Democrats, do not rely on African American votes for success, Byron Donalds, one of two Black congressional Republicans from the South, represents a 7.8% Black district along Florida’s southwest coast. Wesley Hurst, the other Black Republican from the South in the 118th Congress, represents a Houston-area district that is 11% Black.

The only Black Democrats in Congress who represented small percentages of Blacks were Lucy McBath (GA) and Colin Allred (TX). In 2021, McBath represented a 14% Black district, while Allred’s district was 14.9% Black. The district McBath won had, in a much earlier configuration, been represented by Newt Gingrich and subsequently by Tom Price, whom President Trump tapped to head the Department of Health and Human Services. Surprisingly, the former flight attendant and political novice upset Representative Karen Handel by 3,300 votes. McBath shifted her sights from the state legislature to Congress in the wake of the massacre at Parkland High School. She had been calling for gun control ever since her son was shot dead by a motorist angered by the youth’s loud music. Her advocacy stimulated a $4 million ad buy funded by New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, another gun control supporter (Cohen and Cook 2019).

Challenges

The South’s Black vote has been strongly Democratic since 1964. Helping solidify Black votes for Democrats was the party’s refocus away from investing inordinate efforts defending White supremacy. During the transition, some early GOP winners, like Governors Winthrop Rockefeller (AR) and Linwood Holton (VA), defeated unreconstructed Democrats by attracting Black support (Blair 1988; Edds 1990). As the Democratic Party muted its racial appeals, Republicans, led by recent converts like Senator Strom Thurmond (R-SC), latched onto them, and as White voters became increasingly enamored with GOP conservativism, the Democratic Party became more dependent on Black votes. The rewards associated with Black support for Democrats have been described in this chapter, with the ranks of Democrats, whether among voters or in legislative chambers, being disproportionately Black in several states.

Even if Black participation rates come to equal those for Whites, the Republican strategy of posing as the White party may prevail for a while since the 2020 census shows the percentage of Blacks in the population stabilizing or actually declining since 2010. Unlike the growing Latino and Asian populations, which are discussed in the next two chapters, Black populations as a share of a state’s total have ceased to grow. Table 2.14 shows that every state except Mississippi and South Carolina experienced an increase in its Black population. Yet in none of the states did the Black share of the population in 2020 exceed the figure from a decade earlier.



Table 2.14 Black Population by State, 2010 and 2020




	
	2010
	
	2020
	




	Number
	%
	Number
	%





	AL
	1,251,311
	26
	1,296,162
	26



	AR
	449,895
	15
	453,783
	15



	FL
	2,999,435
	14
	3,246,381
	14



	GA
	2,950,435
	30
	3,320,513
	30



	LA
	1,452,396
	31
	1,464,023
	31



	MS
	1,098,385
	37
	1,084,481
	37



	NC
	2,048,628
	20
	2,140,217
	20



	SC
	1,290,684
	25
	1,280,531
	25



	TN
	1,057,315
	16
	1,092,948
	16



	TX
	2,979,598
	12
	3,552,997
	12



	VA
	1,551,399
	19
	1,607,581
	19







Especially in Florida and Texas, but also in Arkansas and Tennessee, the states where Blacks constitute no more than a sixth of the population, Democratic hopes rest on a complex combination of factors. Balancing Black policy demands and expectations for seats at the head table with the need to fashion a diverse coalition confronts southern Democratic leaders with challenges.21 As seen in 2020, Republicans are striving to make headway with the rapidly growing Hispanic population as the most likely component to add to their White support, as will be discussed in the next chapter.

To the extent that Democratic Party dependence on Black votes and the Black leadership of the party causes southern Democrats to embrace progressive policies such as defunding the police, eliminating bail for many offenses, and supporting LBGTQ rights, it makes Democratic appeals to less liberal Whites and minorities difficult. As an example of the GOP attacks leveled against Democrats, as soon as Abrams announced her candidacy against Governor Brian Kemp, GOP ads warned that “Stacey Abrams’ far left agenda has no place in Georgia” (Herndon 2022). Democratic successes at the top of the ticket in Georgia, which voted for Biden and two Democratic senators, may blind the party to the wall it hit elsewhere in 2022 and even down ticket in Georgia. In 2020 Democrats failed to defeat GOP senators in North and South Carolina and Doug Jones lost in Alabama. Democrats failed to retain House seats won in Florida and South Carolina in 2018.22 At the state legislative level, Republicans maintained control of the redistricting process as they rebuffed Democratic bids to take control of either legislative chamber in Georgia and Texas. The GOP actually gained seats in 7 of the 14 legislative chambers that held elections in 2020.

The 2022 midterms were not kind to Democrats in the South. They made no headway in expanding their tiny beachhead among the ranks of statewide officeholders. Democrats lost congressional seats in the growth states of Florida (three), Georgia (one), and Virginia (one). These setbacks and the inability to make gains in Florida and Texas, which gained seats through reapportionment, flowed from GOP gerrymanders. Democrats’ only gains came in North Carolina, where the intercession of the state supreme court thwarted a Republican gerrymander and saw Democrats add two seats. Despite the North Carolina gains, it is not hyperbole to speculate that GOP gerrymanders in the South account for the paper-thin Republican majority in the 118th House.23

Raphael Warnock’s narrow reelection was the brightest spot across a dark plateau. But even in Georgia, where Democrats scored four statewide victories across the two most recent election cycles, there may be a key that will not turn every lock. In each instance in which Democrats approached the 30–30 threshold and won, the common factor was the presence of Donald Trump or one of his acolytes. Republicans absolved of the Trump stain, notably Governor Brian Kemp and Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, who rejected Trump’s stolen election claim, experienced the greatest improvements in their vote shares from 2018 to 2022. In contrast, the Republicans most closely tied to Trump, Senate candidate Walker and Lieutenant Governor Burt Jones, turned in the weakest performances.

Democrats in the South, perhaps more than elsewhere, must maintain a balance as they strive to meet the expectations of the party’s more liberal wing while bidding for support from minority groups and a sufficient share of the White vote. Outside the South, recent years have seen several high-profile primary contests in which more progressive challengers defeated liberal incumbents. In the best known of these, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (NY) knocked off House Speaker-in-waiting Joseph Crowley in a low turnout contest. Elsewhere, Ayanna Pressley (MA) denied Michael Capuano an 11th term. In 2020, Cori Bush (MO) unseated 10-term Lacy Clay. To the extent that Republicans can convince moderate, White southern voters that these high-profile winners and their progressive demands are the hallmark of the Democratic Party, southern Democrats’ climb toward realignment becomes steeper. On the way to 2020 gains among Hispanic voters, Republicans successfully attached the “socialist” label to Democrats in south Florida and Texas. If more Whites also come to see Democrats as socialists, it will be impossible to get enough White support to defeat Republicans for statewide offices.

Black women have been lauded as the most loyal component of the Democratic coalition. Democratic strategist Tharon Johnson often asserts that “Black women are the backbone of the Democratic Party.” They have voiced an understandable frustration that while they have been the most diligent laborers in the field during elections, they have gotten less than what they believe to be their share of the harvest. In 2020, they flexed their muscles, demanding that Joe Biden tap one of their sisterhood as his running mate. Biden has remained attentive to that constituency with his selections for the federal bench, as underscored by appointing Ketanji Brown Jackson to the Supreme Court as Justice Stephen Breyer’s replacement. Representative James Clyburn (D-SC) extracted the pledge to name a Black woman to the high court as the price for his transformative endorsement of Biden in the critical South Carolina presidential primary (Woodward and Costa 2021).

Jackson’s appointment to the Supreme Court drew widespread praise among Democrats. With Jackson on the high court and Kamala Harris as vice president, Black women have arguably gotten the two biggest prizes Joe Biden has distributed. Do Democrats run a risk if giving precedence to Black women prevents the assembling of tickets that include Hispanics and Asians along with Black and White nominees? (It should be remembered that Vice President Harris has both Black and Asian heritage.) Although not limited to southerners, an ABC poll conducted immediately after Biden reiterated his promise to tap a Black woman to fill Breyer’s seat found that 76% of the sample opposed his considering only Black women for the Supreme Court (Hubbard 2022), revealing the tension between rewarding a group sometimes referred to as the backbone of the Democratic Party and ignoring other components necessary for victory on Election Day.24 Democrats’ diverse coalition will be necessary if they are to overtake Republicans and establish themselves as the majority party in the growth states. Trying to keep each part of the coalition content and feeling that its contributions are appropriately rewarded will be a challenge especially if Republicans become more adept at appealing to one or more of the Democratic coalition partners.

Ballot Access: Suppression or Security?

The partisan future of the Growth South may depend on how voters, especially Black voters, respond to the conflicting partisan messages about the conduct of elections. In the South, as elsewhere, Republicans emphasize ballot security while Democrats watch for what they interpret as efforts at voter suppression.

Republicans have long worried about elections being contaminated by those not authorized to participate. A generation ago, Louisiana Republicans instituted a controversial ballot security program. More recent laws have regulated conditions under which a vote can be cast. Since Georgia joined Indiana in requiring a government-issued photo ID to vote in 2008, eight other southern states including Florida, South Carolina, and Texas have demanded that prospective voters present a photo ID. States vary in the kinds of identification they will accept, and some of the rules seem to have a partisan taint. For example, in Texas, gun licenses, popular with Republican voters, are allowed, but not college IDs, typically held by younger voters who trend Democratic. Driver’s licenses are the most common form of photo ID but not every adult has one, and those who do not tend to be quite poor, a demographic that leans Democratic. States that require a photo ID provide an item at no cost that can be used for voting to counter the charge that making people pay for it would constitute a poll tax, but the hassle of acquiring the document remains.

Following Donald Trump’s unsubstantiated claims that he won reelection only to have Democrats steal it, Republican-controlled southern legislatures in at least seven southern states changed election rules. Republicans justified the new requirements as necessary to ensure that only the eligible participate. A second rationale was that tighter standards were needed to restore public trust in the operation of the election system. Democrats criticized the laws as voter suppression since they create new requirements that minorities, the young, and the elderly may have difficulty overcoming. Democrats pointed out that erosion in public trust of electoral systems stemmed from Trump’s unsubstantiated claims of malfeasance.

The changes adopted in Georgia were among the first, most extensive, and most publicized. Democrats saw the changes as having the potential to discourage those who are not regular voters and feared it would make it harder for Democrats to win. The statute, SB 202, changed the means of verifying the identity of those casting absentee ballots; set standards for drop boxes widely used by absentee voters in 2020; established times for early voting; curtailed the authority of the secretary of state, who oversees elections; and, in what sparked the most media attention, criminalized giving water or snacks to people waiting in line to cast a ballot. Table 2.15 sets out the major changes in the bill, which ran almost 100 pages, extraordinarily long for Georgia legislation.





Table 2.15 2021 Changes in Georgia’s Voting Procedures




	
	
	
	Old
	New





	Absentee ballots verified by:
	
	
	Signature
	Driver’s license



	Sending unsolicited absentee ballot requests
	
	
	Allowed
	Banned



	Absentee ballot request deadline before election
	
	
	3 days
	11 days



	Ballot drop boxes
	Location:
	
	Outside
	In early voting precincts



	
	Availability:
	
	24/7 until Election Day
	Office hours until 4 days before



	
	
	
	
	



	Election
	Number:
	
	Large counties: Many 
Small counties: 0–1
	1/100,000 voters



	
	
	
	1



	Early voting hours
	
	
	Varied by county
	At least 9–5, can be 7–7



	Weekend voting
	
	
	1–2 Saturdays
	2 Saturdays



	
	
	
	0–2 Sundays optional
	0–2 Sundays optional



	Water and snacks
	
	
	Volunteers can distribute
	Prohibited



	State oversight
	
	
	Minimal
	State election board can replace county board



	Runoff early voting
	
	
	3 weeks
	As little as 1 week



	Secretary of state chairs election board
	
	
	Yes
	No







Republicans did not just push back against Democratic allegations of voter suppression; they justified the new law as actually expanding access. For example, they pointed out that SB 202 codifies the use of drop boxes that were authorized by Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger as an emergency response to COVID in 2020. In 2020, election drop boxes were widespread in urban areas but not available in some rural counties. Going forward, every county must have at least one, but they are limited to one per 100,000 voters, and that greatly reduces their presence in the most populous counties. In the two counties in which Atlanta is located, the number of drop boxes was reduced from 38 to 8 in Fulton County and from 32 to 5 in DeKalb County (Niesse and Wickert 2021). In Clayton County, with a population 69% Black and 14% Latino, the number of drop boxes dropped from seven to three (Mendelson and Rebala 2022).

Access to drop boxes is now limited since they must be inside an early voting location and will be available only during office hours rather than accessible 24/7 as they were when they were outside in 2020. SB 202 codifies the hours during which early voting sites will be open. All counties must now schedule voting on two Saturdays, while Sunday voting remains at the discretion of the county election office. In the past, the person casting an absentee ballot was identified by a signature match, which Democrats complained about in 2014. Going forward the match will be with the number on the voter’s driver’s license or voter ID card. COVID prompted Secretary of State Raffensperger to send every voter a form to request an absentee ballot. Future secretaries of state will be able to disseminate absentee ballots only to individuals who ask for them.

Just days before January 6, 2021, Raffensperger rejected Trump’s demand to “find” 11,780 votes so that Trump could claim Georgia’s electors. For this obstinacy, Republican legislators, eager to demonstrate their fealty to Trump, removed the secretary of state from the state board of elections. Trump claimed that suitcases of illegal votes were counted in Fulton County, the state’s most populous. As a swipe at this and other county election boards, the new law authorized the legislature to substitute state authority for local oversight of elections.

Georgia was not alone in amending its election code. Table 2.16 shows election changes adopted in other southern states in the wake of the 2020 election. Six states in addition to Georgia changed rules regarding absentee voting to make this approach more difficult. In Georgia and three other states, it is no longer permissible to send out absentee ballots unless requested by the individual voter. Three states joined Georgia in limiting the time for requesting an absentee ballot. Four states added elements to the requirement for identification, and two states expanded purges of individuals who had not voted recently. Texas, which has remained securely in the GOP fold, nonetheless incorporated the greatest number of changes. Florida and Texas introduced changes reducing opportunities to vote early.



Table 2.16 Proposed Post-2020 Changes in Election Laws by State




	
	AL
	AR
	FL
	LA
	MS
	NC
	SC
	TN
	TX
	VA



	Absentee Ballots
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	  Reduced time to get absentee ballot
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	



	  Restricts assistance
	
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	



	  None sent unsolicited
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	
	X
	



	  Signature required
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	



	Strengthened ID requirement
	
	X
	X
	
	
	
	X
	
	X
	



	Expanded voter purges
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	X
	



	Increased barriers for voters with disabilities
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	



	Reduced availability of drop boxes
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Limited early voting
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	







Among the southern states only Virginia bucked the trend of passing legislation that may make voting more difficult. When Democrats had majorities in both chambers of the legislature and controlled the governorship, Virginia went the other direction. Governor Terry McAuliffe (2103–2017) restored voting rights to 206,000 felons who had completed their sentences. Governor Ralph Northam (2017–2021) led efforts that repealed the state’s photo ID law, made election day a state holiday, and extended the period for no-fault absentee voting (Epstein and Corasaniti 2021).

In her 2018 gubernatorial bid, Stacey Abrams repeatedly charged her opponent, the secretary of state, and as such responsible for overseeing Georgia elections, with voter suppression (Bullock et al. 2022). These claims facilitated her 2018 efforts to mobilize minority voters, which gave her more votes than any previous Democrat in history, although not enough to win. Despite losing, Abrams’s mobilization efforts led more Democrats to cast votes in 2018 than in the 2016 presidential election. While the Democratic vote increased by 46,000, the GOP vote declined by 110,000. The number of Black voters who participated in 2018 equaled the total number of votes received by Jason Carter, the 2014 Democratic gubernatorial nominee.

When put into effect in 2022, Georgia’s new requirements triggered few complaints. It may not have been attributable to this statute, but long lines were largely eliminated from Election Day, although in some metro Atlanta early voting sites, waits of more than half an hour greeted some eager to vote prior to Election Day. A survey conducted in January 2023 asked whether the new law made it easier or harder to vote or made no difference. A slight majority (52.4%, including 53.1% of Whites) perceived no difference (Hood 2023). A slight plurality of Democrats, 42.9%, found voting harder, an assessment agreed to by 3.3% of Republicans and 21.4% statewide. Almost a third of Republicans found voting in 2022 easier, as did 13% of Democrats, which, when combined with Independents, equaled 21.8% of the statewide sample. Half of the African Americans in the sample saw no difference, 11.7% found voting easier, and 34.8% believed the process had become more difficult.

Although the postelection survey did not uncover a widespread belief that voting was more challenging in 2022, Warnock campaigned on a call for Congress to act to protect voter access and Abrams continued to criticize her opponent for suppressing the vote, but these messages did not seem to have spurred Black participation, which constituted just 26.2% of the general election turnout, the smallest share since 2006 (Bullock 2022a). In support of the claim that the 2021 law discouraged turnout, not only did the Black share decline, but also, following record levels of turnout in the 2020 general election and the 2021 general election runoff, total participation in the 2022 general election was about the same as in the 2018 midterm, even as the ranks of Georgia’s registered voters increased.

Allegations that changes in election law, such as are described here, seemingly had less potency in driving up Black participation in 2022 than in Abrams’s 2018 campaign. Nonetheless, if claims that the post-2020 requirements discourage Black turnout prove correct, the effect will be to weaken Democratic prospects for success at the ballot box. In close contests, even an impediment that reduces Black voting only modestly could tip the balance.

Conclusion

Some Growth South states show signs of a potential realignment from the GOP to the Democratic Party. Virginia seemed well on the way until Glenn Youngkin led a Republican sweep in 2021. For Democrats to regain their footing in Virginia, build on their recent successes in Georgia and North Carolina, and pull equal to the GOP in Florida and Texas, they must continue running up large margins with Black voters and inspire those voters to flock to the polls. Strong Black support is necessary but not sufficient. Black leaders will have to fire up their base, but Democrats will have to motivate other groups. In Texas and Florida and ultimately in Georgia, North Carolina, and Virginia, securing perhaps as much as two-thirds of the Hispanic vote will be needed. Rivalry between Black and Hispanic communities has been especially pronounced in Florida and a major factor in recent Democratic defeats there. Coalition builders must also take care not to ignore or, worse, alienate the growing Asian vote.

With solid backing in multiple minority communities, Democrats can hope to win in Georgia and South Carolina with about 30% of the White vote. In North Carolina and Virginia, which have fewer minorities, greater inroads into the White electorate will be needed. North Carolina’s Roy Cooper (D) eked out a 10,000-vote victory in 2016 with 37% of the White vote. Ralph Northam (D) coasted to victory a year later in Virginia with 42% support from Whites. Based on these two contests, a Democrat needs more than 35% of the White vote to win in these states when Blacks cast about a fifth of the total vote. In Florida and Texas, Black turnout constituted about 12% of the vote, and in 2018, Florida’s Andrew Gillum and Texas’s Beto O’Rourke got 89% and 86% of the Black vote, respectively. Gillum lost by a hair when he attracted 39% of the White vote and 56% support from Hispanics. O’Rourke came up short against Ted Cruz, losing by 215,000 votes when he got 64% of the Hispanic vote but only 34% of the White vote. Had O’Rourke matched Gillum’s showing among Whites, Texas would have had a new senator. Had Gillum run as well with Hispanics as O’Rourke did, Florida would have had its first Black governor. Democratic prospects in the South begin with strong Black support, but the pot of gold is at the end of Jesse Jackson’s rainbow coalition.
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The Latino Surge in the New South and Its Political Implications

Throughout the United States, Latinos and Asians comprise the fastest-growing segments of the population.1 The Latino population nationally has grown more than 50% since the 2000 census, compared to about 1% growth in the White population. Without Latino population growth, since the 2010 census more than 200 counties in the US would have lost population due to substantial White population decline (Mayes et al. 2021). The population growth of the South—the fastest of any region in the country—is fueled largely by this Latino surge.2 The five US House of Representatives districts with the largest numbers of Latino eligible voters in the US are all in the South—Texas’s 16th, 20th, 23rd, and 34th and Florida’s 26th districts (Noe-Bustamante, Budiman, and Lopez 2020).

National and regional debates, often overheated, about southern border protection policies have fueled the perception among many that the principal driver of Latino population growth is immigration. That indeed was the case in the 1980s to 1990s, but since about the mid-2000s the principal driver has been US births (Stepler and Lopez 2016).3 Latino births are far exceeding deaths, whereas now there are fewer White births than deaths in a majority of states in the US, including in 8 of the 12 southern states composing this study (Tavernise 2018).4 Nationally, from the period 2000 to 2016, there were 4.9 Latino births for every Latino death, and fewer than 1 White birth for every White death (Saenz and Johnson 2018).5

Vast population gains are not met with comparable growth in political power for Latinos, however. Several factors contribute to a large gap between Latino population growth and political influence. Political participation by Latinos lags substantially behind their actual percentage of the population. Latinos are about 19% of the national population (Lopez, Krogstad, and Passel 2021; Mayes et al. 2021) and 13.2% of its eligible voting population. In 2020, Latinos accounted for 10.2% of all votes cast in the presidential election, a large increase from the 2016 election cycle in which they made up only 9.2% (Bergad and Miranda 2021, 5).

Although the 2020 Latino turnout rate of 53.7% in 2020 was an all-time high, and the first time it was ever above 50%, it lagged substantially behind the turnout rates for Whites (70.9%), African Americans (62.6%), and Asian Americans (59.7%) (Bergad and Miranda 2021, 5–6). A Pew Research Center national survey a month before the 2020 presidential election found that the percentage of registered Latino voters “extremely motivated” to vote that year (54%) lagged substantially behind the overall national registered voter population of those so motivated (69%) (Krogstad and Lopez 2020).

The Latino population is relatively young—median age of 30—with about one-third under 30 years of age and many, of course, below voting age. In the 2020 census, nearly 53% of the US population under 18 years of age identified as non-White, with Latinos making up half of that group (Mayes et al. 2021). Among the more striking findings in a Pew Research Center analysis of 2018 US Census Bureau data, the most common age of White persons in the US is 58, whereas the most common age for Latinos in the nation is merely 11 (Schaeffer 2019).

Many immigrants have not attained citizenship. About 20% of Latinos living in the US are noncitizens (Noe-Bustamante 2019). Even among immigrants who have attained US citizenship, the custom of political participation takes time. Whereas about 70% of native-born US citizens are registered to vote, for naturalized citizens it is merely 54%. Only about 38% of Latino immigrants are eligible voters (Budiman, Noe-Bustamante, and Lopez 2020).

Latinos are still heavily concentrated in a relatively small number of states—about two-thirds of Latino registered voters live in just five states: Arizona, California, Florida, New York, and Texas, thus substantially diminishing their political impact nationally. Nonetheless, in the Electoral College, three of those states are competitive and have large enough populations to affect the presidential election outcome (Arizona, Florida, and Texas).

Additionally, many Latinos make up a significant portion of the nation’s underclass, the group least likely to participate politically, regardless of race and ethnicity. The US poverty rate among Latinos is more than double that of Whites and Asians, and slightly lower than Blacks (Wilson 2020).

Finally, gerrymandering of legislative districts in a number of states with surging Latino populations has stunted Latino representation in state legislative bodies and in the US House of Representatives. Overall, there are about 7,000 Latino elected office holders at the federal, state, and local levels, according to a study by the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO Education Fund 2021), accounting for slightly more than 1% of all such positions (Nanez 2020). That is a remarkable statistic considering that Latinos are the second-largest ethnic/racial group in the US, after non-Hispanic Whites. And yet that is about a 75% increase over the number of Latino elected officials in 2001.

Nonetheless, there is evidence of a growing willingness among voters to elect Latino candidates at higher levels of office, and Latinos increasingly are seeking and attaining elected office in the South, from both major political parties. The two Latino US senators in the South—Ted Cruz (Texas) and Marco Rubio (Florida)—are Republicans. In 2023, in the 118th Congress, there are 13 Latino US House of Representatives members from southern states—all in either Florida (6) or Texas (7)—with a partisan split of 7 Democrats and 6 Republicans (US House of Representatives: History, Art & Archives 2023). In the 2022 cycle, the Democratic Party nominee for Texas governor, Beto O’Rourke, was Latino. Had he won, he would have been the first Latino elected as governor in the South. The only Latino ever elected governor in the US is in New Mexico.

Like a dam that inevitably will burst, Latino political power is positioned to drive the future of US politics in big ways. In 2020, for the first time, Latino voter registration exceeded that of African Americans, and Latinos became the largest non-White voting bloc in the country. Notably, a substantial surge in Latino voting was among the youngest voting cohorts, ages 18 to 44. A postelection report on Latino voting noted: “The overall increase in Latino registration and voting rates was closely tied to the rise in rates among younger Latino voters, and among Latino voters born in the US” (Bergad and Miranda 2021, 5). The Latino population surge in the South is especially robust, positioning that region for substantial political change in the future. Although Florida and Texas lead in Latino population percentages and representation in elected offices, recent population surges in the South increasingly are in states that are not historic destinations for Latino immigration and migration.

Latino Political Influence in the Nuevo South

Border states of the South for years drove Latino population growth in the nation. Even before there was a recognized distinctive southern region, people of Latino origins made their homes in Florida, Texas, and some other southern states. The US in the 19th century increased its territory by about one-third through treaties, purchases, and conquests at the expense of Spain and Mexico. These lands already were inhabited by many people of Latino descent. During the antebellum years there was even some southern support for making Cuba a state in order to add a slave state to the Union (Benjamin 1992; Downs 2019). Latino population growth in the US sprung up from the South, and it is that region that drives much of the current Latino surge.

The focus here is on the still somewhat stunted but inevitably growing Latino political power in the South that will have the most influence of any group on the future of the region’s politics. That growth has been phenomenal. Consider that in 1990, the US census counted 2.2 million Latinos in the 11 southern states, with about 75% of those in 1 state—Florida.6 Across the southern region, Latinos accounted for only 3.8% of the population (and 9% nationally by contrast), and less than 1% of the population in several of the southern states. Numerous counties in the South reported no Latino residents.

From the 1990 to the 2000 census, Latino growth across the South was 104%, with more of the new Latino residents living for the first time in the other 10 southern states than in Florida alone. The South had thus become the region of the US with the second-highest number of Latino residents, after the Southwest. During that decade, Latino population growth averaged 308% in Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and South Carolina (Kochhar, Suro, and Tafoya 2005; Barreto and Sanchez 2014, 206). North Carolina led the growth in the Latino population nationally in this decade, at an astonishing 394%. In some counties, Latino growth was over 1,000%, and this phenomenal growth rate occurred in various types of counties, both large and small (Kochhar, Suro, and Tafoya 2005).

Looking at the more expansive 1980–2000 data, the five metropolitan areas of the US with the largest Latino population growth during that period all were in the South: Raleigh-Durham, Atlanta, Greensboro, Charlotte, and Orlando (Furuseth and Smith 2006, 3–8). In North Carolina, for example, Latino population growth in this period was 1,180%, with Greensboro increasing by 962% and Charlotte by 932% (Suro and Singer 2002). Thus, the growth rates of the so-called gateway cities for Latino immigrants (e.g., New York, Chicago, Los Angeles) had slowed, while Latino populations surged in a number of cities throughout the South (Furuseth and Smith 2006, 8).

In the 1990s and 2000s, the growing economic vitality of the South and the lower cost of living than the higher-density urban areas of the Northeast, Midwest, and West Coast were factors driving Latino growth in the region and increasingly into suburban and exurban communities. Economic growth in the South created the need for large numbers of wage workers in such areas as agriculture, meatpacking, construction, landscaping, food service industries, furniture making, and manufacturing—which played a large role in Latino immigration and migration to the region. Compared to just a generation ago, many exurban counties in the South such as Prince William County in northern Virginia have experienced phenomenal Latino population growth, transforming some of these once lily-White Republican strongholds into politically competitive areas in which Democrats have seen their fortunes rise substantially. This phenomenon is being seen now throughout numerous counties in the South.

The 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA)—intended primarily to stem the flow of undocumented workers crossing the Mexico-US border—provided a pathway to amnesty, and later citizenship, for undocumented workers who had resided in the US for at least five years. That action legalized about two million undocumented Mexicans who could then freely travel across the US for work. As Lamare et al. (2012, 207) report, “An unintended consequence of IRCA was to provide an incentive to undocumented immigrants to seek work in regions not directly connected to the border, where the emphasis on enforcing the anti-immigrant provisions of the new law might be greater. The IRCA served as the first ‘pull’ factor to invite Latinos to the South.”

By 2010 Latinos made up just over 5% of the population of the southern states, and in 2020 this rose to about 20%. The average Latino population growth rate in the southern states continues to exceed the national state average rate of growth. Should these trends continue, the look of the South after the 2030 census will be even more strikingly different than just a few decades ago. The following graph shows the average Latino growth rates of the Old South southern states from 2010 to 2020 (not the census definition of the South) in contrast to the national average during that decade:
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Regarding population trends from national census data, most striking is the state-by-state breakdown of Latino population growth in the region from 2010 to 2020. Some of the states with the largest growth rates in the previous decade are those that have not traditionally been common destinations for Latino immigration. Two of the five states nationally with the fastest growth rate of the Latino population are in the South—Louisiana and Tennessee. Louisiana saw the largest percentage increase of Latinos at 67.5%, and yet overall growth in the state was a mere 2.7%. Almost as impressive is Tennessee, with a 65.2% increase in Latino population and a healthy overall growth of 8.9%.

Constraining Latino voting influence in these states is their still very low numbers of eligible voters. Latinos make up 6.2% of the population but merely 3.1% of eligible voters in Louisiana, and 6.9% of the population but only 2.5% of eligible voters in Tennessee (Pew Research Center 2020). Tennessee has the lowest percentage in the nation of eligible voters among Latinos, at about 33% (Noe-Bustamante, Budiman, and Lopez 2020). Nonetheless, there are no signs that the phenomenal rate of Latino growth in these states is reversing, evidencing a likely vast future increase in Latino population and eventually political influence even in the stagnant states of the South.
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Our previous cowritten books on the politics of the modern South have contrasted the different demographic compositions, growth rates, and economies of what we called the “growth states” and the “stagnant states” in the region. That distinction has proven useful in explaining a great deal about the political transformation of the South and its impact on US national politics and racial progress. In examining the Latino population specifically, although the largest numbers of Latino population increases are mostly in the growth states, as a percentage of overall growth in each state Latinos are making some of the biggest inroads in the stagnant states.
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Most dramatically, Mississippi, one of only three states in the US to lose population from 2010 to 2020, still saw a 29.1% increase in its Latino population. With a small Latino base to start (3.6% of the population and only 1.6% of eligible voters in the state are Latino), such a percentage increase is not very consequential politically now. Nonetheless, it portends a possible beginning to a long-term demographic shifting.

Other stagnant states report similar findings. Going back to the 2000 US census, Alabama has seen its Latino population grow from 1.7% to 5.3%, and from 1% to 2% of eligible voters, while its White percentage of the population has only slightly declined and its Black population remained stable. Arkansas’s Latino population during this period grew from 3.2% to 8.5%, and the state has experienced a fourfold increase in Latino eligible voter population during that same period, from 1% to 4%, all at the expense of the White eligible voter population, which dropped from 82% to 78%; its Black population remained stable. In South Carolina, the Latino population rose from 2.4% to 6.9%, while its eligible voter population tripled from 1% to about 3%, with merely 2% declines among eligible White voters (70% to 68%) and Black voters (28% to 26%). In Oklahoma, the Latino population increased from 5.2% to 11.9%, and its Latino eligible voter population in 2020 was 6.2%. Finally, in Tennessee, the Latino population increased from 2.2% to 6.9%, with the eligible voter population increasing from merely 1% to 2.5%. The White component declined from 83% to 78%, and the Black population barely moved from 15% to 16% (Igielnik and Budiman 2020; Pew Research Center 2020).

But even a relatively small Latino population can be meaningful in closely contested states. Consider, for example, a growth state such as Georgia with a still relatively small Latino population (about 1.1 million, 5.5% of eligible voters), and yet from 2016 to 2020 Latino votes increased there from 161,000 to 178,000, which was an important contributing factor to Democratic presidential nominee Joe Biden’s critical and very narrow win in the state—Biden won the Latino vote in Georgia by a 2–1 margin—as well as the two US Senate runoff victories for Democrats that tilted control of the chamber to their party (Bergad and Miranda 2021, 15).

Currently Latinos make up only 4% of registered voters in Georgia, but that is a massive increase from 1% in 2008. Notably, the White portion of the registered voter population in Georgia from 2008 to 2020 has shrunk from 63% to 53% (Noe-Bustamante and Budiman 2020). By the time of the 2024 national elections, with projected large increases in both Latino and Asian American population growth, White voters will be a mere plurality of Georgia’s registered voters.

[image: image]

In some of the southern states, growing Latino political power is evident and driving the changing behavior of political campaigns; in others, it is barely visible at all. Among the southern growth states to have trended in the latest two decades from Republican dominated to genuine two-party competitive, none has moved so quickly as Virginia, fueled by substantial demographic changes. During the 2010–2020 period, Virginia experienced a 43.8% increase in Latino population amidst an overall growth of 7.9%.

In the 2017 Virginia statewide elections, the Republican gubernatorial campaign of Ed Gillespie focused heavily on stoking anti-immigrant fears (Nirappil and Vozzella 2017); the political backlash against that tactic was part of the resulting massive Democratic landslides for governor, lieutenant governor, and attorney general as well as an unprecedented gain of 15 seats in the lower legislative chamber, the House of Delegates. Latino and immigrant advocacy groups played a large role in political mobilizing in the state that year, helped undoubtedly by overheated GOP advertising that played to stereotypes of Latino immigrants driving suburban crime.

The Latino vote went 2–1 for the Democratic ticket that year, but perhaps more telling was the steep decline in the White voter majority for GOP gubernatorial nominee Ed Gillespie. The GOP nominee’s controversial campaign ads turned off many swing voters who were offended by the perceived anti-immigrant messaging (Clement, Guskin, and Cameron 2017). The political campaign that year resulted in the first two Latinas—both Democrats—elected to the lower chamber, one of whom, Hala Ayala, went on to become the Democratic nominee for lieutenant governor in 2021. In that later election cycle, each major party had its first ever Latino statewide nominee. Jason Miyares, the Republican candidate for attorney general, went on to become the first person of Latino descent to win statewide office in Virginia.

The lesson of the 2017 campaign was not lost on Republicans in 2021. In addition to a Latino nominee for statewide office, the gubernatorial campaign of Glenn Youngkin featured intensive and targeted outreach to Latino communities and avoided the anti-immigrant rhetoric and policy positions that bedeviled the party’s previous badly failed campaign. The co–executive director of a group that mobilizes minority voters on behalf of Democratic campaigns, the New Virginia Majority, told The Atlantic that the GOP effort featured more outreach to Black, Latino, and Asian voters than she had ever seen in the state (Godfrey and Berman 2021).

How well that worked with Latino voters is unclear, as one exit poll had Youngkin winning the overall Latino vote, whereas another had his opponent, Democratic nominee Terry McAuliffe, winning that bloc handily (Rodriguez and Caputo 2021; CNN Politics 2021; AP VoteCast 2021). Whatever the actual result, the key is that the GOP campaign pivoted away from the anti-immigrant strategy of recent campaigns in the state—notably Gillespie’s defeat and Donald Trump’s losses in the state in 2016 and 2020—and effected a more inclusive message directed at minority voters as well as swing voters in the party’s predominantly White electoral base. In so doing, the GOP’s diverse ticket—which also included a Black woman lieutenant governor nominee—drew heavy support from its White base, expanded its support among critical swing voters, and, according to some exit polling data, held down somewhat its losses among minority voters.

Notably, Latino turnout in the 2021 elections surged by 18% over the 2017 turnout, closely matched by a 14% surge in African American turnout. But the majority White turnout surged by an incredible 27% and ultimately was decisive in the election outcome in favor of the GOP ticket.

[image: image]

The emerging political clout of Latinos in the South is not always clearly understood, at times to the peril of a political campaign. In the 2018 Florida gubernatorial campaign, some commentators attributed poor outreach to the state’s large Latino community for Democratic nominee Andrew Gillum’s very narrow defeat to GOP nominee Ron DeSantis. Latino turnout, particularly of Puerto Ricans, fell far below what was expected (Daugherty, Ostroff, and Vassolo 2018). Postelection analyses concluded that Latino outreach had been far too little and too late (Grunwald and Caputo 2018), giving some Latino voters the impression that the Black vote was more important than theirs (Bullock et al. 2022).

Additionally, Florida’s Latino population is distinct in the US given the very large Cuban population there. Fully two-thirds of the nation’s Cuban population resides in Florida. Cuban Americans vote at higher rates than other Latinos and they lean more Republican. In 2016, the Cuban American vote in Florida went 54% for Trump, whereas only 35% of the state’s Latinos overall supported the GOP presidential nominee. A 2020 national survey found that 58% of Cuban registered voters in the US identify or lean toward the GOP, whereas only 38% identify or lean toward the Democratic Party (Krogstad 2020).

Among the criticisms specifically of the Gillum gubernatorial campaign in Florida in 2018 were that Democratic polling failed to disaggregate the Latino vote into narrower country-of-origin groups beyond just Cuban and non-Cuban, and that there was an overemphasis on immigration issues as a driver of Latino voting. Postelection, the head of the Miami-Dade Young Republicans pointed out that “in Florida most immigrants here are typically not impacted by border policies” (Sopo 2018). Indeed, more than 60% of Florida’s Latino voters are Puerto Ricans, Americans by birth, and Cuban Americans, who have had immigration privileges since the 1960s (Sopo 2018). Most impressive for the GOP, DeSantis won 66% of the Cuban American vote (Sesin 2021).

Latinos now make up about 20.5% of the state’s eligible voting population and 17% of its registered voters. Latinos account for 30% of the state’s overall growth in registered voters from 2016 to 2020 alone. Party registration among Latinos in Florida favors the Democrats over Republicans 38% to 26%, with 35% registered with no party affiliation (Noe-Bustamante 2020b). That stands in contrast to the state’s overall voter registration numbers barely favoring Democrats 37% to 36%, and 26% claim no party affiliation (Noe-Bustamante 2020a).

Although the Latino vote generally favors the Democratic Party in Florida by a large margin, DeSantis’s 2018 showing demonstrated that Republicans are able to make significant inroads with Latinos in the South. President Donald Trump’s 2020 reelection campaign showed the same. In Florida that year, 55% of Cuban Americans, 30% of Puerto Ricans, and 48% of the category labeled “other Latinos” voted for President Trump, who carried the state and its 29 electors (Sesin 2021). Democratic nominee Joe Biden won the overall Latino vote over Trump, 53% to 46% (NBC News 2021)—a margin that was much less than the Democrats needed to win the state’s electoral votes. Most notably though, in the 2022 Florida gubernatorial campaign, DeSantis received an impressive 58% of the Latino vote according to the CNN exit poll (CNN Politics 2023). What stunned many political observers was that DeSantis handily won the Latino-majority Miami-Dade County by nearly 20%, a huge reversal of his loss of the county in 2018.

Aware of the critical role of Latinos in winning such a key state in the Electoral College, President Trump and his campaign in 2020 invested heavily on cultivating those voters. The Trump campaign targeted not only Cuban Americans but also Colombian, Nicaraguan, Peruvian, and Venezuelan Americans, who compose a large portion of that “other” category. The former president also launched his “Evangelicals for Trump” coalition from a Florida megachurch largely attended by Latinos (Sesin 2020). Much of the Trump campaign’s effort in Spanish-language advertising focused on claims that Joe Biden, if elected, would be soft on communism abroad and would support socialist policies at home. A postelection NBC News report from Florida commented on the effectiveness of the Trump campaign tactic: “Many Latinos here came to believe the United States would become a socialist country if Biden were elected” (Sesin 2020).

Latino population growth in Florida follows a pattern seen in much of the South: the growth rates are strongest in areas outside of the major Latino population centers. From 2016 to 2020, the fastest-growing Latino population counties were all in central Florida: Polk (54%), Lake (49%), Pasco (47%), Manatee (43%), and Marion (41%). The Pew Research Center reports as well that the Cuban and Puerto Rican components of Florida’s Latino population had shrunk from 2008 to 2018 as “the share of those from other groups has increased (from 39% to 44% of eligible voters)” (Noe-Bustamante 2020b).

As the Latino population of Florida grows and diversifies, office seekers will need to be cognizant of the necessity of not addressing the state’s Latinos as a single voting bloc with similar policy concerns. The pace of demographic shifting in Florida showcases the increasingly pivotal role that the Latino community will play in the future politics of that state—one that the major political parties have seen as a key to presidential election outcomes for the past two decades. Since the 2000 election in which Florida determined the presidential outcome, the White voter percentage of the state electorate dropped from 74% to 61% by 2018. During this period, the Latino share increased 9%, Black 2%, and Asian 1% (Igielnik and Budiman 2020).

Furthermore, Florida’s case is an important lesson for political party leaders throughout the South as the Latino population grows in the region and becomes increasingly diverse regarding national origins. The following table illustrates that national origin groups of Latinos vary significantly throughout the south, with, for example, Mexican national origin groups ranging from 84% in Texas to 23% in Virginia to merely 13% in Florida.



Three Largest Hispanic National Origin Groups by State




	State
	Largest Group
	Second-Largest Group
	Third-Largest Group





	Alabama
	Mexican
	Guatemalan
	Puerto Rican



	57%
	13%
	10%



	Arkansas
	Mexican
	Salvadoran
	Puerto Rican



	73%
	11%
	3%



	Florida
	Cuban
	Puerto Rican
	Mexican



	28%
	21%
	13%



	Georgia
	Mexican
	Puerto Rican
	Guatemalan



	55%
	10%
	7%



	Louisiana
	Mexican
	Honduran
	Cuban



	36%
	20%
	7%



	Mississippi
	Mexican
	Puerto Rican
	Cuban



	57%
	11%
	7%



	North Carolina
	Mexican
	Puerto Rican
	Salvadoran



	54%
	11%
	6%



	South Carolina
	Mexican
	Puerto Rican
	Honduran



	52%
	11%
	8%



	Tennessee
	Mexican
	Guatemalan
	Puerto Rican



	59%
	10%
	7%



	Texas
	Mexican
	Salvadoran
	Puerto Rican



	84%
	3%
	2%



	Virginia
	Mexican
	Salvadoran
	Puerto Rican



	23%
	22%
	13%





Source: US Census Bureau, 2019 1-year American Community Survey, Table B03001.




With Georgia, Virginia, and Florida showing the growing power of Latino voting in the South, other states in the region illustrate some of the continuing limits on the political influence of Latinos. Texas has become the biggest state battleground over Latino political power and representation. Based on the 2010–2020 census data, Texas had the largest population growth of any state in the nation, driven primarily by Latinos. Indeed, the ratio of Latino-to-White growth in the previous decade was an astounding 11:1. People of color generally accounted for about 95% of the state’s population growth in the decade. By 2020, the Latino (39.26%) and the non-Hispanic White (39.75%) populations in Texas were near evenly split (Ura et al. 2020). At this writing in early 2023, it is likely that the Latino population is now the largest percentage in Texas. Latinos now compose just over 30% of eligible voters in the state.



Texas Demographics 2010–2020




	Group
	2010 Population
	2020 Population
	2020 Percent
	Increase





	White
	11,397,345
	11,584,597
	39.75%
	187,252



	Hispanic
	9,460,921
	11,441,717
	39.26%
	1,980,796



	Black
	2,886,825
	3,444,712
	11.82%
	557,887



	Asian
	948,426
	1,561,518
	5.36%
	613,092





Source: US Census Bureau.




As a result of the census count, Texas gained the most additional House of Representatives seats—two—of any state in the Union. Republican Party control of the state potentially somewhat complicates efforts to enhance Latino representation, as the party is unlikely to favor new districts that would increase minority voting power in multiple districts. Indeed, most of the state population growth has occurred in already Democratic-leaning urban areas, thus diminishing the political impact of Latino growth on representation in the state legislature or in Congress.

Finally, legal protections of minority voters have weakened. After the 2010 census, federal courts had ruled that Texas’s redistricting discriminated against Latino and Black voters. The current redistricting process, though, is the first in a half century without federal oversight, as the US Supreme Court in 2013 invalidated federal preclearance and in 2020 undercut other protections of minority voters contained in the Voting Rights Act. The dividing up of districts through strategic gerrymandering is most evident in the Latino-majority District 4 in Dallas County—with 670,000 residents, it is nearly the size of a House of Representatives district and is represented by a Latino commissioner. The district is divided among three House districts drawn by the GOP-led legislature after the 2010 census, and none is represented by a Latino member. Commissioner Elba Garcia of District 4 commented: “Everyone gets cut up and scattered around. . . . They dilute the Latino vote” (Coronado and Riccardi 2020).

Even with gerrymandered districts, the pace and the intensity of the minority population growth in Texas inevitably will diminish the GOP’s White and rural political power base. From 2010 to 2020, 5 counties absorbed 44% of Texas’s population growth, and all 10 of the fastest-growing counties were suburban. Even the state’s relatively small Asian population surged more than fourfold over the White population increase—613,092 to 187,252 (with Latino growth accounting for nearly 2 million new residents).

These data suggest that the GOP’s reliance on large White voting majorities is not an effective long-term electoral strategy and that the party must make sustained outreach efforts to minority populations, especially Latinos. Again, there is evidence that the party can succeed in doing so. In 2020, President Trump improved substantially over his 2016 showing among Latino Texans. Exit polls showed Trump winning 36% of Latino Texans’ votes in 2016, and 41% of the two-party vote with that group in 2020. As Hood and McKee (2022, 170) report, “The greatest shifts in the presidential vote [in Texas] occurred in heavily Hispanic Texas counties located closer to Mexico (and to a lesser degree in numerous majority-Latino counties in West Texas). . . . In the 2020 presidential election, the Lone Star State had sixty-four majority-Latino counties (out of 254, or 25 percent of all counties). In only five of these majority-Hispanic Texas counties (8 percent) did the Democratic share of the 2020 presidential vote improve over 2016.”

In the Rio Grande Valley, as Justin Gest (2022, 314–17) reports, in 2020 Trump improved over his 2016 showing by 10 percentage points in Texas’s 18 Latino-majority counties, winning 5 of them. Remarkably, Zapata County, which is 94% Latino, voted for Trump in 2020 (Hillary Clinton won the county by 33% in 2016). Starr County, which is 96% Latino, shifted 55% more Republican than in 2016, the largest county vote shift in the country. Webb County stayed Democratic blue in 2020 but doubled its GOP turnout from 2016. As Gest (2022) notes, Democratic Party identity politics does not play with South Texas Latinos, many of whom are sixth-, seventh-, or eighth-generation Americans; consider themselves White; and have “experienced Trump’s nativism as natives” (317). If this approach spreads among other Latinos in the South and in the nation, Republicans will be able to get Latino votes without sacrificing any of the fervor of their White nativist base. Otherwise, each Republican candidate faces a strategic choice in conducting Latino outreach, in which they have to balance how much nativist fervor among White voters they are willing to risk in order to improve their Latino support.

The diversity of the Latino community, most evident in the southern states of Florida and Texas, upends many of the common assumptions of how minority population growth necessarily portends a robust electoral future for the Democratic Party. Although Democrats presently have distinct advantages with Latino voters overall in the South, there are many cracks in that foundation evident throughout the region, especially in Florida and Texas.

The disconnect between surging Latino populations in the region and Latino political clout is abundantly more evident in North Carolina. Census data document that from 2010 to 2020, the Latino population in the state grew nearly four times faster than the White population—318,000 to 88,000 new residents. The state population growth came as well from 251,000 who identified as “multiracial” and 133,000 as Asian. Latinos now make up more than 10% of the state’s population yet have no member of its congressional delegation and incredibly only 1 member of North Carolina’s 170 state lawmakers.

With the new census data, the Tar Heel state has earned a 14th Congressional District, due largely to this Latino population growth. Some advocates for increasing Latino political power are pushing for the creation of legislative districts that would likely result in the elections of Latino candidates. A group affiliated with the partisan National Democratic Redistricting Committee is advocating that the new 14th House of Representatives district be focused in the Research Triangle area to “create a competitive district and greater partisan balance in the congressional delegation and bring these Latino/Hispanic communities together,” as its director stated (Doran 2020).

With such vast Latino population growth in the southern region, it is hard to imagine that opponents of political change will be able to long hold back the influence of that population. Trying to do so will likely have a long-term political cost by alienating an emerging voter-rich segment of the populations of several of the southern states presently and, projecting from current growth rates, inevitably the entire region.

How Latinos Are Changing the Face of Southern Politics

Most immediately, the Latino population surge appears to threaten Republican hegemony in the South. To be sure, this politically and culturally conservative region had long been unwelcoming to the arrivals of non-native peoples who seemed “foreign,” and it was the Democratic Party, during its long era of single-party control, that held back racial progress as southerners resisted diversity in their communities. Today the GOP is the party that is predominantly White and middle age or older, nationally and especially in the South, and it is the party driving many of the unwelcoming narratives and anti-immigration policies seen throughout much of the region. Should current demographic trends continue, with little change in political identity for voting groups, the future of the Republican Party looks increasingly bleak in most of the growth states of the South, and perhaps longer term as well in the current stagnant states.

Such a political projection, though, is fraught with problems, as it assumes that growth rates of particular groups continue unabated and that the political leanings of various groups remain stable. While there is little evidence of any cracks in the foundation of the Democratic hold on the Black vote in the South, the same cannot be said of the Latino vote.

Whereas the Democratic Party today has significantly stronger Latino support than does the GOP, there are very evident cracks in that foundation, with Republicans having made successful political outreach efforts to various Latino groups. Importantly, Latinos are far from a political monolith. The broad diversity of Latino peoples in the US from different nations of origin, cultures, beliefs, and practices makes for a complicated political dynamic. Democrats may do very well in elections with Latino voters generally, but Republicans have done well with certain national and religious groups such as Cuban Americans and the fast-growing evangelical Protestant component of the Latino population in the South.

Indeed, Catholicism, while still predominant among US Latinos (Pantoja, Baretto, and Anderson 2008; Richomme and Chen 2022), is in decline among that group, whereas evangelical Protestantism is growing, especially in the South. Latino evangelicals are significantly more likely to hold conservative political views and to have Republican leanings than Catholic or nonaffiliated Latinos (Pew Research Center 2014b). Data on religious identity and practices, as well as beliefs on social issues, show that Latinos overall are more religious and socially more conservative than Whites, thus making many Latino voters aligned more with the GOP than with Democrats on the social issues agenda (Pew Research Center 2014a). Cultural issues generally are a dividing point for Latinos, as for other US citizens, and affect political identity. To many Latinos, values centered around religion and family attract them to the Republican Party.

A half century ago, Latinos were hardly present in the US South. In 1970, the region was about 75% non-Hispanic White and 20% Black. For generations, racial politics of the South were in White and Black only. Today the region is a multicultural, multiracial, and even multinational mix, about 55% non-Hispanic White, 20% Latino, and 19% Black. The foreign-born component of the US South today is about 14%. The South of a half century ago is unrecognizable today. Generational replacement, with the under-18 population now majority minority, and continued in-migration and immigration portend more fast-paced demographic change in the region.

Demographic change and the response to it by the major political parties and their candidates for public offices will drive the future politics of the South, and no group will have a greater impact than Latinos. How the major political parties appeal in particular to this vast and growing segment of the US South will have a great deal of influence not only on the region’s politics but also nationally.
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A Trickle to a Tsunami

Asian American Political Power in the South


We are the new electorate.

—Stephanie Cho, executive director of the Atlanta chapter of Asian Americans Advancing Justice (quoted in Wang 2020)



By normal measures of political influence such as vote totals or elected representatives, Asian Americans in the South are almost insignificant. In every southern state they are at best the fourth-largest racial/ethnic voting bloc, and in only two states is their percentage of the population higher than 5%. In most southern states, Asians make up 2% or less of the population, and much less of the total electorate. As shown in the third column of Table 4.1, the Asian presence in southern states tends to be small.

Yet the fourth column, showing growth rates, is one reason to pay attention to Asian Americans in the South. The Asian population, nationally and in the South, is growing faster than that of any other ethnic or racial group. Since 2009, Asians have surpassed Latinos in number of immigrant arrivals, and in 2013, China and India overtook Mexico as the top source of legal immigrants (Tran and Warikoo 2021). Asians merit sustained attention as well because in this hyperpolarized political environment, nearly half consider themselves independent (Khalid 2015). One Asian activist from North Carolina in 2020 said that Asians “are generally more independent. . . . [T]hey’re persuadable” (Gordon 2020). They have swung from Republican to Democratic since the 1992 presidential election but remain gettable for either party in any particular election. They represent perhaps the best chance the Republican Party has to reduce its “incorrigible whiteness” (Mayer 2002).



Table 4.1 Asian Population and Representation in the Southern States




	
	Growth/Stagnant
	% of State Asian 2022
	% Growth 2000–2019
	% of State Legislature





	Virginia
	Growth
	7.69%
	115.4%
	2.16%



	Texas
	Growth
	5.2%
	153.6%
	1.66%



	Georgia
	Growth
	4.4%
	154.5%
	4.66%



	Florida
	Growth
	3.3%
	122.5%
	0



	North Carolina
	Growth
	3.29%
	175.4%
	0



	Tennessee
	Stagnant
	2.13%
	124.1%
	0



	Louisiana
	Stagnant
	2.12%
	46.3%
	0



	South Carolina
	Growth
	1.94%
	148.2%
	0



	Arkansas
	Stagnant
	1.90%
	136.3%
	0



	Alabama
	Stagnant
	1.75%
	125%
	0



	Mississippi
	Stagnant
	1.29%
	71%
	0



	Avg.
	
	3.18%
	124.75%
	0.42%





Sources: 2022 Population Numbers, World Population Report. Growth 2000–2019 Pew Research Center. State Legislative Numbers from National Conference of State Legislators (https://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/legislatures-at-a-glance.aspx) except for Louisiana and Mississippi, which are from the Center for Youth Political Participation (https://cypp.rutgers.edu/louisiana/ and https://cypp.rutgers.edu/mississippi/).




Asians in the South have also had notable political successes. In 2007, Republican Bobby Jindal was elected governor of Louisiana, the first Indian American to do so. In 2011, South Carolina elected the first Asian American female governor in American history, Nikki Haley, who was born to Sikh immigrants in Bamberg, South Carolina. Consider how improbable that is. The first Asian American female governor and the first Indian American governor came not in Hawaii, where Asians are a majority, and not even in California, where they make up a sizable voting bloc, but in Louisiana and South Carolina, where Asian votes are scarce.1 Of the 422 Asian Americans who have ever been elected to Congress, 4 have been from the South (2 Democrats and 2 Republicans). In 2016, the very first Vietnamese woman to be elected to Congress hailed from Florida. These victories illustrated a relatively distinctive feature of Asian political power. Unlike Hispanic and Black legislative representatives, who in both state-level and federal elections tend overwhelmingly to win in districts that are majority or plurality Hispanic or Black, Asian candidates have historically tended to win in districts where Asians are far from the majority. One Asian politician claims that Asians are therefore the “neutral minority” who can appeal to Whites as well as other minorities (Lai 2001).

However, one area in which Asian Americans in the South are badly underperforming is in representation in state legislatures. In eight southern states, there are no Asians in either chamber of the state legislature. The three that have at least one Asian American state legislator are all growth states (Texas, Georgia, and Virginia). Only in Georgia (4.66%) and Virginia (2.77%) are Asians present in the legislature above their national average of 1.77% of state legislators. And even that represents just over a fourth of the seats Asians would have in Virginia if they were represented in proportion to the population. Asians are proportionally represented in Georgia’s General Assembly and formed a caucus in 2023. State legislative office is usually a vital training ground for state and federal elected office, as the careers of former president Barack Obama and so many other politicians attest. Given the almost total absence of Asian Americans from southern legislatures, the future of Asian Americans in elected office in the South is likely to be far more idiosyncratic and episodic than for other ethnic groups who have a larger bench of local elected officials.

Asians are of course much more important players in other parts of the United States, such as Hawaii, where they make up the majority; California, where a third of all American Asians live; and specific cities on both coasts. But the South is already showing signs of rising Asian political power, and thus this study.

Asian Americans in US Politics: Growth and Change

As of this writing, Asians make up 6.9% of the US population, and an additional unknown portion of the multiracial category are at least partially Asian (Tran and Warikoo 2021). In 2009, Asians surpassed Latinos in terms of annual legal immigration. The estimated undocumented Asian immigrant population tripled from 500,000 in 2000 to 1.7 million in 2015 (Tran and Warikoo 2021). Growth rates are so high that some activists believe that by 2050, Asians will be the largest minority group (Dugyala and Jin 2021).

Asians are more akin to Hispanics than Blacks in their voting patterns, in that national origin plays a large role in the politics of Asians and Hispanics, and a predictably small one among Blacks. Indeed, one analyst has called the category of “Asian” itself “absurdly broad,” encompassing as it does dozens of countries in East, Central, South, and Southeast Asia and people speaking more than 40 national languages and hundreds of subnational languages and dialects (Longman and Desai 2018). Politically, some national groups in the Asian American community are distinct in their partisan preferences. Vietnamese Americans are far more likely to be conservative and Republican than most other Asian groups, in part because of the legacy of the Vietnam War and the influence of a conservative version of Catholicism among many (Mehta 2020). Other studies suggest that Indian Americans are the most Democratic in their vote preferences (Wang 2020). National identity may be more important for Asians than for Hispanics in several ways. For one thing, the Asian American community has always been studied in the context of the role foreign policy plays in their preferences. This has dominated the study of Cuban American politics but that of few other Hispanic groups in American politics. Also, Asian nationalisms are much more in conflict with each other than Hispanic ones. A politician who does outreach to the Honduran community does not thereby lose votes in the Guatemalan community, but given the tensions between China and Vietnam, Japan and Korea, India and Pakistan, and several others, the potential exists for overseas communal tensions to affect political loyalties.

Despite the division of Asian American groups into sometimes deeply divided nationalities, there is an emerging Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI) identity (Collete, Ikumi, and Koakutsu 2009). Those more likely to identify as Asian Americans are citizens who seldom travel back to their country of ethnic origin. Among major Asian American groups, Indian Americans are less likely to consider themselves Asians. This may reflect the strength of the Indian identity or the tensions between India and the largest East Asian nation, China. Regardless, to the degree that Asian Americans do not identify strongly as Asian Americans, the group will be less powerful politically. Asian American identity, like all national, racial, and ethnic identities, are constructs of social interaction and elite discourse and may be most powerfully activated when threatened or contested. Thus, the recent national wave of violence and hate crimes against Asians and the rhetoric related to COVID-19 being an “Asian flu,” “Chinese flu,” “Wuhan flu,” or even “kung-flu” has probably led to greater Asian unity and identification, at least among East Asians. Many Asians who tended to be “nationality first” in their identity have shifted during the pandemic to a broader AAPI identity (Dugyala and Jin 2021).

Politically, Asian Americans have had low rates of registration, even when adjusting for the large number of Asians in the country who are green card holders, undocumented, or otherwise ineligible for registration (Jacob 2006). They have until recently had much lower rates of turnout even when they are registered compared to most other ethnic/racial groups (Ramírez and Wong 2006). Another limitation on Asian political engagement is that a third of Asian American voters have limited English proficiency, and that percentage is almost certainly higher among nonvoters (Desai 2018). Turnout of course has been found to be deeply related to education and income in prior studies of voting. While Asian Americans as a group are at least as well educated as the average American, some Asian nationalities in the US have below-average rates of education, such as Cambodians and Laotians (Desai 2018). Similarly, while Asian Americans are in many studies the highest-income racial group, national origin divides Asians by income. Another explanation for the comparatively low levels of Asian American involvement in politics may be the initial welcome experience that Asians had. While generations of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe were welcomed by the large urban machines of the 19th and early 20th century, the major waves of Asian immigration occurred after the heyday of that particular form of immersive political involvement (Ramírez and Wong 2006). It has also been speculated that the remarkably different political cultures of most Asian regions (which, despite their differences, are sometimes uniform in their undemocratic nature) may have initially reduced Asian interest in democratic politics. However, if this is a partial explanation for low participation, it may be diminishing. As Asians stay longer in the country, integrate culturally, and acquire wealth, they tend to become more active in politics (Jacobs 2006). Thus, the divide in participation is seen by some as generational, and the second and third generations of Asians tend to have a different and more positive attitude toward civic participation (Tavernese and Gebeloff 2019).

An aspect of Asian American politics that has attracted significant scholarly and media attention is their role as donors. One study found that Asians were the second most active donors, after Jewish Americans (Jacob 2006). In the 1990s, a large multifaceted campaign scandal involving Asians and Asian Americans occurred, involving illegal overseas donations from wealthy Asians to the Democratic Party. This was linked to a propensity in the Asian community to have an “elite access” response to politics, rather than a community-based response (Kim 2007).

Asian Americans on the Issues

Regrettably, no national surveys conducted by media outlets or academics contain enough Asians to make reliable estimates of their issue positions on most matters. And none have targeted Asians in the American South exclusively. However, a few surveys over the years have been directed at Asian Americans nationally. According to one recent survey, Asian Americans tend to take issue positions that lean Democratic. For example, 81% strongly support stricter gun control, 77% support stronger efforts to address climate change, 70% support affirmative action in higher education, and 63% support efforts to give Black Americans equal rights. Even more radically, 59% support shifting funding away from law enforcement, and 55% support access to health insurance to all immigrants regardless of legal status. If these numbers are accurate, then we would expect Asian Americans to give strong support to the Democratic Party. However, 90% of Asian Americans say jobs and the economy are extremely or very important to them, and on that issue, a plurality prefer the Republicans (Mehta 2020).

But other surveys show different results, particularly on immigration. Asians were the least likely to support a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants in one large survey, even compared to White and Black respondents, and far less supportive than Hispanics. This may be because unlike Hispanics, Asians have not been widely targeted for deportation. So even though hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Asians are undocumented aliens, their communities have not seen the same levels of suffering from deportation (Tran and Warikoo 2021).

Asian Partisanship before and after Trump

As noted earlier, Asian Americans are not typically as overwhelmingly tilted toward one party as compared to Black Americans, Jewish Americans, Southern White Americans, or even Hispanic Americans. In 1992, the first time there were enough Asians to be tracked by the exit polls in a presidential election, they voted narrowly (55%) for George H. W. Bush over Clinton (Desai 2018). But while it seems likely that a majority of voting Asians favored the GOP in many elections before 1992, the data suggest that the real majority of Asians were not voting at all (Kang 2021). Bill Clinton’s reelection campaign began a shift in which Asians moved toward the Democrats. In 2008, an estimated 62% voted Democratic (Kang 2021). By 2012, nearly 75% voted for Obama’s reelection (Khalid 2015). This relatively rapid shift had several causes. One big turning point was the anti-immigrant laws passed by California governor Pete Wilson in the 1990s. California, home to around one-third of all Asian Americans, occupies an unusually large presence in Asian American politics, and the Wilson move was widely panned in the Asian community (Zhou 2020). Another event that drove Asians away from the GOP was the post-9/11 nationalist rhetoric and the racial profiling of some South Asians (Khalid 2015). In a large study in 2016, 47% of Asian Americans identified as Democrats, 27% as Republicans, and 26% as independents, although this contrasts sharply with other studies in roughly the same time frame that find higher rates of independent and lower rates of Democratic affiliation (Tran and Warikoo 2021; for a poll that shows higher rates of independent affiliation among Asian Americans, see Desai 2018). Even if the highest estimates for Democratic preference were accurate, the shift was relatively recent and less established than most partisan identities of groups in American politics.

Even as Asians were moving Democratic, Republicans continued to fiercely compete for their votes, which contrasted sharply with Black outreach among Republicans. John McCain, a primary candidate for the presidency in 2000 who was the general election nominee in 2008, did significant outreach to Asian voters, and even had Asian Americans for McCain and Indians for McCain organizations (Iyer and Murthy 2009). McCain even tried to leverage his background as a Vietnam War prisoner of war in outreach to the Vietnamese community, with some success, despite lingering effects of his use of an anti-Asian slur on the campaign trail in 2000 (Stanley-Becker 2018).

Amid this contest for the loyalty of Asian American voters, the candidacy and presidency of Donald J. Trump represented a sharp disjuncture. Trump began his candidacy in 2015 with a broadside against immigrants, although he almost always referred to Hispanic immigrants, particularly Mexicans. More than any major figure in American politics, Trump devoted much of his rhetoric to “fear-mongering about undocumented immigrants,” of which about one in six was Asian (Desai 2018). He also attacked family reunification policies as “chain migration”; Asian Americans are the biggest beneficiaries of these policies (Desai 2018). Trump’s success with White voters was highly correlated with their degree of racial resentment (Bullock et al. 2019). Trump’s campaign in 2016 touched deeply on White identity politics, anger, and nationalism (Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2019). Cliff Li, the head of the National Committee of Asian American Republicans, advised the Trump campaign in 2016, but by 2020, he and his organization endorsed the Democratic nominee, Joe Biden. Like many Asian Americans, Li was increasingly alienated by Trump’s anti-immigrant and anti-China rhetoric (Dugyala and Jin 2021).

Trump fueled a remarkable rise in Asian American turnout, first in 2016 and then even more so in 2020. No group of voters in recent decades has increased their turnout in four years as much as Asian voters did from 2016 to 2020 (Brownstein 2021). Some also credited the presence on the national ticket of vice presidential nominee Kamala Harris, the first major party Asian nominee for national office (Wang 2020). Yet estimates of Asian support for Trump in both elections was higher than estimated support for Romney in 2012 (Yam 2020). Moreover, there was no decline from 2016 to 2020 in Trump’s support among Asians, suggesting that Democratic claims that Asians were uniquely horrified by Trump may not be accurate. Trump’s anti-China rhetoric may have helped him with Vietnamese and Filipino Americans, and his chummy relationship with nationalist Indian leader Modi may have helped him in the Indian community (while possibly hurting him with Pakistanis and others sympathetic to Indian Muslims) (Zhou 2020). Alone among the major Asian American groups measured, Vietnamese American voters seemed to have favored Trump, while all others favored Biden (Wang 2020). Rising rates of turnout among Asians continued in the 2022 midterm elections. Although data is not yet available for every state, in crucial states like Georgia, Michigan, and several others, Asian turnout continued to rise (Zhou 2022).

How did these national trends play out in the South? First, we need to understand the relatively sudden appearance of the Asian vote as a powerful one in the American South, and why it has taken so long for it to arrive on the scene.

The Earliest Southern Rivulets

Asians have been present in extremely small numbers in the South almost from the dawn of the republic. At least one South Asian served in the American forces in North Carolina during the Revolution (Sieh 2021). At least five Chinese Americans fought for the Confederacy, including two who owned Black slaves (Voice of America 2011). After the Civil War, there was an effort to bring in Chinese laborers to replace the newly freed slaves. One White southern capitalist invidiously compared the work ethic of the Chinese to that of the newly freed Black residents of the South. “Some other race of people will have to show them (former slaves) how to labor, and how to make it most profitable” (Brooks 2018, 9). The unique experiment of bringing in a few thousand Chinese laborers to build a railroad in 1870 was an ignominious failure, as the project went bankrupt, the workers were not paid, and most dispersed toward the West Coast as best they could. This may have been the earliest manifestation of racial “triangulation” of Asians against Blacks. Triangulation is the positioning of Asians between Blacks and Whites on two dimensions: values and belonging (Xu and Lee 2013). It mixes White praise for specific perceived Asian virtues, such as work ethic, intelligence, and family strength, with White perception of Asians as perpetual others/aliens, outside of true Americanness. On the first dimension, Asians are used as a cudgel against Blacks, whether it is working on a railroad in 1870 or applying to universities in 2023. On the second, Blacks are perceived as more American than Asians, by language, history, and culture, although still less American than Whites. A side benefit for White control is the division of the potential Asian Black alliance. Because the South remains the region of the country with the highest proportion of Blacks, triangulation is likely to appear more as Asians increase in numbers, and it is a topic to which we will return.

Triangulation in the postwar 19th-century South did not even require any Asians to be present. Chinese immigrants as a symbol played a role in a great showdown in Congress between newly returned White southern Democrats and westerners. As the southern states were gradually brought back into national elections for Congress and the presidency, and as rebellious Whites regained their voting rights, national Republicans wanted to ensure Black voting rights. But they had to confront the racist fears of western Whites, who were afraid general civil rights laws might be used to grant citizenship to hated Chinese immigrants. Gleefully, southern Whites asked why Chinese were “pagans” and inferior but Blacks were granted citizenship and suffrage (Paddison 2015). Even some Black leaders pointed out that they, unlike most Asians, shared the Christian religion with Whites and were therefore more American, and more deserving of citizenship and the vote.

During the long period of Jim Crow rule in the South, in which rigid separation of the races was legally and socially enforced, the few Asians present in the South represented a conundrum for authorities; they were obviously neither White nor Black. Local and state governments often differed in their treatment of Asians, although the tendency was to treat them as Black. The most famous example was a 1927 Supreme Court case in which a Chinese father sued to have his daughter educated at the far better White schools. The Mississippi Supreme Court had ruled that since she was not White, she must be “colored,” and therefore must attend the Black school. While a lower court disagreed, the Supreme Court upheld a state’s sovereign power to classify races as it pleased and to require separation. The losing parent then moved to Arkansas, where he reportedly was able to enroll his daughter in the White school (Gooden 2022).

Still, such moments when Asians were present in southern politics and economics were rare. In part because of the extreme de jure racism practiced throughout the South before and after the Civil War, many more Asians chose to live on the East or West Coasts. While bans on interracial marriage and restrictive housing covenants were present outside the South, they were almost ubiquitous in the South, and much more strictly enforced. It was only in the South that laws defined racial categories based on degree of White or Black. Proximity to Asia also naturally led more Asians to the West Coast. The comparative rates of economic growth and the presence of great cosmopolitan centers like New York, Boston, Los Angeles, and San Francisco also contributed to relatively higher rates of Asian immigration to those parts of the country. It is also documented that immigrants “clump” together: one successful family in a particular city or state will attract more from their home region to immigrate to the same spot (Portes 1995). Thus, the lack of Asians in 1880, 1910, and 1940 in the South contributed to the low levels that persist to this day.

This all began to change as the South advanced, both racially and economically. In the period after the Civil War, the South was relatively stagnant economically compared to much of the rest of the country. Beginning in the 1960s, the South became a powerhouse of economic growth, for a variety of contested reasons having to do with technology (air conditioning in particular), the absence of labor unions, the end of segregation, and so on. This growth did not occur uniformly across the South. As we have identified in prior works (Bullock et al. 2019, 2022), the South can be divided into growth and stagnant states in recent decades. Asian population levels surged in all southern states but surged far more in the growth states of Virginia, Texas, Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina.

The Tsunami Breaks: Asian American Voters in Elections in Georgia, Texas, and Virginia

While national turnout among Asian voters surged in 2020, the surge hit earlier and harder in Georgia, with a rise of 50% in 2016 compared to 2012 (Bullock 2018). Then, in 2020, there was another 91% increase in turnout over 2016 (Wang 2020). These are astronomical numbers, seldom seen in any eight-year period for a group in American politics. Even if they are overestimating the increase by a significant amount due to the relatively small number of Asian respondents in exit polls, it seems clear that Georgia’s Asian voters have become far more active than before. Given that they preferred Biden to Trump by 2–1, and given that Georgia was not only one of the closest outcomes but also a crucial part of Biden’s victory, the Asian vote in Georgia had national impact, despite its small size (Wang 2020).

What happened to electrify the Asian vote in Georgia? In part, it may be the same generational effect mentioned previously. Michelle Au, a newly elected Georgia state senator and Chinese American, points to the change in her community.3 “Growing up, I never saw any Asian people in politics. It just wasn’t a thing. . . . It wasn’t something that Asian families push their kids to do” (Wang 2020). There were also prominent outreach efforts to Asian voters in 2020 unlike any seen before. AAPI organizers contacted an estimated 92% of the 238,000 Georgians of Asian descent who were registered to vote (Wang 2020). Asian voters were also part of the postelection surge in the double runoff elections that determined which party would control the US Senate for the first two years of Biden’s presidency. And in 2022, Asian voters in Georgia heavily favored Democratic incumbent Senator Raphael Warnock (Yam 2022).

In Texas, Asians surged in turnout as well, although less dramatically than in Georgia. Moreover, the surge, while overwhelmingly Democratic, failed to make a difference in the outcome, as the state stayed solidly Republican despite Democratic hopes that changing demographics would finally make them competitive once again in Texas. Texas in all of its recent reelections confirmed the old joke that “Texas is the Democratic state of the future . . . and always will be.” Still, exit polls suggested that Clinton got around 75% of the Asian vote in 2016, and their surging turnout made the Democratic ticket much more competitive in certain suburban areas (Arbour 2018). The Asian vote played a similar role in Texas in 2020, but there was no surge in turnout as seen in Georgia. The Democratic Texas campaign of 2020 seemed to have put almost all of its effort into Hispanic and suburban White voters, as well as urban Blacks. The type of targeted Asian outreach seen in Georgia was absent.

Like Georgia, Virginia had a surge in Asian voting earlier than much of the country. In 2016, Virginia reported by far the highest rate of turnout among Asian Americans in the country (70%). It was not just that they had solid turnout—they also soared in registration. Between 2008 and 2015, the number of eligible AAPI voters in the state grew by 176%, and these voters were concentrated in the Democratic stronghold of northern Virginia (Desai 2018). The change has been dramatic and rapid. As noted earlier, Virginia is the southern state with the most Asians as a percentage of the state population. It has experienced very high levels of immigration, Asian and otherwise. One in 10 eligible voters in 2016 was born outside the US, as compared to 1 in 28 in 1990 (Tavernese and Gebeloff 2019). Virginia in both 2016 and 2020 stayed with the Democrats even as a solid majority of Virginia’s White voters voted for Trump. As in Georgia, Asian voters were highly targeted by the Democrats. Sample ballots were prepared in multiple Asian languages. Independent activist groups of Asians deployed droves of native speakers of Asian languages in door-to-door efforts (Desai 2018).

A different story emerged in 2021 in the gubernatorial election. Republicans, who had not won statewide since 2009, nominated a wealthy, moderate-seeming newcomer to politics, investor Glenn Youngkin. He did not touch the White identity buttons in the same way Trump had, although he did attack critical race theory in the schools. At the same time, his campaign emulated the Democrats of Virginia in the prior two presidential elections and created targeted campaign appeals to various Asian groups. In particular, the Youngkin campaign touched on an issue that flew beneath the radar of most mainstream media outlets: admissions to magnet schools. Thomas Jefferson High School in Fairfax is a nationally recognized school to which many Asian parents in northern Virginia aspire to send their children. Fairfax, the largest county in Virginia by population, has been riven by the question of whether to alter the admissions standards. Before a recent shift, the school was overwhelmingly Asian and White, with almost no Black, Hispanic, or Native American students. Controversially, the school board altered the admissions formula to diversify the school: they increased the impact of demographic factors and decreased the importance of test scores, which outraged many Asian parents. Youngkin hit on this “lowering of standards,” appealing to Asian voters who saw the change as anti-Asian (Kang 2021). As Youngkin’s campaign manager put it: “If you’re an Asian American family going to Thomas Jefferson School and they lower the standards to let more kids who aren’t in accelerated math into the best school in the country, that’s pretty important to you. Advanced math is a big dang thing. But it also is to the Republicans: Why would you not help and want your children to succeed and achieve?” (quoted in Kang 2021).

The Virginia tactics echo those of Republicans nationally, where the GOP has been eager to exploit the outrage many Asians feel about admissions policies to competitive high schools and universities. The Trump administration’s Justice Department investigated Harvard University’s and the University of North Carolina’s use of race in admissions and sided with Asian applicants who alleged discrimination. A California bill to return affirmative action to state policies was scrapped because of objections by Asians who see affirmative action, particularly in higher education, as anti-Asian (Desai 2018).

In Virginia and throughout the South, it would seem that initially, the Democratic advantage produced by Trump’s anti-immigrant and anti-Chinese rhetoric manifested in the elections of 2016 and 2020. Yet the outbursts of anti-Asian violence that swept the nation may have been a double-edged sword for Democratic hopes. Even as it may have increased AAPI identification, it may have also raised concerns about law and order. Youngkin’s win in Virginia suggests that Republican messaging on affirmative action, law and order, and economics can still win them Asian American support, in the South and elsewhere.

Virginia and Asian American Politics: A Look at Asian Public Opinion in One Southern State

In most national surveys, there are not enough Asian respondents to ascertain good estimates of Asian preferences.4 The first major multicity multinationality study of Asian American attitudes occurred only in 2001 (Wong 2017). And even the recent national surveys that exclusively target Asian Americans do not have enough Asian Americans in the South to study regional public opinion. In light of that, we collapsed 10 Washington Post–Schar School polls conducted from 2016 to 2021 in Virginia. For this analysis, only those individuals who identified as Asian were included in the data set. Table 4.2 shows the respondent count by survey and Table 4.3 shows the count by year. We acknowledge that aggregating Asian respondents in this way is suboptimal; it would be better to have more Virginia Asian respondents in a single survey. However, necessity is the mother of inventive data shortcuts and compromises. We believe that a less than ideal data set is better than no data set at all.

The variables of interest are described in Table 4.4. This includes two dependent variables for the models, party identification and voter registration status, as well as the independent variables of age, education, sex, and ideology. Both models were run again with the year of the survey included as a control.



Table 4.2 Respondent Counts by Survey




	Poll Date
	08-14-2016
	10-30-2016
	05-14-2017
	10-02-2017
	10-29-2017
	02-08-2019
	09-30-2019
	10-19-2020
	09-13-2021
	10-26-2021
	Total





	Count
	19
	20
	22
	26
	20
	16
	6
	23
	41
	37
	230









Table 4.3 Respondent Counts by Year




	Poll Year
	2016
	2017
	2019
	2020
	2021
	Total





	Count
	39
	68
	22
	23
	78
	230









Table 4.4 Variable Description




	Variable
	Purpose
	Variable Type
	Categories/Range





	Party ID
	Dependent variable
	Categorical variable
	Republican, Democrat, and independent/something else



	Registered to vote
	Dependent variable
	Binary variable
	Registered to vote or not registered/no opinion



	Age
	Explanatory variable
	Continuous variable
	18–88



	Education
	Explanatory variable
	Categorical variable
	Less than high school/high school grad, some college, college grad, postgrad



	Sex
	Explanatory variable
	Binary variable
	Male or female



	Ideology
	Explanatory variable
	Categorical variable
	Liberal, moderate, conservative



	Year (of poll)
	Control variable
	Continuous variable
	









Table 4.5 Descriptive Statistics by Year




	Variables
	Total
	2016
	2017
	2019
	2020
	2021





	Political Party (sample size)
	204
	35
	66
	22
	23
	58



	Democrat
	80
	16
	26
	9
	7
	22



	Republican
	36
	4
	14
	2
	7
	9



	Independent
	88
	15
	26
	11
	9
	27



	Registered to Vote (sample size)
	230
	39
	68
	22
	23
	78



	Registered voter
	167
	22
	52
	15
	18
	60



	Not registered/No opinion
	63
	17
	16
	7
	5
	18



	Education (sample size)
	230
	39
	68
	22
	23
	78



	Less than high school/high school grad
	34
	3
	7
	5
	3
	16



	Some college
	37
	4
	14
	4
	2
	13



	College grad
	79
	19
	23
	11
	7
	19



	Postgrad
	78
	13
	23
	2
	11
	29



	Age (sample size)
	225
	39
	67
	22
	23
	74



	Mean
	40
	43
	42
	38
	37
	39



	Sex (sample size)
	230
	39
	68
	22
	23
	78



	Male
	149
	27
	44
	16
	12
	50



	Female
	81
	12
	24
	6
	11
	28



	Ideology (sample size)
	191
	27
	65
	22
	18
	59



	Liberal
	72
	12
	19
	12
	4
	25



	Moderate
	69
	5
	30
	7
	8
	19



	Conservative
	50
	10
	16
	3
	6
	15







Methodology and Merging

The data sets were pooled to create a sample size large enough to analyze. The pooled sample size and the totals for subgroups are all on Table 4.5. There are several issues that should be considered when pooling data (Wendt 2007). The first consideration is the desired estimate, in this case whether it is a sample large enough to model. The second is the target population, in this case residents of Virginia identifying as Asian and of voting age. The third is to examine if the samples are comparable. All of the surveys used are a random sample of Virginia residents above the age of 18. We have no reason to think that Asians are more present in some surveys than others by design or another factor other than random selection. The fourth consideration is whether the variables are the same. The data sets were only merged based on questions that were roughly the same. Another consideration is weighting. No weights were used in the combined data set as we did not know the formula for the creation of the weights in each survey.

Our first observation is that the Asian Americans in these surveys strongly leaned Democratic, as opposed to Republican, with a more than 2:1 ratio. However, the ratio of Democrats to independents was essentially 1:1. Since partisanship remains the single largest influence on political behavior in the US, this suggests that Virginia’s Asian Americans are more favorably disposed to the Democrats, but also quite gettable for the Republicans in any given year. As noted, this same observation has been made about Asian Americans nationally.

We deployed logistic regression to go beyond simple univariate and bivariate analyses.5 The assumptions for a logistic or multinomial logistic regression are linearity, no outliers, independence, and absence of multicollinearity. We believe the assumptions are mostly met.6 Multicollinearity was checked for using a correlation table: no correlation was above 0.5. Additionally, autocorrelation is not expected to be a problem as the same individuals are highly unlikely to be included in the surveys.

Models and Results

Model 1: Party Identification

The first model is a multinomial logistic regression with the dependent variable of an individual’s party identification using the following independent variables: education (E), age (A), female as a dummy variable for sex (F), and ideology (I). Education is represented as an ordinal variable with high school or less as a base and some college, college graduate, and postgraduate as the other categories. Ideology is also represented as an ordinal variable, with liberal as the base and then moderate and conservative as the categories.

The results of the regression (Table 4.6) show that the only statistically significant variable is ideology. Ideology is statistically significant at the 99% confidence level for predicting Democratic identity. As a respondent becomes more conservative, the odds of identifying as a Democrat decrease by 1.56 for each category. Similarly, ideology is statistically significant at the 99% confidence level for Republican in the reverse direction; identifying as conservative increases the log odds of identifying as a Republican by 1.65. The analysis was run again with the inclusion of year to control in case there was a change over time in partisanship among Asians in Virginia. The results (Table 4.7) show no practical difference, that ideology was the only variable statistically significant, and that the coefficients are virtually unchanged.

What we can conclude here is that Asian Americans in Virginia during the last five years approached partisanship in dramatically different ways than White Americans did nationwide, and probably in Virginia as well. White Americans are profoundly shaped by gender in their partisanship. Additionally, older White Americans in this era are strongly Republican, and younger White Americans are strongly Democratic. Finally, while education has a less consistent effect, in a study that omits income, education often captures some of the variance associated with income. Yet Asians in Virginia show no effect of gender, education, or age in their partisanship. We find this remarkable, but not out of step with some other studies of Asian partisanship. The NBC News national exit poll for 2020 found that 66% of Asian men voted for Biden, but only 60% of Asian women did (Yam 2020). There was no other racial group in which men favored Biden more than women did; in most, the gender gap was strongly the other way, and statistically significant. This is even more remarkable given that an Asian female was on the Democratic ticket, the first Asian of any gender to be a national candidate for a major party. The data also suggest that there was no surge toward Democrats or Republicans during this five-year period in Virginia, since year was statistically insignificant. We can also say that compared to national surveys of Asian Americans, Asians in Virginia were significantly more independent (Tran and Warikoo 2021).



Table 4.6 Model 1 Results




	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	Z
	p > |z|





	Democrat
	
	
	
	



	  Age
	.0184962
	.0134286
	1.38
	0.168



	  Education
	−.0937396
	.2140165
	−0.44
	0.661



	  Female
	.1049652
	.3880324
	0.27
	0.787



	  Ideology
	−1.558112
	.3078282
	−5.06
	0.000



	  Constant
	.2901205
	.5377851
	0.54
	0.590



	Republican
	
	
	
	



	  Age
	.0212833
	.0159805
	1.33
	0.183



	  Education
	−.4086839
	.2544322
	−1.61
	0.108



	  Female
	.57905
	.5052459
	1.15
	0.252



	  Ideology
	1.646183
	.4045254
	4.07
	0.000



	  Constant
	−3.48336
	.9327481
	−3.73
	0.000





Number of observations: 183. Pseudo R-squared = 0.23.






Table 4.7 Model 1 with Year Results




	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	Z
	p > |z|





	Democrat
	
	
	
	



	  Age
	.0174631
	.0135673
	1.29
	0.198



	  Education
	−.0809067
	.2150893
	−0.38
	0.707



	  Female
	.1114547
	.3884515
	0.29
	0.744



	  Ideology
	−1.584347
	.3112845
	−5.09
	0.000



	  Year
	−.0944593
	.0970237
	−0.97
	0.330



	  Constant
	190.994
	195.8854
	0.98
	0.330



	Republican
	
	
	
	



	  Age
	.0210075
	.0159142
	1.32
	0.187



	  Education
	−.3981835
	.255493
	−1.56
	0.119



	  Female
	.5932803
	.5069127
	1.17
	0.242



	  Ideology
	1.649939
	.4058455
	4.07
	0.000



	  Year
	.0108237
	.1214408
	0.09
	0.929



	  Constant
	−25.34595
	245.2476
	−0.10
	0.918





Number of observations: 183. Pseudo R-squared = 0.23.




Model 2: Voter Registration

The second model is a logistic regression with the dependent variable of an individual’s voter registration status using the following independent variables: education (E), age (A), female as a dummy variable for sex (F), ideology (I), and party identification. As with the first model, education and ideology are represented as ordinal variables. Additionally, party identification is shown as a categorical variable with independent as the base.

The results of the model (Table 4.8) show that age is statistically significant at the 90% confidence level. This means that for each year older the respondent is, the log odds of being registered to vote increase by 0.033. In contrast with what we found for partisanship, this is consistent with what is known about most American voters. Registration increases with age (Ansolabehere 2012). However, contrary to decades of prior research on Americans generally (and White, Black, and Hispanic voters separately), there was no relationship between education and registration (Hillygus 2005). This is again particularly unusual in a survey in which income was not controlled for.

The analysis was run again with the inclusion of year to control for any changes over time in registration trends. The results are shown in Table 4.9. Notably, age remains statistically significant, now at the 95% confidence level, and the coefficient increased slightly. Additionally, the year variable is statistically significant at the 99% confidence level and can be interpreted as each year the respondent’s log odds of being registered to vote increase by 0.55. This suggests that Asian registration in Virginia went up during this five-year period.



Table 4.8 Model 2 Results




	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	Z
	p > |z|





	Age
	.0327658
	.0179865
	1.82
	0.069



	Education
	.1001222
	.2444917
	0.41
	0.682



	Female
	.2848229
	.4678936
	0.61
	0.543



	Ideology
	.0371544
	.3563857
	0.10
	0.917



	Independent
	Omitted
	—
	—
	—



	Democrat
	.2967226
	.5170381
	0.57
	0.566



	Republican
	.5888135
	.7380698
	0.80
	0.425



	Constant
	.0102415
	.6769494
	0.02
	0.988





Number of observations: 183. Pseudo R-squared = 0.056.






Table 4.9 Model 2 with Year Results




	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	Z
	p > |z|





	Age
	.0404842
	.0203103
	1.99
	0.046



	Education
	.0919272
	.2844939
	0.32
	0.747



	Female
	.1894985
	.4963841
	0.38
	0.703



	Ideology
	.1923669
	.3759112
	0.51
	0.609



	Independent
	Omitted
	—
	—
	—



	Democrat
	.5712443
	.5605981
	1.02
	0.308



	Republican
	.5656612
	.7594603
	0.74
	0.456



	Year
	.5500698
	.1518575
	3.62
	0.000



	Constant
	−1110.484
	306.5296
	−3.62
	0.000





Number of observations: 183. Pseudo R-squared = 0.17.




How Asian Americans Can Change Southern Politics

Southern Asian Americans are politically distinct from Asian Americans elsewhere. Our data suggest that they are more independent and slightly less Democratic. And their numbers remain small when compared to the East or West, or even to parts of the Midwest. There are very few Chinatowns, Koreatowns, and other signs of concentrated Asian population in the South. However, the demographics are changing—and rapidly. There are also other distinctive features. The South as a region has attracted far more South Asians than it has other types of Asians. About a third of all South Asian Americans now live in the South, and the population of South Asians in the region tripled from 2000 to 2017, when it was estimated at 1.4 million (Tavernese and Gebeloff 2019).



Table 4.10 Three Largest Asian National Origin Group Differences by State




	State
	Largest Group
	Second-Largest Group
	Third-Largest Group





	Alabama
	Indian
	Chinese
	Korean



	20%
	19%
	18%



	Arkansas
	Indian
	Chinese
	Vietnamese



	24%
	15%
	14%



	Florida
	Indian
	Filipino
	Chinese



	29%
	18%
	17%



	Georgia
	Indian
	Chinese
	Vietnamese



	35%
	14%
	14%



	Louisiana
	Vietnamese
	Chinese
	Indian



	41%
	15%
	13%



	Mississippi
	Vietnamese
	Indian
	Chinese



	29%
	21%
	17%



	North Carolina
	Indian
	Chinese
	Vietnamese



	34%
	16%
	11%



	South Carolina
	Indian
	Chinese
	Filipino



	24%
	20%
	17%



	Tennessee
	Indian
	Chinese
	Vietnamese



	26%
	17%
	11%



	Texas
	Indian
	Vietnamese
	Chinese



	31%
	20%
	15%



	Virginia
	Indian
	Chinese
	Filipino



	27%
	14%
	13%





Source: US Census Bureau, 2019 1-year American Community Survey, Table B02015.




One other unique aspect of the Asian American role in Southern politics is triangulation and relations with Black Americans. There have been Black-Asian tensions in the South going back more than 100 years, but because there have been so few Asians present, it has never been an issue the way it has in New York City, San Francisco, or Los Angeles. Virginia governor Glenn Youngkin’s recent success in gaining Asian votes by attacking a policy designed to increase Black students in a magnet school especially attractive for Asian Americans may be a harbinger of other such efforts. The fact that many of the attackers in the recent surge of hate crimes against Asians have been Black has not escaped the notice of many Asians, as well as some Republicans (Kang 2021). The tension is two-sided; Black Americans on some questions are more anti-Asian than White Americans (Xu and Lee 2013).

If Blacks view Asians not as allies but as competitors or opponents, and if Asians view Blacks as threats or barriers to their educational opportunities, this will be very bad political news for southern Democrats, who successfully built a pan-racial coalition in Georgia from 2020 to 2022 and in Virginia from 2016 to 2020. White southerners are highly unlikely to move to the Democratic Party in large numbers any time soon. Unless they do, the main hope for Democrats is in keeping non-Whites united and attracting enough Whites to stay competitive. Conversely, Asian Americans in the South represent an attractive target for Republican outreach on economics, anti–affirmative action, and law and order.

As Asians increase their share of southern political power, they may end up deciding which party controls the region. Their position as a swing vote, capable and even likely to shift from election to election, is unique in the region in recent years. If one of the two major parties can win the allegiance of most southern Asian Americans, it will have a distinct, and growing, advantage in the next 20 years of southern politics.

In early 2023, one of the most visible Asian politicians of the South announced her candidacy for the presidency. If Nikki Haley of South Carolina succeeds in taking the Republican nomination for president in 2024, that could provide a strong rallying point for Asian voters in the South, particularly South Asians. However, in politics, demography is not determinative; it is one factor among many. Other influences will also shape the future of Asian voters in the American South, including intermarriage, economics, and foreign affairs.
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Women’s Growing Clout Is Changing the South’s Political Landscape


Look at state legislatures now to see what Congress will look like in the future. . . . Looking at the states can help us forecast what our national politics may look like over the next decade or more.

—Juenke et al. (2020)



For Sylvia Garcia, the motivation for running for political office was never to make history.1 But she did just that. Growing up in the south Texas farming community of Palito Blanco, the eighth of 10 children, she probably never thought of holding political office either. But she learned from her parents that with hard work and a good education she could accomplish anything. As a result, she earned a degree on scholarship from Texas Woman’s University in Denton, and then followed with a law degree from Texas Southern University in Houston, working several jobs to pay for her tuition. Early in her professional career, she worked as a legal aid officer, held local city and country public service positions, and then was elected to the Texas Senate in 2013. Six years later she won a seat in the US House of Representatives, becoming the first Hispanic member of the Houston delegation and one of the first two Latinas to represent the state in Congress.

“It’s never been about being a first,” she said. “It’s always been about being the best.” She called the victory “a win for the Latino community across Texas and especially to the millions of young Latina girls that have not been able to see anyone in Congress who looks like them or represents their background” (Aguilar 2018). Like other women in Texas and the South, she is making history and advancing the power of women in politics.

For years, the conservative South lagged behind other regions in women’s political participation rates, resulting in fewer women candidates and officeholders. From 2010 to 2020, the regional participation rate gap has narrowed for a multiplicity of reasons highlighted in this chapter. Political gains made by women in the South have made it clear that not only are the times a-changin’, but also there’s no turning back now.

Looking ahead to the next decade, 2020 to 2030, the South’s population will continue to grow. Already the 2020 US census has identified the South as the nation’s fastest-growing region. In-migration from other states and countries continues to swell and change southern states’ population mixes—and politics. Women’s clout in every facet of politics (voters, candidates, donors, elected officials) is also changing both within and across states.

The trends are so strong that Florida has emerged as a bellwether state. In other words, what is happening in Florida now could well predict what will happen in other states.

Women Increasingly Active at the National Level



Congress. The first southern woman to serve in Congress was Hattie Wyatt Caraway from Arkansas. She was appointed to the Senate in 1931 after the death of her husband, following the precedent of appointing widows temporarily to their husband’s seat. She won election in her own right in 1932, the first in the nation to do so. She also was the first woman to preside over the Senate and to chair a committee.

Fast forward to the more recent times, particularly 2012–2022. The number of southern women elected to Congress has increased in both the US House and US Senate (Congressional Research Service 2022). Women serving in the US House increased from 16 in 2012 to 32 in 2022. Of the 32, 13 were women of color: 8 Black, all Democrats (2 Florida, 2 Georgia, 2 North Carolina, 1 Texas, and 1 Alabama); 5 were Latinas (2 Democrats and 1 Republican in Texas, 2 Republicans in Florida). In a 2023 special election, Jennifer McClellan (D) was the first Black woman elected to Congress from Virginia.

Furthermore, four congresswomen from the South hold party leadership posts. Three are Democratic chief deputy whips: Terri Sewell (AL), Debbie Wasserman Schultz (FL), and Sheila Jackson Lee (TX). In addition, Maria Elvira Salazar (R-FL) serves as the assistant whip. Three of the four are women of color: Black (Sewell and Jackson Lee) and Latina (Salazar).

Nine southern states have had at least one woman US senator. Only South Carolina and Virginia have never had a woman senator. Since 1980, with the election of Republican Paula Hawkins from Florida, southern states have been continually represented by women in the US Senate. The three currently serving are Katie Britt (R-AL), Marsha Blackburn (R-TN), and Cindy Hyde-Smith (R-MS).

US Supreme Court.  Five Black women jurists in the South were among President Biden’s initial “short list” for an appointment to the US Supreme Court (Corriher 2022): US District Judge in South Carolina Michelle Childs, North Carolina Supreme Court Justice Anita Earls, former North Carolina chief justice Cheri Beasley, Judge Leslie Abrams Gardner of Georgia, and civil rights lawyer Nancy Abudu of Alabama. The successful nominee was US Court of Appeals for the DC Circuit Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson, who grew up in Miami before heading to Harvard.

The Presidency.  No longer is it unusual for a woman from the South to be mentioned as a potential candidate for president of the United States. Notable examples are Stacey Abrams (D-GA) and 2024 presidential aspirant Nikki Haley (R-SC). In addition, Val Demings (D-FL) in 2020 was mentioned as a possible vice presidential nominee. All three are women of color: Haley is of Indian descent, and Abrams and Demings are both Black.2

Larger Visibility in State Politics

At the state level, women have made gains over the past decade in election to executive and legislative posts (judicial too, but states vary in whether justices/judges are appointed or elected and, if elected, via partisan or nonpartisan ballots) (Texas Lawsuit Reform Foundation 2022). Eight women have been elected governor in southern states (five Democrats, three Republicans)—Alabama (two), Texas (two), Arkansas, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Louisiana.3 The three most recently elected were Republicans—Kay Ivey (R-AL), 2017–present; Sarah Huckabee Sanders (R-AR), 2023–present; and Nikki Haley (R-SC), 2011–2017. Two women served as lieutenant governor in 2013 (Jennifer Carroll, FL; Kay Ivey, AL). Three held the position in 2021: Jeanette Nuñez (FL), Pamela Evette (SC), and Winsome Sears (VA). All five are Republicans, two are Black (Carroll and Sears), and one is a Latina (Nuñez).

Women in other statewide elected executive posts (excluding governors and lieutenant governors) increased from 11 in 2013 to 12 in 2021.4 These positions vary from state to state but include agriculture commissioner, attorney general, auditor, public service commissioner, rail commissioner, secretary of state, superintendent of public instruction, comptroller, labor commissioner, and treasurer. Only Louisiana and Tennessee had no women statewide elected executives.

In state legislatures, women in all states but Mississippi and Tennessee were a larger proportion of the state’s policymaking body by 2020 as compared with 2012. Three (Florida, Georgia, and Virginia) were above the national average (31.1%) (Center for American Women and Politics [CAWP]).

Measuring Women’s Political Clout at the State Level

What accounts for women’s growing visibility? What markers at the state level can be used to measure women’s “clout”? One oft-cited composite index developed by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) and used in its Status of Women in the South report (IWPR 2016) offered four indicators of women’s political status:


• Voter registration

• Voter turnout

• Representation in elected office (Congress, state legislatures, governor, other statewide elected executive offices)

• Institutional resources5 available to women



The IWPR analysis was based largely on 2012/2014 registration and voting data as well as 2015 data on women in elective office. Our analysis of changes in women’s clout in the South over the past decade, however, broadens the IWPR indicators beyond voter registration and turnout rates and elected office at a single point in time. We include the following changes:


• Demographics—birthplace, race/ethnicity, age, and educational level

• Voting patterns—candidate/party preferences, the level of cohesiveness in their vote choices, and the gender gap

• Candidacies—who runs and where

• Electoral successes—who wins, along with their rise to leadership posts and higher-level offices

• Sources and types of institutional resources (campaign contributions, women’s networks, party recruitment, and support available to women candidates)



The in-depth analysis of candidacies and electoral successes focuses primarily on state legislatures, the traditional launch pad for statewide and federal (congressional) offices (Sanbonmatsu 2006). We have not created an index giving equal weight to all indicators as did the IWPR study. Each of our measures is broader, and its relative weight differs across time and state.

Data Sources.  Demographic, registration rate, and voting (turnout) data are from the US Census Bureau. Voting patterns (candidate preference) come from state exit polls. (Exit poll data from Edison Research is available for all southern states in 2020; earlier polls did not include all states.6) State legislative party nominees and success data are from the CAWP as is their party affiliation and race/ethnicity (but for officeholders, not nominees) (CAWP 2021a, 2021b; 2022a, 2022b).7 State legislative chamber leadership data come from the National Conference on State Legislatures (NCSL). Both the CAWP and NCSL are sources of electoral success data for other positions. Institutional resource information is garnered from journalistic and academic accounts of women’s campaigns.

Is “Demographics as Destiny” Real?

Overall, the South’s growing political clout reflects “major changes in its electorate, underscoring the importance of examining the link between demographics and politics, especially in high-growth areas” (Bullock et al. 2020). From 2010 to 2020, the South’s growth rate (10.2%) was higher than the nation at large (7.4%) as well as that of the Northeast, Midwest, and West regions.

The “demographics as destiny” thesis posits that growth and in-migration would be key to the South’s rapid political transformation from a red (Republican) to a blue (Democratic) region. While this thesis draws some support, the underlying assumption is riddled with cracks.

High Growth versus Low Growth.  Growth can be seen as a “high growth” versus “low growth” phenomenon when compared to the nation at large. Of the 11 southern states, 7 had higher growth rates than the nation (in descending order): Texas, Florida, South Carolina, Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. As a result, three of these states gained additional seats in the US Congress—Texas (two), Florida (one), and North Carolina (one). The stagnant or low-growth states were Alabama, Arkansas, and Louisiana. Only Mississippi lost population (0.2%).

In-Migration Yields Diversity.  With growth and the influx of newcomers has come diversity—racial/ethnic, generational/age, and political. For women, this diversity has greater impact in high-growth states compared to low-growth states. In high-growth states, for example, women’s success is more evident in political participation rates, partisan voting patterns, candidacies, and election results (Bullock et al. 2019).

Shortcomings of “Demographics Is Destiny” Thesis.  Women have changed the South’s political landscape over the past decade and will continue to do so, but not always at the pace or direction predicted by the “demographics is destiny” thesis. Our analysis, primarily focused on 2010–2020, finds that the partisan and ideological cohesiveness among women, particularly women of color, weakened more than anticipated during the 2010s. Those projections were off because they failed to disaggregate increasingly more diverse racial/ethnic populations into narrower country-of-origin groups with distinct cultural backgrounds and issue priorities. “Too many people still treat women voters as a monolith on gender autopilot” (Thomson-DeVeaux 2016).

Place of Birth/In-Migration.  The influx of newcomers has certainly made an impact. Two high-growth states, Florida and Virginia, have the highest proportion of women born outside the South (Figure 5.1), but from different places (Florida—from Latin America, the Caribbean, and other southern states; Virginia—from nonsouthern states). These two states have also experienced significant changes in their politics. In contrast, a smaller share of women in low-growth states like Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama were born outside the state. These conservative states remained solidly Republican over the past decade.
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Figure 5.1 Women in high-growth states are less likely to reside in state where they are born.

Source: Author’s analysis of 2010 and 2020 American Community Survey, IPUMS-USA (Ruggles et al. 2022).



Racial/Ethnic Diversity.  When we look at growth and in-migration together, it’s immediately clear that the share of women of color increased in every southern state (Figure 5.2). Furthermore, women of color are a larger share of high-growth than low-growth states. By 2020, White shares were lowest in high-growth Texas, Georgia, and Florida and lowest in low-growth Tennessee, Arkansas, and Alabama. Black women had the largest presence in Mississippi, Louisiana, and Georgia and the lowest in Texas, Florida, Arkansas, and Tennessee. Texas and Florida both had the highest shares of Hispanic/Latina women, while Virginia had the highest proportion of Asian and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (NHPI) women.
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Figure 5.2 Racial/ethnic diversity of women increased in all southern states.

Note: Non-Hispanic racial groups (except for Non-Hispanic Multiracial) only includes women who identify with a single race. Hispanic women can identify with any race, including multiple races. “NHPI” is Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Non-Hispanic Other includes Indigenous women and women who identify with some other racial identity.Source: Author’s analysis of 2010 decennial census and 2020 American Community Survey, IPUMS-USA (Ruggles et al. 2022).



Both Hispanics and Asians had significant state-by-state differences in the countries of origin (see Hispanics table in Latinos chapter; Asians table in Asians chapter).8 The same was true among Blacks (American born vs. foreign born). One in five Black people in the US is an immigrant or child of Black immigrants (Tamir 2022). The largest immigrant groups in southern states (most notably Florida) are from the Caribbean—Jamaica, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic. As noted earlier, significant cultural and political differences exist among racial subgroups (Austin 2018).

Importantly, nearly every state saw an increase in women describing themselves as multiracial—a new category in the 2020 census. Research shows that younger generations are more likely to identify as multiracial (Tavernise, Mzezewa, and Heyward 2021).

Generational Shifts.  A second factor in demographics is aging, and all 11 southern states followed the national pattern of an aging population. The greatest increase occurred in women 65 and older (+5%) in Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia (Figure 5.3). Several of these states have become retiree magnets, while others have poorer economies that prompt younger people to move out. The smallest bump in the 65+ share was in Texas (+3%) with its larger Hispanic population. (Hispanics are younger than other races/ethnicities.)

By contrast, the percentage of women ages 18 to 39 (Millennials and Gen Zers) dropped in every state. Long term, this pattern, along with declining birth rates among the young, could greatly affect candidate pools. On the one hand, the size of the pool may shrink should younger women continue to leave certain areas of the South for better educational and employment opportunities elsewhere. On the other hand, the decline in birth rates might enlarge the candidate pool as fewer women are hindered by the double burdens of work—that is, as traditional caregivers/homemakers and in paid jobs. States with the highest share of younger voting-age women are Texas (41%), Georgia (38%), and Louisiana (37%).
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Figure 5.3 Share of older women (voting age) increased in all southern states.

Source: Author’s analysis of 2010 decennial census and 2020 American Community Survey, IPUMS-USA (Ruggles et al. 2022).



Rising Educational Levels.  A third factor in demographics is educational level. For years, the South has lagged behind other regions in educational attainment, notably in college graduates. More recently, southern states have made education a higher priority for economic and social equity reasons. The need to diversify their economies was a driving force, along with the need to improve workforce skills and talents by narrowing racial and gender educational gaps. The availability of more federal funds earmarked to this process sped up both economic development and workforce diversification in the region. Notably, the share of women college graduates increased across Black, Hispanic, and White groups between 2010 and 2020 (Figure 5.4).
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Figure 5.4 Gains in share of women graduating college, 2010–2020.

Note: Non-Hispanic White and Non-Hispanic Black women include only women who identify with a single race. Hispanic women can identify with any race, including multiple races. Hispanic women in Mississippi are not shown due to small sample size.Source: Author’s analysis of 2010 and 2020 American Community Survey, IPUMS-USA (Ruggles et al. 2022).



That trend is significant because research has shown that college graduates are much more likely to register, vote, and run for office than noncollege graduates. It has also shown that across these 11 southern states, fewer women of color than Whites are college graduates. Furthermore, education rates are higher in high-growth than low-growth states.

Among White women, states with the highest proportion of college graduates are Virginia, Texas, and North Carolina; the lowest are Arkansas, Mississippi, and Alabama. Again, it follows the high- versus low-growth pattern.

Larger proportions of college-educated Black women are in high-growth Texas, Virginia, and Georgia. Fewer Black college grads live in Arkansas, Alabama, and Mississippi, which are low-growth states, and South Carolina. But the gap between high- and low-growth states is narrower than among White and Hispanic women.

Among Latinas, the states with the largest share of college graduates are Virginia, Louisiana, and Florida; the smaller shares are in Arkansas and Texas. Overall, Latin women lag behind White and Black women in their educational achievement rates but have experienced greater gains from 2010 to 2020 than Blacks.

According to the US census, the share of White, Black, and Hispanic women aged 25 or older with college degrees went up in every state this past decade (Figure 5.5). Among women of color, Blacks made the largest gains in Florida and Texas, and Hispanics in Alabama, Tennessee, Arkansas, and South Carolina. Latinas’ overall gains were greater than White or Black women in Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, South Carolina, and Tennessee. Black women’s gains were equal to Latinas in Florida and Texas, and lagged behind Latinas by a single point in Georgia and North Carolina and by 2 points in Virginia. While data were not available for Asian women in 2010 to permit a change analysis, data for 2020 clearly show a higher proportion of Asian women college graduates in high-growth states, with the exception of South Carolina (Figure 5.6).

Overall, the gains undoubtedly help explain the growing (but at times uneven) political clout of minority women in the South as registrants, voters, and candidates.
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Figure 5.5 Change in women graduating college by race/ethnicity.

Note: Non-Hispanic White and Non-Hispanic Black women include only women who identify with a single race. Hispanic women can identify with any race, including multiple races. Hispanic women in Mississippi are not shown due to small sample size.

Source: Author’s analysis of 2010 and 2020 American Community Survey, IPUMS-USA (Ruggles et al. 2022). Figures reported are the percent change from 2010 to 2020.
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Figure 5.6 Differences in educational attainment of Asian and Pacific Islander women in the South.

Note: Chart shows educational attainment for non-Hispanic Asian or Pacific Islander women ages 25 and older from 2018 to 2020.Source: Author’s analysis of 2018, 2019, and 2020 American Community Survey, IPUMS-USA (Ruggles et al. 2022).



Voting: The Real Key

Women have registered and voted at higher rates than men (Igielnik 2020) for several decades. Regardless of gender, turnout often varies by age, race, and educational level. Registration and turnout are generally higher among older, White, and more highly educated voters. Among women of color, registration and turnout rates are highest among Blacks, followed by Latinas and Asians. States differ in the size of each of these groups.

Women’s Registration Trends.  Of course, registration must precede voting; this is particularly important in nations such as the US where registration is not automatic, and where individuals must register each time they move their residence. In the South over the past decade, women’s registration rates have consistently been highest in Mississippi (80%s), Virginia, and South Carolina (70%s) (Figure 5.7). Mississippi and South Carolina have larger Black populations, while Virginia has the highest proportion of college-educated women of all races. The lowest registration rates among women are in Texas and Florida (low 60%)—states with the largest shares of immigrants.
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Figure 5.7 Women’s registration rates are uneven across the southern states.

Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey Voting Supplement (Table 4b) for each year.



The bad news is that registration rates among women fell in many states in 2020. In four, a steady decline occurred from 2012 (Obama vs. Romney) to 2016 (Clinton vs. Trump) to 2020 (Biden vs. Trump). The steepest drop was in two low-growth states—Louisiana and Alabama—and in both the Carolinas. The declines in 2020 were mostly attributable to the pandemic (unregistered women were more difficult to contact and more financially strapped and homebound).

On the other hand, registration rates among women actually increased from 2016 to 2020 in five states: Tennessee (+6%), Texas (+4%), Georgia (+2%), Mississippi (+1%), and Virginia (+1%). Aggressive registration efforts were led by Black women across the South (Crain 2020), including those by leaders like Latosha Brown, cofounder of Black Voters Matter, and Stacey Abrams, who created Fair Fight Action to combat voter suppression. Other notable Black women organized in states across the southern region, including Cara McClure (AL), founder of Faith and Works; Arekia Bennett (MS), Mississippi Votes; Charlane Oliver (TN), Equity Alliance; and Ashley Shelton (LA), Coalition for Equity and Justice. Groups like Voto Latino, led by president María Teresa Kumar, actively worked to register Latino/as across the region.

One quirk in registration has been the disaffection with both major political parties. A growing number of voters are registering as independents/No Party Affiliation (NPA). NPAs have little faith in the two major parties; campaign specialists recognize they are generally younger and more candidate/issue specific than older, more party-centric voters. In competitive states, they are a powerful bloc that can swing an election—if they vote. Women NPAs vote at a higher rate than men NPAs.

Women’s Turnout Trends.  Turnout rates in the 11 states fluctuated more than registration rates. Why? Women’s party loyalties changed, candidate(s) appeal varied, and Get Out the Vote (GOTV) efforts (messaging, contacting, and communicating) differed.9 Overall, turnout rates were the most stable over the three elections (2012, 2016, 2020) in three states—Alabama, Florida, and Virginia (Figure 5.8). The sharpest drops were in Louisiana, South Carolina, and North Carolina.
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Figure 5.8 Gains in women voters’ turnout rates are largest in competitive states.

Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey Voting Supplement (Table 4b) for each year.



Turnout rates increased between 2016 and 2020 in Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. Some had very close elections between the two parties: Georgia, Florida, Texas, and Virginia. Two solidly red states—Tennessee and Mississippi—had contentious US Senate races in 2018. Tennessee had a heated race between two household names: Republican Congresswoman Marsha Blackburn (endorsed by Trump) and former Democratic governor Phil Bredesen (Schwartz 2018). The Mississippi contest pitted Republican Cindy Hyde-Smith against Mike Espy (a Black Democrat). Despite comments by Hyde-Smith that had racial overtones, she emerged as the state’s first woman elected to Congress (Verhovek and Karson 2018). In general, White voters there are almost exclusively Republican, and Black voters Democrats (Rayasam 2021).

In 2020 southern states with the highest turnout were Mississippi, Virginia, Tennessee, and Georgia; the lowest were in Texas, Florida, and Arkansas. Mobilization, particularly of young and minority voters leaning Democratic, during the pandemic was difficult in Florida because the Biden campaign discouraged in-person contact so as not to contradict his campaign message of social distancing to avoid COVID-19. Moreover, college students were not on campus but studying remotely.

Poor turnout in Alabama (the lowest in the nation) was attributed to problems with absentee ballots returned by mail and the absence of online registration (Kruse 2021). In Texas, with the larger, lower turnout of the Latino population, the candidates themselves (Biden and Trump) were viewed as less than inspirational (“two old White men”).

Presidential Elections.  Presidential elections can be instructive in women’s registration and voting behavior. According to Louis Jacobson (2022), demographics (especially education, race, and urbanization10) are useful in explaining registration and voter turnout patterns, but so is partisan competitiveness in presidential voting behavior. “Republican-voting states for the 2020 presidential election cluster on one end of the spectrum,” he said, “while the Democratic-voting states cluster at the other end, with many battleground states somewhere in the middle.” We tested Jacobson’s thesis as it applies to women voters. (Note that exit poll data are available only for all 11 states in 2020 and for some of the larger, higher-growth states in 2016.)

Based on election returns from the 2020 presidential election (all voters), the most solidly Republican-voting states (in descending order) were Arkansas, Alabama, Tennessee, Louisiana, and Mississippi. There were no solidly Democratic-voting states, although the two that voted Democratic (Virginia and Georgia) are trending in that direction more than the other battleground states. The most competitive, yet still Republican-leaning, states are (in descending order) North Carolina, Florida, and Texas. But the most competitive of all was Georgia (0.2% difference).

Partisan Voting Patterns: Women versus Women: 2016–2020.  In every high-growth state except South Carolina, a majority of women voted for Biden (Figure 5.9), according to our analysis. In low-growth states, the reverse is true. Overall, the women’s vote was more cohesive (Republican) in low-growth states and more divided in high-growth states. The two most competitive states for women—Florida and Texas—have seen an influx of diverse, non-native-born southerners (see Figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.9 Women versus women: Partisan voting patterns, 2016–2020.

* Exit poll results not available; state exit polls conducted by Edison Research.



Following national patterns, Black women were the most cohesive, voting heavily Democratic (Figure 5.10). A majority of White women voted Republican, except in Virginia (a blue state). Latinas were less cohesive than Black women, although in every state a majority supported Biden. But a higher proportion of Latinas voted Republican in both Texas and Florida—two states with stronger negative opinions about illegal immigration and socialism—than Latinas elsewhere.
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Figure 5.10 Women’s partisan voting patterns by race/ethnicity.

* Exit poll results not available; state exit polls conducted by Edison Research.



Partisan Voting Patterns: Women versus Men (Gender Gap).  Nationally, the gender gap in 2016 was 13 points. In 2020, it unexpectedly slipped to 7 points (Igielnik, Keeter, and Hartig 2021). Several reasons have been given for the drop. First, Biden did better among men (college educated) than had Hillary Clinton in 2016. Second, Trump did better among women (non-college educated) than he did in his 2016 run—both reflecting the growing importance of educational attainment in understanding partisan vote choice. “Americans with higher educational levels [are] shifting toward the Democrats, and less-well-educated Americans are moving toward the GOP” (Skelley 2021).

In 2020, exit poll data show a sizable wider-than-national gender gap in Virginia (12), Georgia (11), and Texas (11) Figure 5.11). All are high-growth states with diverse racial/ethnic populations and higher turnout among college-educated women of all races than men. Overall, the gender gap is slightly smaller in low-growth states, where there are narrower gender educational attainment differences and more one-party voting patterns.
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Figure 5.11 Partisan voting patterns: Women versus men (gender gap).

* Exit poll results not available; exit poll data: Edison Research.



Women’s Candidacies on the Rise

Over the past decade, women in the South have increasingly left the sidelines to become both candidates and officeholders. Notably, a 67% increase occurred in women running for the state legislature from 2012 to 2020—by far the highest of any region in the United States (Table 5.1). Although they lagged in representation as officeholders compared to other regions in the country, there was still a 17% increase in the number of women legislators over the same period.



Table 5.1 State Legislatures: Women Candidates and Officeholders by Region, 2012–2020




	Region
	Candidates
	Officeholders



	Number
	Percent Change
	Number
	Percent Change



	2012
	2016
	2020
	2012–2016
	2012–2020
	2012
	2016
	2020
	2012–2016
	2012–2020





	South 11
	472
	502
	786
	6
	67
	345
	336
	402
	−3
	17



	Census South
	683
	734
	1,052
	7
	54
	490
	470
	565
	−4
	15



	Census Northeast
	812
	860
	1,109
	6
	37
	485
	519
	623
	7
	28



	Census Midwest
	650
	713
	883
	10
	36
	427
	434
	502
	2
	18



	Census West
	571
	613
	786
	7
	38
	362
	374
	455
	3
	26





Note: Data for Alabama and Maryland from 2010, 2014, and 2018. Data for Louisiana, Mississippi, New Jersey, and Virginia from 2011, 2015, and 2019.

Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP) .




In each election over the past decade, it was not uncommon to hear the phrase “The Year of the Woman.” Similar to national patterns, southern women showed their mettle, all while defying conventional expectations of women in public leadership positions. Yet, in spite of these notable accomplishments, women, and especially women of color, still faced significant hurdles in reaching elective offices.

Dispelling a Myth.  Contrary to popular belief, when women run for office, they win just as often as men. However, a general pattern across the US is that they seek public office in far fewer numbers than their male counterparts (CAWP 2020). This trend is evident at all levels of office, including in state legislatures, where women are slightly better represented as officeholders as compared to state executive posts and Congress (Figure 5.12).
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Figure 5.12 Number of state legislative nominees by party, 1992–2020.



Why Don’t Women Run?  One explanation is that they have lacked political ambition (Lawless and Fox 2005, 2010) or simply do not desire to hold political office at the same rates as men. Another is that they do not think of themselves as qualified or fit for office and are also less likely to receive encouragement from party officials or elected leaders.

Yet another explanation suggests they are more relational in their decision to run for office. In their investigation of state legislators, Susan Carroll and Kira Sanbonmatsu (2013) found that women include other considerations in their calculus when deciding to run for office. Particularly, they consider how their candidacy (and potential office) would affect others closest to them, like their partners and children.

Why Women Do Run.  According to research, the most important reason women do run for office is a concern over one or more public policy issues. Over the past decade, women ran on many issues, not just ones related to their gender. These included policies related to health care, education, and national security and the economy. But in many cases, women introduced new ways of thinking about important issues, especially considerations of how they directly impacted women, their families, and communities.

High Hurdles to Jump. Once women decide to run, they face significant hurdles while on the campaign trail. A few notable barriers are whether and how they are covered by the media (Heldman, Conroy, and Ackerman 2018; Kahn 1994), sexist beliefs (Cassese and Barnes 2018; Ditonto 2019; Knuckey 2019), gender stereotypes present in candidate evaluation (Bauer 2013; Ditonto 2016; Dolan 2014; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993) and vote choice decisions (Dolan and Lynch 2016; Sanbonmatsu 2002), and the detrimental effects associated with party recruitment and gatekeeping (Crowder-Meyer 2013; Sanbonmatsu 2006).

Ideological Stereotyping. Importantly, many of these factors vary depending upon the party and race of the candidate. For example, women are often viewed as more liberal than their male counterparts (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993). The ideological perception can be seen as an advantage for Democratic women, especially in primary elections. However, Republican women may suffer in primary contests due to the perception that they are not conservative enough. When taking an intersectional approach, Black women and Latinas have been perceived as more liberal than even their White counterparts (Carew 2016; Cargile, Merolla, and Schroedel 2016).

Fundraising. Sizable disparities also exist in the campaign fundraising process. Although a significant amount of research demonstrates a gender-neutral campaign-fundraising environment (Adams and Schreiber 2011; Fiber and Fox 2005; Hogan 2007), women tend to raise money in smaller amounts (Burrell 2014; Crespin and Deitz 2010; Dabelko and Herrnson 1997). The bulk of the research on gender and campaign finance tends to focus on congressional races, general election contests, and total campaign receipts. Therefore, the women investigated tend to have more experience and support in raising money than state legislative candidates or women who are in their early political careers (e.g., first-time candidates).

Additionally, survey research demonstrates that women even perceive the process as more difficult than men (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013), because they lack many of the same professional networks. But for women of color, campaign fundraising can be perceived as significantly more difficult. Stacey Abrams, former Georgia state House minority leader and gubernatorial nominee, stated, “One of the most significant impediments for women running for office, particularly women of color, is the ability and willingness to raise money. We don’t believe we can because we rarely see women or people of color who do” (Abrams 2019, 126).

Personal Threats. A budding body of literature on violence against women in politics also suggests that women face additional barriers in politics, especially when campaigning for public office. Several studies have demonstrated how multiple forms of violence are used to silence and exclude women as political actors (Krook 2020; Krook and Restrepo Sanín 2020; Kuperberg 2018). These tactics include everything from online threats (which especially target younger and racial minority women) to violent physical attacks, sexual harassment and assault, and vandalism. In 2018, several women who ran in Florida’s state legislative races indicated they suffered from violence on the campaign trail, including the destruction or defacement of campaign signs as well as bomb threats made against their children’s school (MacManus and DePalo-Gould 2019).

Structural Barriers—Incumbency. Significant structural barriers stand in the way of women while running for office, including the advantages related to incumbency (Carroll 1994). Incumbency overwhelmingly aids men, as they are overrepresented at every level of political office. Because incumbents benefit from high retention rates when they run for reelection, fewer opportunities are available for women candidates to successfully reach elected positions in government. The beneficial factors include elements like more media attention and favorable coverage, name recognition among their constituents, party support, and access to established donor networks and substantial campaign war chests.

Incumbents also benefit in states that lack term limits in their legislatures. An officeholder forced to vacate a position after a specified time creates an open seat, a critical opportunity especially for women candidates. Of the southern states included in this examination, only Arkansas, Florida, and Louisiana have any form of term limits in their legislatures. From 2010 to 2020, Florida was the only southern state that saw more women run in open seats (82) as compared to women running as incumbents or challengers.

Women Forge Ahead

Despite the hurdles, women ran in record numbers over the past decade. But we found notable patterns when disaggregating the category of “woman” by other identities, including race and age/generation. Especially after 2016 and the election of Donald Trump to the presidency, increased numbers of Black, Asian/Pacific Islander, Latina, Middle Eastern/North African (MENA), Native American, and/or multiracial women ran for office (CAWP 2022c), as well as younger women (especially Millennials) who decided not to wait their turn (Kohler and Anlar 2021).

In the South, several patterns emerged over the 2012, 2016, and 2020 elections that matched what was seen across the nation. In the 2010–2020 decade, an increased number of women ran for office in state legislatures, especially in the lower chamber (Table 5.2). Many of the dramatic gains in party nominees, however, were women who belonged to the Democratic Party. Yet, Republican women made steady gains in several states, including Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, and Texas (all high-growth states). This trend continued in the 2022 midterm election.



Table 5.2 Number of Women Party Nominees by Chamber




	
	State House
	State Senate
	Overall




	2012
	2016
	2020
	2012
	2016
	2020
	2012
	2016
	2020



	High-Growth States





	FL
	42
	44
	82
	22
	18
	19
	64
	62
	101



	Democrat
	25
	28
	62
	13
	8
	12
	38
	36
	74



	Republican
	17
	16
	20
	9
	10
	7
	26
	26
	27



	GA
	63
	60
	105
	9
	15
	34
	72
	75
	139



	Democrat
	44
	38
	80
	8
	12
	31
	52
	50
	111



	Republican
	19
	22
	25
	1
	3
	3
	20
	25
	28



	NC
	50
	45
	69
	8
	25
	28
	58
	70
	97



	Democrat
	32
	29
	55
	5
	16
	20
	37
	45
	75



	Republican
	18
	16
	14
	3
	9
	8
	21
	25
	22



	SC
	25
	25
	45
	5
	5
	13
	30
	30
	58



	Democrat
	13
	16
	29
	0
	2
	9
	13
	18
	38



	Republican
	12
	9
	16
	5
	3
	4
	17
	12
	20



	TX
	47
	51
	81
	7
	7
	11
	54
	58
	92



	Democrat
	26
	39
	64
	4
	3
	4
	30
	42
	68



	Republican
	21
	11
	17
	3
	4
	7
	24
	15
	24



	Independent
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	



	VA**
	23
	31
	62
	11
	14
	23
	34
	45
	85



	Democrat
	16
	25
	48
	7
	11
	17
	23
	36
	65



	Republican
	7
	6
	14
	4
	3
	6
	11
	9
	20





	Low-Growth States





	AL*
	21
	20
	39
	6
	8
	9
	27
	28
	48



	Democrat
	14
	13
	32
	4
	6
	9
	18
	19
	41



	Republican
	7
	7
	7
	1
	1
	0
	8
	8
	7



	Independent
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	1
	1
	



	AR
	29
	27
	38
	11
	2
	6
	40
	29
	44



	Democrat
	15
	12
	24
	7
	1
	4
	22
	13
	28



	Republican
	11
	15
	14
	4
	1
	2
	18
	16
	16



	LA**
	16
	20
	27
	4
	5
	7
	20
	25
	34



	Democrat
	11
	11
	15
	3
	3
	4
	14
	14
	19



	Republican
	5
	9
	12
	1
	2
	3
	6
	11
	15



	MS**
	27
	23
	30
	12
	12
	14
	39
	35
	44



	Democrat
	17
	18
	21
	3
	6
	6
	20
	24
	27



	Republican
	10
	5
	8
	9
	6
	8
	19
	11
	16



	Independent
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	1



	TN
	28
	38
	35
	6
	7
	9
	34
	45
	44



	Democrat
	19
	28
	21
	3
	4
	7
	22
	32
	28



	Republican
	9
	10
	14
	3
	3
	2
	12
	13
	16





Note: Alabama has state legislative elections in nonpresidential years, so data was collected for the years of 2010, 2014, and 2018. Virginia, Louisianna, and Mississippi have off-year state legislative elections, so data was collected for 2011, 2015, and 2019. Independents are included only if they are incumbents.

Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




Women who ran for office in the South were also primarily incumbents seeking reelection in their respective seats. In later election cycles, however, the number of women who ran as challengers significantly increased (Table 5.3), undoubtedly motivated in part by the election of Donald Trump to the presidency in 2016.





Table 5.3 Number of Women Party Nominees by Seat Status




	
	House
	Senate
	Overall




	2012
	2016
	2020
	2012
	2016
	2020
	2012
	2016
	2020



	High-Growth States





	FL
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	9
	11
	31
	4
	4
	6
	13
	15
	37



	Incumbent
	20
	18
	23
	9
	6
	4
	29
	24
	27



	Open Seat
	13
	15
	28
	9
	8
	9
	22
	23
	37



	GA
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	14
	9
	41
	1
	4
	12
	15
	13
	53



	Incumbent
	37
	43
	50
	8
	10
	12
	45
	53
	62



	Open Seat
	12
	8
	14
	0
	1
	10
	12
	9
	24



	NC
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	9
	15
	33
	1
	11
	11
	10
	26
	44



	Incumbent
	23
	24
	28
	4
	13
	9
	27
	37
	37



	Open Seat
	18
	6
	8
	3
	1
	8
	21
	7
	16



	SC
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	4
	4
	15
	4
	0
	8
	8
	4
	23



	Incumbent
	16
	17
	24
	0
	2
	4
	16
	19
	28



	Open Seat
	5
	4
	6
	1
	3
	1
	6
	7
	7



	TX
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	9
	22
	40
	1
	1
	5
	10
	23
	45



	Incumbent
	26
	22
	33
	5
	4
	5
	31
	26
	38



	Open Seat
	12
	7
	8
	1
	2
	1
	13
	9
	9



	VA**
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	3
	14
	28
	2
	4
	12
	5
	18
	40



	Incumbent
	18
	15
	24
	6
	7
	9
	24
	22
	33



	Open Seat
	2
	2
	10
	3
	3
	2
	5
	5
	12





	Low-Growth States





	AL*
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	4
	4
	20
	0
	3
	3
	4
	7
	23



	Incumbent
	11
	13
	16
	4
	4
	3
	15
	17
	19



	Open Seat
	6
	3
	3
	2
	1
	3
	8
	4
	6



	AR
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	5
	5
	10
	5
	0
	3
	10
	5
	13



	Incumbent
	12
	14
	23
	5
	2
	3
	17
	16
	26



	Open Seat
	12
	8
	5
	1
	0
	0
	13
	8
	5



	LA**
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	0
	3
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	3
	1



	Incumbent
	9
	9
	12
	4
	2
	4
	13
	11
	16



	Open Seat
	7
	8
	14
	0
	3
	3
	7
	11
	17



	MS**
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	5
	4
	10
	2
	2
	2
	7
	6
	12



	Incumbent
	19
	15
	11
	4
	7
	8
	23
	22
	19



	Open Seat
	3
	4
	9
	6
	3
	4
	9
	7
	13



	TN
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Challenger
	8
	19
	18
	2
	3
	5
	10
	22
	23



	Incumbent
	10
	16
	12
	2
	4
	3
	12
	20
	15



	Open Seat
	10
	3
	5
	2
	0
	1
	12
	3
	6





Note: Alabama has state legislative elections in nonpresidential years, so data was collected for the years of 2010, 2014, and 2018. Virginia, Louisianna, and Mississippi have off-year state legislative elections, so data was collected for 2011, 2015, and 2019. Independents are included only if they are incumbents.

Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




2012 Election: Redistricting Creates New Opportunities

The 2012 election cycle came exactly 20 years after what many referred to as the “Year of the Woman” (1992). That year saw record-breaking numbers of women running for elective office across the country. In 2012, President Barack Obama (D), the nation’s first Black (biracial) president, sought reelection to the White House following a red wave in the 2010 midterm elections, which was dominated by the Tea Party faction of the Republican Party.

In addition, this election cycle was the first for state legislative elections after the 2010 US census and subsequent redistricting (NCSL 2012). Redistricting created opportunities for women to run in newly created districts that lacked disadvantages associated with running against incumbents.

Gender-Related Issues—Candidacy Push Factors. The 2012 election was also noted for contentious gender-related policy debates. This included arguments related to the definition of “legitimate” rape,11 whether Affordable Care Act provisions should continue to cover all contraception measures or if religious exemptions would be permitted, and unsurprisingly, access to abortion (Anderson 2013; Tumulty 2012). Additionally, high unemployment rates, which disproportionately impacted women who had yet to rebound from the Great Recession, proved to be an important consideration for women voters (Dittmar 2012). Thus, there was no shortage of issues that disparately affected women and served as a catalyst for many women to run on during this election.

Differing Candidacy Rates. Several states across the South witnessed relatively higher numbers of women who ran as party nominees for state legislative office. This included the high-growth states of Florida (64 women for 160 seats), North Carolina (58 women for 170 seats), and Georgia (72 women for 236 seats), which exhibited the highest proportion of women as party nominees in their state legislative elections. In the low-growth states, Arkansas (40 women for 135 seats) and Tennessee (34 women for 132 seats) outperformed what was witnessed in Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi.

In every southern state but South Carolina, more Democratic women ran as their party’s nominee as compared to their GOP counterparts. In all but Tennessee (which had the same numbers of women run in open seats as incumbents running for reelection), these states featured a majority of contests where the woman who ran was the incumbent. For example, of the 72 women who were party nominees in Georgia’s state legislative elections, 45 were currently holding that office. Yet, despite these high numbers of women who were successful in their party’s primaries and reached the general election ballot, they still did not reach parity with their male counterparts.

Two states, Louisiana and South Carolina, struggled with women candidacies. Louisiana, which also has off-year elections, had only 20 women run as party nominees in their 2011 state legislative elections. Of the 20 women on the ballot, 13 were incumbents, and the other 7 ran in open-seat contests. South Carolina, considered a high-growth state, also had low women’s participation, as only 30 women were party nominees out of 170 seats up for election.

2016: Spike Expected from Hillary Clinton’s Presidential Run

The 2016 election set the stage for significant gains in women’s representation. Most notably, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton (D) appeared poised to become the first woman to reach the nation’s highest political office. It was anticipated that women would come out in droves to support her on Election Day and, therefore, potentially influence the outcomes of down-ballot races that also featured women candidates.

Clinton’s historic nomination was not the only noteworthy takeaway from the 2016 election. Of the states across the country that held state legislative elections that year, women ran in record numbers as their party’s nominees (Dittmar 2016). These gains were also apparent in southern states. With respect to the number of seats in the state legislatures, high-growth states like North Carolina (70), Florida (62), Texas (58), and Georgia (75) all saw significant percentages of women as their party nominees in state legislative contests. Virginia also witnessed high numbers of women on the ballot in their 2015 state legislative elections, with 45 women who ran as party nominees. Tennessee, a lower-growth state, also had a significant spike in the number of women as party nominees (45) in 2016, comparable to the proportions seen in states like Texas and Virginia.

Increase in Women Running as Challengers. Similar to the 2012 election and in accordance with the national trend, Democrats outnumbered their Republican counterparts as women party nominees in these states. Interestingly, many of these states saw a sizable number of women running as challengers during this election cycle. This included North Carolina, where 26 women ran against incumbents in state legislative elections (15 in state House, 11 in state Senate). Tennessee also had 22 women run as challengers, including 19 who ran for state House seats. Additionally, Texas featured a substantial number of women who ran in contests against incumbents (23), including 22 in state House contests.

Other women took advantage of newly drawn districts in their states. This included Emily Slosberg (D), who ran in the District 30 state Senate race in Florida. Slosberg grew up with a lifelong commitment to public service (her father was an officeholder) and subsequently spent many years working for various elected officials (Ray 2016). When discussing why she finally decided to run for office, she said that “the next step was to get involved directly as a candidate myself to bring real change to our community and the entire State of Florida” (Ray 2016).

Difficulties Enticing Women to Run in Some States. Yet, other states struggled to attract women to run for office. Similar to the 2012 election cycle, South Carolina and Louisiana failed to see significant numbers of women as their party nominees in state legislative contests. In the Palmetto State (South Carolina) whose legislature holds 170 seats, only 30 women received their party’s nomination for a place on the ballot. The majority of these women (25) ran for the state House. Additionally, 19 of the 30 were incumbents. In the 2015 elections, Louisiana did see a slight uptick from 2011. There were 25 women who became their party’s nominees in 144 races for state legislature. But unlike South Carolina, less than half of these women were incumbents (11). Interestingly, both South Carolina and Louisiana also saw drops in both female voter registration and turnout, indicating an overall decrease in participation by women in the electoral arena in these southern states.

2020 Election: 100th Anniversary of Women’s Suffrage: Candidacy Rates Go Up

Although the 2016 election cycle was undoubtedly historic for women in terms of Clinton’s nomination for president and record numbers of women nominees in state legislative contests, the 2018 midterm and 2020 election cycles were far more distinguished for overall gains. On the heels of Donald Trump winning the 2016 presidential contest, women began to mobilize in numerous ways across the political arena. This included increasing donations to political causes, participating in social justice movements and protests, and deciding to run for office.

Protests Spark Candidacies. One notable event that spurred women’s candidacies was the 2017 Women’s March, which is considered the largest single-day protest in American history. The #MeToo movement also infiltrated the 2018 and 2020 election cycles, either by creating open seats due to resignations from bad actors or as the catalyst for women to run for the first time. Women were also motivated by other social justice issues, including concerns related to high-profile incidents of gun violence (especially in schools) and the murder of George Floyd and other Black Americans at the hands of the police.

Trump Prompts Women Democrats to Run/Win. The 2018 midterm election was popularly referred to as the “Democratic Year of the Woman,” as record numbers of Democratic women ran (and won) in races up and down the ballot. In state legislative contests, the percentage of Democratic women who served as party nominees in 2018 increased by 39% from the 2016 election cycle (Dittmar 2019). One of the main factors that contributed to Democratic women’s increased candidacies was their staunch opposition to President Trump and broader GOP policies, including plans to repeal the Affordable Care Act, further roll back reproductive rights, and impose tougher stances on immigration (MacManus and Benner 2021). But Republican women also increased their presence as party nominees in 2018, with a 10% jump from the previous presidential election year (Dittmar 2019).

Republican Women Make Gains in 2020. In 2020, alongside the centennial of women’s suffrage in the US, it was Republican women who took center stage as the number of Democratic women party nominees fell from 2018. Although the gains were not huge, Republican women remained consistent with an 11% increase as party nominees from 2018 (Dittmar 2021). They advocated for issues like border security, firearm protections, religious freedom, and support for Trump and the GOP’s economic policies (MacManus and Benner 2021).

Southern States: Number of Women Nominees Increased. In the South, every state but Tennessee saw increases in the number of women who served as party nominees in the 2020 election cycle. In all 11 states, Democratic women nominees outnumbered Republicans as party nominees. This was primarily driven by their numbers in state House elections. However, Republican women ran in higher numbers for state Senate in three states: Florida, South Carolina, and Texas (all high-growth states).

A significant uptick also occurred in the number of women who ran as challengers in state legislative contests, signaling southern women were not waiting their turn. This included a significant jump in South Carolina, where 23 women ran as challengers, as compared to only 4 women in the previous election cycle. Some states even witnessed more women running as challengers than incumbents, including Florida, North Carolina, Texas, Virginia (in 2019), Alabama (in 2018), and Tennessee. The one outlier was Louisiana, which saw only one woman run as a challenger in its 2019 election (only four total challengers in the three election cycles examined).

Increases Correlate with Education. Southern women increased their numbers as party nominees for state legislative contests in every state. In effect, these women were not waiting on the sidelines for a more favorable opportunity to run. Especially in the latter election cycles, women in the South chose to run in contested races where they faced an uphill battle. This bucked past trends where women ran primarily in open-seat contests, in which benefits related to incumbency were not a factor.

How does one explain the increases? Most likely, it was the correlation with education levels in several southern states. Those with higher percentages of their populations holding bachelor’s degrees also saw more women running for elective office. This was especially apparent in high-growth states such as Texas, Florida, North Carolina, Virginia, and Georgia, which in every election cycle saw higher numbers of women running as party nominees for the state legislature. Furthermore, they were running in states considered to have highly contested partisan elections. Specifically, this was in Republican-leaning states like Texas, Florida, and North Carolina, as well as toss-up Georgia.

Over the past decade, states with lower percentages of their population holding bachelor’s degrees saw less of an increase in women as party nominees in their legislative elections. This was especially true in low-growth states like Arkansas and Mississippi. Interestingly, both of these states are red in party competitiveness. In Arkansas, 2018 was the only time that more Republican women nominees were on the ballot than Democratic women.

Undoubtedly, the uptick in the number of women as party nominees led more women to reach elective office across the South. As several southern states increased the presence of women officeholders in state legislative offices, notable gains also occurred for women in leadership positions. Significantly, this occurrence was seen for women of both political parties, as well as women from varied racial/ethnic backgrounds.

Electoral Success: Women’s Presence in State Legislatures

Women increased their presence in state legislative bodies in the South as well as across the nation (NCSL 2020b, 2022). Although this growth in representation is descriptively and symbolically significant on its own, it has important implications for the types of issues addressed in state legislatures. In addition, the valuable political experience gained by women in these bodies undoubtedly prepares them for leadership positions, as well as runs for higher office.

Importance of Women in Office. While they may disagree with each other on highly partisan issues, evidence indicates that women state legislators are more collegial and more likely to try to reach consensus on legislation than their male counterparts. Women also spend more time at constituent work and studying proposed legislation (Epstein, Niemi, and Powell 2005). They also tend to highlight so-called “women’s issues”: child care, health care, education, pay equity, and sexual assault in both committee work and in bill proposal (Carroll 2001). By bringing these issues to light with a sense of determination, women legislators provide an important voice long absent in the halls of state capitols.

Ambitions for Higher Office. For women with statewide or congressional ambitions, their state legislative campaigns and experiences participating in deliberations over a wide array of issues are invaluable. Although the pace may be slower than in other regions of the country, more southern women legislators running for and winning higher office gives women a much-needed voice at the top of a state’s political hierarchy.

Overall Trends, 2012–2020: Women in South Gain State Legislative Seats. Coinciding with increases in population size and diversity in the South, the percentage of women’s representation in state legislatures grew over the past decade (Table 5.4). Importantly, this included the number of minority women elected to their state legislative bodies. Between 2012 and 2020, every southern state (with the exception of Mississippi and Tennessee) increased its percentage of women in their state legislatures—from a 2.3% increase in North Carolina to a high of a 7.8% increase in Virginia.



Table 5.4 Women in Southern State Legislatures Overall




	
	2012
	2016
	2020



	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Women
	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Women
	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Women



	High-Growth States





	FL
	41
	160
	25.6
	40
	160
	25.0
	48
	160
	30.0



	Democrat
	20
	
	
	19
	
	
	29
	
	



	Republican
	21
	
	
	21
	
	
	19
	
	



	GA
	55
	236
	23.3
	57
	236
	24.2
	72
	236
	30.5



	Democrat
	37
	
	
	36
	
	
	55
	
	



	Republican
	18
	
	
	21
	
	
	17
	
	



	NC
	43
	170
	25.3
	38
	170
	22.4
	47
	170
	27.6



	Democrat
	26
	
	
	21
	
	
	32
	
	



	Republican
	17
	
	
	17
	
	
	15
	
	



	SC
	18
	170
	10.6
	24
	170
	14.1
	29
	170
	17.1



	Democrat
	9
	
	
	13
	
	
	15
	
	



	Republican
	9
	
	
	11
	
	
	14
	
	



	TX
	39
	181
	21.5
	37
	181
	20.4
	45
	181
	24.9



	Democrat
	17
	
	
	18
	
	
	33
	
	



	Republican
	22
	
	
	18
	
	
	12
	
	



	Independent
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	



	VA**
	27
	140
	19.3
	24
	140
	17.1
	38
	140
	27.1



	Democrat
	20
	
	
	19
	
	
	30
	
	



	Republican
	7
	
	
	5
	
	
	8
	
	





	Low-Growth States





	AL*
	19
	140
	13.6
	20
	140
	14.3
	21
	140
	15.0



	Democrat
	15
	
	
	13
	
	
	15
	
	



	Republican
	3
	
	
	6
	
	
	5
	
	



	Independent
	1
	
	
	1
	
	
	1
	
	



	AR
	30
	135
	22.2
	27
	135
	19.3
	35
	135
	25.9



	Democrat
	16
	
	
	9
	
	
	13
	
	



	Republican
	14
	
	
	18
	
	
	22
	
	



	LA**
	23
	144
	16.0
	17
	144
	12.5
	23
	144
	16.0



	Democrat
	16
	
	
	12
	
	
	11
	
	



	Republican
	7
	
	
	5
	
	
	12
	
	



	MS**
	26
	174
	14.9
	30
	174
	17.2
	24
	174
	13.8



	Democrat
	18
	
	
	18
	
	
	12
	
	



	Republican
	8
	
	
	12
	
	
	12
	
	



	TN
	24
	132
	18.2
	22
	132
	16.7
	20
	132
	15.2



	Democrat
	15
	
	
	9
	
	
	8
	
	



	Republican
	9
	
	
	13
	
	
	12
	
	





Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




Gains were greatest in high-growth states, which saw the election of larger numbers of Democratic women and minority women. In these more competitive states, with higher shares of college-educated women, Democratic women usually outnumbered Republican women as candidates. Yet the proportion of Republican women elected in these high-growth states remained fairly steady.

Low-growth states did not see the same kinds of increases of women in their legislatures. These states tend to be some of the most Republican-dominated states in the country, let alone the South. Unlike in the high-growth states, Democratic women have not been successful increasing their numbers in these states. Instead, their share of seats declined over this period.

Partisan Voting Patterns. These findings correlate with how women vote in these states. The high-growth states have become more competitive. And while Republicans are making gains, women still lean Democratic in most states except South Carolina. Interestingly, South Carolina also has the smallest percentage of women in their legislature of the high-growth states. In the low-growth states, women tend to vote more Republican. While we find GOP women increasing their representation in these states, their slight gains are offset by significant decreases in the number of Democratic women in these state legislatures—often reducing the overall women’s share of seats.

Gains in House versus Senate. The increases of women in these legislative bodies varied across chambers (Tables 5.5 and 5.6). Most high-growth states experienced the most significant growth in women-held seats in the state Senate, with the exception of Florida, which saw increases only in its state House. Some states experienced growth in both chambers, including South Carolina and Virginia. In the low-growth states, the majority of gains occurred in the lower chamber, which accompanied decreases in the state Senate. Interestingly, Mississippi and Tennessee, which saw an overall decline, saw the largest drop in their state Houses with a slight increase in the Senate.



Table 5.5 Women in State Legislatures (House)




	
	2012
	2016
	2020




	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Legislative Body
	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Legislative Body
	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Legislative Body



	High-Growth States





	FL
	27
	120
	22.5
	28
	120
	23.3
	36
	120
	30.0



	Democrat
	13
	
	
	13
	
	
	23
	
	



	Republican
	14
	
	
	15
	
	
	13
	
	



	GA
	46
	180
	25.6
	47
	180
	26.1
	57
	180
	31.7



	Democrat
	29
	
	
	28
	
	
	42
	
	



	Republican
	17
	
	
	19
	
	
	15
	
	



	NC
	36
	120
	30.0
	26
	120
	21.7
	36
	120
	30.0



	Democrat
	23
	
	
	14
	
	
	25
	
	



	Republican
	13
	
	
	12
	
	
	11
	
	



	SC
	18
	124
	14.5
	22
	124
	17.7
	25
	124
	20.2



	Democrat
	9
	
	
	12
	
	
	13
	
	



	Republican
	9
	
	
	10
	
	
	12
	
	



	TX
	33
	150
	22.0
	30
	150
	20.0
	35
	150
	23.3



	Democrat
	14
	
	
	16
	
	
	29
	
	



	Republican
	19
	
	
	13
	
	
	6
	
	



	Independent
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	



	VA**
	19
	100
	19.0
	16
	100
	16.0
	28
	100
	28.0



	Democrat
	13
	
	
	12
	
	
	23
	
	



	Republican
	6
	
	
	4
	
	
	5
	
	





	Low-Growth States





	AL*
	13
	105
	12.4
	15
	105
	14.3
	17
	105
	16.2



	Democrat
	10
	
	
	9
	
	
	12
	
	



	Republican
	3
	
	
	6
	
	
	5
	
	



	AR
	22
	100
	22.0
	20
	100
	20.0
	28
	100
	28.0



	Democrat
	11
	
	
	6
	
	
	10
	
	



	Republican
	11
	
	
	14
	
	
	18
	
	



	LA**
	15
	105
	14.3
	13
	105
	12.4
	18
	105
	17.1



	Democrat
	10
	
	
	9
	
	
	8
	
	



	Republican
	5
	
	
	4
	
	
	10
	
	



	MS**
	21
	122
	17.2
	22
	12
	18.0
	15
	122
	12.3



	Democrat
	16
	
	
	16
	
	
	8
	
	



	Republican
	5
	
	
	6
	
	
	7
	
	



	TN
	17
	99
	17.2
	16
	99
	16.2
	12
	99
	12.1



	Democrat
	11
	
	
	7
	
	
	4
	
	



	Republican
	6
	
	
	9
	
	
	8
	
	





Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).






Table 5.6 Women in State Legislatures (Senate)




	
	2012
	2016
	2020




	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Legislative Body
	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Legislative Body
	# of Women
	# of Legislators
	# of Legislative Body



	High-Growth States





	FL
	14
	40
	35.0
	12
	40
	30.0
	12
	40
	30.0



	Democrat
	7
	
	
	6
	
	
	6
	
	



	Republican
	7
	
	
	6
	
	
	6
	
	



	GA
	9
	56
	16.1
	10
	56
	17.9
	15
	56
	26.8



	Democrat
	8
	
	
	8
	
	
	13
	
	



	Republican
	1
	
	
	2
	
	
	2
	
	



	NC
	7
	50
	14.0
	12
	50
	24.0
	11
	50
	22.0



	Democrat
	3
	
	
	7
	
	
	7
	
	



	Republican
	4
	
	
	5
	
	
	4
	
	



	SC
	0
	46
	0.0
	2
	46
	4.3
	4
	46
	8.7



	Democrat
	0
	
	
	1
	
	
	2
	
	



	Republican
	0
	
	
	1
	
	
	2
	
	



	TX
	6
	31
	19.4
	7
	31
	22.6
	10
	31
	32.3



	Democrat
	3
	
	
	2
	
	
	4
	
	



	Republican
	3
	
	
	5
	
	
	6
	
	



	VA**
	8
	40
	20.0
	8
	40
	20.0
	10
	40
	25.0



	Democrat
	7
	
	
	7
	
	
	7
	
	



	Republican
	1
	
	
	1
	
	
	3
	
	





	Low-Growth States





	AL*
	6
	35
	17.1
	5
	35
	14.3
	4
	35
	11.4



	Democrat
	5
	
	
	4
	
	
	3
	
	



	Republican
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Independent
	1
	
	
	1
	
	
	1
	
	



	AR
	8
	35
	22.9
	7
	35
	20.0
	7
	35
	20.0



	Democrat
	5
	
	
	3
	
	
	3
	
	



	Republican
	3
	
	
	4
	
	
	4
	
	



	LA**
	8
	39
	20.5
	4
	39
	10.3
	5
	39
	12.8



	Democrat
	6
	
	
	3
	
	
	3
	
	



	Republican
	2
	
	
	1
	
	
	2
	
	



	MS**
	5
	52
	9.6
	8
	52
	15.4
	9
	52
	17.3



	Democrat
	2
	
	
	2
	
	
	4
	
	



	Republican
	3
	
	
	6
	
	
	5
	
	



	TN
	7
	33
	21.2
	6
	33
	18.2
	8
	33
	24.2



	Democrat
	4
	
	
	2
	
	
	4
	
	



	Republican
	3
	
	
	4
	
	
	4
	
	





Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




Incumbents Beat Challengers. Despite the huge spike of women running as challengers for state legislative races across the South in the 2020 election cycle, incumbents were predominantly those who won. Of the challengers who did win, all but four came from high-growth states. This signals the ongoing hurdles that women face when seeking elective office, especially those associated with the advantages related to incumbency.

Minority Women Gains Mostly in High-Growth States. By 2020, Florida and Georgia were the only southern states to boast higher percentages of women in the state legislative office than the national average (29.3%). These high-growth states are among the most competitive, evidenced by Georgia leaning Democrat and Florida Republican in that election year. Other than Texas, they also have the largest minority populations among southern states. This wealth of diversity contributes to the competitive nature of elections and benefits Democratic and Republican women seeking state legislative seats, notably women of color.

In contrast, Mississippi, Alabama, and Tennessee fell well below the national average. These low-growth states are solidly Republican. The small number of Republican candidates and the lack of success of Democratic candidates contribute to the anemic percentages of women elected to office. Non-Hispanic White women generally make up a higher percentage in these states and tend to vote more reliably Republican. Lower education levels among these women also correlate with voting Republican. While minority women made gains in Alabama, their numbers declined in Mississippi and Tennessee, contributing to a decline in the overall percentage of women in these two legislatures.



Table 5.7 Minority Women in Southern State Legislatures




	
	2012
	2016
	2020




	Black
	Latina
	Aslan
	Other
	Total
	Black
	Latina
	Aslan
	Other
	Total
	Black
	Latina
	Aslan
	Other
	Total



	High-Growth States





	FL
	11
	4
	0
	0
	15
	10
	3
	0
	0
	13
	13
	8
	0
	1
	22



	Democrat
	11
	2
	0
	0
	13
	10
	1
	0
	0
	11
	13
	5
	0
	1
	19



	Republican
	0
	2
	0
	0
	2
	0
	2
	0
	0
	2
	0
	3
	0
	0
	3



	GA
	22
	0
	0
	0
	22
	27
	0
	0
	0
	27
	36
	1
	1
	1
	39



	Democrat
	22
	0
	0
	0
	22
	27
	0
	0
	0
	27
	36
	1
	1
	1
	39



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	NC
	9
	0
	0
	0
	9
	12
	0
	0
	0
	12
	16
	0
	0
	0
	16



	Democrat
	9
	0
	0
	0
	9
	12
	0
	0
	0
	12
	16
	0
	0
	0
	16



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	SC
	5
	0
	0
	0
	5
	7
	0
	0
	0
	7
	11
	0
	0
	0
	11



	Democrat
	5
	0
	0
	0
	5
	7
	0
	0
	0
	7
	11
	0
	0
	0
	11



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	TX
	8
	8
	1
	0
	17
	9
	9
	1
	0
	19
	10
	14
	1
	0
	25



	Democrat
	7
	8
	0
	0
	15
	8
	9
	0
	0
	17
	10
	14
	0
	0
	24



	Republican
	1
	0
	1
	0
	2
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1



	Independent
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	VA**
	11
	0
	0
	0
	11
	11
	0
	0
	0
	11
	10
	1
	2
	2
	15



	Democrat
	11
	0
	0
	0
	11
	11
	0
	0
	0
	11
	10
	1
	2
	2
	15



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0





	Low-Growth States





	AL*
	10
	0
	0
	0
	10
	12
	0
	0
	0
	12
	15
	0
	0
	0
	15



	Democrat
	10
	0
	0
	0
	10
	12
	0
	0
	0
	12
	15
	0
	0
	0
	15



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	AR
	3
	0
	0
	0
	3
	4
	0
	0
	0
	4
	7
	0
	0
	1
	8



	Democrat
	3
	0
	0
	0
	3
	4
	0
	0
	0
	4
	7
	0
	0
	0
	7



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1



	LA**
	8
	0
	0
	0
	8
	9
	0
	0
	0
	9
	8
	0
	0
	0
	8



	Democrat
	8
	0
	0
	0
	8
	9
	0
	0
	0
	9
	8
	0
	0
	0
	8



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	MS**
	14
	0
	0
	1
	15
	15
	0
	0
	1
	16
	13
	0
	0
	1
	14



	Democrat
	14
	0
	0
	0
	14
	15
	0
	0
	0
	15
	13
	0
	0
	0
	13



	Republican
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1



	TN
	10
	1
	0
	0
	11
	7
	1
	0
	0
	8
	6
	1
	0
	0
	7



	Democrat
	10
	0
	0
	0
	10
	7
	0
	0
	0
	7
	6
	0
	0
	0
	6



	Republican
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1





Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




The decline of women in low-growth states is particularly significant because of the impact on the number of minority women legislators (Table 5.7). Minority women in these low-growth states are almost exclusively Black and Democrat. In favorable election years for Democrats, not only does the number of Democratic women increase but also, correspondingly, so does the number of minority women. In Mississippi and Tennessee, the overall number of Black women decreased over this period, even though the number of Democratic candidates increased.

High-growth states, which tend to be more diverse, also have more diverse women legislators. Florida and Texas have significant numbers of Black and Latina women, as well as small numbers of Asian/Native/Middle Eastern legislators, almost all Democrats. Virginia, by 2020, boasted minority women in all categories. The good news is that both parties are tapping more minority women for party leadership posts.

Women in Legislative Leadership Positions: More Clout. Holding office gives women power, but holding leadership positions as officeholders offers more clout (NCSL 2020a). Legislators who have risen through the ranks are those often tapped by their party caucus to take command. Importantly, these positions exert control over the legislative agenda, especially if they are members of the majority party. However, even minority party leaders play a significant role. A good example is Stacey Abrams, when she was the House minority leader in Georgia.

The overall number of southern women in legislative leadership positions expanded over the decade from just 8 (and down to only 7 after the 2016 election) to 13 women (Figure 5.13). The chamber leadership has fluctuated over this period but was at near parity in 2021 with six women in House leadership positions and seven women in the Senate.



[image: image]

Figure 5.13 Women legislative leaders overall and by chamber, 2013–2021.

Source: Author’s analysis of National Conference of State Legislators data on Women Legislative Leaders 2013, 2017, 2021.



Importantly, these positions are not generally awarded to more junior legislators, so the fact that women incumbents have high reelection rates provides women legislators who achieve a position of trust and seniority to gain the confidence of their caucus to lead them in the legislature. In Alabama in 2013, Lieutenant Governor Kay Ivey (R) also served as the Senate president. Women’s incumbency rates are bound to increase as more women run and win state legislative seats.

Not surprisingly, higher percentages of women in a state’s legislature correlate with a larger number of women in leadership positions (Figure 5.14). Georgia and Florida, the highest nationally ranked southern states in terms of women’s representation (23rd and 24th, respectively), also have the greatest number of leaders over this period. Florida, in particular, has a tradition of women being tapped to be Senate president. Significantly, all have been Republicans.
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Figure 5.14 Women legislative leaders by state, 2013–2021.

Source: Author’s analysis of National Conference of State Legislators data on Women Legislative Leaders 2013, 2017, 2021.



Leadership opportunities are scarce in the low-growth states, as fewer women have served in their state legislative bodies. However, some women are starting to make some headway. For example, in Arkansas, Representative Tippi McCullough (D) served as House minority leader, and in Louisiana, Senator Beth Mizell (R) as Senate president pro tempore (NCSL 2020).

In general, leadership opportunities for women are scarce in the low-growth states compared to high-growth states. South Carolina, a high-growth state, continues to be the exception with no women in leadership positions. As for low-growth states, fewer women have served; Mississippi, for example, has no women in leadership positions. Further, some states face rotation in leadership positions every two or four years, including Florida, Louisiana, and Arkansas, the three states with term limits.

As the numbers of women in southern legislatures have varied, those in positions of leadership in each chamber have fluctuated as well (Figures 5.15 and 5.16). The women leaders in the House over this period vary by party and session. For example, in 2013 and 2017, Republican women leaders in the House outnumbered Democratic women leaders by two. However, in 2021, Democrat women leaders in the House flipped this script with two more leaders than Republicans.

In contrast, Democrat and Republican women leaders in the Senate are generally closer in number. Overall, there are fewer than the total number in the House. Because state Senates have fewer seats than state Houses, the odds of women legislators gaining leadership posts are better in the House. But the bottom line is that women in chamber leadership positions have more opportunities to influence legislation and effect policy change than others.
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Figure 5.15 Women leaders in House by party, 2013–2021.

Source: Author’s analysis of National Conference of State Legislators data on Women Legislative Leaders 2013, 2017, 2021.
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Figure 5.16 Women leaders in Senate by party, 2013–2021.

Source: Author’s analysis of National Conference of State Legislators data on Women Legislative Leaders 2013, 2017, 2021.



Legislative Leadership: A Pathway to Higher Executive and Legislative Office. Legislative leaders benefit from significantly more media exposure and can parlay this statewide name recognition into runs for higher office. As these positions are strategically placed in a pipeline for higher offices, legislative leaders benefit from having cultivated a network of donors and party support that make it easier to generate necessary resources to run for statewide or congressional seats.

Over the past decade, two former legislative leaders have run for higher office. Both have achieved national recognition. Stacey Abrams (D-GA) was first elected to the Georgia House in 2006 and served as the House minority leader from 2011 to 2017. Abrams narrowly lost the governor’s race to Republican Brian Kemp in the 2018 midterm elections. Since then, she founded Fair Fight Action, an organization dedicated to combating voter suppression. She then made another unsuccessful run for governor in 2022. Lieutenant Governor Jeanette Nuñez (R-FL) was first elected to the Florida House of Representatives in 2010 and served as the speaker pro tempore from 2016 to 2018. In 2018, she won the race for lieutenant governor on the ticket with Republican governor Ron DeSantis and was reelected in 2022. In 2021, she was chair of the Republican Lieutenant Governors Association (RLGA).

Winning Statewide Office. Other state legislators have successfully gone on to win statewide office, breaking down barriers for women and women of color. Nikki Haley, an Indian American, was first elected to the South Carolina House of Representatives where she served until being elected as governor in 2010. Lieutenant Governor Winsome Earle-Sears (R-VA) was first elected to the Virginia House of Delegates in 2001 and recently won the lieutenant governor’s race in 2021 in a stunning upset. She is the first woman elected lieutenant governor and the first woman of color elected statewide in Virginia. She had previously lost a bid for Congress in 2004 and for the US Senate in 2018. US Senator Cindy-Hyde Smith (R-MS) was first elected to the state Senate in 1999 as a member of the Democratic Party. She switched her party affiliation to Republican in 2010 before she successfully ran for commissioner of agriculture and commerce in 2011. She was appointed to the US Senate in April 2018 and won election later that year to fill the expired term of Thad Cochran. She is the first woman to represent Mississippi in Congress.

Looking Ahead: There’s No Turning Back Now

Over the past decade (2010–2020), women gained political clout—as voters, candidates, and officeholders—in every southern state, although faster in some than others. As this analysis of that period has shown, more rapid advancements generally occurred in the high-growth states, with infusions of more racially/ethnically diverse and college-educated populations from other states and countries.

The high-growth states transitioned from more solidly one-party (red) states to more politically competitive states a little faster than low-growth states. Women voters were more cohesive in their vote choices in the low-growth, one-party states—more conservative and holding more traditional values regarding women in politics. Gender gaps were and still are narrower there too. Onward to the new decade.

The New Decade (2020–2030) Already Showing Signs of Change

The 2020 US census identified the South as the nation’s fastest-growing region. In-migration from other states and countries continues to change southern states’ population mixes—and politics. Women’s clout in every facet of politics (voters, candidates, donors, elected officials) is transforming the status quo.

Nominees. Across the South, a decrease occurred in the number of women running as party nominees for state legislature in the 2022 midterm election (Table 5.8) as compared to the 2020 presidential election (Table 5.2). The states with the biggest drops were South Carolina (−18), Alabama (−14), Virginia (−13), and Arkansas (−10). The lowest falloff numbers were in Florida (−1), Texas (−3), and Georgia (−5)—three high-growth, racially diverse states.



Table 5.8 Number of Women Party Nominees by Chamber: 2022 Midterm Election




	
	State House
	State Senate
	Overall



	High-Growth States





	FL
	73
	27
	100



	Democrat
	40
	17
	57



	Republican
	33
	10
	43



	GA
	109
	25
	134



	Democrat
	77
	21
	98



	Republican
	32
	4
	36



	NC
	61
	28
	89



	Democrat
	40
	20
	60



	Republican
	21
	8
	29



	SC
	40
	
	40



	Democrat
	22
	
	22



	Republican
	18
	
	18



	TX
	76
	13
	89



	Democrat
	51
	8
	59



	Republican
	25
	5
	30



	Independent
	
	
	



	VA
	72
	
	72



	Democrat
	49
	
	49



	Republican
	23
	
	23





	Low-Growth States





	AL
	27
	7
	34



	Democrat
	14
	6
	20



	Republican
	13
	1
	14



	AR
	43
	11
	54



	Democrat
	26
	7
	33



	Republican
	17
	4
	21



	TN
	28
	9
	37



	Democrat
	17
	8
	25



	Republican
	11
	1
	12





Note: The low-growth states of Louisiana and Mississippi hold off-year state legislative elections every four years, so are excluded from this table (data are included previously in the analysis). Virginia also conducts off-year elections for state legislature. The data displayed are from the 2021 state legislative elections, which occurred only for state House. South Carolina also held state elections only for the lower chamber.

Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




Participation rates are often slightly lower in midterm than presidential elections. Also, the 2022 midterm election followed the redistricting of all legislative seats, a contentious process that ended close to candidacy filing deadlines in many states. It is not surprising that among women party nominees, most were incumbents seeking reelection (284), followed by those running in open-seat contests (179). The lack of familiarity with the composition of new districts and a shorter time to raise money and garner name recognition and support are typical hurdles deterring would-be challengers. Tennessee and Virginia were the only two states where a higher number of women were running as challengers than for an open seat or as an incumbent.

In both high-growth and low-growth states, more women Democrats served as their party’s nominees than their Republican counterparts.12 In the high-growth states, only two states saw an increase in the number of women party nominees for the state House: Georgia and Virginia (2021).13 For state Senate, Florida had the largest increase (+8), followed by Texas (+2). Among low-growth states, only Arkansas saw an increase in the number of women party nominees in either chamber (House +5; Senate +5).

Electoral Success. While the number of women nominees fell in 2022, their electoral success increased. Across the South, the number of women winning state legislative seats rose. All the high-growth states, except for South Carolina, increased the percentage of women in their state legislatures (Table 5.9). Among the low-growth states, only Arkansas and Tennessee experienced declines. Notably, the increased percentage of women elected to southern state legislatures is largely due to the greater numbers of Republican women who were successful in their election bids, most notably in Florida and Texas.



Table 5.9 Women in Southern State Legislatures Following 2022 Midterm Election




	
	State of House
	State Senate
	Overall



	# of Women
	# of Seats
	# of Women
	# of Women
	# of Seats
	# of Women
	# of Women
	# of Seats
	# of Women



	High-Growth States





	FL
	50
	120
	41.7
	16
	40
	40.0
	66
	160
	41.3



	Democrat
	25
	
	
	7
	
	
	32
	
	



	Republican
	25
	
	
	9
	
	
	34
	
	



	GA
	66
	180
	36.7
	16
	56
	28.6
	82
	236
	34.7



	Democrat
	48
	
	
	14
	
	
	62
	
	



	Republican
	18
	
	
	2
	
	
	20
	
	



	NC
	33
	120
	27.5
	17
	50
	34
	50
	170
	29.4



	Democrat
	25
	
	
	13
	
	
	38
	
	



	Republican
	8
	
	
	4
	
	
	12
	
	



	SC
	20
	124
	16.1
	5
	46
	10.9
	25
	170
	14.7



	Democrat
	8
	
	
	1
	
	
	9
	
	



	Republican
	12
	
	
	3
	
	
	15
	
	



	Independent
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	1
	
	



	TX
	46
	150
	30.7
	8
	31
	25.8
	54
	181
	29.8



	Democrat
	32
	
	
	4
	
	
	36
	
	



	Republican
	14
	
	
	4
	
	
	18
	
	



	VA*
	38
	100
	38
	10
	40
	25
	48
	140
	34.3



	Democrat
	26
	
	
	7
	
	
	33
	
	



	Republican
	12
	
	
	3
	
	
	15
	
	





	Low-Growth States





	AL
	20
	105
	19
	4
	35
	11.4
	24
	140
	17.1



	Democrat
	10
	
	
	3
	
	
	13
	
	



	Republican
	10
	
	
	1
	
	
	11
	
	



	AR
	26
	100
	26
	5
	35
	14.3
	31
	135
	23



	Democrat
	10
	
	
	2
	
	
	12
	
	



	Republican
	16
	
	
	3
	
	
	19
	
	



	LA**
	23
	105
	21.9
	5
	39
	12.8
	28
	144
	19.4



	Democrat
	10
	
	
	2
	
	
	12
	
	



	Republican
	13
	
	
	3
	
	
	16
	
	



	MS**
	15
	122
	12.3
	10
	52
	19.2
	25
	174
	14.4



	Democrat
	6
	
	
	3
	
	
	9
	
	



	Republican
	7
	
	
	7
	
	
	14
	
	



	Independent
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	



	TN
	11
	99
	11.1
	8
	33
	24.2
	19
	132
	14.4



	Democrat
	2
	
	
	5
	
	
	7
	
	



	Republican
	9
	
	
	3
	
	
	12
	
	





Note: The table reflects the current numbers of women state legislators following the 2022 midterms. Louisiana, Mississippi, and Virginia hold off-year state elections, so there was no midterm election held in 2022.

Source: Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP).




Diversity Yields Diversity. Florida is the only southern state that is nearing gender parity (41.3%) in its state legislative body. It is the nation’s fastest-growing state and its most diverse from a racial, generational, and partisan perspective—all of which are intertwined. In his book The Aftermath: The Last Days of the Baby Boom and the Future of Power in America (Bump 2023), Philip Bump sees the current Florida as predictive of the future of US politics. “If United States demographic, political, and economic changes progress as we right now expect, it may look like the Sunshine State” (Bump 2023) (Table 5.10).



Table 5.10 Florida’s Demographics Are 20 Years Ahead of the Nation’s




	
	Florida, 2021 (%)
	United States, 2041 (%)



	Race and Ethnicity





	White
	51
	51



	Hispanic
	27
	24



	Black
	14
	13



	Asian or Pacific Islander
	3
	8



	Some other race
	1
	1



	Multiracial
	4
	3





	Age Group





	Under 18
	20
	21



	18–29
	14
	15



	30–39
	13
	13



	40–49
	12
	13



	50–59
	13
	12



	60–69
	13
	10



	70+
	15
	17





Note: People who are White, Black, Asian or Pacific Islander, some other race, and multiracial are non-Hispanic. People who are Hispanic are of any race.

Source: Race and ethnicity: US Census Bureau, 2021 1-year American Community Survey, Table B03002 (Florida), US Census Bureau National Population Projections vintage 2017 data set 1 (US). Age: US Census Bureau 2021 1-year American Community Survey Table S0101 (Florida), US Census Bureau National Population Projections vintage 2017 data set 1 (US).




Other southern states are experiencing growing diversities in their populations, although not as fast as Florida. This southern state has seen marked increases in the number of women, particularly women of color, in candidacies for congressional, statewide executive, and state legislative offices (Table 5.11). In 2020, women of color were 47% of all women candidates; in 2022, they were 49%. Among the 99 women of color running for these positions in 2022, 56 were Black, 40 Hispanic, 5 Asian/Pacific Islander, 1 Native American, 1 multiracial, and 8 others unidentified/unknown. Republicans garnered more White and Hispanic/Latina candidates, while Black women (80%) were considerably more likely to run as Democrats (MacManus, Benner, and DePalo-Gould 2022).



Table 5.11 Florida: Women Candidates by Race and Office Sought: 2020 versus 2022




	Race and Ethnicity
	2020
	2022*



	Congress
	State Senate
	State House
	Total
	Congress
	Governor and Cabinet
	State Senate
	State House
	Total





	White
	19
	14
	61
	94
	28
	3
	16
	55
	102



	Women of Color
	20
	12
	50
	82
	27
	4
	16
	52
	99



	Black
	12
	7
	29
	48
	14
	2
	8
	32
	56



	Hispanic/Latina
	4
	4
	16
	24
	9
	1
	7
	13
	30



	Middle Eastern/ North African
	2
	1
	3
	6
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A



	Asian/Pacific Islander
	1
	0
	1
	2
	2
	0
	0
	3
	5



	Native American/Alaskan Native
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1



	Multiracial
	1
	0
	1
	2
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1



	Other
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	2
	0
	1
	3
	6



	Unknown
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	2
	2



	Total
	40
	26
	111
	177
	55
	7
	32
	109
	203





WOC in 2020 were 49% of candidates; in 2020 were 49% of candidates.

• 2022 Total figures include candidates for Governor and Cabinet; 2020 totals do not. Governor and Cabinet are not up for election in presidential election years. To compare, subtract number of candidates for Gov and Cabinet from Total for 2022

Sources: The 2022 racial/ethnic data for 2022 were from the Florida Voter Registration System file. Classifications used in the 2020 data (“Native American/Alaskan Native,” “Middle Eastern/North African,’ and “Other” are not available in 2022. The more detailed breakouts in 2020 were from data provided by CAWP (Center for American Women and Politics).




In 2022, the average woman candidate in Florida was 51 years old. Republican women on average were younger than Democratic women candidates (age 49 vs. age 52). From a generational perspective, a larger share of Republican than Democratic women candidates were Millennials (26% vs. 19%). All Republicans were Millennials, whereas Democratic women candidates were mostly Millennials. (Some were from Gen Z.) Among Democratic women candidates who were Millennials or Gen Z, 50% were Black, 25% were White, and 15% were Hispanic. Among Republican women candidates who were Millennials, 65% were White and 27% were Hispanic. None were Black (MacManus, Benner, and DepPalo-Gould 2022).

In Florida’s 2022 midterm election, electoral successes were highest among Florida women running for the state Senate (50%) or state House (46%) (Table 5.12). Republicans did better than Democrats among Whites and Latinas, Democrats among Blacks (Table 5.13). Among all women of color running, Latinas had a higher success rate in congressional and state Senate races than Black women, who fared better in contests for state House seats. And already in Florida, the combined success rate of women of all races was higher among the three youngest generations (Gen X, Millennials, Gen Z) than of the Boomers (Table 5.13). These racial and generational shifts led many to embrace the “demographics is destiny” theory with regard to women’s views and voting patterns on issues like abortion.



Table 5.12 Florida Women Elected by Office and Race: 2022 Midterm Election




	Race and Ethnicity
	Number of Women Elected by Office
	Election Rate for Women Candidates (%)



	Congress
	Governor and Cabinet
	State Senate
	State House
	Total
	Congress
	Governor and Cabinet
	State Senate
	State House
	Total





	White
	5
	1
	10
	28
	44
	18
	33
	63
	51
	43



	Women of Color
	4
	0
	6
	21
	31
	15
	0
	38
	40
	31



	Black
	2
	0
	3
	14
	19
	14
	0
	38
	44
	34



	Hispanic/Latina
	2
	0
	3
	5
	10
	22
	0
	43
	38
	33



	Asian/Pacific Islander
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	*
	*
	*
	*
	*



	Native American/ Alaskan Native
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	*
	*
	*
	*
	*



	Multiracial
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	*
	*
	*
	*
	*



	Other
	0
	0
	0
	2
	2
	*
	*
	*
	*
	*



	Unknown
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	*
	*
	*
	*
	*



	Total
	9
	1
	16
	50
	76
	16
	14
	50
	46
	37





* Election rate not reported separately due to small number of candidates. These groups are included in “Women of Color” and “Total.”

Sources: The 2022 racial/ethnic data for 2022 were from the Florida Voter Registration System file. Classifications used in the 2020 data (“Native American/Alaskan Native,” “Middle Eastern/North African,” and “Other”) are not available in 2022. The more detailed breakouts in 2020 were from data provided by the Center for American Women and Politics.






Table 5.13 Florida Women Elected by Party, Generation, and Race: 2022 Midterm Election




	Race and Ethnicity
	Number of Women Elected by Party
	Number of Women Elected by Generation
	



	Republican
	Democrat
	Gen Z
	Millennial
	Gen X
	Boomer
	Silent
	Unknown
	Total



	#
	#
	#
	#
	#
	#
	#
	#
	#





	White
	28
	16
	0
	7
	15
	16
	1
	5
	44



	Women of Color
	10
	21
	0
	6
	10
	9
	1
	5
	31



	Black
	1
	18
	0
	2
	7
	6
	1
	3
	19



	Hispanic/Latina
	8
	2
	0
	3
	2
	3
	0
	2
	10



	Asian/Pacific Islander
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	Native American/Alaskan Native
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	Multiracial
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



	Other
	1
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	2



	Unknown
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1



	Total
	39
	37
	0
	14
	25
	25
	2
	10
	76





Note: Generation definitions (birth years): Generation Z (1997–2012), Millennial (1981–1996), Generation X (1965–1980), Baby Boomer (1946–1964), Silent (1928–1945). See Dimock (2019).

Sources: The 2022 racial/ethnic data for 2022 were from the Florida Voter Registration System file. Classifications used in the 2020 data (“Native American/Alaskan Native,” “Middle Eastern/North African,” and “Other”) are not available in 2022. The more detailed breakouts in 2020 were from data provided by the Center for American Women and Politics.




“Changes” in Southern Women’s Views on Abortion?

After the 1973 US Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade ruling, the assumption held by many pro-choice women was that it was here to stay. But in June 2022 the US Supreme Court overturned that ruling with the Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization decision. Almost immediately, speculation arose over the impact that the ruling could have in the upcoming 2022 midterm elections. Many argued that the court’s reversal would mobilize women to the polls to elect pro-choice legislators into office, especially as several states quickly moved to outlaw abortion procedures at the state level.

Yet women are not, nor have ever been, a monolithic voting bloc. Exit polls taken in multiple southern states showed that abortion was a key issue for Democratic women, whereas Republican supporters primarily were focused on issues like inflation and immigration (Table 5.14). In fact, Republican women were found to be enthusiastic about the Dobbs decision, as they also indicated they believed abortion should be illegal in most cases. Democratic women, on the other hand, were angry about the decision and believed abortion should be legal in all or most cases. Thus abortion, like many other issues, divided women along party lines.



Table 5.14 Women Voters’ Views on Abortion: 2022 Midterm Exit Polls (Four States Only)




	FLORIDA



	Legality of Abortion
	Legal in all cases
	Legal in most cases
	Illegal in most cases
	Illegal in all cases
	



	Crist
	77%
	59%
	12%
	N/A
	



	DeSantis
	22%
	41%
	86%
	N/A
	



	Most Important Issues
	Crime
	Abortion
	Inflation
	Gun Policy
	Immigration



	Crist
	N/A
	81%
	29%
	N/A
	N/A



	DeSantis
	N/A
	19%
	71%
	N/A
	N/A



	Feelings about Roe being overturned
	Enthusiastic
	Satisfied
	Dissatisfied
	Angry
	



	Crist
	3%
	18%
	48%
	84%
	



	DeSantis
	96%
	81%
	51%
	16%
	



	GEORGIA



	Legality of Abortion
	Legal in all cases
	Legal in most cases
	Illegal in most cases
	Illegal in all cases
	



	Abrams
	87%
	61%
	10%
	13%
	



	Kemp
	12%
	38%
	89%
	87%
	



	Most Important Issues
	Crime
	Abortion
	Inflation
	Gun Policy
	Immigration



	Abrams
	49%
	76%
	21%
	75%
	N/A



	Kemp
	50%
	23%
	79%
	25%
	N/A



	Feelings about Roe being overturned
	Enthusiastic
	Satisfied
	Dissatisfied
	Angry
	



	Abrams
	11%
	26%
	55%
	85%
	



	Kemp
	89%
	73%
	42%
	15%
	



	TEXAS



	Legality of Abortion
	Legal in all cases
	Legal in most cases
	Illegal in most cases
	Illegal in all cases
	



	O’Rourke
	87%
	64%
	7%
	N/A
	



	Abbott
	10%
	35%
	92%
	N/A
	



	Most Important Issues
	Crime
	Abortion
	Inflation
	Gun Policy
	Immigration



	O’Rourke
	N/A
	80%
	20%
	67%
	16%



	Abbott
	N/A
	20%
	77%
	33%
	84%



	Feelings about Roe being overturned
	Enthusiastic
	Satisfied
	Dissatisfied
	Angry
	



	O’Rourke
	6%
	8%
	53%
	89%
	



	Abbott
	93%
	92%
	47%
	9%
	



	NORTH CAROLINA



	Legality of Abortion
	Legal in all cases
	Legal in most cases
	Illegal in most cases
	Illegal in all cases
	



	Beasley
	90%
	65%
	10%
	N/A
	



	Budd
	9%
	33%
	89%
	N/A
	



	Most Important Issues
	Crime
	Abortion
	Inflation
	Gun Policy
	Immigration



	Beasley
	N/A
	81%
	25%
	75%
	N/A



	Budd
	N/A
	18%
	73%
	25%
	N/A



	Feelings about Roe being overturned
	Enthusiastic
	Satisfied
	Dissatisfied
	Angry
	



	Beasley
	12%
	14%
	53%
	89%
	



	Budd
	87%
	83%
	45%
	11%
	





Source: 2022 National Election Pool state exit polls conducted by Edison Research. https://www.cnn.com/election/2022/exit-polls.

Share of Older Women (Voting Age) Increased in All Southern States




Another reason abortion may not have been top of mind for all women in the South was the absence of ballot measures in the 2022 midterms. Nationwide, only six states had abortion-related ballot measures (Ballotpedia 2022). California, Michigan, and Vermont all approved measures to enshrine abortion as a right in their state constitutions. Voters in other states, specifically Kansas, Kentucky, and Montana, defeated measures that would restrict reproductive rights.

In the South, several state legislatures had already passed state-level bans prior to the Dobbs ruling (Nash and Guarnieri 2022). Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Texas all had a near-total ban on abortion. Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida had passed legislation for gestational-age bans, some starting as early as six weeks after conception. Of all the southern states, only Virginia had not enacted more restrictive legislation related to reproductive rights.

Women in the South at the Forefront of Changes

Looking further ahead, demographers are projecting that the nation’s (and South’s) non-White residents will increasingly make up a larger share of the population—through in-migration, generational replacement, and more multiracial births. That pace is expected to be faster in the South with its projected growth rate continuing to exceed that of the US overall. Growth in the Hispanic population will continue to outpace that of other racial/ethnic groups, although the Asian population is on the rise.

One of the fastest-growing, but still small, groups of women of color are Asians. According to the 2020 US census, Asian American women made up just 3.7% of the total US population. Over the past decade, their participation in politics has increased significantly and their presence in elective office has grown. But unlike Black or Hispanic women, Asian women successfully running for office over the past decade were much more mixed in their party affiliations and countries of origin.

Of the seven Asians elected to congressional, statewide, or state legislative offices, four were Democrats (US Representative Stephanie Murphy [FL]; Chief Financial Officer Alex Sink [FL], and Georgia state House members Bee Nguyen and Nabilah Islam). Three were Republicans (Governor Nikki Haley [SC]), Anju Chen Burton (Texas state House), and Charlice Byrd (Georgia state House). The growing size and diversity of the US Asian population is reflected in these women’s countries of origin: Chinese (two2), Vietnamese (two), Indian (one), Thai (one), and Bangladesh (one). Studies of Asian immigrants have found that they naturalize fairly rapidly and then register and vote (Stevens 2021). As these seven women demonstrate, Asian voters are not a monolith, and reaching them requires understanding their cultural and political distinctions (de la Fuente 2022; Lin 2022). They, like other racial and ethnic groups, are likely to spread out from the metropolitan areas where they are now concentrated.

A United Van Lines Annual National Movers Study of migration patterns conducted during the pandemic pinpointed population influxes into more of the smaller, less densely populated areas of the South (Alabama, Tennessee, and South Carolina), not just the big states: “Americans are moving out of states like California, New York and New Jersey and heading to the South . . . in droves amid the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic” (O’Connell-Domenech, 2022). This movement to smaller, less congested areas is expected to continue. It is not occurring simply “because of Americans’ desire to leave high-density areas due to risk of infection, but also due to the transformation of how we’re able to work, with more flexibility to work remotely.” This trend will increase diversity in today’s low-growth southern states.

Other significant projections are that women’s college graduation rates will continue to be higher than those for men. Women of all races/ethnicities are more likely to register, vote, and run for and win elective office. Each of these projections almost guarantees a continued increase in women’s political clout in the South.

A Snapshot of What Comes Next

The implications for candidates, officeholders, and the major political parties can be summarized as follows:


• An increase in the number of women running for office, notably Latinas.

• An increase in the number of women running for executive office. For governor in 2022, 14 women filed (8 Democrats, 6 Republicans), including 4 in Alabama, 3 in both Arkansas and Georgia, 2 in South Carolina, and 1 in Florida.

• An increase in the number of Republican women running, especially in low-growth states that are still predominantly one-party states.

• A more diverse candidate pool (Gen Z and Millennials; biracial; broader gender identities).

• More younger women with children running; more efforts to allow child care expenses as campaign expenses.

• More women contributing to campaigns (including their own).

• More women-versus-women races—in primaries and general elections.

• More women in leadership posts in state legislatures and state congressional delegations.

• More women in statewide executive posts, most noticeably governorships.

• Major party adjustments about how to reach younger voters (messaging and means of communication) and how to recruit more diverse candidates.

• Significantly less reliance/dependence on the “demographics is destiny” thesis, particularly when it comes to broad racial/ethnic classifications; greater need to micro-target by country of origin/heritage.

• An urgency to develop ways to appeal to the rapidly rising number of voters registering as independents/NPA. Campaign specialists recognize they are generally younger and more candidate/issue specific than older, more party-centric voters. In competitive states, they are a powerful bloc that can swing an election—if they vote.
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Conclusion

Partisan Alignments in a Changing South

The South has become the nation’s most politically significant region. With 164 electors, it is the grand prize in the presidential sweepstakes. A candidate who sweeps the region, as Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and both of the Bushes did, now needs only 28.3% of the remaining electors to claim the White House. In fashioning and maintaining the coalition described by Maxwell and Shields (2019), Republicans have been so successful that they have won at least 8 of the 11 southern states in every presidential election during this century. The South held the key to the elections of George W. Bush in both 2000 and 2004 and Donald Trump in 2016, which has become especially critical since the GOP has won a majority of the popular vote in only one presidential election since 1988. Winning the South is less essential for Democrats, none of whom has won all 11 southern states since Franklin Roosevelt in 1944. The last nominee to win a majority of the region’s electoral votes did so almost half a century ago when Jimmy Carter swept the South, except for Virginia.

The South is also key to control of Congress. With the reapportionment following the 2020 census, the South’s role expanded as the region gained four seats. Since the 1994 breakthrough engineered by Georgia’s Newt Gingrich, Republicans would have had a majority in the House only until 2005 if they had done no better in the South than in the rest of the nation. In the Senate, the GOP has not won a majority of the northern seats during the current century. Yet, due to their strength in the South, Republicans have organized the House for all but eight years since 1995, and the Senate for half of the new century.1

Maxwell and Shields (2019) provide extensive detail on how Republicans went about weaning the South away from generations of loyalty to the Democratic Party. Republicans capitalized on White voters’ fear of change as manifest in racial resentment, opposition to the women’s movement, and pushback against growing secularism. GOP appeals succeeded at a time when the South had a dichotomous electorate with Whites holding the upper hand in every state. Republicans could succeed by appealing only to White voters, and for decades, the bulk of the White vote has gone to GOP presidential candidates, with the shift in loyalties down ticket coming later and varying by state and office. While the pace of realignment to the GOP varied across states and even by office, it ultimately resulted in Republican dominance among White voters throughout the region. A strong preference for the GOP, especially among White males, seems unlikely to erode in the near or medium term.

Chapters in this volume document changes in the region’s electorate. Currently, the bulk of each non-White ethnic group prefers Democrats to Republicans. Black voters have been overwhelmingly Democratic since 1964. Other groups’ loyalty to the Democratic Party is less consistent, is of shorter duration, and may be weakening. In the absence of situations in which non-Whites make up the bulk of a state’s electorate, partisan control of the South will depend on how minorities and White women vote. Can Republicans make inroads among minorities? Will White women increasingly diverge from the partisan preferences of White men? Answers to these questions will come first in the states of the Growth South since the population is diversifying and attitudes are changing most rapidly in these states. Reduction in Republican strength has begun in the Growth South, while in the states of the Stagnant South, support for the GOP may not have peaked yet (Bullock 2022). But even in the growth states, Republicans remain the majority, although Democrats in Virginia, North Carolina, Florida, and Georgia may be nearing parity.

If all or most of the Growth South realigned to the Democratic Party, the ripple effects would extend coast to coast. Most of the growth states already fall into the toss-up category in presidential elections. Virginia (2008–2020), Georgia (2020), Florida (2008 and 2012), and North Carolina (2008) have each voted Democratic in a presidential election this century. The 2018 elections saw Democratic gains in each of these states along with Texas and South Carolina, although subsequent reverses occurred in each state. The biggest change in Democratic fortunes came in Virginia in 2021 when Republicans swept all three statewide constitutional offices, led by Glenn Youngkin, who capitalized on parental demands for more influence over their children’s educations while managing not to become so entangled with Trump that he turned off White women. Exit polls show Youngkin with 57% of the vote from White women, 7 points better than Trump managed in 2020. Despite recent setbacks, if the four states that have voted Democratic for president during this century turned blue, the path to Republican victories in presidential and congressional elections becomes difficult. A blue Texas might make GOP control in Washington near impossible. Both parties are well aware of the significance of winning the Growth South and are mustering forces for the struggle. The behavior of the voting groups at the center of this book will determine which party wins.

The first topic addressed in this chapter is the keys to a Democratic realignment. That will be followed by a discussion of how Republicans can go about retaining their southern advantage.

Democratic Realignment

Southern Democrats take heart in the demographic changes transforming the growth states. The demand for more workers, especially skilled workers, and the appeal that booming metropolitan areas hold for Millennials and Gen Zers have attracted many whose values differ from the long-term residents of these communities. Many of the transplants come from areas with liberal traditions like New York, New England, Illinois, and California. More of those who come south for better jobs, for example, in information technology in Austin or the Research Triangle or banking in Charlotte, identify more with the Democratic than the Republican Party. These new residents are diversifying the communities in which they settle in terms of ethnicity. Almost all of the growth over the last decade in Texas and Georgia came from non-Whites. African Americans from all over the country are moving to Atlanta, often referred to as the Black Mecca (Hobson 2017), and other southern cities, helping to boost Democratic candidacies.

Texas is a majority minority state in which Hispanics replaced Whites as the plurality group in 2023. Georgia and Florida will join Texas with no ethnic group constituting a majority in the near future. While not matching Black support for Democrats, Hispanics and Asians usually give a majority of their votes to Democrats. As described in Chapter 3, Hispanic support for Democrats has recently declined, particularly in Texas and Florida. A continuation of that pattern would go a long way toward derailing Democratic prospects in several growth states. Similarly, as shown in Chapter 4, the Asian vote, while currently leaning Democratic in most southern contests, seems gettable for either party.

Even when a state becomes majority minority, Democrats will need a share of the White vote. Among Whites, as with other ethnic groups, individuals who move are more likely to vote for Democrats than are Whites who remain at the same address (Morris 2021). Another group of Whites who hold promise for Democratic organizers are those with college degrees. Even if most college-educated Whites cast Republican ballots, if Democrats can pick off enough of this group, they may succeed in fashioning a rainbow majority. For example, Joe Biden got 42% of the White college-educated vote in squeezing out a 12,000-vote plurality in Georgia. As shown in Chapter 2, the combination of minority and White votes needed to form a majority varies depending on the size of the minority electorate. The success Democrats had with college-educated Whites in 2020 has now been somewhat contradicted by Democratic failures in Texas and Florida in the 2022 gubernatorial races, but remained a factor in the Georgia Senate race of the same year, and in the overall performance of Democrats in House races nationwide.

While the ethnically diverse and young moving to the South hold the potential for adding to the Democratic ranks, not all of these in-migrants tilt left, and even those who do must be mobilized. Voter registration is a first step. States that have opt-out motor voter systems so that every new or renewing driver is automatically registered to vote unless they object facilitate voter registration. Dramatic evidence of the impact of opt-out versus opt-in comes from Georgia, which inadvertently changed from opt-out to opt-in when it installed new software on the computers at its drivers’ services stations. The rate at which getting a driver’s license added new voters fell by half before the change was discovered and the system returned to opt-out (Niesse 2022).

Groups like those founded by Stacey Abrams that concentrate on mobilizing minority members who were largely immune to politics have augmented governmental processes that facilitate registering. She claims her organizations signed up hundreds of thousands of Georgians. Some potential Democratic supporters like Black males, Hispanics, and young adults have been especially resistant to inducements to join the political game. Language barriers and past involvement with the criminal justice system create obstacles for activists seeking to sign up these voters. Florida, which had barred felons from the ballot box for life, changed its laws to make a political return easier but then created a new obstacle by requiring that former felons satisfy all the terms of their sentence, including paying restitution, before becoming eligible to vote. Florida created a special police force to investigate voting fraud and arrested 20 people for voting despite allegedly being ineligible under the new law (Lopez 2022a). The challenging task of getting the newly enrolled to cast ballots remains.

Young adults, who are increasingly ethnic minorities, have notoriously low participation rates. Occasionally, a hero like John Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, or Barack Obama has sufficient star power to inspire the youth vote, but these come along about once in a generation. That may be changing. The youth vote in the midterms of 2018 and 2022 was the highest in decades (Lopez 2022b). Estimates indicate an 11-percentage-point increase in the youth vote in 2020 compared with 2016 (Smyton and McAndrew 2021). While the numbers are up, they remain lower than for most other age groups.

Another difference is that young people are less likely than their elders to relate to politics through party affiliation. The pull of party on the young is weak since many are alienated from both the Democratic and Republican Parties. Rather than voting the party line, which has become more prevalent among older voters, the young respond to candidates and issues. Democrats have done poorly in micro-targeting them, giving insufficient emphasis to their issues (climate change), candidate preferences (new faces), or how best to reach them (through social media and other digital platforms) (Center on Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 2020; MacManus 2021; MacManus and Benner 2021).

Uniting Diverse Elements of the Coalition That Democratic Party Success Depends On

Southern Democrats, especially those in the growth states, have anticipated that demographic change will ultimately lead them out of the Republican wilderness. Selection of the topics for this volume, with chapters on three minority groups and women—the pieces that Democrats would have to assemble to achieve majority status—is guided by those expectations. Yet the evidence does not sustain a belief that demography alone will magically generate a partisan realignment. It is naïve to think that a coming together to create a majority will just happen. As the reversals Democrats suffered in Virginia in 2021 indicate, movement toward realignment is not linear.

Florida provides a sobering reflection for anyone relying exclusively on demographic change. The Sunshine State has experienced more population growth percentagewise than any other state. It has surpassed New York to become the third most populous state, in part thanks to New Yorkers who moved south. Democrats won Florida’s presidential electors in three elections beginning with 1996 (and some Democrats contend that should be four) and fought Republicans to a near draw in gubernatorial elections from 2006 to 2018. But GOP governor Ron DeSantis’s intimidating reelection victory margin in 2022 following Trump’s relatively comfortable win in the state raises questions about how close Florida is to Democrats’ eager grasp. Despite decades of rapid growth, Democrats are no closer to winning the governorship or other statewide offices. More troubling for Democrats and those who believe demographics is destiny, in 2021, for the first time, Republicans outnumbered Democrats in Florida and the margin continues to expand.

Even if in-migration sets the scene for a change in partisan allegiance, Democrats will have to work to increase their ranks among elected officials. Attracting enough voters to win elections will almost certainly involve staking out positions on issues that appeal to the components of their hoped-for coalition. What would it take to get women, and more specifically White, college-educated women, to join ethnic minorities in backing the same candidates? Do the three ethnic groups included in this volume have common interests? As the previous pages have documented, these groups have concerns that might prompt them to favor Democrats over Republicans, but such a coalition will require constant maintenance.

In Georgia, where Democrats have had the greatest success in recent election cycles, the unifying element was dislike of President Trump. The former president narrowly lost the state in 2020. Two months later in the runoff elections, GOP senators David Perdue and Kelly Loeffler, who echoed Trump’s false claims and turned on their fellow Republican leaders, demanding that they violate their oaths and abet the overturning of the electorate’s choice, shared Trump’s fate of rejection (Bullock et al. 2022). Two years later, GOP Senate nominee Herschel Walker, whose candidacy was Trump inspired and who continued parroting the former president’s claims as substitutes for well-thought-out policy initiatives, also lost. In contrast, Republican Governor Brian Kemp and Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, who topped Trump’s hit list for failure to deliver the state, saw their vote shares increase. Moreover, of 10 candidates Trump endorsed in the GOP primary, only Walker and Lieutenant Governor Burt Jones survived to the general election, with the latter limping across the general election finish line with the smallest vote share of the successful GOP team. Democrats have succeeded in Georgia by running against Trump and his understudies, but that is a short-term strategy at best and can be foiled, as demonstrated by both Kemp and Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin, who, while not rejecting Trump, did not embrace the former president’s false stolen election narrative.

The challenge that Democrats must overcome if they are to displace Republicans is daunting since the different elements of what could become a governing coalition do not share the same set of priorities. College-educated White women care passionately about the gender pay gap, the availability of child care, health care, and abortion rights, items not at the top of concerns of minority men. African Americans may respond to pledges to curb police violence and voter suppression, although the latter did not boost turnout for Stacey Abrams in 2022. Republicans gained ground in 2020 by appealing to conservative Latinos by warning that Democrats were really socialists, thus evoking memories of dictatorial regimes that some, or their ancestors, had fled. The exit polls in Georgia and Texas reported how Asians voted, and the Democratic gubernatorial candidates in these states struggled with narrow, unimpressive victories among these voters.

As Democrats attempt to achieve an intraparty e pluribus unum, a risk is that activists in each constituent group may reject moderate progress as a sellout. Strident demands by any one of the potential coalition partners would doom prospects for Democratic Party success. Refusal to accept half a loaf is not unique to the Democratic Party, as revealed in January 2023, when it took 15 ballots before Kevin McCarthy secured the gavel as Speaker of the House, a goal he achieved only after handcuffing himself to a rump group of GOP extremists led by Representative Matt Gaetz (R-FL).

To succeed in reconfiguring voters’ partisan allegiance, Democrats need to devise positions offering wide appeal. As Democrats search for stands popular with the groups they target, they might consider high-profile policy issues on which the Democratic position is more popular than the GOP alternative. In growth states, the public tends to favor maintenance of access to abortion as was provided in Roe v. Wade and reject new laws that significantly curb access, such as largely banning the procedure after the sixth week. Seven southern states, including all the growth states except for Virginia and North Carolina, have yet to expand Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act, another policy choice at odds with growth state voters. Loosening provisions for carrying concealed weapons activates the GOP base but is not widely popular in the Growth South. Six southern states including growth states Georgia and Texas allow a person to carry a gun without a permit. In response to surging gun violence and mass shootings, especially in public schools like Uvalde, Texas, Republicans reject limiting access to firearms and counter with calls for expanded mental health care and arming teachers and others. These are policy areas where Republican-led governments are out of step with most growth state voters, but Democrats have not succeeded in exploiting their advantage. None of these issues yielded the rewards hoped for in 2022. Perhaps the headwinds of Biden’s unpopularity, inflation, and a perception of out-of-control crime were simply too strong. But if GOP legislators succeed in blocking access to the pills that now account for most abortions, that may give the choice issue greater appeal in 2024.

Support for the GOP comes overwhelmingly from White voters, especially White males. As documented here, minorities dominate the ranks of Democrats in high office in the South, and many of these are women. The stereotype of the southern politician as a White male still applies to the GOP but is a small minority in many Democratic settings. A theme that has the potential to unite the elements that Democrats hope will help them succeed in reclaiming power is opposition to old White males who dominate the ranks of GOP officialdom and enact policies unpopular with most of a growth state’s electorate. Much like a generation ago, when Black Democrats and White Republicans bridged a gaping chasm of policy disagreements to join hands in challenging White Democrats’ redistricting plans, a common opponent might unite the groups at the heart of this volume.

Democrats could hold out the promise that if their party had control, each of the coalition elements would have greater purchase on the levers of power. The potential of greater influence to shape policies of concern to each group as part of the leadership team in Democratic-led legislative chambers could at least temporarily paper over differences as to which policies should be prioritized. Negotiations might be akin to those in parliamentary democracies after an election where the leader of the largest party goes about assembling a governing coalition. Perhaps the hunger to be on the governing side and not the carping side would suffice to rein in demands so that common ground could be found among the participants. Once part of the government, memories of the impotency of minority status might suffice to keep all components striving for the common good even in the face of disappointments about the priority assigned to a group’s top objectives.

Maintenance of a Republican Majority

At first glance it might appear that Republicans have the easier task. All they need to do is maintain the levels of support that they have enjoyed—in some states for more than a generation—and they will continue to win far more contests than they lose. However, the changing electorate in the growth states means that if the GOP does nothing as the state becomes more diverse and if the grandchildren of dying Republicans tilt Democratic, GOP majorities will shrink and could disappear. As noted previously, Democrats hope that a demographic time bomb will dislodge Republicans, and it might, but before that happens, Republicans can take steps to secure their status.

If Republicans appeal only to Whites, then in jurisdictions where the White population ceases to be the majority, Democrats will ultimately prevail. But if Republicans begin courting groups that they have heretofore largely ignored, then the days of GOP government need not be numbered. George W. Bush succeeded in attracting a sizable share of the Hispanic vote both as governor of Texas and in his presidential elections. After his efforts to rewrite immigration policy failed, largely at the hands of congressional Republicans, the GOP turned away from efforts to appeal to this rapidly expanding share of the population. At the state level, Republican legislatures enacted laws making it harder for the undocumented to get jobs, driver’s licenses, and in-state tuition at institutions of higher education. Noncitizens cannot vote, and despite claims by Donald Trump, there is scant evidence that they do. Nonetheless, the hostility shown by the GOP to the undocumented arguably makes it harder for the Republican Party to attract Hispanics since the undocumented have family, friends, and neighbors who can vote. Those who assume, however, that the anti-immigrant efforts of Republicans doom GOP outreach to Hispanics may be wrong, since some who entered the US legally have little sympathy for those who do not.

As documented in Chapter 3, the 2020 Trump campaign expanded his Hispanic support. Most non-Cuban Hispanics continued casting Democratic votes, but not at the levels at which they had backed Hillary Clinton. The Trump message that Democrats were socialists was repeated enough to drive Hispanics who had experienced socialism or communism in their home country to the GOP.2 These converts sufficed to prevent Biden from replicating Obama’s success in Florida. The fear that Democratic rule might lead to a socialist dictator also cost Democrats in Texas.

Fear of socialism is not the only appeal that Republicans can make to Hispanics. Social issues such as opposition to abortion, opposition to transgender girls participating on girls’ athletic teams, and strong family values make the GOP attractive to Hispanics, both those who are Catholics and the growing numbers of evangelicals. In 2022, Ron DeSantis and Marco Rubio both won a majority of the Latino vote, while Brian Kemp and Senator Ted Budd (R-NC) exceeded 40%. If Republicans make concentrated efforts to win over Hispanic voters, the less liberal members of this group may choose to go in a different direction than Black voters, who, as shown in Chapter 2, have become the core constituency of the Democratic Party.

Republican business-friendly policy may appeal to Hispanic as well as Asian and Black entrepreneurs. Like business owners of all ethnicities, minorities could be attracted by platforms calling for lower taxes and fewer regulations. “Get tough on crime” will resonate not only with small business owners who suffer losses from break-ins and shoplifting but also anyone fearful of rising crime rates in their neighborhood. There may be a tradeoff, however, with promises to get tough on crime turning off voters in communities that have had bad experiences with the police.

The 2021 Virginia elections demonstrated the popularity of giving parents more control over their children’s education. Republicans are now zeroing in on this issue, hoping to replicate Glenn Youngkin’s success in winning the Virginia governorship in what had been thought to be a securely blue state. Republican promises to ban the teaching of critical race theory, remove what they consider objectionable books from school library shelves, give parents more control over what their children are taught, and keep transgender athletes from competing against girls may win back White suburban moms repelled by Trump’s misogyny. Attacks on affirmative action in higher education may also win some support among Asians, as seems to have occurred in Virginia.

Although a greater challenge, Chapter 2 examines Republican efforts to make inroads among Black voters, Democrats’ most reliable constituency. Very little came of those appeals in 2020 and 2022, but as more Black candidates appear on Republican general election ballots, slippage in Democratic support might occur. A particularly interesting case was Georgia’s 2022 Senate contest in which University of Georgia football Heisman trophy winner Herschel Walker, sporting an endorsement by Donald Trump, challenged Senator Raphael Warnock. This was the first high-profile contest in US history to have two well-known Black candidates, each of whom ran well-funded campaigns bolstered by a national network of generous contributors. Republicans had hoped that a Black Republican who enjoys iconic status would increase support from African Americans, but in the end the Democratic incumbent Warnock won reelection with overwhelming Black support.

While many Republican strategists recognize the desirability of expanding their party’s tent, attempting to do so poses challenges. Among the most conservative White elements there may be little interest in or sympathy for the concerns of other ethnic groups so that there are tradeoffs resulting from appeals to non-Whites. At Trump rallies, criticisms of other groups can be counted on to fire up the crowd and have been a theme going back to his initial announcement of candidacy. Trump’s criticisms of Black Lives Matter may have evoked greater support from White voters (Popkin 2021).

Trump’s persistent, baseless claims of electoral illegality continue to hold most Republicans spellbound, and while loyalty to Trump may prove helpful in a primary, it can cause problems in general elections. Republican voters remain committed to Trump’s view of reality despite a near-total absence of supporting evidence. The party’s leaders hesitate to call out Trump’s lies, their fears reinforced when Representative Mo Brooks (R-AL) lost Trump’s endorsement in a Senate primary and ultimately the nomination for merely suggesting that the party look forward rather than remaining riveted to the 2020 election. Congressional Republicans who, in the immediate aftermath of the 2021 insurrection, spoke of punishing and even removing Trump soon relented, and Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) scuttled down to Mar-a-Lago begging forgiveness for having accused Trump of fomenting the effort to block certification of Biden’s election, an action the House leader had characterized as “undemocratic, un-American and criminal” (Zurcher 2023; Martin and Burns 2022). Given that Trump has continued to press the issue of election fraud as he mounts a 2024 campaign, it is unlikely that Republicans in the South will let up on the issue of election integrity soon.

The Future

Demographic trends, at least in the Growth South, are working in favor of Democrats. That alone is unlikely to suffice. But Republican legislators and candidates, by endorsing positions that lack majority support such as banning abortion, declining to participate in Obamacare, blocking restrictions on gun access, and supporting challenges to voting, are providing Democrats with an array of issues on which to appeal to the majority. The phenomenon of issues that inspire enthusiastic support among most Republicans but are nonstarters with the broader public is a consequence of the region’s expanding diversity and the Republican Party’s resilient Whiteness.

With the GOP as the party of White America, especially older, White, rural America, and minorities preferring the Democratic Party, some thoughtful people see the clash in cataclysmic terms. What happens when Whites cease to be a majority? White nationalists, while still tiny in number, are emerging from the shadows, with one of their prominent leaders, Nick Fuentes, dining with Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago, and the group’s demands have come to attract attention in the marketplace of ideas (Southern Poverty Law Center 2023). Will ultra-conservatives try to retain power even if most voters prefer alternative candidates and policies? Historian of the civil rights movement Taylor Branch has mused, “So the real question would be if people were given the choice between democracy and whiteness, how many would choose whiteness?” (Gaillard and Tucker 2022). Political scientist Ashley Jardina, author of White Identity Politics, has expressed similar concerns. “A lot of White Americans who are really threatened are willing to reject democratic norms because they see it as a way to protect their statuses” (Keller and Kirkpartick 2022, A1). Shortly before his death at age 95, Atlanta civil rights and religious leader C. T. Vivian, in a conversation with his son, wondered whether White people would still favor majority rule once they ceased to be the majority, a reality already in Texas and on the horizon in Georgia and Florida, as well as for the nation as a whole.

The future of the US is majority minority, according to demographic trends. Negotiating the treacherous terrain of such a shift, when a majority becomes a minority, is a challenge for any political system (Gest 2022). The majority that finds itself on the precipice of losing cultural, economic, and political power may respond with rage and resentment. The minority that finds itself rising to majority may seek revenge, or at least engage in celebrations that could exacerbate tensions.

The demographic shift will come to the southern region first and hardest, because of its history. Currently, of the six states that are majority minority, only one, Texas, is southern, and another, Maryland, is a Border state. But of the 17 states in which Whites are less than 60% of the population, 6 are in the South (Texas, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, Virginia, and Georgia) (US Census Bureau 2020). While the West also has six states on that list, the West will not as a region become plurality minority nearly as quickly as the South. Moreover, the minority that will become the majority in western states is Hispanic Americans, whereas in the South the largest minority remains Black Americans. Hispanics vote less and are often not citizens, and thus the political control of the South will be much more quickly contested.

Can the White South successfully share power with the rising non-White majority? There are trends in this volume that tentatively suggest yes. There are biracial and multiracial alliances being forged, in both parties. Race may be declining in significance at just the right moment. At the same time, though, there are events that suggest that such a sanguine outcome may not be in the cards, for the South or the nation. The tiki-torch-carrying White supremacists of Charlottesville, the city of Thomas Jefferson, who chanted “Jews will not replace us” as well as “You will not replace us,” are a reminder of a southern past we would hope is forever dead, and of a possible future we hope never to see. Canadian singer and poet Leonard Cohen once sang that “it’s coming to America first, the home of the best and of the worst,” in his song “Democracy.” When it comes to racial politics in America, the same could be said of the South.


Notes

Chapter 1

1.In 1928, Republican Herbert Hoover won five southern states, running against Catholic, anti-Prohibition Democrat Al Smith. However, this brief flirtation with the GOP was almost entirely a product of anti-Catholic prejudice and was erased by the Southern popularity of the New Deal in the next decade.

2.During the 1930s, southern Democrats in Congress were often as liberal as their northern cousins on roll calls other than civil liberties (Sinclair 1982). After World War II, congressional southern Democrats became more conservative in response to the less progressive attitudes registered by their constituents (Caughey 2018).

3.Some might see the first cracks in the Texas Regulars, a conservative faction in the state’s Democratic Party that opposed Roosevelt’s bid for a fourth term and also supported challengers to what they saw as the liberal members of the state’s congressional delegation such as Speaker Sam Rayburn and future president Lyndon Johnson (Hardeman and Bacon 1987; Weeks 1972).

4.Unlike in most of the country, Goldwater had coattails in the Deep South, which helped the first Republicans in almost a century win congressional seats in Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi. Across the region, perhaps as many as 37 additional Republican state legislators owed their success to the Arizona senator’s campaign.

5.In 1968, Nixon’s 57 southern electors constituted a plurality as George Wallace secured 46 electors and Hubert Humphrey had 25.

6.In the Contract with America, Gingrich promised that if Republicans managed to end 40 years of Democratic control of the House, within the first 100 days of GOP control major reforms would be adopted. Among the changes promised were term limits on congressional service, a balanced budget amendment to the Constitution, and reform of the major federal welfare program. The 1994 midterm election saw Republicans gain control of both chambers with a net gain of 54 House and 9 Senate seats.

7.Reapportionment has added seats to the South after each census. The 91 Democratic seats in 1963 were out of a total of 102, or 89%. Republicans’ 98 seats in 2013 were only 71% of the 138 southern seats.

8.Bush won Florida by fewer than 600 votes, and with that, the presidency.

9.In 1920 Warren G. Harding won Tennessee, and eight years later Florida, Texas, North Carolina, and Virginia joined Tennessee in preferring Herbert Hoover.

10.To put the South Carolina figure into perspective, across the five stagnant states, Democrats held just 22.5% of the legislative seats.

11.Nonurban Democratic counties across most of the South are part of the Black Belt (Key 1949), where the fertile, dark soil gave birth to plantations and where descendants of slaves now control local politics.

12.Chapter 4 notes an exception to the general finding that women are more likely than men to vote Democratic. A Virginia exit poll found Asian men more Democratic than Asian women in the 2020 presidential election.

13.In 2020, 74% of Indians voted for Joe Biden (Astor and Cowan 2023).

14.Two women have represented Georgia in the Senate. In 1922, Rebecca Felton became the first woman to serve in the Senate, albeit in abbreviated fashion since the Senate was in recess when she was appointed and by the time it convened Walter George had been elected to fill the remainder of Tom Watson’s term. George delayed his swearing in to allow Felton to be seated and give a speech before stepping aside. Almost a century later, Governor Brian Kemp appointed Kelly Loeffler to the vacancy created when the ailing Johnny Isakson stepped down. Unlike Felton, Loeffler competed in the special election to fill the remainder of the term but lost in a runoff to Raphael Warnock (Bullock et al. 2022).

Chapter 2

1.The Growth South consists of Virginia, Georgia, North Carolina, Florida, Texas, and South Carolina. Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee make up the Stagnant South. On the bases for this dichotomy, see Bullock et al. (2019).

2.South Carolina dichotomizes voters as White and non-White. For the last 20 years, Georgia has presented turnout figures on White non-Hispanic, Black, Hispanic, Asian, Other, and Unknown.

3.In Louisiana, all candidates, regardless of party, compete in a jungle or blanket primary. Any candidate who polls a majority in the jungle primary is elected. If no one receives a majority, the two candidates with the most votes compete in a runoff.

4.Figures maintained by Florida’s secretary of state show that at the end of 2021, Republicans slightly outnumbered Democrats among registered voters by a margin of 35.86% to 35.56%, a difference of 43,102 voters. A year later, the gap had widened and Republicans accounted for 36.5% of registrants while 33.9% were Democrats.

5.On Kemp’s watch, Hyundai and the truck maker Rivian announced plans to build assembly plants for electric vehicles in Georgia, and the state also landed two large South Korean battery plants to fuel electric vehicles.

6.As evidence of the degree to which the Black vote has become a larger share of the electorate, in the 1980s it was believed that a Democrat who attracted 90% of the Black vote would need at least 45% of the White vote in the peripheral South and 40% in the Deep South states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina (Black and Black 1987, 287). Bullock (2022b) has suggested that continuing diversification in Georgia’s electorate means that a 29–29 split may suffice for Democrats to win in the Peach State.

7.Blacks constitute a larger share of the electorate recently in Georgia than shown in Table 2.6. A growing number of registrants either do not indicate ethnicity or check the “Other” box when registering. Some share of these groups is Black.

8.Christian Grose (2011) discusses the combination of Black and White support needed for African Americans to win congressional seats. He does not attempt to describe a scenario for districts in which Blacks constitute less than a quarter of the population since, at the time that he wrote, no Black Democrats were winning districts with that few African Americans. As the Black share of the electorate decreases, it becomes more difficult for Democrats of any ethnicity to win since they will need more support in the White community.

9.The exit poll asked only about voting in the gubernatorial contest. The three Democrats had similar shares of the vote, and with split-ticket voting becoming less common nationally and probably in Virginia, it is reasonable to assume that the exit poll results for Governor Northam come reasonably close to the patterns in the contests for lieutenant governor and attorney general. Northam led the ticket with 53.9% of the vote, Lieutenant Governor Justin Fairfax polled 52.7%, and Attorney General Mark Herring won 53.3%.

10.In early 2022, when President Biden came to Atlanta to push for expanding voting rights protections, a topic that Abrams has made her own, she failed to appear with him, citing a scheduling conflict. Some speculated that she wanted to avoid the president because of his weak polling numbers and not because of a policy disagreement.

11.There are some exceptions to the general rule that numbers of elected positions don’t increase. The decennial reapportionment may give a state additional seats, as has happened to the growth states. Another way in which public offices can increase is with the creation of a new city.

12.A review of Whitten’s interest group scores documents the breadth of his shift. Through the 1981 congressional session, Whitten’s liberal score, computed by Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), never exceeded 30% support. From 1983 through 1989 it was always at 50% or above. Not surprisingly, as his ADA score rose, his support for conservative causes as measured by the Americans for Conservative Action (ACA) varied inversely with the ADA score. The ACA score was consistently above 50% until 1978 and reached a high of 91% in 1972. As he neared retirement and declining health precipitated the loss of his chairmanship, his ADA score dipped below 50% (Ehrenhalt 1981; Duncan 1993).

13.Since 1992, Republican presidential candidates have led in the national popular vote only in 2004.

14.In 2022, Florida’s Democratic secretary of agriculture unsuccessfully sought the Democratic gubernatorial nomination. As of 2023, all of Florida’s statewide elected officials are Republican.

15.McGann et al. (2016) contend that alternative plans would elect more Democrats. These scholars reject the proposition that the concentration of Democrats in urban areas, what is called a natural gerrymander, explains Democratic underrepresentation in legislative chambers.

16.Courts in several other states have struck down plans drawn after the 2020 census to favor one party. In some instances, such as in New York, Democrats produced the offending plan.

17.For an example of a plan in which population deviations were within the ±5 point range yet federal courts struck down the plan, see Larios v. Cox, 300 F. Supp. 2d 1320 (N.D. Ga., 2004). The problem here was that the plan set out to advantage south Georgia and the city of Atlanta over north Georgia outside of Atlanta, which, the court ruled, violated Reynolds v. Sims, 377 U.S. 533 (1964).

18.Tennessee has not sent an African American to Congress since 2006, when Harold Ford Jr. ran for the Senate and gave up the seat he and his father before him had held since 1974. The judicial interpretation of Section 2 does not require that a Black person be elected but only that Black voters be able to select their candidates of choice. The White representative from the Ninth Congressional District, Steven Cohen, has proven to be the candidate of choice of Black voters as he compiles impressive majorities in this district, which is about two-thirds Black.

19.The vote totals for the three Virginia statewide contests are strikingly similar, as shown below:

Republican Democrat

Governor Youngkin 1,663,158 McAuliffe 1,599,470

Lt. Governor Sears 1,658,332 Ayala 1,608,030

Attny. General Miyares 1,647,100 Herring 1,620,564

These similarities suggest that the vast bulk of the electorate voted straight-ticket ballots and that other factors that often influence votes had modest impacts. The ethnicity of candidates seems to have made little difference. Nor did Mark Herring’s status as the two-term attorney general provide much help as he attracted only 12,534 votes more than Hala Ayala, who, as a member of the House of Delegates, had represented only 2% of the state. Name recognition as the former governor did not help Terry McAuliffe, who ran 8,560 votes behind Ayala.

20.Unlike in Georgia, other instances in which Blacks won both the Democratic and Republican senatorial nominations were competitive. Barack Obama trounced Alan Keyes 70% to 27%. Tim Scott has handily beaten Black Democrats in each of his three Senate victories, winning 61% of the vote in the 2014 special election and the 2016 election before easily disposing of Krystle Matthews with 62% of the vote in 2022.

21.The GOP also has internal divisions, although they tend not to be along racial lines. The GOP rifts tend to be more ideological depending on enthusiasm for and willingness to parrot claims made by former President Trump.

22.Democrats scored offsetting gains in 2020 by winning an open seat in Georgia and two in newly redrawn North Carolina districts.

23.Tennessee Republicans split the long-standing Democratic district centered on Nashville in order to gain a seat.

24.Biden’s supporters point out that prior to election, Ronald Reagan promised to appoint the first woman to the Supreme Court and Donald Trump promised to choose a woman as Ruth Baden Ginsburg’s successor. A YouGov America poll showed the not surprising partisan differences with 72% of Democrats believing it important or very important to appoint a Black woman while 77% of Republicans thought it not very or not at all important.

Chapter 3

1.Following the widely accepted usage of leading nonpartisan research entities such as the Pew Research Center, we use “Latino” and “Hispanic” interchangeably (Lopez, Krogstad, and Passel 2021). Also, the Census Bureau relies on self-reporting in counting Latino populations. The Census Bureau question is the following: “Is this person of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?” To various questions regarding whether a person is considered Hispanic, the Census Bureau answer in each case simply states: “You are if you say so.” Self-reporting is the accepted standard, although the Pew Research Center found that about 11% of adults with Latino ancestry do not identify as such. Fully 50% of those of fourth-generation or higher Latino ancestry do not identify as Latino or Hispanic (Lopez, Gonzales-Barrera, and Lopez 2017). The gender-neutral or nonbinary term “Latinx” has achieved some acceptance in academia but not in the US census or the national surveys consulted for this study, and only 23% of Latinos report they have ever heard of the term, and more tellingly only 3% of Latinos use that term to describe themselves (Noe-Bustamante, Mora, and Lopez 2020).

2.The US Census Bureau reports that its 2020 data undercounts Latinos, Blacks, and Native Americans. Undercounts of minority populations are a common feature of the US census data. Nonetheless, the undercount for Latinos in 2020 is 4.99%, about triple the undercounting of that group in the 2010 US census (Editorial Board 2022).

3.For example, the Pew Research Center reports that from 2009 to 2018, the number of Mexican immigrants to the US was nearly equal to the number of Mexicans who migrated from the US back to Mexico (Gonzales-Barera 2021).

4.The eight states are Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Tennessee. Four southern states have fewer Whites dying than being born: Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, and Virginia.

5.Latino fertility nonetheless has decreased substantially since the Great Recession of 2008, although fertility of all other ethnic groups since then has decreased even more (May 2022, 16).

6.The US census classifies the District of Columbia and 16 states as the southern region, 4 of which—Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and West Virginia—we do not consider a part of the politically, socially, and culturally distinctive Old South that is the focus of this study, although portions of each of those states (e.g., rural West Virginia and Kentucky, southern Maryland) could credibly be called “southern.”

Chapter 4

1.It should be noted that Haley, via marriage, lost her Indian name, Randhawa, and she seldom used her legal first name, Nimrata. Moreover, she converted to Christianity and passes as White to many observers. Jindal, however, kept his Indian name, although he converted to Christianity.

2.This number counts seats elected, so a few Asians who were elected to the House and then to the Senate are counted twice.

3.Au, a physician, won a Senate seat in 2020, but Republicans dismantled her district the next year. In 2022, Au won a seat in the state House.

4.Marina Ann Manganaris put the data set together, performed the analysis, and assisted in the interpretation of the results.

5.The models were also run as probit models with no statistically significant difference.

6.Obviously, linearity was not met for every independent variable used.

Chapter 5

1.This chapter is cowritten by Susan MacManus, Amy N. Benner, and Kathryn DePalo-Gould.

2.The term “women of color” can be employed in controversial ways when used to categorize or describe non-White women. Its use throughout this chapter is not intended to treat non-White women as a broad, monolithic category or as a means to center White women in the analysis. The authors acknowledge this problematic practice and work to disaggregate the category in meaningful ways throughout the chapter.

3.Their predecessors were Beverly Perdue (D-NC), 2009–2012; Kathleen Blanco (D-LA), 2004–2007; Ann Richards (D-TX), 1991–1994; Lurleen Wallace (D-AL), 1967–1968; and Miriam “Ma” Ferguson (D-TX), 1925–1927, 1933–1934.

4.Data are from the Center for American Women and Politics (https://cawp.rutgers.edu/).

5.The institutional resources component was composed of the presence of a state commission for women, a campaign training program for women, a women’s political action committee (PAC), and a state chapter of the National Women’s Political Caucus. Institutional resources “amplify the voices of women, their families, and their communities to decision makers on the policy issues that matter most to them. They also provide peer support systems for female elected officials and establish informal networks that can help them navigate” the political system.

6.Exit polls for the 2022 midterm election cited later in the chapter were limited to just four southern states.

7.The analysis of state legislative candidates is restricted to party nominees due to data limitations. Additionally, data on the race/ethnicity of these candidates is incomplete or unavailable for some election cycles.

8.These statistics refer to the population at large (all genders).

9.Discussions of differences in women’s party and candidate preferences, along with variations in candidate appeal and GOTV differences across the states, appear later in the chapter in sections on women’s voting patterns and women candidates and officeholders.

10.We use percent born in state outside of South as a surrogate measure of urbanites and percent born in state in which they reside as surrogate for more rural dwellers.

11.The term came from a highly controversial, widely publicized statements by former US representative Todd Akin (R-MO) that “women’s bodies have a way of avoiding pregnancies in cases of legitimate” rape, inferring that an abortion would not be necessary. The statement also inferred varying degrees of rape. He was defeated in his election bid and later apologized for the statement.

12.Louisiana and Mississippi conduct off-year state legislative elections every four years, which is included in the earlier analysis of party nominees.

13.Virginia has off-year state legislative elections every two years, so the data analyzed are from the 2021 elections.

Chapter 6

1.The Senate was evenly divided between the parties at the outset of the 107th Congress but was organized by Republicans with the vote of Vice President Dick Cheney. However, when Jim Jeffords (VT) left the GOP in the middle of 2001, control shifted to the Democrats. We count the GOP control for the first part of 2001 as their 11th year of having a Senate majority.

2.Bullock was speaking to a very diverse basic American politics class and mentioned the success that Republicans’ labeling Democrats as socialists had. Several members of the class with Eastern European roots pointed out that the same GOP advertising worked in their communities.
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