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Blacks Still Underrepresented at all Levels of Politics
By George E. Curry 

NNPA Editor-in-Chief
WASHINGTON (NNPA) - Although blacks have made tremen- 

lus improvement in holding elected office since passage of the 1965 
jting Rights Act, they remain underrepresented at the federal, state 

nd local levels, according to a report scheduled to be released Tues-
by the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies.

[“Based on the most recent data, African Americans are 12.5% of 
e citizen voting age population, but they make up a smaller share of 
eU.S. House (10%), state.legislatures (8.5%), city councils (5.7%), 
id the U.S. Senate (2%),” the report said.
The 38-page report titled, “50 Years of The Voting Rights Act: 

ie State of Race in Politics,” was produced for the center by four 
ominent political scientists: Khalilah Brown-Dean, Zoltan Hajnal, 
dristina Rivers and Ismail white.
Joint Center President Spencer Overton said in a message intro- 

icing the report, that there is a heated debate over: How much prog- 
ss have we made since 1965? How much more work is there to do? 
He said, “These are contested questions, subject to ideology 

id opinion. A study published in “Perspectives on Psychological 
:ience’, for example, shows that on average whites and African 
mericans differ on the amount of racial progress we have made, 
ith whites now believing anti-white bias is more prevalent than 
iti-black bias. We have elected an African American president, but 
idies have shown that some government officials are less likely to 
spend to inquiries from citizens with seemingly black or Latino 
intes. The questions are also at the core of many ongoing debates 
out voting rights in the U.S. Supreme Court and Congress, as well

I in many states, counties, and municipalities.”
I What is not contested is that the Voting Rights Act of 1965 changed 
e political landscape for African Americans, with the number of 
ack elected officials leaping from fewer than 1,000 in 1965 to now 
ore than 10,000.
The change was particularly dramatic in the South, where 55 per- 

:nt of African Americans live.
I “Since the 1870s, white elected officials in many parts of the South 
bad used violence, literacy tests, interpretation tests, poll taxes, and 
■ter devices to exclude African Americans,” the report recounted. 
The Justice Department filed 71 voting rights lawsuits in the Deep 
South before 1965, but cases were typically complex, time-consum
ing. and expensive. When a court struck down one type of discrimi- 

tory device, local officials simply erected a different device that 
(ectively excluded most African Americans.”
Selma, Ala. and surrounding Dallas County was typical. Deploy- 

g rigged tests about the U.S. Constitution and a requirement that 
iters be in “good character,” as defined by white registrars, a white 
inority was able to suppress the black majority.
In 1965, more than half of Dallas County was black. Of the 
unty’s 15,000 voting-age blacks, only 156 were registered to vote. 
I contrast, two-thirds of voting-age whites were registered in the 
unty. Throughout Alabama, only 19.4 percent of African Ameri- 
ns were registered. In neighboring Mississippi, just 6.4 percent of

vantaged group in America in terms of policy outcomes.”
Not all of the problems were external. The issue of low black voter turnout, 

especially in local elections, is a major challenge that warrants further study, the 
report said.

It noted, “In 2014, when there was great unrest over a police officera€TMs kill
ing of Michael Brown, African Americans made up 67% of residents of Ferguson, 
Missouri. In 2012, a solid 100% of Ferguson precincts went for President Obama, 
but during Ferguson’s municipal off-cycle elections voters selected Ferguson’s Re
publican mayor and six city council members, all of whom except one were white.”

The report shatters the notion that we’re living in a post-racial society.
“Despite discussions about the declining significance of race, over the past few 

decades, racial divides along partisan lines have actually grown. African Ameri
cans have increasingly favored Democrats, and recently Latinos and Asian Ameri
cans have become more loyal to the Democratic Party as well. The shift to the left 
has been particularly pronounced for Asian Americans,” it said.

“On the other side, whites have moved slowly and unevenly - but inexorably - to 
the Republican Party. Fifty years ago, the Democratic Party dominated the white 
vote. Today, nationwide, whites are more apt to favor the Republican Party.”

It concluded, “Division is a normal and healthy part of democracy, but when a 
core dividing line in a nation becomes so closely aligned with race and ethnicity, 
larger concerns about inequality, conflict, and discrimination emerge.”

Joint Center for Political and Economic 
Studies President Spencer Overton says there 
is a heated debate over how much progress we 
have made over the past 50 years.

tcks were registered.
As part of a massive voter registration campaign in 1965, the 

luthern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the Student 
mviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and local residents

Sherilynn Black, Natalie Hall, Lee Willard, Barbara Lau and Martin Eakes, were honored recently for their 
community service during the Samuel Dubois Cook Society banquet at the Washington Duke Inn. Eakes re
ceived the 2015 Samuel Dubois Cook Society Distinguished Service Award.

inched a Selma-to-Montgomery March to dramatize the lack of 
cess to the ballot box.
On April 7, in what became known as “Bloody Sunday,” peaceful 

archers in Selma were savagely beaten by Alabama State Troopers 
d local policemen as they attempted to walk across the Edmund

The society was founded in 1997 to honor Cook, the university’s first African American faculty member, as 
well as community members who follow Cook’s example of social activism and leadership.

Marcus Rodriguez (not pictured) was also honored at the dinner for his service. For more information about 
the honorees, read story here. (Photo by Megan Morr/Duke University Photography)

ttiis Bridge to begin the 54-mile journey to Montgomery, the state 
pital.
The merciless beating of children, the elderly and adults was 
anted in homes throughout the nation and provided the momentum 
r President Lyndon B. Johnson to sign the Voting Rights Act into 
iv four months later.
“Only in the wake of the Voting Rights Act did black voter reg

tration in the South begin to approach that of whites. Five years 
■ter the passage of the Act, the racial gap in voter registration in the 
former Confederate states had closed to single digits. By the start of 
Ke 1970s, the black/white registration gap across the Southern states 
■as little more than 8 percentage points,” the report stated.
■ “In Louisiana, the gap between black and white voter registration 
fetes decreased by nearly 30 percentage points from 1960 to the end 
■ 1970s, and it continued to decrease over the next three decades. By 

010. )lack registration rates in the state of Louisiana and many of 
e other former Confederate states had exceeded white registration 
tes for the first time since Reconstruction. The Voting Rights Act 

lad delivered a Second Reconstruction.”
In fact, in four of the 12 presidential elections since 1965, black 

)utherners turned out at the polls at a higher rate than their white 
’unterparts. Nationally, black turnout exceeded white turnout in the 
>12 presidential election and possibly in 2008, according to the re- 
rt.
Activists credit much of that progress to the Voting Rights Act 

quirement that jurisdictions that previously discriminated against 
acks had to pre-clear voting changes in advance with federal 
ithorities.
However, the Supreme Court’s decision in “Shelby” took away 

lat tool and there is a measure pending in Congress that would 
verse some of the damage. A House bill sponsored by “Bloody 
inday” veteran John Lewis (D-Ga.) and Jim Sensenbrenner (R- 
isconsin) would update the act.
“The proposed legislation would apply preclearance to jurisdic- 

’ns with a record of voting rights violations within the previous 15
I ars, would make it easier for courts to block discriminatory rules 
I fore they are used in elections and harm voters, and would require 
I sclosure of voting changes nationwide,” the report stated.
I Efforts to expand the black vote is also under attack in oth-
I s quarters as well. The Joint Center report cited moves to purge
I iters, requiring proof of citizenship, requiring voter ID, felony 

senfranchisement and restricting voting registration drives. 
The report also addressed the elephant in the room - race. 
“In urban local elections, race is a more decisive factor than 

come, education - religion, sexuality, age, gender, and political 
cology. The 38-point racial gap exceeds even the 33 point gap 
:tween Democratic and Republican voters,” the study said. 
According to the report, African Americans “were the least ad

Obama: ‘Now is the moment’ for police to make changes
By Nedra Pickier and Eric Tucker

WASHINGTON (AP) - President Barack Obama said March 2 the deaths of unarmed black men in Missouri and New York show that 
law enforcement needs to change practices to build trust in minority communities, as a White House task force called for independent, out
side investigations when police use deadly force.

The president said last year's deaths of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and Eric Garner in New York City exposed “deep rooted 
frustration in many communities of color around the need for fair and just law enforcement.” He said a policing task force that he appointed 
found it’s important for law enforcement to improve training, data collection and cooperation with the communities they cover.

“The moment is now for us to make these changes,” Obama said from the White House during a meeting with members of the task force, 
who worked for three months to develop the recommendations. “We have a great opportunity coming out of some great conflict and tragedy 
to really transform how we think about community law enforcement relations so that everybody feels safer and our law enforcement officer: 
feel - rather than being embattled - feel fully supported. We need to seize that opportunity.”

The task force made 63 recommendations after holding seven public hearings across the country that included testimony from more than 
100 people. The panel also met with leaders of groups advocating for the rights of blacks, Hispanics, Asians, veterans, gays, the disabled 
and others.

Obama said the task force found the need for more police training to reduce bias and help officers deal with stressful situations. He rec
ognized a particularly controversial recommendation would be the need for independent investigations in fatal police shootings.

“The importance of making sure that there’s a sense of accountability when in fact law enforcement is involved in a deadly shooting is 
something that I think communities across the board are going to be considering,” Obama said.

Specifically, the task force recommended external independent criminal investigations and review by outside prosecutors when police us< 
force that results in death or anyone dies in police custody, instead of the internal investigations that are the policy of some law enforcement 
agencies. The task force suggested either a multi-agency probe involving state and local investigators, referring an investigation to neighbor 
ing jurisdictions or the next higher level of government. “But in order to restore and maintain trust, this independence is crucial,” the report 
said.

Bill Johnson, the executive director of the National Association of Police Organizations, said an outside investigation of a police-in
volved shooting may make sense in limited circumstances when a police department has few resources. But in the vast majority of cases, he 
said, it is unnecessary and perhaps even counterproductive.

“I think it helps to drive a wedge between a local police department and the community it serves - which is exactly contrary to what 
the intent of this police task force was supposed to be,” said Johnson, whose organization is an umbrella group of police unions. “I think it 
sends a message that your local police can’t be trusted.”

The task force echoed calls from officials including Attorney General Eric Holder and FBI Director James Gorney for more complete 
record-keeping about the numbers of police-involved shootings across the country. Such data is currently reported by local law enforcement 
on a voluntary basis, and there is no central or reliable repository for those statistics.

“There’s no reason for us not to have this data available,” said Philadelphia Police Commissioner Charles Ramsey, a task force co-chair, 
who said he was surprised to learn that there were no reliable records kept. “Now that we know that this does not exist, it is our responsibil
ity to do everything we can to develop that information.”

Ramsey also pointed out that the task force recommended decoupling immigration from local law enforcement to help improve police 
relationship with immigrant communities where residents may fear calling for help if they or someone in their family is in the country il
legally. He said information on immigrant felons would remain available under the panel’s recommendations.

Obama earlier had called for Congress to help fund the purchase of 50,000 body cameras for police to wear and record their interactions 
with the public. But the task force found that the cameras raise extraordinarily complex legal and privacy issues.

“There’s been a lot of talk about body cameras as a silver bullet or a solution,” Obama said. “I think the task force concluded that there is 
a role for technology to play in building additional trust and accountability but it’s not a panacea. It has to be embedded in a broader change 
in culture and a legal framework that ensures that people’s privacy is respected.”

Laurie Robinson, a professor at George Mason University and co-chair of the task force, told reporters the type of community-police 
relations envisioned by the report does not happen quickly.

“It takes time, it takes relationship-building and it doesn’t happen overnight,” she said.
Full task force report: http://www. cops. usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/Interim-TF-Report.pdf


