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race, Region, and vote choice in the 2008 election: implications for the future of the voting rights act
Stephen Ansolabehere(
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Charles Stewart III***
The election of an African American as President of the United States has raised questions as to the continued relevance and even constitutionality of various provisions of the Voting Rights Act (VRA). Barack Obama’s apparent success among whites in 2008 has caused some to question the background conditions of racially polarized voting that are key to litigation under Section 2 of the VRA.  His success in certain states, such as Virginia, has also raised doubts about the formula for coverage of jurisdictions under Section 5 of the VRA.  This Article examines the data from the 2008 primary and general election to assess, in particular, the geographic patterns of racial differences in voting behavior.  The data suggest that significant differences remain between whites and racial minorities and between jurisdictions that are covered and not covered by Section 5 of the VRA. These differences remain even when controlling for partisanship, ideology and a host of other politically relevant variables. The Article discusses the implications of President Obama’s election for legal conceptions of racially polarized voting and for decisions concerning which jurisdictions Section 5 ought to cover. 
Introduction: The Voting Rights Act and the Election of an African American President
When Congress passed the Voting Rights Act
 in 1965, the election of an African American President was inconceivable.  Even when Congress reauthorized expiring provisions of the VRA in 2006,
 such an election appeared a distant possibility.  Now, as the Supreme Court has cast constitutional doubt on the reauthorized VRA,
 what once seemed impossible or unlikely has become concrete and real: a member of the racial minority for whom the VRA was written now occupies the Oval Office.

It is unsurprising, then, that the election of Barack Obama has led some to question both the relevance
 and the constitutionality of the VRA.
  If a black candidate can win a majority of the national vote and even do better than previous Democratic nominees among white voters in states as varied as Colorado, Indiana and Virginia, do the fundamental assumptions underlying the VRA need to be rethought?  In particular, does the 2008 election signal a fundamental shift in race-based patterns of voting behavior, such that the geographic reach of Section 5 of the VRA
 or the primacy of racially polarized voting to analysis under Section 2 of the VRA,
 requires updating?
In this Article, we assess the patterns of race and political preference in the 2008 election and consider their relevance for the meaning and constitutionality of the VRA.
  The exit polls and election returns suggest that the 2008 election did not represent a fundamental shift in national patterns of race and vote choice.  However, these national patterns mask great variation at the state and county level.  In particular, Obama’s relative success among whites, as compared to John Kerry four years earlier, varied greatly by region.  In the Deep South, he actually did worse than Kerry among whites, and nationally, Obama did much better among African Americans and Latinos, both in turning out voters and in the share of the vote he received.
We view these findings as principally a response to the charges that the 2008 election represented a fundamental transformation in voting patterns of relevance to the VRA.  However, we recognize that this evidence joins a debate as to the relevance of racially polarized voting patterns particularly to the constitutionality of Section 5 of the VRA,
 as well as perhaps to the continued operation of Section 2.  In Part I we discuss the importance of racially polarized voting patterns for the meaning of Section 2 and the constitutionality of Section 5 of the VRA.  Part II presents background data from 1984 to 2004 against which we can judge any transformation that took place in the 2008 election.  The data show persistent differences between minorities and whites in their candidate preferences, and between the preferences of whites in the covered and noncovered states.  Part III presents the data from the 2008 general and primary elections and analyzes Obama’s relative success in the states covered and not covered by Section 5 of the VRA.  Moreover, we pay particular attention to differences in the behavior of white voters between 2008 and 2004.  We analyze exit poll results, aggregated election returns, and other survey data to conclude that the differences between whites in the covered and noncovered states cannot be explained by appealing to partisan, ideological or demographic differences. The Conclusion discusses the implications of our findings for cases going forward.
I.  The Potential Legal Implications of the 2008 Election
It is not obvious why election results at all, let alone the results of one election, should destabilize assumptions underlying voting rights law.  Whether one takes the most anemic view of such rights, as limited to the casting and counting of ballots, or even the more capacious view as concerning anything affecting the “power” of one’s vote, candidate success does not bear ineluctably on questions concerning the abridgement of voters’ rights.  Whether specific candidates win or lose does not necessarily speak to the question whether voters’ rights were respected in the process.

As voting law has moved from a preoccupation with access and participation to inquiries concerning dilution, however, the relative success of minority-preferred candidates has become a central focus of courts and litigants attempting to assess voting rights progress or lack thereof.
  Claims of illegal vote dilution under Section 2 of the VRA depend on a demonstration that racially polarized voting patterns hinder the election of minority preferred candidates.
  Moreover, in the findings of the newly reauthorized Section 5, Congress expressly mentioned racially polarized voting in the covered jurisdictions as one of the justifications for the law.
  At the end of this Article we return to the questions whether and when polarization should be relevant for voting rights law, but for present purposes, we simply note its centrality to the statutes of concern and the historical and legal debates.
A.  The Role of Racially Polarized Voting in Litigation Under Section 2 of the VRA
“Racially polarized voting” or “racial bloc voting” is a term of art in voting rights law.
  The concept has its genesis in racial vote dilution cases brought under the Fourteenth Amendment.
  It played an important role in the legislative history of the 1982 Amendments to the VRA,
 and then became the touchstone of the Supreme Court’s test from Thornburg v. Gingles
 for proving illegal vote dilution.  If the 2008 election revealed decreasing rates of racial polarization in the electorate – certainly a plausible hypothesis given Obama’s success – the election results might indicate that Section 2 cases would be more difficult to win in the future.
Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act prevents jurisdictions from enacting voting laws that deny or abridge the right to vote “on account of race.”  It specifies that a violation of the law occurs when, based on the “totality of the circumstances”:
It is shown that the political processes leading to nomination or election . . . are not equally open to participation by members of a [protected] class of citizens . . . in that its members have less of an opportunity than other members of the electorate to participate in the political process and to elect representatives of their choice.  The extent to which members of a protected class have been elected to office in the Sate or political subdivision is one circumstance which may be considered . . . .

Section 2 litigation is almost exclusively concerned with vote dilution by way of at-large systems of representation or redistricting plans.  When successful, it usually leads courts to create majority-minority districts that give minority voters a greater chance of electing their preferred candidates.
The Supreme Court’s decision in Thornburg v. Gingles
 established a test for demonstrating that an at-large system or districting arrangement dilutes minority votes.  If a minority is large enough to constitute a majority in a single-member district,
 votes cohesively and is systematically outvoted by whites, then it will likely have a vote dilution claim under Section 2.
  The structure of an at-large scheme or districting arrangement coupled with the voting behavior of each racial group, under this view, dilutes the votes of the racial minority.
Demonstrating “racially polarized voting” is, therefore, the key to proving a violation of Section 2.  A plaintiff does this by using illustrative elections from the jurisdiction demonstrating that minorities and whites vote for different candidates and the minority-preferred candidates consequently lose.  Presidential elections, let alone the Obama victory, would not ordinarily be seen as typical or illustrative for the average voting rights case, the lion’s share of which concern municipal or state legislative elections.
  However, whether the 2008 election is offered as a counterexample in litigation or merely as a talking point concerning the racial polarization that Section 2 is supposed to address, in general, the data from it draw attention to some of the ongoing controversies in this area of the law.
In particular, the election has brought to the fore the oft-made arguments concerning the role of partisanship in measuring racial polarization and the definition of a minority candidate of choice. Without getting too deep into the weeds of voting rights law,
 suffice it to say that the correlation between race and partisanship has posed some challenges to the Gingles framework.  The central question in this realm concerns how the law should respond to a situation in which a high correlation between race and partisanship makes it difficult for a plaintiff to prove that race, rather party, better “explains” the voting behavior of different groups.  In other words, if minority-preferred (usually Democratic) candidates lose because white Republicans tend to vote against them, does the partisan explanation for their loss immunize the districting plan from liability for the racially disparate impact it nevertheless presents?
For the Gingles plurality, the bivariate relationship between race and vote choice was the only relevant statistic.  Justice Brennan’s opinion stated: “For purposes of [Section] 2, the legal concept of racially polarized voting incorporates neither causation nor intent.  It means simply that the race of the voters correlates with the selection of a certain candidate or candidate; that is, it refers to the situation where different races (or minority language groups) vote in blocs for different candidates.”
  In other words, because Section 2 is about disparate impact, not intent, the “reason” why voters of one racial group might differ from another in their voting preferences is unimportant.  Plaintiffs should not be forced to show racial animus, only that the voting behavior of different groups makes it more difficult for minority-preferred candidates to be elected.  Indeed, as many commentators have argued, racial attitudes have sometimes led voters to affiliate with particular parties.
  Moreover, in a strict statistical sense, neither race nor party causes someone to vote for a particular candidate.  Rather, at most, they represent group characteristics that might shed light on the reasons –racial identity or animus, on the one hand, or ideological affinity and partisan loyalty on the other – why a voter might prefer one candidate over another.
Nevertheless, the view that a mere bivariate relationship between race and vote choice should suffice did not garner a majority of the Court, and the lower courts have been split as to whether a strong party-race correlation can defeat a claim of racial polarization.  The Fifth Circuit sitting en banc in LULAC v. Clements,
 for example, held that the Gingles test was not satisfied “[w]hen the record indisputably proves that partisan affiliation, not race, best explains the divergent voting patterns among minority and white citizens.”
 The Fifth Circuit is not alone.  One study finds that “[c]ourts in nine judicial circuits now expressly or implicitly incorporate causation when they assess racial bloc voting.”

One way courts attempt to address this intractable race-party dynamic (as well as resolve the related issue as to who is a minority community’s “candidate of choice”) is to focus on elections in which minority candidates oppose white candidates.
  If minority Democratic candidates tend to receive less of the white vote than white Democratic candidates, the argument goes, then race, rather than party, might better “explain” voting patterns.  The Gingles plurality (and only the plurality) emphasized that “it is the status of a candidate as the chosen representative of a particular racial group, not the race of the candidate that is important.”
  However, the lower courts have often considered races that pit minority candidates against white candidates to be the “most probative” of legally significant racial bloc voting.

We mention these gray areas in the law because the data we provide later in this Article allow us to grapple with and shed light on these controversies at a macro level.  In particular, we pay close attention to the counterargument that party or ideology “explains” the gap in candidate preferences that exists between minorities and whites.  Much of the story we tell is a familiar one that demonstrates the breakdown of the Democratic Party’s monopoly in the South and the rise of the Republican Party among Southern whites.  However, we compare earlier results with those from the 2008 election, in which Barack Obama was, by any definition, the candidate of choice of African American voters.  Although he was an extraordinary candidate and courts often discount elections featuring atypical candidates in Section 2 litigation,
 it is all the more surprising then that he did worse than his predecessor among whites in some states.  
At the same time, Obama’s success in other states may shed light on the potential for extraordinary minority candidates in those jurisdictions.  In many states, all outside the South, Obama was able to win the white vote and therefore win the state.  In still others (ten states according to the exit polls, including places like North Carolina, Virginia and Florida), he lost among whites, but minority voters put him over the top.  Finally, there are the states he lost, where he lost a substantial share of the white and/or the minority population was not sizable enough for him to make up for that loss.  To use the parlance of Section 2 to describe the geography of his victory: some states exhibited low rates of white bloc voting and in others, despite high bloc voting, the minority community could still elect its candidate of choice.
Throughout our discussion of the data we refer to “racial differences in voting” or “racially differential voting patterns,” in order to avoid the loaded jargon of polarization of Section 2 jurisprudence. Accommodating both notions of racial polarization discussed above, we present both bivariate correlations and multivariate regressions that attempt to control for partisan and other factors that influence the vote.  By comparing the 2008 election with its predecessors, moreover, we can also discern changes in group-based voting behavior under the unique conditions when an African American candidate appears in the race. 
B.  The Coverage Formula for Section 5 of the VRA
Our principal goal when we undertook the first cut at the data analysis here was to assess the differences in race-based voting patterns between the covered and non-covered jurisdictions under Section 5 of the VRA.  This analysis serves two purposes. First, we wanted to investigate the claim that the 2008 election represented a sea change in the preferences and behavior of voters of different racial groups in different regions.  Second, we wanted to assess the claims made as part of the 2006 reauthorization of the VRA concerning persistent racial polarization in the electorate of the covered jurisdictions.
These patterns and inquiries gained greater attention as the Supreme Court began to consider the constitutionality of Section 5 of the VRA.  The election of Barack Obama was held out by many, including the plaintiffs in Northwest Austin Municipal Utility District Number One v. Holder (“NAMUDNO”),
 as suggesting Section 5 was unnecessary.  In particular, since Obama won Virginia and did well in several other covered jurisdictions, the question arose whether his election signaled new evidence as to the potential for minority voters to elect their preferred candidates in states where historically they could not.  At the same time, defenders of the coverage formula tended to discount the Obama election by emphasizing the uniqueness of his candidacy and election: his unprecedented fundraising, the dramatic unpopularity of the incumbent president, and the peculiarites of the nomination system that got him onto the general election ballot.
  Still others contended that the 2008 election should be completely irrelevant to the constitutionality of Section 5.
 

In part, the relevance of the 2008 election to the VRA’s constitutionality depends on whether one believes group-based voting behavior and election results, in general, are relevant to the constitutionality of the coverage formula.  If the only relevant pieces of evidence to bolster the constitutionality of the coverage formula are instances of unconstitutional discrimination, then mere individual voting behavior does nothing to help the constitutionality of section 5.  As Justice Thomas’s dissent in NAMUDNO maintained, “racially polarized voting is not evidence of unconstitutional discrimination [and] is not state action.”
  Although voting may occur in a state-structured and regulated environment (that is, the polling place), the choices made are personal ones to the voter, not efforts by the state.  Even if one might view the state as enabling discrimination against either minority voters who get outvoted or their preferred candidates who lose, an individual or group’s vote choice, even based on racial animus, does not itself violate the Constitution. If Congress’s authority under the Enforcement Clauses of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments extends only to remedying or preventing constitutional violations (an open question to be sure, especially under the Fifteenth Amendment) then persistent polarized voting by itself does not constitute a sufficient record for an exercise of congressional power in this realm.
At the same time, a lack of polarized voting does not speak to whether racial minorities face increased obstacles or unconstitutional conditions at the polls.  Even if the same percentages of whites and blacks across the country vote for the same candidates, for instance, the relative prevalence of discriminatory voting laws in some areas could still justify a geographically targeted voting rights law.  If in the 2008 election candidate preferences were completely uncorrelated with race, it still could be possible that minority voters in certain jurisdictions faced discriminatory barriers to voting.
The evidence of racial differences in voting patterns is useful and interesting (if not constitutionally determinative) for the current debate over the coverage formula for several reasons.  First, it allows for a systematic comparison between covered and noncovered states along a dimension that should not be affected by the existence of Section 5 itself.  One problem confronting those who would gather data as to the relative position of jurisdictions in their protection of minority voting rights is that Section 5 deters and prevents covered jurisdictions from committing the kinds of constitutional violations that would constitute the best evidence for their selective coverage under the VRA.
  In other words, if the VRA works as intended DOJ will prevent the emergence of discriminatory barriers to registration and voting and no constitutional differences should appear between the election law regimes of the covered and noncovered jurisdictions.
Race-based voting patterns are largely exogenous to the legal regime – that is, should not be directly affected by Section 5 enforcement – but might shed light on differential risks to minority voters were the Section 5 regime removed.  By themselves they do not point to unconstitutional or discriminatory conditions, but they signal the relative potential for minority voters to elect their preferred candidates.  Also, when candidate preferences coincide with racial group membership, there is greater risk that incumbent-protecting or partisan election-related behavior on the part of the legislature will have race based effects.  To put it concretely, when those who write election laws under such circumstances succumb to the tendency to enact regulations that benefit their electoral prospects, they inevitably enact laws with discriminatory effects. If blacks all vote Democrat and whites all vote Republican, for instance, an election law that seeks to perpetuate Republican control will often have discriminatory effects, even if it is not unconstitutional.  The likelihood that partisan or even mere incumbent-entrenching behavior will have a disparate impact on voting rights is greater under conditions of race-based voting.

This last point poses obvious dangers as a constitutional justification for selective coverage of areas that experience racial differentiation in voting.  These are reminiscent of the concerns related to the role of partisan voting in vote dilution litigation under Section 2. If racially differential voting patterns on their own could justify singling out a jurisdiction for special treatment, then party-line voting could doom a jurisdiction to coverage until the very late date when parties and racial groups realign.  Perhaps that should not make a constitutional difference:  such risks of discriminatory state action fueled by partisan concerns either exist or not, regardless of “cause.”  If Congress’s decision to single out jurisdictions represents, at least in part, an assessment of the relative risks to minority voters in different places, then the mixed motivation of those who may draft election laws does not bear on that risk assessment.  Nevertheless, because constitutionally impermissible race-based discrimination requires intent – that is, discrimination because of, not merely in spite of, its race-based effects
 – partisan voting behavior that leads to partisan election laws does not necessarily constitute unconstitutional state action.
For these reasons, we view the election data we analyze for the remainder of this Article as primarily a response to the argument of those who maintain that lessened racial polarization undermines the justification for the coverage formula, rather than support for those who suggest that the data, on their own, justify its constitutionality.  For those who would recraft the coverage formula to pay particular attention to the jurisdictions with higher rates of racial differentiation in voting, the data that follow indicate the jurisdictions of concern.  There can be no doubt that race-based patterns in voting behavior are greater in the currently covered jurisdictions – on average.  Yet the categories of currently covered and noncovered are not coterminous with those jurisdictions with the highest rates of race-based voting.  If voting patterns were to form the exclusive justification for coverage – something no one has suggested –then the list of covered states would be somewhat different.
II.  Racial Differences in Voting Prior to 2008
Racial and regional differentiation in presidential vote choice is a familiar characteristic of American electoral politics.  The two parties and their nominees have always been able to rely on some groups and regions more than others, even if allegiances have changed (sometimes radically) over time.  Some of these patterns of racial and regional differentiation in vote choice held true for the 2008 election, while others were disrupted.

The underlying story concerning these patterns is familiar.
  The flight of African Americans away from the GOP, with whom they had largely affiliated since the end of slavery, began to occur during Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency.
 While Roosevelt won only 23 percent of the black vote in 1932, the popularity of the New Deal among blacks led to a realignment such that by 1948 Truman would win 70 percent of the black vote. 
  Although Southern blacks may have preferred the largely absent Republican Party, most were prevented from voting altogether.  The legacy of Lincoln held sway over Southern whites, which made the South solid for the Democrats into the 1960s.
Since Lyndon Johnson’s landslide victory in 1964 (followed by the passage of the VRA in 1965), the Democrats have not won a majority of the white vote, due in large part to their losses among Southern whites. Republican nominees have consistently won a majority (or plurality) of the white vote.
  The Democratic nominee has repeatedly won a majority of the vote from racial minorities – overwhelming majorities among African Americans and slimmer, but consistent majorities among Hispanics.  The magnitude of these racial differences in vote choice varies according to region.  In particular, the share of whites in the covered jurisdictions, especially in the South, that has voted for Democratic nominees has been smaller than the share outside the covered jurisdictions or the South. As a result, given the relative consistency of the minority vote across the nation, the gap between whites and minorities is more substantial in the covered states.
A.  Presidential Election Exit Polls, 1984-2004
Since the last reauthorization of Section 5 of the VRA in 1982, these patterns of vote choice at the presidential level have been relatively stable. Table 1 presents the average share of the two party vote received by Democratic candidates according to exit polls from 1984 to 2004 as broken down by race, party and covered status.  The states with some covered counties or municipalities do not differ in any meaningful way from those that are totally noncovered, so we combine the two.  We also adopt the DOJ’s practice of including Virginia as a fully covered state, even though several of its municipalities (amounting to a very small share of its total population) have bailed out from coverage.

As noted above, the cell that stands out as distinct is the whites in the covered jurisdictions.  Only 28 percent, on average, say they voted for the Democratic nominee – 14 percentage points lower than their counterparts in the noncovered jurisdictions, where 42 percent of whites on average report voting for Democratic nominees.  This is 33 percentage points lower than Democratic nominees’ average vote share among Latinos (61 percent) and 58 percentage points lower than the average among African Americans (86 percent) in the covered jurisdictions.  Regardless of whether they live in the covered or noncovered jurisdictions, racial minorities, in contrast, do not seem to differ substantially in the share that report voting for Democratic nominees.
The regional differences between whites cannot be “explained away” completely by partisan affiliation.  In the covered states, whites of every partisan affiliation (or nonaffiliation) were less likely than whites in the noncovered states to vote for the Democratic nominee.  The difference was most stark among Independents, who exhibit a 15 percentage point gap (42 versus 27 percent support in the covered areas). However, the gap is nine percentage points among white Democrats and four percentage points among white Republicans between the covered and noncovered states. In sum, it is not as if whites’ voting behavior in the covered states can be wholly attributed to an increase in Republican Party identification there.  Whether it might be attributable to their ideological conservatism, which might not be accurately gauged by their self- identification with a party, is a topic we address later in the Article. At least in the 2008 election, it appears some variable not captured by either partisanship or ideology still accounts for the differences in vote choice between the covered and noncovered states.
B.  The 2004 Election
We explore in greater detail the results of the 2004 election because of its close proximity to the 2008 election for which it can serve as a benchmark for comparison.  With a few exceptions, the results are largely similar to the averages from 1984 to 2004.  We present both the cross tabulations from the exit polls as well as regressions that analyze aggregated election returns.  The data, regardless of presentation, support the same result. 
As Table 2 depicts, the 2004 exit polls reveal that John Kerry did somewhat worse than previous Democratic nominees among Hispanics (by about five percentage points) and about the same among whites and African Americans.  Relative to the average, he lost among whites in the covered jurisdictions but made up for it among whites in the noncovered jurisdictions.  He lost ground among Hispanics regardless of coverage status, but his loss was more pronounced in the covered states.  Compared to the partisan structure of the white vote received by previous Democratic nominees, he did substantially better among white Democrats and Independents and slightly worse among white Republicans.  This was true for both the covered and noncovered states.

In terms of their reported vote in the 2004 election, only Hispanics and whites exhibited differences based on whether they lived in the covered states.  26 percent of whites in the covered states voted for Kerry, but 44 percent of whites in the noncovered states did so. The 2004 election also demonstrated a remarkable lack of cohesion among Hispanics, especially in the covered states. Only half of Hispanics in the covered states voted for Kerry, while 60 percent in the noncovered states did so.  African Americans, in contrast, voted about the same, regardless of coverage status: 86 percent voted for Kerry in the covered states and 85 percent in the noncovered states. 
The aggregated returns from the 2004 election are consistent with the exit poll data.  Table 3 and Figure A present in different formats the election results by county, according to that county’s racial makeup.  Presenting the data in this way allows us to account for the covered counties in noncovered states, something we cannot do reliably with the state-based exit polls.  Noncovered counties that contain some covered municipalities (as in New Hampshire) are considered not covered because a small percentage of the population of the county resides in the covered municipality.
 Figure A plots the relationship between a county’s black plus Hispanic percentage and the share of the vote John Kerry received.  The size of the triangles or circles in Figure A correspond to the total voter turnout in the county, with triangles referring to counties covered under the VRA and circles referring to counties not covered by the VRA.  The solid line is the best fit regression line for the noncovered counties, and the dashed line is the best fit regression line for the covered counties.  Table 3 presents the data that are graphically expressed by those regression lines.
Figure A clearly (and unsurprisingly) demonstrates the positive relationship between a county’s percentage of racial minorities and the share of the vote received by John Kerry.  The two statistics of note are the intercepts with the y axis and the slope of the lines.  The y intercept denotes the share of voters in a county without blacks or Hispanics who tended to vote for Kerry.  It is helpful in isolating the expected share of the white vote that the candidate received.  In the noncovered counties, the data suggest John Kerry received 42 percent of the white vote, whereas he received only 24 percent of the white vote in the covered jurisdictions.  The results are quite close to those found in the exit polls.
As is also clear from the data, the line for the covered counties is steeper than that for the noncovered counties.  The slope of the line for the covered jurisdictions is 0.534 and for the noncovered jurisdictions it is 0.374.  Moreover the R-squared value is higher as well for the covered jurisdictions (0.42 compared to 0.26).  This suggests that Kerry’s vote share in covered counties is better explained by its minority percentage than is the case in the noncovered jurisdictions.  For each additional percent of black or Hispanic population in a covered county the Kerry vote share in the covered counties increased by 0.53 percentage points and in the noncovered counties it increased 0.37 percentage points.
The data from the 2004 election, as with the aggregated data since 1984, point to the regional differences in the relationship between race and vote choice.  Of course, the gap between whites and racial minorities is due both to the high share of the minority population willing to vote for the nominee as well as the relatively lower share of whites willing to vote for him.  An increase in racial differences can occur both because of a decrease in the white voteshare as well as an increase in the voteshare of racial minorities.
III.  Race and Vote Choice in the 2008 Election

In one very obvious way, the 2008 election departed from the dominant pattern of presidential elections since 1968: the Democratic nominee won.  Of course, both Presidents Carter and Clinton won during that period as well, but Republicans had won seven of the previous ten presidential contests and usually by large margins.
  Republican victories always included wins of the South and the white vote by a substantial margin nationwide.  They always lost the black and Hispanic vote, but their share of the minority vote varied by close to twenty percentage points depending on the election. 

In the immediate aftermath of the 2008 election, the most dramatic developments appeared to be the “new” states Obama won: for example, Virginia, North Carolina, Indiana and Colorado. One could reasonably infer from victories in that diverse group of states that the Democrats had made inroads into previous Republican strongholds in the South and elsewhere, and in particular, among white voters. A rising, nationally uniform pro-Democratic (or anti-Republican) tide, it would seem, lifted Obama to victory in certain states that may have not appeared winnable in 2004 when the conditions and candidates seemed to favor the Republicans.

Once the exit poll and other survey data became available, however, the picture of the 2008 electorate appeared more complicated.  Obama did better in some states but worse in others, as compared to John Kerry four years earlier.  Moreover, the change in the composition of the electorate seemed as much, if not more, responsible for Obama’s victory as was the conversion of Bush voters.  

Both of these features of the 2008 election are relevant to questions underlying the VRA.  The uneven geographic distribution of white supporters of Obama highlights where racial gaps in voting patterns might be narrowing and where they might be growing.  Even conceding the uniqueness of presidential elections and the Obama candidacy, the changes between 2004 and 2008 may highlight areas of changing racial polarization affecting potential plaintiffs in Section 2 lawsuits.  Similarly, the high turnout of minorities and the changing composition of the electorate may hint at a future where even in racially polarized environments, minorities’ increasing share of the electorate can counteract any tendency among whites to vote against minorities’ preferred candidates.
A.  National Results
Barack Obama won the 2008 general election because he won a larger share of both the white vote and the minority vote than John Kerry four years earlier. In addition, the composition of the electorate was slightly different than four years earlier, as racial minorities comprised a larger percentage of the voters who turned out.  This combination of increased turnout and vote share – which was not constant across regions, states or groups – propelled Obama to victory.
The 2008 electorate was less white and more Democratic than it was in 2004, as Table 4 demonstrates. Ten million more people voted in 2008 than in 2004 (132.6 million in 2008 and 122.5 million in 2004).
  However, the white share of the electorate decreased from 78 percent to 74 percent, while the African American share increased two points (from 11 to 13 percent) and the Hispanic share increased from 8 to 9 percent.  Among whites, white Republicans dropped off dramatically – 11 points down to 22 percent of the 2008 electorate.  White Democrats remained constant at 24 percent, while white Independents increased 7 points to become 29 percent of the electorate.  In other words, the increase in the Democratic share of the electorate was due almost completely to minorities, and the decrease in the Republican share of the electorate is due to the drop off in whites.

Comparing the 2008 election exit polls to those from the 2004 election allows us to get a sense of what made the difference for the Democratic nominee.  Obama received ten million more votes than Kerry and about 9.5 million votes more than McCain.  He received 4.3 million more votes from African Americans, from whom he won 95 percent of the vote (a 9 point increase from 2004).  He received 2.7 million more votes from Hispanics, from whom he won 67 percent of the vote (a nine point increase from 2004).  In other words, although he received 3 million more white votes than Kerry (which translates into a two percentage point increase among whites from 41 to 43 percent), most of the difference in the 2008 election can be explained by minority votes.
As Obama did better than Kerry in total votes from minorities as well as percentages, so too did McCain actually lose ground among minority voters compared with Bush.  Four percent of black voters chose McCain in 2008, compared with 11 percent who chose Bush in 2004.  Those figures imply that Bush received approximately 1.5 million votes and McCain just under 700,000 votes from blacks.  The total number of blacks who voted for the Republican standard bearer actually fell from 2004 to 2008.   A similar drop occurred among Hispanics.  Bush won 43 percent of the Hispanic vote, and McCain captured just 33 percent.  These figures imply that Bush received 4.2 million votes from Hispanics, while McCain’s Hispanic vote dropped to 3.7 million.   As the minority vote grew from 2004 to 2008, Republicans lost support in these communities not just as a percent of the total vote, but in absolute numbers of votes.
B.  The Section 5 Coverage Formula and the Results of the 2008 Election
Although rates of minority support for Obama were largely constant across the country, white support varied greatly by state and region.  As a result, the size of the racial gap in support for Obama varied considerably as well.  For the most part, but with some notable exceptions, white crossover voting was lower and the racial gap in Obama support was greater in states covered by the VRA.  Indeed, in several states in the Deep South, Obama actually did worse among whites than Kerry.
Table 5 presents the exit poll data describing Obama’s vote share in the covered and noncovered states and comparing it to 2004.  The statistic that jumps out is the zero in the added vote share among whites in the covered jurisdictions between 2008 and 2004.  Obama, like Kerry, won only 26 percent of the white vote in the covered states.  With the exception of whites in the covered states, Obama made statistically significant gains among all racial groups, regardless of coverage status. The added vote share was most pronounced among minorities, but he also gained four percentage points among whites in the noncovered states, where he won 48 percent of the white vote.  
The differences between whites in the covered states and either their predecessors in 2004 or the whites in the noncovered states cannot be explained completely by partisanship.  Obama received 76 percent of the white Democratic vote in the covered states – 5 percentage points less than John Kerry, while remaining about constant among white Democrats in the noncovered states, where he won 86 percent of the White Democratic vote. For each partisan grouping of whites Obama did better in the noncovered states than in the covered states: 10 points better among white Democrats (86 percent versus 76 percent), 6 points better among white Republicans (10 percent versus 4 percent), and most significantly, 19 points better among white Independents (50 percent compared to 31 percent).
Not only did the covered jurisdictions differ from the noncovered jurisdictions in their levels of white support for Obama, but they became more different in 2008 as the racial gap in the covered jurisdictions grew.  The racial gap in voting preferences – that is, the percent of the white vote received by Obama minus the percent of the minority vote – increased nationally in 2008.  The racial gap between blacks and whites grew seven points (from 45 percentage points to 52), as did the gap between Hispanics and whites (from 17 to 24 percentage points).  However, the large racial gaps in preferences in the covered states grew even further in 2008, and grew more than the racial gap in the noncovered states.  The 71 percentage point gap that separates blacks and whites in the covered states represents an 11 percentage point increase from 2004.  By comparison, the noncovered states experienced a growth in the black-white gap of only 6 percentage points, such that 47 percentage points separate blacks and whites in the noncovered states.  As a whole, the covered states become more different, not less, from the noncovered states with respect to the gap in voting preferences between the races.
Analysis of the aggregated election returns confirms the findings from the exit polls.  Figure B and Tables 6, 8, and 9 present county-based results from the 2008 election to examine the relationship between a county’s combined black and Hispanic share of the population and the share of the vote Obama received in the county.
  As in our discussion above, the key statistics are the slope and intercept of the regression lines.  The y intercept for the covered counties remained about the same as it was in 2004, at 24 percent, signifying that about 24 percent of whites in the covered counties voted for Obama.  The intercept rose 4 percentage points from 2004 for the regression line for the noncovered counties – from 42 to 46 percent.  The line became steeper as well, and particularly so for the covered counties.  The slope for 2008 for the covered counties was 0.635, compared to 0.415 for the noncovered counties – both slopes were higher than they are in Figure A.  The greater steepness of the regression for the covered counties comes both from the “push” of Obama’s increased vote share among minorities (raising the right side of the line) as well as the anchor of his share among whites, which kept the intercept about where it was in 2004.  As Table 6 depicts, the R-squared also increased substantially, suggesting that race became a better explanation for the presidential results.  Almost half of the variance in presidential voting results between covered counties can be explained by their racial makeup.
To address the claim that partisanship explains the differences between the covered and noncovered jurisdictions we can control for a county’s previous support for the Democratic nominee. Tables 8 and 9 control for the Kerry vote in explaining the Obama vote.  Table 8 presents a multivariate regression, which includes only the percent of the county voting for Kerry in 2004 and the percent of the county that is white, in order to explain the county-based election results for 2008.  Of course, most counties voted the way they did in 2008, and the results in 2004 are the best predictor of how a county would vote in 2008. Even controlling for the Kerry vote, however, does not erase the significance of the county’s racial composition.  A county’s racial makeup remains significant for both the covered and noncovered regressions, but the coefficient on the racial composition variable for the covered counties is about twice as large as it is for the noncovered counties (-0.152 versus -0.080).
Table 9 depicts the same phenomenon somewhat differently.  The dependent variable there is the difference between Obama’s vote share and Kerry’s vote share and the independent variable is the white percentage of the county.  Again, the coefficient on the racial composition variable is about twice as large for the covered counties as it is for the noncovered counties (-0.047 versus -0.111).  The R-squared for the regression for the covered counties is also higher, suggesting that, with respect to changes since 2004, racial composition explains more of the differences over time among covered counties than among the noncovered counties.
Until this point we have treated covered states and noncovered states as undifferentiated groups, without examining the diversity within these two classes of states.  The state level exit polls allow us to measure how well the current coverage formula captures states with the largest racial differences in vote preferences, the lowest levels of whites voting for Obama, or the greatest changes in white voteshare for the Democratic nominee between 2004 and 2008.  Table 7 provides all of these statistics.
All of the covered states are below the national average when it comes to the share of the white vote Obama received. The six states with the lowest share of white voters voting for Obama are all covered states.  They range from Alabama where only 10 percent of whites voted for Obama to Texas, where 26 percent voted for Obama.  The three covered states not appearing at the lowest end of the white crossover voting spectrum are Alaska, Virginia and Arizona.  It should also be noted that the five states with the lowest levels of white crossover voting and the largest gap between whites and African Americans in terms of Obama’s vote share are also the states with some of the largest African American population shares.  These five states are among the top six states in terms of the share of the population that is African American.  According to the 2006 Census population estimates, Mississippi (37.1 percent), Louisiana (31.9 percent), Georgia (29.6 percent), Maryland (28.8 percent), South Carolina (28.6 percent), and Alabama (26.3 percent) have the highest African American population shares of any state.
  All but Maryland are covered by Section Five of the Voting Rights Act.  
The changes between 2004 and 2008 are also revealing. Three of those states mentioned above experienced decreases since 2004 in the share of whites voting for the Democratic nominee (although for only Alabama and Louisiana were the decreases statistically significant and quite large; Mississippi’s 3 percentage point drop was not statistically significant).  In two other covered states, Obama did better than Kerry among whites.  The share of white voters in South Carolina and Virginia willing to vote for the Democrat increased 4 and 7 percentage points, respectively, between 2004 and 2008.
In a large number of the noncovered states Obama made significant gains among white voters. These include some states, such as North Carolina, which is partially covered, where Obama received 8 percentage points more of the white vote than Kerry did. In only one noncovered state, Arkansas, did Obama experience a significant drop (6 percentage points) in the white share of the vote he received.
C. Accounting for Party and Ideology
As noted above in our discussion of the Section 2 jurisprudence, partisanship and ideology are often used to explain the differences in voting patterns among racial groups.  Similarly, partisanship and ideology serve as frequent explanations for why whites in the states covered by Section 5 differ from whites in the noncovered states in their candidate preferences.  To generalize, of the groups analyzed here, blacks have been the most Democratic-leaning group, followed by Hispanics, followed by whites in the noncovered states, and then followed by whites in the covered states who are most likely to be Republican. The exit poll data suggested that partisanship reduces but does not explain away the differences among whites across the covered and noncovered jurisdictions. It is still possible that some ideological variable could account for the differences between whites in the covered and noncovered states.

To test for this possibility we turn to publicly available national sample surveys that measure many more ideological and issue variables and demographic characteristics than are gauged by the exit polls. The 2008 Cooperative Congressional Election Study provides a very large sample (25,000 interviews), allowing very precise estimates of differences across areas and groups, and the 2004 and 2008 American National Election Studies, which have a much smaller sample, allow us to examine changes in voting behavior from an election involving two white candidates (2004) to an election involving a white and a black candidate (2008). 
Although demographic and ideological variables account for much of the difference between whites in the covered and noncovered states, living in a covered state remains a statistically significant factor for whites voting against Obama. This was not the case in 2004.  The differences between whites in the covered and noncovered states could be explained away when John Kerry ran against George Bush.  The same cannot be said when Barack Obama ran against John McCain.
Table 12 presents a regression of the reported vote of whites featuring all CCES variables that might have an impact on vote choice, in addition to the coverage status of the state in which the respondent lived.  Partisanship, ideology (self-placement on a liberal to conservative spectrum), and importance of religion exert strong influence in the expected directions.  Democrats, Independents, liberals, and less religious respondents were more likely to vote for Obama, while Republicans, conservatives and more religious respondents were less likely to do so.  Education is also positively associated with support for Obama, while age, income and gender are negatively associated.  That is, older, richer and less educated respondents, as well as male respondents were less likely to vote for Obama.  

Even with all of these controls added, however, coverage status remains statistically significant.  The coefficient drops substantially in size from -.404 to -.156 once the controls are added, but being from a covered state remains a statistically significant factor in predicting opposition to Obama. There could be any number of other variables that are omitted from this regression, and as such the data do not prove that reaction to Obama’s race is what distinguishes whites in the covered states.  However, for those who merely try to explain the differences between the covered and noncovered states as stemming from partisanship, ideology, religiosity or demographic differences, the data do not support a conclusion that those variables account for the differences in whites’ voting behavior in 2008.
More importantly, it appears that such variables do, in fact, account for the differences between whites in the covered and noncovered states in 2004.  In other words, when Kerry was the Democratic nominee the differences between whites in the covered and noncovered states could be chalked up to whites in the covered states being more Republican, conservative or religious.  In 2008, however, those differences still do not explain the independent significance that being from a covered state had on predicting a vote against Obama.
Tables 13a and 13b present data from the National Election Studies for 2004 and 2008 respectively.  The regressions are similar to the one provided in Table 12, but use the smaller and more limited NES dataset.  Being from a covered state is statistically significant in 2008 but not in 2004.  The standardized coefficient (-.0777902) is negative and statistically significant (at the .01 level) for 2008, meaning that whites in the covered states (all other things being equal) were about 7.8 percentage points less likely to vote for Obama.  For 2004, the coefficient is insignificant and positive.  Once again, these differences do not prove that Obama’s race “caused” whites in the covered states to be more likely to vote against him.  Rather, they suggest that ideological, partisan, and religious variables that could explain away the differences in 2004, could not do so in 2008.  Something else was at work in 2008. 
It is also interesting to note, as Table 12 depicts, that a different pattern emerges with respect to reported primary or caucus vote.  Coverage status is not statistically significant, either alone or in combination with the other variables, in predicting whites’ vote in the Democratic primary or caucus.  Support for Obama was higher among Democratic primary voters who were more highly educated, younger, male, liberal, non-union members and less religious.  But whites in the covered states appeared no different than whites in the noncovered states in this regard.
When we expand our analysis beyond whites, as in Table 14, we can gauge the disparities in the Obama primary and caucus vote based on race, type of nomination method and coverage status.  In states that employed primaries, whites and Hispanics in the noncovered jurisdictions were somewhat more likely to support Obama, but not by much.  In the primary states, whites and Hispanics did not differ much from each other in their support for Obama, but, as is well-known, they gave much less support to Obama than did African Americans.  The caucus states seem to differ somewhat from the primary states, as African Americans there report voting in even higher percentages for Obama.  Greater disparities also seem to exist based on coverage status for whites and Hispanics in the caucus states, as those in the non-covered caucus states report voting at higher levels for Obama.  This might be a spurious relationship based on the particular idiosyncrasies of the smaller number of states employing caucuses and the much lower and selective turnout in such states.  The gaps between African Americans and all others still remain, however.

If one seeks to generalize from the 2008 presidential election to gauge the potential for minority candidate success in individual states, one must account for both the primary and the general election results.  Doing so highlights the surprisingly small number of states in which Obama won both the primary or caucus and the general election.  As Table 15 shows, in only 15 states and the District of Columbia did Obama win both the nominating event (primary or caucus) and the general election.  This is important because for all other elections a candidate must get through both the primary and general election in the same state.  If either is a barrier, then the candidate will not win.  Indeed, in some states and districts the primary election represents the higher hurdle to get over in order to win an office.

The geography of Obama’s success also bears on the relevance of the coverage formula of Section 5.  The only fully covered state in which he won the primary and general election was Virginia, and the only partially covered state was North Carolina.  He won several noncovered states in the primary and the general, but even those represent a relatively small slice of the American population.  
  Conclusion: Change in Voting Behavior We Can Believe in?
Nothing in the foregoing should take away from the monumental significance of the 2008 election.  The election of an African American President represents a historic event by any measure.  Even conceding Barack Obama’s extraordinary campaign and candidacy, his success contradicts well-known assumptions about what was possible in American democracy.
The question for us is whether the results from that election suggest a transformation of relevance to voting rights law.  Our general answer is no.  The 2008 election did not indicate a disruption of well-known patterns of race, region and vote choice.  If anything, Barack Obama’s higher vote share among minorities and his uneven performance among whites suggest those patterns are quite entrenched.

If racially differential voting patterns were to be the criteria for coverage under a new Section 5 of the VRA, however, the list of covered states would need to be changed.  Virginia would be dropped and Arkansas added, for example.  It is one thing to point out, as this Article does, that the covered states, as a group, exhibit larger racial gaps in candidate preferences and fewer whites willing to vote for minority-preferred candidates.  It would be quite another thing to say that the coverage formula completely and exclusively captures the most polarized polities.  It clearly does not, nor was it ever expected to do so.

Obama’s success highlights when racially differential voting patterns make a difference and when they do not.  In some states, a sufficient number of whites were willing to vote for him that he did not need to rely on minority voters to cast the decisive or pivotal votes.  In other states, his mobilization of minorities (and perhaps the demobilization of whites) overcame the effect of any polarization that existed in the electorate.  In still others, particularly and ironically those with large African American populations, mobilization of minorities could not make up for the low share of the white vote he garnered.

For various reasons, the Voting Rights Act should be transformed.  Indeed, we would support a fundamental rethinking of basic components of the Act and how it structures American politics.  Results from the 2008 election should not be the cause for that undertaking, however.  The election of an African American as President is significant in its own right, not because it casts doubt of the VRA’s continued utility or constitutionality.

Tables and Figures

Figure A. Relationship between 2004 presidential vote and non-white population share, covered and noncovered counties.
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Figure B.  Relationship Between County Racial Makeup and Presidential Vote, 2008
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Table 1.  The Racial Gap in Voting for Democratic Nominee, Presidential Exit Polls, 1984-2004

	Group
	Covered States
	Non-covered + partially covered
	Nation

	White
	27.7
	42.1
	39.7

	Black
	85.9
	85.2
	85.5

	Latino
	60.9
	64.1
	63.4

	Whites
	
	
	

	Democrats
	69.6
	79.0
	77.5

	Republicans
	4.7
	8.8
	7.6

	Independents
	26.7
	42.3
	39.1

	Difference
	
	
	

	Black-white
	58.2
	43.1
	45.8

	Latino-white
	33.2
	22.0
	23.7


Table 2.  Racial Gap in 2004 Presidential Election. 
 
	Group
	Covered States
	Non-covered +partially covered
	Nation

	White
	26.0
	43.8
	40.8

	Black
	85.9
	85.3
	85.5

	Latino
	49.5
	60.3
	57.9

	Whites
	
	
	

	Democrats
	80.1
	85.3
	84.7

	Republicans
	2.9
	6.5
	5.3

	Independents
	33.3
	50.1
	47.0

	Difference
	
	
	

	Black-white
	60.0
	41.5
	44.7

	Latino-white
	23.6
	16.6
	17.2


Table 3.  Relationship Between County Racial Makeup and Presidential Vote, 2004.
	
	(1)
	(2)

	
	Non-covered
	Covered

	Black and Hispanic percentage of county population
	0.374

(0.013)**
	0.534

(0.021)**

	Constant
	0.421

(0.004)**
	0.236

(0.009)**

	Observations
	2254
	860

	R-squared
	0.26
	0.42

	Standard errors in parentheses
	
	

	* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%
	
	


Table 4.   Change in the Composition of the Electorate 2004-2008
	Change in Racial Composition of the Electorate


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	RACE
	Nation
	
	
	
	
	VRA

covered states
	
	
	
	Non-Covered
	
	

	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	

	White
	74
	78
	-4
	*
	
	69
	68
	-1
	
	
	75
	80
	-5
	*

	Black
	13
	11
	2
	*
	
	19
	21
	2
	*
	
	11
	9
	2
	*

	Hisp
	9
	8
	1
	*
	
	9
	10
	1
	*
	
	9
	7
	2
	*

	Asian
	2
	2
	0
	
	
	1
	1
	0
	
	
	2
	2
	0
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Change in Partisan Composition of the Electorate


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	

	Dem
	39
	37
	2
	*
	
	36
	34
	2
	*
	
	40
	38
	2
	*

	Rep
	32
	37
	-5
	*
	
	37
	43
	-6
	*
	
	31
	36
	-5
	*

	Indep/
else
	29
	26
	3
	*
	
	27
	23
	4
	*
	
	29
	27
	2
	*

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Whites by party, as a percentage of entire electorate


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Nation
	
	
	
	
	VRA Covered States
	
	
	
	
	Non-Covered 
	
	
	

	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	
	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	
	
	2008
	2004
	diff
	

	White Dem
	24
	24
	0
	
	
	13
	15
	-2
	
	
	26
	26
	0
	

	White Rep
	29
	33
	-4
	
	
	33
	38
	-5
	
	
	27
	32
	-5
	

	White Ind
	22
	21
	1
	
	
	20
	17
	3
	
	
	23
	22
	1
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 5. Racial Gap in Presidential Voting Preferences, 2008 Exit polls

	
	Covered States
	Noncovered States
	Nation

	Group
	2008 

(%)
	Change from 2004
	2008

(%)
	Change from 2004
	2008

(%)
	Change from 2004

	White
	26
	0
	48
	4**
	43
	2

	Black
	97
	11**
	95
	10**
	95
	9

	Latino
	62
	13**
	69
	9**
	67
	9

	Whites
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Democrats
	76
	–5**
	86
	1
	85
	0

	Republicans
	4
	1**
	10
	3**
	8
	3

	Independents
	31
	–2
	50
	0
	47
	0

	Difference
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Black-white
	71
	11**
	47
	6**
	52
	7

	Latino-white
	36
	13**
	21
	5**
	24
	7


**p<.01

Table 6.  Relationship Between County Racial Makeup and Presidential Vote, 2008.
	
	Covered counties
	Noncovered counties

	Combined Black and Hispanic Percentage of County
	0.635***
(0.022)
	0.415***
(0.013)

	Intercept
	0.244***
(0.009)
	0.461***
(0.004)

	N
	860
	2,254

	R2
	.496
	.307


***p<.001. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.

Table 7.  Race and Vote Choice by State, 2008

	State
	% of Whites Voting for Obama
	Change in White Vote-share  from 2004
	% of White Demo-crats Voting for Obama
	%  of Blacks Voting for Obama

	Alabama
	10
	–9**
	47
	98

	Mississippi
	11
	–3
	NA
	98

	Louisiana
	14
	–10**
	38
	94

	Georgia
	23
	0
	78
	98

	South 
Carolina
	26
	4*
	80
	96

	Texas
	26
	1
	78
	98

	Oklahoma
	29
	1
	59
	NA

	Arkansas
	30
	–6**
	68
	95

	Utah
	31
	7**
	NA
	NA

	Wyoming
	32
	4
	80
	NA

	Alaska
	33
	1
	86
	NA

	Idaho
	33
	4
	89
	NA

	Tennessee
	34
	0
	79
	94

	North Carolina
	35
	8**
	83
	95

	Kentucky
	36
	2
	62
	90

	Nebraska
	39
	6**
	83
	NA

	Virginia
	39
	7**
	86
	92

	Arizona
	40
	0
	83
	NA

	Kansas
	40
	6*
	85
	NA

	South Dakota
	41
	4*
	82
	NA

	West Virginia
	41
	-1
	69
	NA

	Florida
	42
	1
	81
	96

	Missouri
	42
	0
	84
	93

	New Mexico
	42
	-1
	85
	NA

	North Dakota
	42
	7**
	90
	NA

	United States
	43
	3**
	85
	95

	Indiana
	45
	11**
	86
	90

	Montana
	45
	7**
	91
	NA

	Nevada
	45
	2
	90
	94

	Ohio
	46
	3
	85
	97

	Maryland
	47
	3
	83
	94

	Pennsylvania
	48
	3
	85
	95

	New Jersey
	49
	3
	85
	92

	Colorado
	50
	9**
	95
	NA

	Connecticut
	51
	1
	86
	93

	Illinois
	51
	3
	86
	96

	Iowa
	51
	3*
	93
	93

	Michigan
	51
	8**
	91
	97

	California
	52
	5**
	91
	94

	New York
	52
	4
	85
	100

	Delaware
	53
	9**
	86
	99

	Minnesota
	53
	3*
	94
	NA

	New Hampshire
	54
	4**
	92
	NA

	Wisconsin
	54
	7**
	95
	91

	Washington
	55
	4*
	95
	NA

	Oregon
	57
	8**
	92
	NA

	Maine
	58
	5**
	89
	NA

	Rhode Island
	58
	1
	89
	NA

	Massachusetts
	59
	1
	86
	NA

	Vermont
	68
	11**
	96
	NA

	Hawaii
	70
	12**
	96
	NA

	DC
	86
	6
	97
	97


*Shaded states were won by Obama; State names in bold refer to fully covered states; state names that are underlined refer to partially covered states.
Table 8.  Relationship of 2004 Vote and Racial Makeup to 2008 Vote at County Level
	
	(1)
	(2)

	
	Non-covered
	Covered

	Percent vote for Kerry in 2004
	0.909

(0.007)**
	0.930

(0.014)**

	Percent of population that is White
	-0.080

(0.005)**
	-0.152

(0.012)**

	Constant
	0.155
	0.165

	
	(0.006)**
	(0.012)**

	Observations
	2254
	860

	R-squared
	0.92
	0.93

	Standard errors in parentheses
	
	

	* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%
	
	


Table 9.  Predicted Change in Support for Democratic Nominee from 2004 to 2008 by White Percentage of County
	
	Covered
	Noncovered

	Percentage of county population that is white
	-0.111***

(0.009)
	-0.047***

(0.004)

	Intercept
	0.111***

(0.005)
	0.086***

(0.003)

	N
	860
	2,254

	R2
	.159
	.06


***p<.001. Standard errors in parentheses.

Table 12.  Difference in Support for Obama Between VRA Covered and Not Covered States Among White Voters, Controlling for other factors, in Primary and General Elections



Probability Vote for Obama





(Probit Estimates)

Independent


In Primary


 In General 

Variable


   

or Caucus


 Election




Coef (SE)
 Coef  (SE)
    Coef (SE)
   Coef  (SE)

VRA Covered State
-.066 (.040)
-.070 (.043)
   -.404 (.025)*  -.156 (.038)*

Education



 .053 (.011)*


   .087 (.010)*

Income 




 .002 (.004)


  -.013 (.004)*

Age inYears



-.007 (.001)*


  -.003 (.001)*

Gender




 .160 (.031)*


  -.092 (.029)*

Democrat



-.124 (.152)


  1.615 (.111)*

Republican



-.098 (.164)


  -.324 (.112)*

Independent



 .035 (.153)


   .752 (.110)*

Other Party



 .072 (.217)


   .510 (.137)*

Ideology



-.179 (.020)*


  -.780 (.021)*

Ideology 

   Missing



-.535 (.106)*


  -2.312 (.090)*

Union Member



-.091 (.032)*


  -.006 (.031)

Church Attend



-.021 (.014)


   .002 (.013)

Born Again



-.177 (.043)*


  -.199 (.035)*

Importance of


   Religion



-.062 (.019)*


  -.171 (.019)*

Constant

-.062 (.015)
 .055 (.194)
 -.043 (.010)
  1.039 (.159)

N



  8,139

  7,636

    17,970
   16,747

Loglikelihood


-5627.01
-5073.08
  -12254.62
  -5387.44

Source:  Compiled by Authors using the 2008 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.

Table 13a. Support for John Kerry Between VRA Covered and Not Covered States Among White Voters, Controlling for Other Factors (National Election Studies)

Independent





 

Variable


   











 Coef  (SE)
    



VRA Covered State


.003 (.049)
   


Education



.044 (.089)





Income 



.032 (.075)




Age inYears



.001 (.001)




Gender




-.008 (.043)




Democrat



.243 (.114)*




Republican



-.303 (.115)**




Independent



-.004 (.114)




Ideology



.688 (.112)**




Church Attend



-.005 (.073)




Importance of


   Religion



-.049 (.074)



Union




.054 (.047)

Constant



.157 (.174)


N




324


Adjusted R-Squared


.522


Table 13b. Difference in Support for Barack Obama Between VRA Covered and Not Covered States Among White Voters, Controlling for Other Factors (National Election Studies)

Independent





 

Variable


   











 Coef  (SE)
    



VRA Covered State


-.078 (.033)**
   


Education



-.049 (.127)




Income 



-.104 (.066)




Age inYears



.000 (.001)




Gender




.045 (.032)




Democrat



.398 (.087)**




Republican



-.152 (.083)




Independent



.154 (.085)




Ideology



.639 (.079)**




Church Attend



.043 (.058)




Importance of


   Religion



-.071 (.053)

Union




.042 (.045)

Constant



.162 (.155)

N




476


Adjusted R-Squared


.560


Table 14. Percent of Whites Reporting Voting for Obama in Democratic Party Primaries and Caucuses in States Covered by VRA and states Not Covered by VRA

Primaries

Caucuses

Covered 
Not
Covered
Not

White
45.6

47.6

48.1
55.0

Black
84.1

82.1

92.1
88.4

Hispanic
44.1

49.6

38.4
64.4

Source:   Compiled By Authors using the 2008 Cooperative Congressional Election Study

Table 15.   States Won by Obama in the Primary and General Election
	Primary or Caucus Wins
	General Election Wins
	Primary and General Election Wins

	Covered
	
	

	Alabama, Alaska, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, Virginia
	Virginia
	Virginia

	Partially Covered
	
	

	North Carolina
	California, 
Florida, 
Michigan,
 New Hampshire,
New York,
North Carolina
	North Carolina

	Noncovered
	
	

	Colorado, Connecticut Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Maryland, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, Oregon, Utah, Vermont, Washington, Wisconsin, Wyoming
	Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont,  Washington, Wisconsin
	Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Minnesota, Oregon, Vermont, Washington, Wisconsin
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