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LOSING POWER


INTRODUCTION

Black politics [are] a function of the brand of segregation found in different environments in which black people found themselves.

—HANES WALTON (1972)

This book originated from a series of conversations in the mid-2000s when we both were faculty members in the Department of Political Science at Middle Tennessee State University (MTSU). This was a contentious period in Tennessee politics that included a nationally covered U.S. Senate race that matched Congressman Harold Ford Jr., an African American Democrat from Memphis, against Bob Corker, the Republican mayor of Chattanooga. Progressives and fiscally conservative Democrats were further embroiled in a battle over the Medicaid program in Tennessee (officially called TennCare) that invited protests from health care, disability rights, and other grassroots advocates. Another controversy, the Operation Tennessee Waltz bribery scandal, ensnared a number of Democratic Party lawmakers, including several high-ranking black officials from Memphis. The first signs of party realignment also emerged during this period as Republicans were steadily making inroads in state politics and would soon become the majority party in the state legislature.

Several years later, we both participated in the Southern Coalition for Social Justice’s Community Census and Redistricting Institute in Durham, North Carolina. The institute trained social scientists to provide expert analyses for voting-rights and minority-redistricting court cases for the 2010–2012 round of legislative redistricting. It provided yet another venue for us to discuss racial politics in Tennessee, especially the political status of African Americans.

This book builds on the extant research of racial politics in the South by documenting the political experiences of African Americans in Tennessee. We give specific attention to assessing how political and racial polarization has shaped African American politics in the state during the twenty-first century. This includes investigating the impact of polarization on black political influence and multiracial coalitions that advance what political scientist Robert C. Smith refers to as “racial equalitarian” policies.1 With the terms “racial equalitarianism” or “racial equity,” we imply a political agenda that promotes racial justice and civil rights initiatives, but also seeks to ameliorate poverty or other regressive measures that affect economically vulnerable blacks and nonblacks. By examining polarization, we also underscore the difficulties confronting African American and civil rights activists who seek to advance racial equalitarian policies.

Tennesseans in general and African Americans have made tremendous strides since the end of de jure segregation. Blacks are routinely elected and appointed to state and local offices, the black vote has tremendous sway in statewide elections, and legally explicit forms of racial segregation have been outlawed. Yet the transformation of Tennessee into a racial equalitarian state—a notion that was central to the black freedom movement during the antebellum and Jim Crow periods—remains elusive for many blacks, especially those living in the most underresourced and economically distressed communities.

Throughout this book, we show that race and especially the political and social status of African Americans have shaped executive and legislative decision-making, elections, and redistricting and have influenced taxes, health care, immigration, capital punishment, and other social and public policies. In some respects, these debates still raise the important question of whether a racial hierarchy will continue to structure the life circumstances of blacks and other disadvantaged groups just as much as they did in the antebellum and Jim Crow eras. Hence, although Tennessee blacks no longer live under legal segregation, the struggle for racial equalitarianism still very much rests on whether they wear the badge of second-class citizenship.

The period under study (2000–2012) marked a rupture in the status quo politics in Tennessee. The most significant phenomenon was party turnover with Democrats losing control of both the House and Senate in the Tennessee General Assembly. Democrats had solid majorities in both chambers at the beginning of the decade. The Senate was led by Lieutenant Governor John S. Wilder, the longest-serving elected official in a state legislature in the country’s history. Leading the House was Jimmy Naifeh, and his second-in-command was Memphis representative Lois DeBerry, the highest-ranking black elected official in the state’s history. Democrats also had control of the state’s executive branch throughout much of the decade. Yet they were pushed out of power by the end of 2010, experiencing a net loss of two dozen seats in the Tennessee House of Representatives. Meanwhile, Republicans gained supermajority control of both chambers in the Tennessee General Assembly for the first time since the nineteenth century.

Party realignment contributed to the loss of black political power in the state legislature. In the 105th General Assembly (2007–2008), the last session controlled by Democrats, blacks chaired four of the fifteen full committees and seven of the twenty-five subcommittees in the House. Four years later, after Republicans gained control of the House, no committees or subcommittees were chaired by black lawmakers. A similar decline of black political power occurred in the Senate. The loss of power meant the retrenchment of social policies, civil rights, and other measures championed by African American politicians and progressive interest groups. These included voting protections, social welfare and reproductive rights, and economic safety-net initiatives, such as a living wage, anti–wage theft measures, and prevailing wage policies.

THESIS OF THE BOOK

Throughout this book, we reject the normative assumption that political polarization is a new phenomenon in American politics or has been exacerbated by the ideological dogmatism of contemporary party politics. Instead, polarization and its different manifestations (racial, electoral, partisan, political, and issue polarization) are an enduring characteristic of Tennessee and the foundation of American politics. Polarization has been constitutive of American political culture since before the Revolutionary War and the King Caucus coalition in Congress during the 1790s; in the pre–Civil War debates over state sovereignty, slavery, and territorial expansion; and during the post–Civil War disputes over Reconstruction, civil service reform, and industrial regulation.

Our work seeks to explain how polarization has contributed to anti-minority rhetoric, racially regressive policies, the increasing difficulty African American voters experience in electing politicians of their own race, and a growing number of barriers faced by blacks who are fortunate enough to win political office. We contend that two factors reproduce patterns of polarization: political realignment and the failed attempts of political elites to resolve racial conflict.2

Polarization in Tennessee is the most toxic around hot-button issues, such as health care, immigration, voting rights, and government spending. These high-profile issues ignite the passions of voters and can decide the outcomes of elections. The hot-button issues we examine in this book provoked contentious debates at both the federal and state levels during the period of study. Because local events reflect and determine the national political picture, civic activism in Tennessee—for example, voting, interactions with lawmakers, and membership in social movement groups—is a good indicator of unfolding national trends. This is especially true because before 2010 Tennessee was considered more ideologically centrist than the other Deep South states. In this sense, Tennessee politics are a representation of American politics on a smaller scale, and by exploring Tennessee’s transition from a centrist to a right-leaning political culture, we can gain insights into what is happening in other regions of the country.

TENNESSEE AND STATE POLITICS

This book situates the study of African American and racial politics within the broad spectrum of state politics and southern politics. We give acute attention to how polarization influenced racial politics and the status of blacks in Tennessee during the early twenty-first century. Research on state politics sits at the nexus of federalism and regionalism, and it serves as a critical site for investigating how racial polarization is affixed to geographic and class-based formations.3 Despite the importance of state politics, it is still an understudied area in the political science discipline. The bias toward national political institutions and public opinion, as well as low voter turnout in state and local elections, has devalued the importance of state politics in the field of political science.4

Research investigations of state politics have typically fallen into three methodological categories: covariation, single case study, and comparative case study.5 The covariation method, which tends to rely on survey or aggregate data to measure political and election behavior across several states, is considered superior to the case study approaches.6 This method allows for an examination of regional variations of racial politics, as exhibited in Rodney Hero’s ground-breaking work on social diversity.7 It demonstrates that the racial composition of states provides some predictive lens for assessing what kinds of public policies they will adopt. Covariation approaches can even uncover intragroup (or intraracial) variations based on region, such as political distinctions between southern and northern whites or between southern blacks and midwestern blacks.

Despite the popularity of the covariation method, it suffers from several shortcomings regarding the study of state politics. Though the approach allows social scientists to develop unifying themes for interpreting political behavior, it regularly utilizes crude indicators or indices to categorize complex phenomena, such as ideology, racial resentment, and party loyalty. Jeffrey Stonecash, one of the leading critics of the covariation method, points to the example of how social scientists assess legislative professionalism in state politics. Indices are constructed using ranking: low to high scores that evaluate the competence of staff working in state governments. Southern states may score low on the professionalism scale, thus prompting social scientists to conclude that professional lobbyists who are prone to support conservative policies will overly influence public officials in the South.8 The problem is that these indices can present problems of validity. There may be selection bias in how they are created, or social scientists may rely on outmoded or older constructs of indices.

Another example that amplifies Stonecash’s concerns can be found in a 2014 report on political polarization sponsored by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. The study, which sampled ten thousand people, constructed a “political typology” index that ranked partisan leanings and ideology.9 The indices revealed that polarization is entrenched in American politics and will continue to shape partisan politics in the twenty-first century. Yet the cluster analyses used to define ideologically based groups in the survey (e.g., steadfast conservatives, business conservatives, solid liberals, young outsiders, hard-pressed skeptics, next generation left, faith and family left, and bystanders) still fall prey to the validity problems identified by Stonecash. Some of the questions measuring political ideology were first asked in the 1990s. The survey also included generic questions evaluating racial resentment that are found in other surveys. And there was little reference to the impact of regional identity and federalism on polarization.

Also problematic is that the covariation method treats the “South” as a homogeneous geographic region. Southern states are clustered together because of their shared histories of slavery, racial segregation, the Civil War, and enthusiasm for states’ rights. Yet this approach ignores subregional variations, such as differences between the Deep South and the Mid-South, as well as intrastate or cross-state variations that are difficult to interrogate in national surveys. And, as referenced by noted political scientist Hanes Walton, it is important to account for the distinct histories, especially racial histories, even within the same region.10 For example, the Florida panhandle and southern Alabama may have more in common in terms of their political cultures than the panhandle has in common with Miami-Dade County, Florida. The Appalachian region of East Tennessee has more of a shared identity with the Appalachian regions of Kentucky and North Carolina than with rural towns in West Tennessee.

Interestingly, studies of the civil rights movement present a more complex portrait of subregional politics than covariation studies do. Civil rights historiographies describe the different responses by southern public officials to the civil rights movement based on locality and political culture. In Tennessee, after the Brown v. Board decision and the Montgomery bus boycott in the 1950s, Governor Frank Clement rejected attempts by hardline segregationists to repress civil rights activists involved in school desegregation campaigns.11 Clement’s gradual approach to desegregation mirrored that of Tennessean Albert Gore Sr., who served in the U.S. Senate from 1953 to 1970.12 Both rejected rigid segregation and endorsed civil rights measures that were opposed by most southern lawmakers.

The Albany, Georgia, civil rights movement in 1961–1962 provides another example of the different responses of southern officials to civil rights demonstrations. Albany sheriff Laurie Pritchett was intent on “maintaining segregation in a fashion that eschewed [the kind of] public violence and brutality” that occurred during the Montgomery, Alabama, protests and would soon take place in the Birmingham, Alabama, movement of 1963.13 Pritchett studied nonviolent tactics in anticipation of the civil rights protests. He concluded that an overtly violent counterresponse to civil rights demonstrators—similar to how public officials responded to civil rights demands in other parts of the South—would backfire and encourage support for the Albany movement. Instead, he arrested protestors while using little violence in order to avoid media scrutiny. He then sent civil rights activists to jails in neighboring counties where many were brutalized by segregationists, including law enforcement officials. Yet because the media were concentrated in Albany and not in the other counties, there were no major news stories of these actions.14

In point of fact, Albany had a shared history with Montgomery, Birmingham, and other southern localities where violent responses to protestors were captured by the media. Racism, racial segregation, and state-centered federalism were forces that united the white power structures of these jurisdictions. These phenomena allow for generalizable conclusions to be made about the racial politics in the South during the 1950s and 1960s. Yet they fail to explain interstate differences or subregional distinctions within different states. Each state (Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee), despite having shared histories of de jure segregation, has a distinct history of how blacks have been disenfranchised and how public officials have maintained the dominant racial order. These distinctions have not been fully appreciated by covariation approaches because the South is treated as a singularity instead of addressing its complexity.

Our book uses the single case study method to assess racial politics in Tennessee. The approach accounts for Tennessee’s shared history with other southern states, but it also allows us to disentangle the state from crude measurements of southern politics. It is worth mentioning that covariation techniques can be incorporated within case studies; they are utilized to examine the internal operations of state politics, racial attitudes inside a single state, and interjurisdictional (regional or county) variations in a state.15 Fortunately, the availability of state-level surveys and other sophisticated tools, such as social network analysis, allow us to apply the covariation approach to a case study in Tennessee.

In addition, the case study method allows us to probe the micro-contexts or background underlying policy debates. In her edited volume on racial politics in Georgia, Pearl Ford Dowe found that the contemporary manifestations of institutional racism have impeded racial progress in the state despite its growing diversity and burgeoning black middle class.16 In policy areas such as education, health, and criminal justice, African Americans have yet to experience the fruits of racial democracy in Georgia. Sharon D. Wright Austin’s investigation of black politics in the Mississippi Delta came to similar conclusions despite the growth in the number of black elected officials in the state.17 The deep-rooted patterns of racial segregation, intergenerational poverty, and concentrated wealth have dampened economic opportunities for Delta blacks.

An underappreciated characteristic of the case study approach is that it challenges common assumptions about race, partisanship, and politics. Typically, it is assumed not only that political contests are polarized along party lines, but that race and partisanship are interrelated with blacks and whites aligning with the Democratic and Republican parties, respectively. Although this is true in many cases, microscopic investigations into southern politics occasionally refute this assumption. In the 2003 governor’s race in Louisiana, Republican Bobby Jindal, who at the time was a senior administrator in President George W. Bush’s Health and Human Services agency, courted blacks and even received the endorsement of the mayor of New Orleans. Yet Republicans opposed this outreach effort, and it may have cost him the election.18 Four years later, Jindal sharpened his conservative bona fides by aggressively seeking the white vote and ignoring black interests.

Later in this book, we provide examples of how race and partisanship diverged from the conventional portraits of party politics in Tennessee. At times, polarization exposes intraparty divisions. Before the 2002 gubernatorial election, Republican governor Don Sundquist introduced a proposal to establish a state income tax. Tennessee is one of the few states in which no such tax exists. Liberal Democrats, including black lawmakers, supported versions of the measure, yet Republicans and conservative activists opposed it.19 The antitax coalition eventually defeated the measure. Several years later, Democratic governor Phil Bredesen proposed downsizing the state’s workers compensation and TennCare/Medicaid programs.20 Both measures were contested by liberal activists: labor groups criticized the workers compensation plan, and the Medicaid reforms were opposed by health-care advocates and civil rights groups. The income tax, workers compensation, and Medicaid debates underscore that polarization has been endemic to Tennessee politics. These issues were shaped by interparty and intraparty divisions as well as a broad array of interest groups. Though none of the proposals were explicitly driven by racial animus, they conflicted with the racial equalitarian agenda that has been central to black politics in the state.

It is also worth noting that much of what we know about polarization revolves around certain policy debates instead of the hundreds of policies where there is general agreement among Americans. These high-profile debates, or “take-off” issues, to use Delia Baldassari and Peter Bearman’s term, ignite intense passions among the American public. Party elites and activists discuss these issues selectively in their own political networks and in ideological or partisan-based media channels that filter out dissenting viewpoints.21 Climate change policy, for example, was one of the key issues during President Barack Obama’s first presidential term.22 But there was actually a significant decline in Americans’ belief in the existence of global warming from 2008 to 2010.23 The polarization around the issue paralleled congressional and conservative media attacks on Environmental Protection Agency regulations aimed at curtailing climate change. Similar divisions emerged over the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (also known as Obamacare or the Affordable Care Act) during Obama’s presidency. Racial divisions were more starkly present over this measure than over most others.24 Racial polarization was more evident, by a wide margin, in the debate over Obamacare than during the health-care debate that engulfed President Bill Clinton’s first presidential term in 1993 and 1994.

The last part of this book examines polarization around take-off issues involving health-care policy, immigration politics, taxes, and public expenditures. These topics swallowed up the legislative debates in Tennessee during the period of study.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

A large portion of this book utilizes data from the Middle Tennessee State University (MTSU) poll, a statewide survey delivered twice a year by the MTSU Survey Group. The Survey Group is a nonpartisan research organization administered by MTSU’s Office of Communication Research, College of Mass Communication, and School of Journalism.25 Since the poll was first administered in 1998, it has become a reliable source of public political opinion in Tennessee.

In addition to evaluating attitudes about national and state politics, the MTSU poll asks questions regarding take-off issues that are particularly contentious at the time. By doing this, the poll functions as a litmus test for assessing attitudes about salient topics that are at the forefront of statewide legislative or political debates. We draw from several MTSU polls that measured Tennesseans’ attitudes and an original survey experiment we administered in 2008 and 2009. We also utilize primary and secondary data, such as interviews, government records, election returns, and archival materials.

Finally, we created two original data sets for the purposes of this book. The County Vote Choice Profile (CVCP) examines countywide voting patterns in Tennessee’s presidential elections from 2000 to 2012. The CVCP was developed with a two-stage process using ecological inference (EI) analysis of racially polarized voting and dynamic network analysis (DNA) that measured county-level voting patterns in presidential elections. DNA and the companion software called ORA were developed by Carnegie Mellon University’s Center for Computational Analysis of Social and Organizational Systems (CASOS). The network technique integrates traditional social network and link analyses, as well as multimodal and time-series approaches not commonly associated with traditional network procedures.26 DNA permits researchers to integrate social network tools that involve interdependent entities or variables with traditional statistical measures, such as regression analyses.

The second data set, the Legislative Political Network Profile (LPNP), uses network analysis to investigate coalition building and the political support networks of black lawmakers in Tennessee. The LPNP compiles the sponsorship and cosponsorship networks of bills sponsored by African American lawmakers in the Tennessee General Assembly from 2003 to 2012.

PLAN OF THE BOOK

The book is divided into three parts.27 Part 1 consists of a theory chapter and a historical overview of racial polarization in Tennessee. In the first chapter, we elucidate our theory of polarization and its relationship to realignment (i.e., the shift from a one-party region controlled by the Democratic Party to a region dominated by Republicans), the devolution of federal power to state governments (which paved the way for Tennessee politicians to implement divisive policies), and the politics of “capture” (a term we borrow from Paul Frymer),28 which in the case of Tennessee represents the work of political elites to manage intraparty racial conflict. We focus specifically on how polarization impedes racial progress and cultivates a political climate that is hostile to black interests. By merging the academic literature on southern politics with news coverage of the controversial senatorial race between Harold Ford Jr. (an African American Democrat) and Bob Corker Jr. (a white Republican), we contend that recent developments in realignment, devolution, and capture contributed to the circumstances we are currently observing in Tennessee: voters are becoming increasingly more Republican, and this party shift in the electorate has altered the political landscape and, ultimately, adversely affected black elected officials, voters, and residents.

Chapter 2 provides a historical overview of black politics in Tennessee. Drawing from primary sources (e.g., memoirs of prominent residents, governors’ archives, and Tennessee Supreme Court case briefs from the Tennessee State Library and Archives) and secondary sources, we discuss the shifting political alliances that have reinforced polarization since the mid-nineteenth century. We assess the internal debates among black leaders about which strategies could best reduce polarization. The first part of the chapter is a historical overview of black political development from the early nineteenth century to the 1940s. This is followed by a discussion of black politics during the 1950s and 1960s, the peak of the civil rights movement, with a brief look at several civil rights initiatives, including the Highlander Folk School, the Nashville students’ sit-in campaign, the Memphis sanitation workers strike, and the rural West Tennessee voting rights movement. Finally, we examine the institutionalization of black politics in Tennessee and the growth in the number of black elected officials from the 1970s to the 2000s.

Part 2 of this book focuses on partisan realignment in Tennessee. Chapter 3 highlights the disintegration of the Democratic Party’s electoral coalition, a process closely tied to racially polarized voting. We focus specifically on the impact of party realignment on polarization, especially concerning race, geography, and party. Tennessee was historically considered more politically moderate and less racially conservative than the states of the Deep South. Yet particularly since the mid-2000s, Republicans have cemented their influence in the state. We use a combination of ecological inference analysis and network analysis to investigate partisan realignment, a key factor shaping racial divisions in Tennessee politics in the twenty-first century. We look at voting patterns and at other sociodemographic and political factors from the 1996 presidential election to the 2012 general election. We argue that partisan realignment best characterizes Tennessee politics and that this realignment has created a surplus of right-leaning voters who have been critical to the Republican Party’s resurgence in the twenty-first century. We use the term “surplus politics” to describe what happens when a political party has a large supply of constituents and structural advantages that enable it to build a winning political coalition. Surplus politics allow this coalition to extend its influence across multiple election cycles.

In chapter 4, we turn our attention to the Tennessee General Assembly and assess the influence of the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators (TBCSL) and the evolving networks these politicians cultivated with other members of the legislature to advance their legislative agendas. Specifically, we explore whether the agenda of the TBCSL was shaped by advocacy groups outside the legislature and whether pressure from those advocacy groups helped the caucus build alliances with white and Republican lawmakers. To examine the challenges associated with building bipartisan and cross-racial coalitions during the period of realignment in the state legislature, we use evidence from a computer-assisted network analysis of more than two thousand bills that black lawmakers sponsored or cosponsored in the period 2003–2012. We also use qualitative analyses, including interviews with members of the TBCSL, to augment the chapter.

Part 3 is composed of four chapters that highlight race and polarization regarding take-off issues in Tennessee. Chapter 5 evaluates polarization and the state economy in the context of contentious debates over a state income tax in 2001–2002 and the federal budget in 2012. Using the 2002 and 2007 waves of the MTSU poll, we uncovered a racial divide in opinions about government spending. Respondents in the 2002 survey tended to reject the idea of raising the state’s income tax. The strength of this opposition changed, however, depending on whether Tennesseans believed that the increase in income tax would lower sales taxes or would provide resources to public education. If the state must charge its residents income taxes, white participants in the MTSU poll preferred that it be implemented using a flat tax structure (in which all residents pay equally, regardless of their income), while residents of color tended to favor a graduated system in which the affluent would pay more in tax than the poor would. Our analysis of the 2007 poll revealed that Tennesseans are generally less antagonistic toward government spending when they are asked about spending at the federal level. There are also fascinating racial gaps in attitudes toward spending: whites are more suspicious than nonwhites of spending at the state level, but there are no racial differences in opinions about spending at the federal level.

The sixth chapter assesses polarization around the state’s TennCare/Medicaid program from 1995 to 2006. Much of this chapter relies on public opinion data from a 2006 poll conducted by the MTSU Survey Group and a survey-based experiment of 604 respondents administered in the fall of 2008 and the spring of 2009. We supplement these results with qualitative data, such as government records regarding the TennCare reforms in 2005 and 2006. For example, during the TennCare debate, Sekou Franklin worked closely with several organizations, including the TennCare Saves Lives Coalition, which tried to rescue the program. In his capacity as a health-care advocate, Franklin obtained TennCare records after a federal court ordered the governor to submit them to health-care advocates and the Tennessean, Nashville’s daily newspaper, during the legal battles over TennCare.

Immigration is another controversial issue among Tennesseans. Debates have intensified in recent years because of the growing number of Latinos migrating to the Volunteer State. In the seventh chapter, we explore how political elites have framed the issue, which has affected attitudes about Latino immigrants, and how changes in attitudes about immigration have contributed to polarization. We use survey responses from the fall 2000, spring 2004, fall 2006, spring 2006, spring 2007, and fall 2008 waves of the MTSU poll to examine the extent to which race influences how Tennesseans view the topic of immigration. We took advantage of a question-wording experiment embedded in the fall 2006 wave of the MTSU survey to show that anti-immigration attitudes are most strong when immigrants are characterized as being “illegal” rather than “undocumented.”

The focus of chapter 8 is racial and political polarization around criminal justice reform in Tennessee. We pay special attention to the politics of sentencing for criminal convictions and the death penalty. We draw from two state surveys (1999, 2007) by the MTSU Survey Group. We argue that polarization, specifically along the lines of race, shifted in the twenty-first century. As the state legislature and advocates gave renewed attention to the death penalty, whites and nonwhites diverged in their attitudes toward this policy. Nonwhites, and blacks in particular, were more acutely concerned that the death penalty lacked procedural due process.

The concluding chapter explores how our theory of polarization has been illustrated in recent Tennessee politics. For example, the state’s increasingly hostile racial environment has paved the way for Tea Party members of Congress, such as Scott DesJarlais and Diane Black, whose anti-Islamic rhetoric emboldened bigoted residents in the state and contributed to the vandalizing of a mosque in Murfreesboro. We argue that polarization in Tennessee can be attributed to factors related to changes in party alignment, devolution, and capture and that these factors combine in unique ways to foment racial divisions in Tennessee. Losing Power is a story about how the confluence of these polarizing factors helped reverse the political gains African American legislators, social movements, and activists had made before 2003.


PART ONE

THE DEEP ROOTS OF POLARIZATION IN TENNESSEE


 CHAPTER ONE

RACE AND POLARIZATION

The eyes of the nation are on Tennessee.

—POPULAR STATEMENT IN TENNESSEE DURING THE 2006 SENATE RACE

The campaign for the U.S. Senate in Tennessee was one of the most closely watched contests of the 2006 congressional elections. The race matched Harold Ford Jr., a five-term member of Congress from Memphis and a rising star in the Democratic Party, against Chattanooga mayor Bob Corker, a businessman. For many political observers, the election was a case study for assessing racial progress in the South. A victory by Ford would have made him the first African American to represent Tennessee in the U.S. Senate, a remarkable feat considering that blacks make up only 17 percent of the state’s population.

Like other states below the Mason-Dixon Line, antebellum slavery, racial segregation, and antifederal attitudes have shaped Tennessee’s political culture. The state also has a rich tradition of political moderation, mainly center-right pragmatism, when compared with other southern states, such as Mississippi, Alabama, and South Carolina. From the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 to the election of Bill Haslam in 2010, an equal number of Democrats and Republicans had been elected governor of the state. Though Democrats had historically controlled the state legislature until the realignment wave of the 2000s, there was a recent history of bipartisan coalitions and conflicts in Tennessee. What journalist Dan Balz called a “consensus building politics,” or a pragmatic conservatism sewn together by conservative Democrats and traditional Republicans, had characterized Tennessee politics since the 1950s and 1960s.1

Despite the tradition of consensus building, the prospects of electing an African American to the U.S. Senate seemed unlikely until the 2006 election. Ford’s youth, ambition, and mastery of “retail politics” (a campaign style that focuses on local events and personal interactions with voters) made him the ideal candidate to break the state’s political color barrier. More important, his moderate political ideology made him attractive across the racial divide.2 Throughout his ten-year career in Congress, he had willingly crossed the aisle to ally with Republicans on issues such as fiscal austerity, immigration, and Social Security reform.

To some extent, Ford’s pathway to victory had been outlined by the incumbent governor, Phil Bredesen, a fiscally conservative Democrat who had served as mayor of Nashville from 1991 to 1999. Bredesen was elected governor in 2002, eight years after losing a close gubernatorial race to Representative Don Sundquist. He was backed by liberal and moderate Democrats and won votes in predominantly white East Tennessee counties that were Republican Party strongholds.3 His 2002 campaign provided a valuable lesson for Democrats seeking to win statewide elections. To win that election, Bredesen increased voter turnout in established Democratic jurisdictions and made inroads in rural Tennessee counties that Republicans had historically dominated. He also won Knox County, the largest urban county in eastern Tennessee, even though Republicans had more recently controlled it.

As governor, Bredesen was not particularly skilled at party-building activities or helping other Democratic candidates get elected. He maintained his governing coalition by extending patronage to his party base, endorsing some social and civil rights policies, and expanding comprehensive education for preschool children. However, he angered progressive activists because of his reforms to TennCare (the state’s Medicaid program) and workers compensation. Nonetheless, the 2006 Senate race was a test to determine if Ford could repeat the success of Bredesen’s 2002 campaign. Political observers were keenly interested in seeing if Ford could build a statewide electoral coalition, a task that entailed winning support from moderate and conservative whites.

Neither Ford nor Corker had a considerable lead throughout most of the campaign, although the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Tennessee Bureau of Investigation (TBI)’s public corruption case (known as the Operation Tennessee Waltz scandal), which occurred a year before the election, dealt a major blow to the Ford camp. This sting operation led to the convictions or guilty pleas of a dozen state and local lawmakers, including Harold’s uncle John Ford, who had served for three decades in the Tennessee Senate.4 Because half of the lawmakers targeted by the FBI/TBI were from Ford’s hometown of Memphis, a majority-black city that has known its share of corruption, the scandal exposed racial stereotypes about the ethical conduct of black elected officials.5 (A decade earlier, Ford’s father, Congressman Harold Ford Sr., had nearly been indicted on bank fraud charges.) The scandal and subsequent court proceedings, which extended into the 2006 election season, provided cannon fodder for Ford’s opponents, who claimed that he was prone to corruption because of his family connections and Memphis origins.

Another controversy engulfed the Senate race three weeks before the general election. The Republican National Committee released an attack advertisement that implied that Ford had engaged in a sexual encounter with a white woman at a Super Bowl party hosted by Playboy Enterprises. Critics charged Republicans and the Corker campaign with injecting old racial taboos regarding miscegenation into the campaign. They believed that the advertisement fueled racial animus and convinced white voters that Ford had crossed the color line and violated the state’s racial mores. Corker, in response, claimed that the advertisement was not racially motivated but was intended to expose Ford’s soft commitment to Christian values.6

Although Ford lost the Senate race, the close margin of defeat (51–48 percent) was celebrated as an example of racial moderation in the South, especially since he garnered 42 percent of the white vote.7 Some political observers believed that Ford’s performance symbolized the reemergence or reincarnation of the New South—a region where black Democrats could garner support among white moderates in statewide elections despite the long history of racism.

However, the Ford-Corker race of 2006 may have been an aberration in contemporary politics in Tennessee. Racial polarization trumped racial moderation in statewide elections throughout the first years of the new millennium. Much of the animus was exacerbated by racial-priming strategies that triggered whites’ deep-seated anxieties about blacks gaining political power. “Racial priming” is the use of negative messages or coding, racial imagery (e.g., pamphlets, direct mail, television advertisements), and subtle appeals by politicians to the racial fears of white voters, often without the direct awareness of those voters or constituents.8

Examples of racial priming during the Ford-Corker race included a racially coded pamphlet distributed in East Tennessee that urged whites to “vote early to preserve your way of life,” a radio commercial that criticized Ford with African-sounding drums beating in the background, and an Internet advertisement that altered Ford’s skin color to make his complexion appear darker.9 In 1994, racial priming was used in a pamphlet that was distributed throughout rural Tennessee linking Senator Jim Sasser, the Democratic Party incumbent, to former Washington, D.C., mayor Marion Barry and President Bill Clinton’s black surgeon general, Joycelyn Elders. In 2008, a controversial mailer was distributed throughout the Second District of the Tennessee General Assembly that targeted Representative Nathan Vaughn, an African American. Many believed that the “blackbird” mailer (an ad with the heads of Vaughn, President Barack Obama, and Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi superimposed on the bodies of blackbirds) was used to stimulate white racial resentment during the race.10 Vaughn, whose district was more than 90 percent white, lost the general election by fewer than 350 votes.

This chapter lays out a theoretical framework for understanding racial politics in twenty-first-century Tennessee. We focus specifically on how polarization impedes racial progress and cultivates a political climate hostile to black interests. The legal definition of “racial polarization” focuses on voting outcomes. As characterized in United States v. Charleston County, racial polarization implies “a consistent relationship between [the] race of the voter and the way in which the voter votes, or to put it differently, where black voters and white voters vote differently.”11 We expand this definition to include more than just vote choice. At its most general level, “polarization” refers to the entrenched divisions among Tennesseans produced by policies that are antagonistic to a racially equalitarian agenda. Examples include the proposed flat state tax discussed in chapter 5, the severe cutbacks to the state Medicaid plan described in chapter 6, and the legislation designed to limit the influx of Latino migrants into Tennessee analyzed in chapter 7. Our definition works just as well for Tennesseans in the electorate as it does for those in elected office, for it can also pertain to racial divisions (between whites and nonwhites) that are cultivated by coalitions of political leaders who seek to either maintain or undermine such policies. Polarization, simply put, is about the concentration of racial groups’ political viewpoints. When a significant portion of white voters have diametrically opposed views to those of a significant portion of black voters—such that few voters will cross over into the other camp—there is polarization.

As we show in this book, such polarization is evident when it comes to the topics of government spending, health care, and immigration. Using this definition of polarization, we seek to explain what is happening in Tennessee politics, particularly why recent political decisions have been injurious to African American residents. We contend that realignment (i.e., the South’s shift from a one-party region controlled by the Democrats to a region dominated by Republicans), the devolution of federal power to state governments (which paved the way for Tennessee politicians to implement divisive policies), and the failed attempts of political elites to manage racial conflict have contributed to patterns of polarization that are disadvantageous to African Americans and to policies that seek racial equality in Tennessee. We say “have contributed to” rather than “have caused” because we concede that the arrow of causality can go in both directions: it is possible that the loss of black political power created this division among voters. And it is equally plausible that polarization led to the loss of black power, and not vice versa. The political divisions between whites and blacks can be especially wide—and the road to racial civility excessively winding—during contests that include controversial issues.12 Thousands of legislative measures are introduced into the Tennessee General Assembly each session, but only a handful resonate broadly with the public and qualify as hot-button issues. Four topics in particular—health care, immigration, taxes and government spending, and criminal justice reform—are the subject of this book because they stirred contentious debates both in Tennessee and across the nation during the period under study.

THEORIES OF RACIAL POLARIZATION

Theories that attempt to explain polarization fall into three main categories: those that look at the entire electorate, those that look at subsets of politically active voters, and those that look at the behavior of political elites, or those who govern. Theorists who focus on the entire voting population believe that cleavages in the electorate produce partisan or political polarization among lawmakers.13 As Anthony Downs noted in his seminal book An Economic Theory of Democracy, and as numerous other scholars confirm in their studies, elected representatives often weigh the decisions they make while in office against their prospects of reelection.14 Divisions in the electorate, according to these theories, motivate vote-seeking public officials to take ideologically dogmatic positions on key issues in order to win over some constituents (often at the expense of others).

On the subject of prized constituents, another theory suggests that the voters who are most politically active drive polarization. Alan Abramowitz refers to these constituents as “polarized publics,” a small, active citizenry who shape the orientations of elected officials because of their political fervor.15 In this theory, the most politically active members of the electorate have a tremendous amount of influence on politicians.16

The third group of theorists, those who focus on elite political actors, contend that polarization is related to the posturing and preferences of those in charge. Because political elites (i.e., politicians and prominent opinion makers in the media) serve as information brokers, educating their loyal constituents about the unexpected or complex policy issues that come to the public’s attention, they are mostly responsible for polarizing the public.17 Another version of the elite theory claims that candidates who run for office are more polarized than the electorate. This is partly because elections in the United States are open: anyone can run for office, and this allows the most polarizing figures to enter political races.18

Two elected officials exemplify how political elites can influence the public. Huey Long, who served as governor of and senator from Louisiana in the 1920s and 1930s, and Joseph McCarthy, a senator from Wisconsin in the 1950s, are examples of leaders on the left (Long) and right (McCarthy) who successfully mobilized the public around salient issues. More recently, Republican presidential candidate John McCain’s selection of Alaska governor Sarah Palin as his running mate in 2008 demonstrates how leaders can polarize the public. Political scientist Jonathan Knuckey found that positive evaluations of Palin resonated more strongly among conservatives. In contrast, moderates and swing voters were turned off by the McCain campaign once she was added to his ticket.19 Palin’s ideological dogmatism divided the electorate and exacerbated tensions within the Republican Party.

Scholars John Evans and Lilliana Mason claim that the zero-sum game of two-party politics (the idea that a win for one party constitutes a loss for the other party) encourages polarization through a “sorting effect.”20 Voters must often sort out, or choose between, Democrats and Republicans amid polarized debates. There may be unanimity or little disagreement among the electorate over most issues, but because political elites are driving the debate and polarizing the public, voters must align themselves with the positions of their parties. According to this theory, the sorting effect may not represent divisions in the electorate (electoral polarization) as much as it reflects party polarization or divisions between party elites.

A convincing case can be made that these three camps of theories about what causes polarization are mutually reinforcing in the context of governing. All three sets of actors—the entire electorate, the subset of the electorate that is very active politically, and political elites—are essential to determining both election outcomes and how lawmakers govern and sustain party unity. While we acknowledge the value of the various theories about why polarization happens, we look at race as a key explanatory variable. Specifically, we argue that political realignment in the South, a trend toward the devolution of certain functions from the federal government to the states, and a political style that values racial compromise all contribute to racial polarization in Tennessee. We are not so concerned with making proclamations about how entrenched patterns of polarization underscore the failings of American democracy or how such patterns work against bipartisan consensus. Our analysis derives from the evidence we have collected about how racial polarization has had harmful consequences for African Americans and other disadvantaged groups in Tennessee.

RACE AND REALIGNMENT POLITICS

Party realignment and party politics are central features of southern politics. Realignment began in the South in the 1960s and continued into the 1980s. It culminated with the 1994 congressional elections, when Republicans took over Congress for the first time in fifty years.21 The most common interpretations of this shift draw from V. O. Key Jr.’s seminal work on southern politics. Key and his intellectual progeny argued that race and class divisions are at the center of southern political culture.22 He believed that racial hostilities are both more prevalent and most intense in places where blacks have a population advantage and can seriously threaten the white power structure if they can vote.23 Because their political position is threatened by black political power, white southerners (particularly the white men who benefit most from the status quo) dominate southern politics through rigid patterns of racial segregation.

Although some social scientists feel that Key’s analysis privileged race over class as the major factor that has shaped party politics and partisan realignment in the South, this is a misinterpretation of his work.24 Key believed that wide disparities in land and wealth make poor whites susceptible to social and political control by segregationist elites in the South. This control stems from the fact that segregationists are often large property owners and the employers of poor whites. The realignment can also be attributed to a sense of shared racial animus: even though poor whites have fared considerably worse than the affluent members of their racial group, they resent the idea of blacks making social and political gains and they want to maintain the current racial order, even if it means taking measures that ultimately hurt the economic progress of themselves and fellow whites.

Before the passage of civil rights legislation in the 1960s, many students of southern politics focused on the relationships among de jure (legally mandated) segregation, economic underdevelopment, and party politics. Since the 1960s, much of the research has examined party realignment and its impact on political polarization. The race-class-geography nexus that Key and others discussed is also relevant to understanding post-1960s realignment politics. Nicholas Valentino and David Sears offered a modern interpretation of Key’s framework, arguing that partisan realignment (the ascent of the Republican Party) in the South is attributable to racial resentment and ultimately to white flight from the Democratic Party that stems from national Democrats’ support for civil rights.25

Another theory about party realignment in the South suggests that the electoral coalitions that propelled the Republican Party into power were formed because of economic growth in underdeveloped and predominantly white legislative districts. These coalitions, which are composed of middle-class and mostly white voters, shifted their allegiance to the Republican Party because of its positions on taxes and fiscal austerity.26 Instead of being motivated by racial animus, southern whites, according to this theory, migrated to the Republican Party to protect their class interests. This line of argument concludes that most working-class whites still look to the Democratic Party as the place to air their political grievances.27

A different analysis of class and party realignment in the South contends that racial segregation and economic inequality reinforce ideologically based polarization. In southern counties where hypersegregation exists, whether the black populations are small or large, whites tend to be less supportive of redistributive policies.28 Geographic segregation limits contact between blacks and whites and prevents the exchange of ideas and policy debates between the two groups.

While we recognize the importance of class and geography in shaping realignment politics, our theory pays specific attention to the roles played by the politics of race and its consequences (institutional racism, race-based resentment, racial priming, and racially polarized voting) in shaping political polarization. Throughout much of southern political history, race, specifically anti-black animus, has been at the forefront of contentious debates.29 Racial animus can be overt and operate through de jure instruments, or it can be covert and operate through less visible forms of communication and political channels. Racial animus is also articulated through insidious or covert tactics, such as racial coding and racial priming. Tali Mendelberg contended that subtle racial messaging may be more effective than de jure discriminatory tactics in contemporary politics.30 Prioritizing race as the critical ingredient of realignment allows us to pay attention to discursive forms of racial animus.

From our perspective, the desire of whites to maintain their advantage in the racial hierarchy as an explanation for realignment does not conflict with explanations based on class or geography. The latter factors merely complicate the politics of race. Students of polarization and realignment politics emphasize that the political orientations of most politically engaged actors are influenced simultaneously by their race, class, ideology, and gender. These simultaneous influences (sometimes called “cross-pressures”) may motivate voters to analyze candidates or issues through multiple lenses or frameworks in a way that affects ideological dogmatism.31

To summarize, realignment politics are an important element of racial polarization. Racial animus increases the likelihood that partisan realignment will produce uneven and adverse patterns of polarization that are harmful to the political status of blacks and to policies that seek racial equality. These realignment-intensifying factors are then reinforced by cross-pressures, such as class and geographic divisions.

THE AGE OF DEVOLUTION

At its most basic level, federalism in the United States is the relationship between the national government and state and local governments. By design, the federal government has the upper hand in this relationship: article 6, section 2, of the U.S. Constitution established the federal government as the “supreme law of the land.” But there are instances when the national government transfers some of its power to the states. Scholars use the term “devolution” to characterize periods when the federal government is voluntarily “devolving” (passing on) some of its powers and functions to lower-level governments. The devolution of U.S. federalism is another factor that has complicated analyses of polarization. Since President Richard Nixon’s New Federalism program, state-centered federalists and anti–(federal) interventionist conservatives have circumscribed nationally anchored public initiatives. Nixon, President Ronald Reagan, and conservative Supreme Courts invested tremendous energy in reviving the platform of state-centered federalism. Their outlooks were augmented by a conservative movement that rolled back civil rights and social welfare policies. Examples of these rollbacks include the 1980s crusade against affirmative action (arguably one of the most important policy initiatives of the post–civil rights era) and the rhetoric against Aid to Families with Dependent Children, which was used to both subvert policy reform and racialize voters’ perceptions of aid recipients using the image of the “welfare queen.”32

Reagan’s approach to federalism, which he termed “devolution,” was most damaging to disadvantaged populations. In addition to curtailing antipoverty initiatives, he cemented in the political culture the belief that the federal government should have limited input in the affairs of the states. When Democrats gained control of the presidency in the 1992 and 2008 elections, even some of that party’s leaders had embraced devolution as a governing principle.

Antipoverty initiatives are thus weakened by a bipartisan consensus that privileges state-centered approaches to administering federal programs. This was no more evident than in the responses to the heavily criticized American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009, the stimulus package Congress passed at the height of the Great Recession of 2008–2009. The law was one of the first domestic policy initiatives the Obama administration approved. Although Republicans condemned it, the ARRA was crafted as an intergovernmental program that gave states the power to shape welfare, employment, housing, and environmental initiatives.33 Despite the fact that the ARRA did not preclude state-level decision-making (in fact, Obama envisioned this legislation as encouraging decision-making at that level), conservatives campaigned vehemently against the so-called wasteful government spending, sometimes doing so while secretly accepting stimulus money. For example, even though Piyush “Bobby” Jindal, the governor of Louisiana at the time, was a vocal critic of the stimulus plan, local officials throughout the state (many of whom were Republican) not only requested federal money but also praised the federal government for helping improve the state’s economy after the devastating blow dealt by Hurricane Katrina.34

It is more challenging to analyze the devolution of state power to local governments. A “second-order” devolution gives state officials the power to allocate federal and state funds and allows for the transfer of power from states to localities.35 To put it differently, state governments may be responsible for controlling the flow of federal expenditures and planning (e.g., for housing or transportation) to municipalities within the state.

Policy domains, such as welfare, crime, and health care, are shaped by how lawmakers view their relationships to racial minorities. Devolution of power often produces results that are not neutral. In some cases, the transfer of federal authority to state and local governments can organize communities into contentious hierarchies based on racial, class, gender, and geographic factors. Jill Vickers argued that states structure gender relations through “policies, laws, practices, spending patterns, and discourses [that determine] how men and women should act.”36 Joe Soss, Richard Fording, and Sanford Schram built on this argument with their “racial classification model” for assessing policymaking at the state level. They interpreted race as more than shared phenotypic and cultural characteristics; they defined it as a social classification also. They claimed that race will “become more salient as guides for policy choice in periods, locales, and policy domains where racial minorities are more central to policy discourse and/or are prevalent targets.”37

Soss, Fording, and Schram argue that state officials rely on social classifications “to identify the ‘kinds’ of people being addressed and group reputations to intuit how such people are likely to respond to a particular intervention.”38 According to this theory, the race or geographical distribution of constituents will bias the public officials in charge of allocating goods and services. State lawmakers may be reluctant to support policies that are perceived to benefit large cities or majority-black cities, or they may favor allocating a disproportionate share of federal and state funds to counties where large numbers of their voters are likely to reside. Second-order devolution essentially gives state officials the power to polarize the public by determining who are winners and who are losers, and the losers are often communities of color or municipalities with sizable black populations.

African American politicians and many of the black voters they represent are typically skeptical of state-centered federalism and its different manifestations (e.g., states’ rights, dual federalism, New Federalism, devolution). Nixon’s and Reagan’s orientations were bolstered by the “southern strategy,” which encouraged whites to think about the implications for their own lives of civil rights, crime, taxes, and progressive social policies.39 Devolution has usually led to attacks on civil rights or the rollback of initiatives designed to ameliorate inequalities.

RACE AND THE POLITICS OF ELECTORAL CAPTURE

The politics of realignment and devolution are integral to our understanding of southern politics. The shift from a one-party region controlled by the Democrats to a region dominated by Republicans has caused much concern among liberal activists and Democrats. Social scientists note that Republicans have enjoyed built-in advantages in southern politics since the 1960s that have increased their chances for winning elections in the South. That is the decade when a generational shift in support for the Republican Party took place, a product of growing concerns about taxes, fiscal austerity, and cultural issues.40 The fact that the Republican Party candidates consistently outnumbered Democratic candidates also increased the prospects for Republican dominance in the South: the increasing pool of right-wing candidates ultimately altered the landscape of state and regional governments as they started winning elections. There was also an influx of blacks into local Democratic Party machines that had long been controlled by conservative whites.41 In response, many whites left the party.

Although there has been an abundance of research on the roots of partisan realignment in the South, we need to pay more attention to how realignment politics have affected racial equalitarian policies, African Americans, and other historically disadvantaged groups wedded to the New Deal wing of the Democratic Party. The general assumption is that the Democratic Party in the South moved to the right to survive. To stave off the defection of whites, party elites created the Democratic Leadership Council and the Blue Dog Coalition in the 1980s. These groups promoted low taxes, fiscal austerity, and culturally conservative policies, which appealed to moderate and conservative whites, while still maintaining support for civil rights and other social reform measures championed by progressives.42 The sacrificial lambs in the new Democratic agenda were social welfare and antipoverty policies that helped mitigate racialized poverty. This is what we mean by “capture”: as the Democratic Party in the South made concessions to the Republican Party, the political position that African Americans occupied became more precarious. Republicans were antagonistic to them and their politics, and the Democratic Party was moving away from their interests. As a result, black politicians and community leaders were in a position where they had to make sometimes unappealing agreements with political power-holders to advance parts of their agenda.

Paul Frymer said that the zero-sum game of party politics limits the policy options available to African Americans who seek to advance racial equalitarian policies within the Democratic Party. As a result, African Americans are faced with what he called “electoral capture.” On one side, the Republican Party attacks their interests. On the other side, the Democratic Party leadership may take positions that are harmful to racial equalitarianism (as President Clinton demonstrated with his attack on welfare) or completely avoid racial justice policies that are perceived as wedge issues.43 Yet because of the racial and party contexts of the post-realignment South, many African Americans are unwilling to leave the Democratic Party or penalize officials for taking positions that are against their interests. Thus, black voters are trapped between a reluctant Democratic Party and a Republican Party that is ambivalent about (if not hostile to) their interests. Frymer made this point strongly when he noted that “even when black leaders and voters have expressed interest in defecting to the opposition party or to a third party, the opposition’s party leaders have generally been reluctant to make even the most general of political appeals to blacks.”44

Thus, the politics of capture can simultaneously explain the decrease in party polarization in Tennessee and the increase of race-based polarization: as blacks become a captured electorate, the political parties should move closer to one another on numerous racially tinged issues, like taxes and government spending, TennCare, immigration, and the death penalty. However, the tensions arising from a context in which Republicans and Democrats both have incentives to ignore blacks’ political interests will entrench more firmly the racial divisions and disparities within the state.

Another theory argues against the notion that electoral capture has made blacks politically acquiescent. Some scholars believe that after the civil rights legislation of the 1960s, black politicians and moderate white Democrats entered a phase of political compromise that entailed quiet negotiations between the two groups or political accommodations that deemphasized racial antagonisms. Glen Browder and Artemesia Stanberry’s “stealth reconstruction” model of southern politics argued that black and white politicians cooperated in a period “wrought with racial tensions” by “purposely and positively address[ing] black issues, without antagonizing the white majority.”45 They contended that by engaging in quiet cooperation or negotiations, southern Democrats reduced racial discord even while successfully passing legislation that benefited African Americans. These negotiations produced both symbolic and substantive rewards for blacks and protected white moderates, who hoped to build biracial electoral coalitions in their jurisdictions.

Despite its value, the theory that stealth reconstruction explains the southern political landscape in the period of Browder and Stanberry’s study (1970s–1990s) needs more empirical testing in institutional contexts, such as different local and state legislative bodies and executive administrations. The theory also needs testing in states that have racially heterogeneous populations.46 The period was still plagued by racial discord. A white backlash against voting rights engulfed much of the South after the passage of the Voting Rights Act, which continued into the 1970s. This was followed by the Reagan revolution, whose proponents used white racial resentment as a mobilizing force and recruiting tool. The strongest support for Reagan’s political realignment came from the South.47 In addition, during the 1980s and 1990s, the federal government and many states passed laws that attacked social welfare and racial justice programs.

In general, we are sympathetic to the underlying concerns of social scientists and lawmakers who believe that attempts to foster political compromise are the appropriate responses to polarization. Their main belief is that because progressives and African Americans in the South are consistently the focus of political and racial animus, attempts to cultivate comity between African American and white Tennesseans are the best way to reduce tensions and maintain unity in the Democratic Party. They argue that without such political coalitions, it will be difficult for Democrats to sustain cross-racial voting blocs, and whites may continue to defect from the party.

However, it is debatable whether political comity can develop in the absence of public scrutiny of the process by which blacks make political concessions to whites or in the absence of visible changes in the existing political system. During the 1980s and 1990s, a period of bipartisan cooperation and quiet negotiations between moderate white Democrats and black Democrats, the Democratic National Committee (DNC) made changes to its internal apparatus as a way of attracting southern whites. Frymer described how the DNC worked with congressional and state leaders to implement election strategies to appeal to whites. Two examples of such strategies are the use of front-loading (i.e., pushing primaries and caucuses to the beginning of the nomination calendar) and Super Tuesday (a day in March when most southern states hold presidential primaries).48 These momentum-building strategies raised the profiles of southern states, which gave them and, by extension, moderate whites more influence over the outcomes of national elections. In other words, attempts to build bridges with moderate whites became part of structural changes to the Democratic Party. A rightward policy shift complemented these structural changes as centrist Democrats moved the party away from its traditional support of social welfare programs.

The Democratic Party’s practice of making structural changes to appeal to white voters may also augment a strategy of elite collaboration in which a select group of black and white political elites privately negotiates policies that should be debated in a public process. Adolph Reed Jr. referred to this strategy as “race management” politics. It enables African American leaders to suppress grassroots dissent or to manage race relations instead of promoting racial justice policies.49 In such negotiations black elites present themselves as representative voices (“trustees”) for their communities.

Lawmakers may further negotiate a series of trade-offs that privilege some policies over others. Dara Strolovitch’s study of progressive advocacy groups found that the policies that most poor and disadvantaged groups support receive less attention than those middle-class interests support.50 Women’s groups, for example, supported affirmative action policies much more actively than they supported welfare or AIDS/HIV initiatives. Black interest groups and lawmakers may advocate for minority business contracts or local employment opportunities in police and fire departments instead of supporting antipoverty initiatives that organizations working in low-income communities endorse. Even progressive interest groups or lawmakers prioritize issues that are supported by wealthy organizations and policies that lawmakers believe will not polarize the public.

Interestingly, even when political comity is present, political discourse sometimes remains polarized. Mendelberg found that racially vitriolic political campaigns and overt forms of racism in the mode of Bull Connor or George Wallace are rare in contemporary politics. This is because the civil rights movement produced a “norm of racial equality” such that overt racism is socially prohibited in electoral campaigns and in the practice of governance.51 However, racial hostility is expressed through discursive policy instruments or implicit racial appeals that activate adverse racial predispositions “without the awareness of those who hold them.”52 Haney-Lopez referred to this as “dog whistle politics”: racial coding that provokes white racial resentment even as the people practicing this type of politics divorce their message from the overt and more offensive racial attacks associated with the Jim Crow era.53 The advertisement used in the Ford-Corker race (in which a blonde woman winked and asked Ford to “call her”) is an example of an implicit racial appeal.

The impact of implicit racial messaging has been disputed, most notably by Gregory Huber and John Lapinski, who argued that racial priming has a limited effect and that when it is used in elections, it only influences the attitudes of the least educated or most uninformed voters.54 However, Mendelberg found overwhelming evidence of the effectiveness of racial priming in her review of seventeen studies from 1993 to 2007.55 Racial priming has the same effect as explicit racial appeals commonly associated with Jim Crow, but it is “less likely to be perceived as having violated the norm of racial equality.”56 In contemporary politics, implicit racial appeals are more effective at mobilizing white racial resentment than are explicit appeals. Implicit appeals are difficult for voters to recognize, and politicians or policy advocates on the receiving end of priming tactics have difficulty responding to them.

Because they are difficult to recognize and respond to, racial primings are a particularly troublesome by-product of the politics of comity. Attempts to depolarize the public through building political biracial coalitions may fail in part because the way racism is used in elections and governance has changed. Instead of reducing polarization, comity can allow racial stereotypes and resentments to proliferate without being challenged by counternarratives. Mendelberg argued that racial priming needs to be exposed, not managed through comity or quiet cooperation, regardless of the potential backlash. Her point is that bringing attention to racial priming may force voters who are its unwitting targets to recognize these tactics and be more critical of them.57 However, many Democrats and progressive activists believe that calling attention to the racial dimension of implicit appeals or advancing racial equalitarian policies will distance white voters from the Democratic Party.

We recognize that because of racial polarization in Tennessee, African Americans sometimes need to use compromise strategies to advance their political agendas. That said, we argue throughout this book that racial advocacy is a better antidote to polarization than is political acquiescence. By “advocacy,” we are referring to the long tradition of resistance, both outside and inside political institutions, to public agendas that promote racial inequality. Those who use advocacy strategies often assume that political and racial divisions are an inevitable and permanent feature of American politics. Electoral tactics used by African Americans to combat racial divisions include, but are not limited to, voter registration and get-out-the-vote drives. Higher turnout typically reflects increased minority-group mobilization, which ultimately helps Democratic candidates.58 Protests (sit-ins, marches, boycotts, etc.) are common “outsider” strategies used by blacks to promote ameliorative or equitable policies. Regardless of whether the mode of advocacy works “with” or “against” the political system, these types of strategies help expand the boundaries of democracy, and they serve as a counterweight to the politics of polarization.

Advocacy is a strategy that social movement members sometimes choose when they calculate that it will have the intended effect of educating voters, garnering media attention, or pressuring legislators.59 Doug McAdam and Karina Kloos argued that both the civil rights movement and the white resistance movement have been more dynamic forces in shaping southern politics than political parties have been.60 Significant cleavages developed among both the electorate and political elites in the wake of the successes of the civil rights movement, which produced a racial environment in which whites (particularly those in the South) felt as if their way of life was threatened. White resistance to civil rights, as articulated through the activism of the Ku Klux Klan, “exacerbated deep divisions among community members in local settings.”61 Southern counties where visible forms of KKK activism took place were much more polarized and more likely to realign into the Republican Party. The KKK’s ability to recruit whites to the GOP stems, in part, from the fact that the Republican Party began employing its “southern strategy” in response to black political gains in the 1960s. This strategy, made (in)famous by Barry Goldwater and later employed by Richard Nixon, used anti-black messages to mobilize white voters.

Politically active groups of citizens have also used both autonomous political structures (organizations and groups outside the system) and independent political structures to push for ameliorative policies. Two good examples are the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) in the 1960s and Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition in the 1980s. The MFDP provided an alternative and racially integrated political outlet for blacks, who were at the time blocked by segregationists and discriminatory state laws (such as literacy tests) from joining the Democratic Party. The Rainbow Coalition, an organization that grew out of Jackson’s 1984 presidential bid, sought to advance a policy agenda that was, its leaders argued, more racially inclusive than that of the Reagan administration. The late political scientist Ronald Walters believed that this strategy can increase the bargaining power of blacks (and other racial justice activists) even when they are “electoral captives.”62 However, the strategy must be anchored by strong organizations and by substantial voting power. In the next chapter, we describe how both autonomous strategies and independent party structures that push for racially redistributive policies have been part of the black political tradition in Tennessee and how they expanded the boundaries of democracy even though they polarized the public.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have outlined a theoretical framework for assessing racial politics in Tennessee at the turn of the twenty-first century. We suggest that racial politics are shaped by a form of polarization in which political forces fuel racial and political divisions while cultivating a political climate that is hostile to African Americans. However, we do not see African Americans, multiracial coalitions, and racial justice activists as mere political bystanders. Through social movements and independent leverage politics, they have expanded the boundaries of democratic politics and advanced racial equalitarian policies, even though these actions may also have increased racial tensions.

We argue that political polarization in Tennessee is shaped by three interrelated factors. First, partisan realignment, or whites’ defection from the Democratic Party, has dramatically reshaped Tennessee politics. This process has also been influenced by class and by the geographic distribution of voters. Second-order devolution is another factor that has affected racial polarization in Tennessee. It has allowed state officials to prioritize some jurisdictions over others based on their voting potential and racial predispositions. Finally, seeking political acquiescence has shaped polarization. Because African Americans represent an electorally captured group (the Democratic Party takes their votes for granted, but most blacks are not likely to defect because the Republican Party has been even less responsive to African American interests since the realignment), blacks in Tennessee face the dilemma of pushing for race-friendly policies in an unwelcoming political environment. The attempts of political elites to suppress dialogue about racial equalitarian policies and to privately negotiate racial equity policies among themselves have often failed, requiring African American organizations and politicians to engage in comity to protect previous political gains, mitigate the scale and scope of rollbacks, and move forward in small increments.

In the next chapter, we examine black politics from the early nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth century through the lens of polarization and how it has shaped the political status of blacks. We also give considerable attention to black political agency, even during the Redemptionist period of the nineteenth century and when Jim Crow dominated Tennessee politics in the twentieth century.


CHAPTER TWO

BLACK POLITICS IN TENNESSEE FROM THE ANTEBELLUM PERIOD TO THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

I am not here, Mr. Speaker, asking any special legislation in the interest of the negroes, but in behalf of a race of outraged human beings. I stand here today and enter my solemn protest to mob violence in Tennessee. Hundreds of negroes, yes thousands, from all parts of this south’s land, are to-day numbered with the silent majority, gone to eternity without a tomb to mark their last resting-place, as the result of mob violence for crimes which they never committed.

—REPRESENTATIVE SAMUEL MCELWEE (1887)

In 1866, in the aftermath of a race riot in Memphis, Tennessee, John Marshall, a black resident of the city, testified to congressional investigators that he had seen two white men brutally kill his neighbor. The men broke into his neighbor’s house, dragged the man outside, shot him twice, and then shouted over his dead body, “God damn, you will never be free.”1 The riot, which one Union general called a massacre, resulted in the brazen murders and rapes of dozens of black adults and children and the murders of several whites who sympathized with black emancipation. It exemplifies the resilience of anti-black sentiment at the end of the Civil War and is indicative of the larger pattern of racial terrorism that plagued Tennessee well into the twentieth century. After the war and during Reconstruction, former Confederates and white supremacists continued their violent campaigns to discourage blacks from voting and to minimize the political power of blacks.2

The Memphis riot was fueled by the political environment that took shape near the end of the Civil War. Two years before the end of the war, former slaves turned contraband camps into informal political sites where they discussed the prospects of black suffrage. In October 1864, black men from Memphis and Nashville seeking the right to vote traveled to Syracuse, New York, to attend the National Convention of Colored Men.3 Months later, after Union soldiers captured control of Tennessee, several black leaders formed the first southern chapter of the National Equal Rights League so they could petition for citizenship.4 In August 1865, black leaders organized the Tennessee State Convention of Colored Citizens, which also pushed for black suffrage and citizenship.5 Within a decade of the Memphis riot, blacks were elected to the state legislature and campaigned for the governor’s office and the U.S. House of Representatives. Later, they stood defiantly against the wave of lynchings that occurred in the 1880s, as indicated in the quote from Samuel McElwee in the epigraph to this chapter. McElwee, who had attended Oberlin College and Fisk University, was the first African American to serve three terms in the Tennessee legislature.

Racial terrorism and the black suffrage movement highlight two political traditions that have shaped racial politics in Tennessee. Racial terrorism was a product of the state’s (and the region’s) historic and systemic racial hierarchy, which was characterized by white supremacy, institutional racism, and white opposition to civil rights for blacks and to social welfare policies. This hierarchy impeded black political advancement and still serves today as a formidable barrier to black political participation.

The second tradition consists of black political agency and resistance to racial hierarchy. Black leaders and multiracial coalitions have worked persistently to shape the racial composition of the electorate and influence the issues that come to the attention of voters during campaigns. Blacks and allied coalitions have been active agents in efforts to ameliorate or address the racial inequities embedded in the social, economic, and political framework of the state. They have displayed considerable fortitude, even during the Redemptionist and Jim Crow eras of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Both traditions have shaped black political development and political polarization in Tennessee. The dynamic interplay between anti-black terrorism and the movement for black suffrage helps explain the trajectory of black politics in the state, both historically and in recent decades. An understanding of the interactions between these two traditions is useful for interpreting intraracial/intra-community disagreements and debates among black leaders about the strategies and tactics that can best leverage black political influence.

Rogers Smith’s seminal study Civic Ideals outlined how different and contradictory traditions operate simultaneously in American politics. He wrote that it is erroneous to conclude (as many political theorists do) that American political culture has been shaped solely by liberalism and republicanism, two ideological perspectives that are said to have commitments to liberty, equality, and self-governance.6 Smith argued that the notion that these two perspectives promote an untarnished democracy is a parochial and incomplete interpretation of U.S. politics. For example, it ignores the fact that American political culture has been shaped by multiple traditions and was (and is) dynamically structured by unequal principles and laws. White supremacy, racism, sexism, class inequalities, and other forms of discrimination were present at the nation’s founding. These forms of inequality have rendered blacks and other groups as “unequals” in the body politic.7 Smith believed that it is essential to view such hierarchies as being just as constitutive of American political culture as liberalism and republicanism have been.

This intellectual framework is useful for assessing the political status of African Americans in Tennessee. An examination of black politics in Tennessee must account for how multiple traditions have operated simultaneously. The perception of racial politics in Tennessee is that, apart from the Reconstruction period and the 1950s–1960s, blacks have been absent from the state’s politics or were minor actors in developing policies pertaining to their political livelihoods. However, blacks have been protagonists—in some cases, the chief protagonists—who actively shaped Tennessee’s political landscape. Despite the adverse impacts of white supremacy and its accompanying racial hierarchies, blacks have worked to democratize the state and expand the boundaries of inclusion.

BLACKS IN ANTEBELLUM TENNESSEE

The early nineteenth century serves as a useful starting point for assessing racial hierarchies and the status of blacks in Tennessee. As was the case in other southern states, slavery was the foundation of Tennessee’s early economic and political development. Lawmakers began debating a series of “slave laws” as far back as 1741, when much of the land comprising what is now called Tennessee was subject to the laws of North Carolina, and the great Negro Law of North Carolina was the dominant slave code of the land.8 Several factors propelled the issue of slavery to the forefront of political debates in Tennessee, the first of which was territorial expansion in the early 1800s. In 1801, the state’s twenty-two counties covered less than 40 percent of the geographic area of what is now contemporary Tennessee. The surrounding land was Native American territory. In 1834, the year Tennessee held its first constitutional convention, almost all of what is contemporary Tennessee had been removed from Native American hands.

Territorial expansion in Tennessee in those thirty-three years came at the expense of Cherokees, Choctaws, and Chickasaws, who experienced losses of their land and their numbers because of encroachments. Whites in Tennessee needed a labor force to harvest the major cash crops of cotton and tobacco, and Native Americans could not be relied on to fuel such a labor force, forcing lawmakers to address the complexities of slavery and to legitimate it as an institution in the body politic. Although lawmakers who represented plantation owners from western Tennessee, where slavery was most prevalent in the state, had the strongest interest in supporting the institution, most politicians and Tennesseans were proslavery because they understood that it was the underpinning of the state’s economy.9 The prices to buy enslaved blacks varied depending on the people’s age, gender, and earning potential. For example, an adolescent boy or a girl under ten years old could be sold for as much as $275–$300 ($7,630–$8,330 in 2015 dollars) in the 1830s.10 The earning potential of those children, as measured by the accumulated hours of labor over years or decades, was much more than the price of their purchase.

Although most Tennesseans supported slavery, a small and influential segment of the state’s residents opposed it. Opposition to slavery in the early nineteenth century often came from Quaker groups, and in 1809 Tennessee Quakers began to form antislavery groups. As historian James W. Patton noted, by the mid-1820s there were more than twenty manumission and antislavery groups in Tennessee, and these organizations contained roughly one thousand members.11

The most vocal antislavery advocates in Tennessee supported a colonization scheme for emancipated blacks or a gradual end to slavery that would result in their emigration to Africa. The Tennessee Colonization Society (TCS), which was formed in 1829, was a state chapter of the American Colonization Society. Its members attempted to reshape slave laws, especially in the early 1830s, when the state legislature developed a set of uneven policies regarding slavery. Though the TCS had little influence during its first decade, it experienced a revival of sorts after Liberia gained sovereignty in the late 1840s.12

Leading up to Tennessee’s constitutional convention in 1834, both slaveholders and non-slaveholders feared that free blacks would encourage slave revolts in the state. Though free blacks constituted a small part of the state’s population, the proportion had grown by 68 percent in the 1820s. Nat Turner’s Rebellion in Virginia in 1831 further convinced lawmakers that free blacks would incite enslaved blacks in Tennessee to revolt.13 Thus, the state legislature passed laws that prohibited free blacks from moving into the state and required “emancipated slaves to leave the state upon gaining their freedom.”14 It is clear that slavery was an issue in Tennessee political culture from the earliest decades of statehood.

Although some abolitionists supported the colonization schemes of the antebellum decades, these plans were fueled by political elites who were either perplexed by the slavery question or wanted to rid Tennessee of blacks. In 1833 and 1834, at least a dozen county delegations wrote petitions asking the Tennessee constitutional convention to either endorse their gradual emancipation plan or make Tennessee a free state by 1866.15 The petitioners proposed freeing blacks who were born after 1835 when they turned twenty-one. After that, they would be either sent to Liberia with “subsistence for twelve months” or sent to a non-slave state or territory.16 These proposals failed to convince the delegates to the convention to use the state constitution to end slavery in Tennessee. On the contrary, they enshrined slavery in the new constitution in article 2, section 31, which prevented the state legislature from passing any emancipation laws without the consent of individual slaveholders.

The emigration/colonization scheme focused on emancipated and free blacks. By the 1850s, free blacks made up 1 percent of the population of East Tennessee and more than 5 percent of the population of Nashville.17 Many lawmakers and slaveholders saw them as a growing problem. Thus, when the colonization movement was reinvigorated after Liberia became a sovereign state, several prominent slaveholders in Tennessee supported it. One example is the iron ore tycoon Montgomery Bell, who in 1853, two years before he died, sent approximately a hundred of the slaves he had emancipated to Liberia in two groups.18 The emancipated blacks were known as the “iron men of Tennessee” and had been the principal workers for Bell. Some of these black men had helped build the weapon machinery used in the Battle of New Orleans during the War of 1812.19 Bell commissioned his nephew George C. Bain to locate a region of West Africa that was rich in iron ore so the people he emancipated would have a livelihood in their new home. By several accounts, Bell’s arrangement was mutually beneficial: Bell helped his former slaves become landowners and independent operators of iron works, and the emigrants continued to sustain Bell’s enterprise by trading with him in iron ore from a new international source.

Many Tennesseans felt that sending emancipated blacks to Liberia was the best option for resolving the slave problem. As Richard Blakett wrote, both antislavery and proslavery advocates saw it as the “best hope of minimizing tensions on both sides of the slavery divide” and addressing the social and political status of free blacks.20 However, many free blacks opposed colonization schemes. There were reports of high mortality rates among those who traveled to Liberia.21 This may partially explain why so few blacks emigrated. Two years before the start of the Civil War, the Tennessee legislature attempted to address the status of free blacks by introducing the punitive Free Negro Bill, which sought to expel free blacks from the state. Although the bill was championed by proslavery Democrats who feared that free blacks would incite slave rebellions, it was derailed by intraparty divisions.22

Interestingly, from the 1820s to the 1850s, the one institution that was sympathetic to the rights of emancipated blacks (or blacks who disputed their enslavement) was the Tennessee Supreme Court. According to Arthur Howington, the court “articulated a much less erratic policy [than the legislature] toward emancipation and one that consistently favored the slave” during this period.23 Theodore Brown Jr. noted that the state’s supreme court provided an “analytic framework that facilitated rather than obstructed the slave’s path to freedom,” especially in the 1820s and 1830s.24 Even though most of the jurists on the court owned slaves, they levied strong criticisms against the institution of slavery.

One example of the court’s sensitivity is found in Fisher’s Negroes v. Dabbs (1834). Prior to this case, enslaved people who had been freed by their owner still had to submit a bill to the legislature for final confirmation of emancipation. To reduce the legal barrier, the state legislature shifted the responsibility for final confirmation to the county courts. Despite this improvement in the process, the confirmation provision set up a procedural hurdle for blacks. Even after people were freed, if they failed to obtain their owner’s confirmation through the state legislature or a county court or if the slave owner died before this could be accomplished, the formerly enslaved person was left in “an intermediate state between slavery and freedom.”25 The ruling in Dabbs addressed this legal loophole by looking at the intent of the owner. Even if the owner did not complete the confirmation process, if the decision to emancipate a slave had been made and could be proven, the enslaved person was set free. The Dabbs case is one of several that was decided in favor of former slaves and is the reason that the Tennessee Supreme Court (TSC) was considered more progressive on emancipation issues than other supreme courts in the South.

Ford v. Ford (1846) is perhaps the most famous case deliberated before the TSC in the antebellum decades because of the remarkable majority opinion written by Judge Nathan Green. The case adjudicated the status of African Americans who had been emancipated after the death of their owner, Lloyd Ford Sr. The court had to determine whether the slave owner was legally able to leave his estate to enslaved black people with whom he felt a closer kinship than he did with his biological children. Ford had requested in his last will and testament that his “black children” receive his property. The resolution of the dispute, which arose when his white offspring challenged the will, rested on the legal status of the blacks who were transitioning from slavery to emancipation. At this moment in Tennessee, the individuals to whom Ford had left his property were caught on the horns of a dilemma. Tennessee law required emancipated blacks to leave the state after obtaining freedom; however, doing so would have forced Ford’s former slaves to relinquish any property left to them as part of a testamentary trust once they were emancipated.26

In pronouncing that African Americans had both the moral and the legal right to acquire freedom, Judge Green claimed that slaves were “not in the condition of a horse or an ox”—that is, their status as “property” (resulting from what Green called the “accidental position [of slavery] in which fortune has placed [them]”) should never undermine their humanity. Green’s characterization was evidence of a stance that was favorable toward slaves in the sense that it viewed African Americans more as people than as property. This was an important legal distinction: people could motivate the judicial system to act on their behalf, but property could not.27 Of course, this emphasis on slaves’ humanity did not offset white Tennesseans’ reluctance to manumit slaves, nor did it diminish whites’ general mistrust of free blacks. But the Tennessee court’s position was more progressive than the proslavery postures taken in the court systems of other southern states and was more slave-friendly than the stance of Tennessee’s legislative and executive branches.28

THE POLITICS OF RECONSTRUCTION, REDEMPTION, AND JIM CROW

The Reconstruction era is another important period for investigating the political status of blacks in Tennessee. During this period and continuing into the twentieth century, black leaders made symbolic attempts to win important political offices and spent considerable amounts of energy mobilizing and educating their constituents. Black political activism increased during Reconstruction not only because black leaders worked to mobilize black men to vote,29 but also because Republicans depended on new black voters to withstand the attempts of former Confederates to take control of southern state governments. Most African Americans during this period identified with the Republican Party, the party of Abraham Lincoln. In Tennessee, the black vote was critical to determining the outcome of the Reconstruction-era power struggle that united Lincoln loyalists and southern Republicans, chiefly incumbent Republican governor William Brownlow, against Redeemers (or ultraconservative Democrats) and even racial conservatives in his own party.30 Brownlow sponsored several civil rights reforms that attacked black codes, racial segregation, and the disenfranchisement of black voters. Under his leadership, Tennessee was one of the first southern states to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment. Black men voted in Tennessee as early as 1867, three years before the Fifteenth Amendment was ratified.31 The forty thousand black men who voted in the 1867 gubernatorial campaign contributed to Brownlow’s reelection victory.32

The black vote had a substantive impact on the state’s political landscape. Competing factions within the Republican Party openly recruited blacks for political organizations throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century. The Lewis/Eaton political machine in Memphis, organized by Barbour Lewis and John Eaton and Lucien Eaton, was one of the first political organizations to actively seek the support of African Americans. It endorsed several blacks for political office, including Edward Shaw, a renowned Memphis activist who later became the state’s first black congressional candidate. A few conservative groups also attempted to recruit blacks, although they remained committed to the radical wing of the Republican Party.33

Former Confederates and white supremacists responded to the growing presence of black men in state politics with hostile attacks. They organized a violent campaign of racial terrorism that targeted black voters and the Freedmen’s Bureau, the federal agency that assisted emancipated blacks with the franchise and with education and social services.34 The Ku Klux Klan, which was formed in 1865 in Pulaski, Tennessee, recruited Nathan Bedford Forrest, Tennessee’s celebrated Confederate general, as its grand wizard.35 Forrest’s involvement in the Klan symbolizes the response of many southern whites to black enfranchisement. Although the legislature responded by directing the state militia to control the Klan and other white supremacist groups, this did little to quell the attacks against blacks.36 By the time Brownlow left the governor’s office to run for the U.S. Senate in 1869, conservatives and ex-Confederates had organized through the Democratic Party and had gained control of the state’s most important political offices.

Black political development in Tennessee did not follow the typical pattern of racial politics in the South in the Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction decades. Although the Fifteenth Amendment gave black men the right to hold office in 1870, most blacks were not elected to the Tennessee General Assembly until the 1880s, as Reconstruction was coming to an end. One of them, Samuel McElwee (who served in the Tennessee General Assembly from 1883 to 1889), was nominated for Speaker of the House. Though most Republicans in the lower chamber supported him, he failed to obtain the majority required to gain the nomination.

Blacks ran for state and local offices from the 1870s through the 1890s: in Chattanooga, George Sewall, Robert Marsha, David Medlow, and W. B. Kennedy were elected to local offices; in Knoxville, J. B. Young made a failed attempt at the mayor’s office in 1872; William Yardley served on the Knoxville City Council in the 1870s and ran for governor in 1876. From 1871 to 1890, nine blacks were elected to the Knoxville City Council, and several blacks served on the Knox County court, including Yardley, Melvin Gentry, William Brooks Sr., and Sam Maples.37 In 1875, Randall Brown served on Nashville’s city commission, and blacks comprised almost one-third of the municipal government personnel.38

Because of the political success of these individuals, Tennessee has often been labeled as a racially moderate state compared to the rest of the South. However, these achievements occurred against the backdrop of militant white resistance. Although black men voted in Tennessee earlier than they did in the rest of the South and won local offices, the first black state legislator, Sampson Keeble, was not elected until 1872, five years before the Compromise of 1877, which turned control of the South back into the hands of the racial conservatives and ex-Confederates. In addition, blacks entered the state legislature in a somewhat weak position: the Republicans, especially the moderate and radical wings of the party, lost ground to conservative unionists and Democrats by 1876.39 Black leaders were disappointed that Republicans refused to support the candidacies of Edward Shaw and William Henderson Young for Congress in 1872 and 1888, respectively.40

Despite its reputation for taking a moderate stance on racial matters compared to Deep South states, Tennessee was one of the first states to launch a legal attack on civil rights. For example, the Tennessee General Assembly implemented some of the South’s first disenfranchisement laws.41 In addition, members of the General Assembly debated several anti–civil rights measures in 1875 and 1881. These bills ultimately passed, reinforcing the segregation that already existed in public accommodations like railroad cars and schools.42 They further expanded vagrancy laws that criminalized unemployed blacks (or those who worked in occupations not recognized by whites) and promoted prison-leasing practices that created incentives to arrest blacks and offer up convicts as laborers to plantation owners and corporations.43 Tennessee blacks were also the targets of an extensive lynching campaign in the 1880s. After the brutal lynching of a black woman named Eliza Wood in the summer of 1886 in Jackson, Tennessee, Representative Samuel McElwee introduced an anti-lynching bill in the state legislature, but it was narrowly defeated in the House.44

In 1889 and 1890, southern white resistance and the shifting political attitudes of moderate whites led to franchise restrictions that created new barriers for black voters. These laws included raising the poll tax and the use of confusing ballot and voter registration procedures that turned voter registration into a quasi-interview process and placed registration in the hands of a select group of election commissioners.45 The Democratic Party, which at the time was run by ex-Confederates, gained control of all but one of the majority-black counties by using voter fraud and intimidating black voters.46 The Tennessee legislature also added a white primary option for localities. Localities were not required to hold a white primary—a provision in many southern states that limited voting in Democratic Party primaries to whites—but the new law gave them the option of experimenting with it.47

The resurgence of conservatism that emerged during Reconstruction and continued into the twentieth century adversely affected the black vote and black political power, particularly outside the capital city of Nashville. From 1887 to 1964, few blacks served in the Memphis city government.48 From 1885 to 1900, fewer than twenty blacks were elected to any county office in Tennessee, and from 1887 to 1964, no blacks were elected to the state legislature.49

The Progressive Era of the early twentieth century did not offer opportunities for electoral participation for blacks nor did it slow down the pace of black repression. At the outset, it appeared that Progressive Era reforms would assist blacks, yet many of the reforms stifled black political participation. New electoral procedures, such as appointed (rather than elected) commissions and city councils and at-large elections, were designed to eliminate corruption by preventing political machines from controlling electioneering. Interestingly, it was members of political organizations and business leaders who championed these procedures, primarily so they could replace the political machines with a power structure that was friendlier toward reform. An unfortunate consequence of these changes was that they forced some black politicians out of office and prevented other black candidates from participating in competitive elections. For example, the at-large election system meant that blacks no longer had the opportunity to elect representatives from racially homogeneous, politically cohesive districts. Instead, it forced black candidates to conduct costly citywide or countywide campaigns that required them to win support from voters who lived outside black jurisdictions.50 One of Chattanooga’s most influential black public officials, Hiram Tyree, was forced out of office in 1928 because of these changes.51

The combination of retrenchment of civil rights and white backlash in the early decades of the twentieth century disrupted the amicable relationship between black leaders and the Republican Party, which was increasingly influenced by the lily-white movement. This isolated black Republicans and caused a subtle but noticeable shift in black political behavior. Some urban black leaders seriously considered leaving the Republican Party to join the Democrats. Some, including black politicians in Nashville, went so far as to support Democratic candidates even though the party was still controlled by segregationists. For instance, many Nashville blacks voted for Democrat Hilary Ewing Howse, a white businessman, when he ran for reelection as Nashville’s mayor in 1911. In turn, Howse assisted with the election of Solomon Parker Harris, the city’s first black council member since the 1880s.52

The shifting political winds fueled disagreements among black leaders over how to best leverage their influence. Black leaders were torn between three strategies: carving out an independent political base, balancing their votes between Republicans and Democrats, or using their clientele relationship with Republicans to secure some political rewards for blacks. Many blacks were distrustful of the Democratic Party because of its alliance with segregationists, but others believed that the Republican Party took them for granted. Both assessments were correct. White leaders in both the Republican and Democratic parties attempted to selectively incorporate blacks into their machines and political organizations while at the same time rejecting broader reforms, working to moderate black demands, and controlling the vote in jurisdictions where black suffrage rights had not been eliminated.

Blacks who were not completely discouraged from political participation stayed in the Republican Party until the 1930s and 1940s. James Carroll Napier, Nashville’s most influential black leader in the early twentieth century and a proponent of Booker T. Washington’s accommodationist philosophy, was a resolute supporter of the Republican-black alliance. He served on the city council, was appointed to the executive committee of the Republican Party, and served as the register of the U.S. Treasury under President William H. Taft.53 However, Napier’s experience was the exception, and independent-minded blacks accused the Republicans of overlooking blacks for federal patronage and appointments and criticized them for refusing to support black congressional and gubernatorial candidates. Even Napier criticized the Republican Party’s “lily-whitism.”54

Despite the political realities of the Progressive Era, blacks vigorously protested segregation laws. Despite Tennessee’s environment of institutional racism, blacks organized social movements to advance racial equalitarian policies. These movements influenced Tennessee politics even during the nadir of black influence in the early twentieth century. For example, Nashville blacks organized a boycott in 1905 to protest their unequal treatment in public transportation and the recent passage of segregation laws. Blacks across the political spectrum—progressive leaders who believed in a more militant approach to combating white supremacy, moderates, and accommodationists—supported this boycott. In that same year, organizers created the black-owned Union Transportation Company, which provided public transportation during the boycott. James Carroll Napier endorsed the boycott because he viewed the transportation company as congruent with Booker T. Washington’s support of black business initiatives. During the boycott, black intellectuals established the Nashville Globe to publicize the demands. Though this social movement was short-lived—it collapsed within a few months after the transportation company suffered financial problems—the boycott spread from Nashville to some jurisdictions in East Tennessee.55

Booker T. Washington’s influence on black leaders and intellectuals is an interesting element of black politics during this period. Because of the strong support of Napier and others for Washington’s philosophy, the black community in Nashville was aware of his accommodationist program for racial advancement. However, Washington’s supporters generally disagreed with him about the extent to which blacks should work to expand their political and civil rights.56 Washington’s loyal supporters in Tennessee were moderates, and to some degree they were the black elite. But because of their active involvement in politics, they resisted the push by other Washingtonites—many of whom were members of the city’s chapter of the National Negro Business League—for political withdrawal.57 These Washingtonites espoused the belief expressed most eloquently in Washington’s famous Atlanta Compromise Speech, in which he encouraged blacks to “dignify and glorify common labour” by becoming agricultural workers, mechanics, and domestic servants.58 Anti-Washingtonites, who took exception to the idea of placating whites with industriousness and docility, chose to take a more radical (if not militant) approach to advocating for racial inclusion.

Black women in Tennessee were excluded from full political participation and were unable to vote during the Reconstruction era. Even though the Nineteenth Amendment gave black and white women the right to vote in 1920, few black women were elected to office until the 1970s and 1980s. This is not to suggest that black women were passive participants or were politically disengaged. On the contrary, they were politically active and, probably more than any other group, helped launch the anti-lynching campaign that lasted for more than four decades. Ida B. Wells-Barnett, a Memphis schoolteacher, was a prominent civil rights activist. Before leaving the state in the early 1890s, and despite her young age, she earned a reputation as a fierce anti-lynching crusader. She also made a widely publicized legal challenge to the Chesapeake, Ohio and Southwestern Railroad’s segregationist policies.59 Mary Church Terrell, another educator and Memphis resident, was a civil rights activist and worked tirelessly on behalf of the women’s suffrage movement. In 1896, she was the first president of the National Association of Colored Women, an organization whose motto was “Lifting as We Climb.” In 1909, she became one of the founding members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).60

A class hierarchy existed in the African American community. Though most blacks were poor, the leadership consisted of educators, business leaders, and others who were able to carve out some measure of economic independence. This group was much more apt to privately negotiate concessions than to encourage black popular resistance to Jim Crow. Although this strategy tempered racial discord, it did so at the expense of substantive deliberations of public policy among a broad group of political actors and voters.

In general, black elite leaders vigorously challenged racism and white supremacy, but they were also adamant that they should be the beneficiaries of federal patronage jobs and appointments from the Republican Party. Although they wanted to democratize Tennessee, at times their politics were parochial and narrowly construed. Some black leaders even considered endorsing education qualifications for voting in order to appease their racially conservative white colleagues. However, most black leaders, many of whom insisted that federal supervision was the best safeguard of the black vote, rejected this proposal.61

PARTY POLITICS AND BLACK POLITICAL REALIGNMENT

Black voting in Tennessee declined at the turn of the twentieth century after whites began to limit black participation in the political process. Although black voter registration rates in the state remained higher than in many of the Deep South states, whites engaged in voter intimidation, fraud, and manipulation, especially in the state’s rural counties. Despite these attacks on black suffrage, some blacks continued to exercise influence in party politics and never abandoned political organizing.

Most politically active blacks were members of the Republican Party from the Reconstruction era to the 1930s. Blacks celebrated the election of white politician Ben Hooper as governor in 1911, the first Republican elected since 1883. Hooper had a black advisor, Benjamin Carr, and he appointed John Henry Hale, an African American physician, as a delegate to the National Education Congress.62 Robert Reed Church Jr. of Memphis (the son of an African American entrepreneur and the brother of well-known civil rights activist Mary Church Terrell) was a prominent black Republican who helped finance a political organization called the Lincoln League in 1916. Church was also a leading advisor to national Republican leaders in the 1920s.63 As Linda Wynn and Bobby Lovett note, the Lincoln League “was established to organize the masses of black citizens to register and vote. . . . Within a few months, the League had registered 10,000 voters.”64 In 1927, Church and other political leaders created the West Tennessee Civic and Political League, which sought alternative candidates to those the white political machine put forward.65 Church had a rocky relationship with Edward Hull Crump, a powerful political boss from Memphis. Initially Church worked with him to secure black support for Crump’s political machine, but their relationship became tense in the 1920s and 1930s as Democrats began to recruit more black voters in the state.66

Both the Lincoln League and the West Tennessee Civic and Political League are examples of what political scientist Ronald Walters called an “independent leveraging strategy.” Walters argued that it is important for black politics to be anchored by autonomous formations that allow African Americans or progressive multiracial coalitions to become the balance of power within or in relation to political parties. By consolidating the black vote or organizing a multiracial voting coalition, these formations can “establish a bargaining environment for the exchange of commitments.”67

As Tennessee blacks began leaving the Republican Party in the 1930s, Church encouraged Republican leaders to endorse progressive policies. According to Wynn and Lovett, he organized as many as 200 black Republicans to “pressure Republican senators and congressmen to enact fair employment and other civil rights legislation.”68 He also partnered with A. Philip Randolph, one of the most influential labor and civil rights activists of the 1940s, to influence Republicans. Church’s pressure politics had some success: although he was unable to stop the exodus of African Americans from his beloved party, his efforts contributed to the Republican Party’s adoption of a more ideologically progressive platform.69

The 1928 presidential election between Republican Herbert Hoover and Democrat Al Smith was a watershed event for party politics in Tennessee. White Democratic and Republican campaigners for both candidates accused each other of endorsing civil rights measures. Democrats assumed that Hoover supported civil rights because Congressman Leonidas Dyer, a Republican from Missouri, had sponsored several anti-lynching bills beginning in 1918 and into the early 1920s.70 In order to placate segregationists, Hoover distanced himself from the Dyer bills. Hoover’s Tennessee supporters accused Smith of sympathizing with civil rights causes. This response helped erode black support for the Republican Party in the state.

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs in the 1930s helped facilitate the transition of blacks into the Democratic Party. Clarence Robinson of Chattanooga, who served in the legislature in the 1970s, recalled the party shift among blacks during that time. He felt that much of this swing was generational: younger blacks who had been shaped by Roosevelt’s New Deal were attracted to the Democratic Party while older blacks were not. Robinson stated, “Around 1936, we organized the Young Black Democratic Club, and that’s when we shifted the politics from Republicans to Democrats.”71 In East Tennessee, blacks gave an increasing amount of attention to the Democratic Party because of their desire to be included in some of the New Deal programs, especially opportunities like jobs with the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Works Progress Administration, the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the Federal Emergency Relief Administration.72 Memphis and Shelby County blacks, under the aegis of the Crump machine, also worked in Roosevelt’s presidential campaigns.73 Thus, despite the decline in black voting after the Reconstruction era and the segregationists’ stronghold in the Democratic Party, blacks were able to exert some influence over both parties during the early part of the twentieth century because both parties were realistically competing for black votes.

BLACK POLITICS AND THE MODERN CIVIL RIGHTS ERA IN TENNESSEE

In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as Tennessee segregationists launched a concerted attack on black suffrage rights and overturned many of the Reconstruction era reforms, many blacks left the state. Blacks made up one-fourth of the residents in Tennessee in 1870, but by 1930 the black population had declined to about 18 percent.74 By the 1960s, most black Tennesseans were concentrated in the urban and suburban communities of Chattanooga, Nashville, Knoxville, and Memphis. During this period, the locus of black power was situated in Memphis and in Shelby County, which had the highest concentration of blacks in the state. Even though these areas were controlled by segregationists, they tended to be more racially moderate than rural counties in Tennessee in the 1950s and 1960s.75 This geographic distribution and the competing political factions in the state created some political opportunities for blacks.

From the 1940s to the 1960s, the black electorate was subjected to varied access to voting. Although blacks could register to vote in urban jurisdictions, their votes were manipulated by local and state political machines. For example, there are numerous stories about the vote totals in predominantly black voting districts being purposefully miscounted, voters being falsely accused of “spoiling” their ballots by marking them incorrectly, elections being called prematurely before all votes had been counted, and blacks being discouraged because they were unable or unwilling to pay the poll taxes required for voter registration.76

The black vote provides a window for assessing racial hierarchy in the state in the 1940s for several reasons. Whites wanted to restrict blacks’ voting power. Within black communities, mobilization for the war raised concerns about mandatory registration with the Selective Service at a time when many African Americans were denied the right to vote. These interrelated concerns were particularly burdensome to Governor Prentice Cooper, who served from 1939 to 1945. In a closed-door meeting with NAACP representatives and other black leaders in October 1940, Cooper purportedly made disparaging remarks about the contributions of blacks to American history and political development. (The media reports at the time relied on first-person accounts from black leaders at the meeting.)77

In the months leading up to that meeting, blacks had faced stiff resistance at the voting booth. There was even a reported lynching of a black man who tried to register to vote in the West Tennessee town of Brownsville. The delegation met with the governor about a range of issues that included establishing more African American parks in Nashville, hiring or appointing blacks to local federal agencies, the treatment of African Americans in hospitals, youth employment opportunities, and internship opportunities for Meharry Medical College students.78 When the NAACP committee brought up the issue of black representation on Selective Service boards, Cooper’s reaction was negative. In response to the request, the governor told the group that “this is a white man’s country” and that “Negroes had nothing to do with the settling of America,” unlike white men, who “cut down the trees, plowed the fields and developed America.”79 Finally, he said that if blacks refused to register for the draft, they could face imprisonment or a large fine.80 Cooper’s comments enraged blacks and their white allies from all over the country. His office and local newspapers were inundated with letters scolding the governor about his inaccurate version of U.S. history. The NAACP, black fraternity and sorority groups, the Universal Negro Improvement Association, and Congressman Arthur Mitchell of Chicago all publicly challenged the governor’s assertions.81

A second debate that involved Governor Cooper centered on the poll tax, which voters had to pay when they registered. Civil rights groups were determined to pressure the governor to abolish the poll tax because it placed an undue burden on poor people. In 1941, Cooper’s allies in the legislature introduced a measure to repeal the poll tax, but it was decisively defeated. Two years later, they introduced a similar bill. Before the first vote, the City Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs of Nashville had pressured Cooper to repeal the poll tax because it would lead to “leaner and purer ballots.”82 They urged him to call a special legislative session to discuss the bill. The Nashville chapter of the NAACP and the Tennessee League of Women Voters urged the governor to do the same.

Other civic groups also pressured the governor to repeal the poll tax. Predominantly white groups wanted to repeal the tax because of the economic burden it placed on working-class and poor white voters. The Young Democratic Clubs of Tennessee explained to Cooper that households in the “rural sections of our state” were faced with the choice of whether the husband or wife would pay the poll tax. Invariably, the poll tax for men was paid, which meant that “thousands of our women have never enjoyed the privilege of voting.”83 Opposition to the poll tax also came from labor unions and workers rights associations, such as the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, the Industrial Union Council of Nashville, the Nashville Trades and Labor Union, the Workers Progressive League of North Nashville, the National Maritime Union’s Inland Boatsmen Division in Memphis, the Textile Workers Union, and the American Federation of Hosiery Workers based in Chattanooga.84

Civil rights groups believed that the poll tax was a morally and politically reprehensible relic of the political battles of the late nineteenth century, when ex-Confederates made various attempts to seize power in the state. Labor and civic groups saw the poll tax as a political offense, and they also felt that it was too expensive to sustain and too inextricably linked to the corrupt machine politics that plagued all regions of the state. Although some classes of voters were exempt (those over the age of fifty, disabled and indigent people, veterans, and Works Progress Administration workers), the poll tax was a major source of revenue for the state. In 1939, it raised revenue of nearly $500,000 (approximately $8 million in 2014 dollars) from the more than one million Tennesseans who registered to vote.85

In a victory for civil rights activists, the state legislature repealed the poll tax in 1943. However, the TSC overruled the law in a 3–2 decision that confused many political observers. The court ruled that the state poll tax could be eliminated only by repealing the 1870 constitutional amendment that initially enshrined the tax in the state’s political framework.86 Poll taxes, while part of the state’s constitution, only had the force of law when they were backed by legislation, and this backing had come in the early 1890s when segregationist politicians assumed power in the state and the politics of the Redeemers invaded the Tennessee General Assembly.

Some political observers believed that Cooper did not aggressively push for repeal because of his close associations with machine boss E. H. Crump, especially since Crump’s ally on the state supreme court, Justice Frank Gailor, cast the deciding vote in the ruling that overturned the repeal of the poll tax.87 Crump’s political power in Memphis was tied to his ability to manipulate the poll tax to control which blacks could vote. Yet despite his relationship with Crump, Cooper sought to do away with the poll tax. In the 1940–1941 debate over the tax, he contacted the governors of Florida, Louisiana, and Kentucky for advice on how to repeal the law.88 Legislatures in these states had recently passed laws that eliminated the poll tax, and the governors sent Cooper copies of successful legislation.

Crump is a seminal figure for understanding both the scope and the limitations of black political participation in Tennessee, particularly between the two world wars. He was one of the most powerful political bosses in the South in the first half of the twentieth century. He served as the mayor of Memphis from 1909 to 1915, when the state legislature ousted him for refusing “to enforce the Tennessee prohibition law.”89 Despite this setback, he remained a dominant force in Tennessee politics into the 1940s.

Crump’s problematic relationship with blacks underscores the instability of black politics in Tennessee during this period. He was a segregationist, yet he needed the black vote to maintain power in Memphis. Thus, he protected blacks from violent attacks from other segregationists but controlled the black vote through intimidation, corruption, and minor patronage.90 He used the poll tax to control and manipulate the black vote, paying the poll taxes of many black voters who, in turn, voted for the Crump candidates. It was also common for members of his machine to pay the poll taxes of black voters and then mark their ballots without their consent.91 These shenanigans distorted the number of black registered voters in the state who had control over their own votes.

After World War II, Tennessee politics underwent major changes that had an impact on black political activity. In the late 1940s, Crump began to lose power after his candidates failed to win key offices. This political development and Crump’s death in 1954 created an opening for black leaders to carve out a political agenda. One example of such activity is the formation of an independent political organization in Memphis called the Volunteer Party, which ran a slate of black candidates that included William C. Wathers, Theodore Spencer, Russell Sugarman, Archie “A. W.” Willis, and Benjamin Hooks, who would later become the longest-tenured president of the NAACP.92 Although none of these candidates won, the initiative demonstrated their willingness to challenge Crump loyalists.

The emergence of a new group of racially moderate white leaders in the 1950s and 1960s also signaled a shift in the state’s political landscape. Tennessee senators Estes Kefauver and Albert Gore Sr. were two of three southern senators (the other was Lyndon Johnson) who rejected the Southern Manifesto, a nonbinding resolution from southern members of Congress that protested the Brown v. Board of Education decision.93 Kefauver and Gore supported much of the civil rights legislation of this period, although Gore voted against the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

No politician epitomized the shifting political winds of Tennessee in the 1950s and 1960s better than Governor Frank Clement. Clement, who was elected in 1952 while still in his early thirties, became the state’s longest-serving governor of the twentieth century. Like Kefauver and Gore, he was considered a New South politician who welcomed urbanization, industrialization, and a gradual movement toward biracial cooperation.94 Speaking before the Atlanta Chamber of Commerce in the spring of 1953, Clement said the South’s history of slavery had “tortured the subsequent course of our national history and swung like an albatross about our necks—a problem that even today is far from resolution.”95

Clement stood out among southern governors throughout much of his career. He refused to oppose school desegregation, and under his watch Oak Ridge, Tennessee, was one of the first cities to desegregate public schools, a year after the Brown decision.96 In 1956 he used the state’s National Guard to integrate schools in Clinton, Tennessee, and he appointed several blacks to positions in his administration. His major policy initiatives focused on prison and mental health reforms. African Americans constituted a disproportionately high percentage of prison inmates and were also likely to benefit from policies that increased access to mental health care. During his last term in office, Clement tried (unsuccessfully) to convince the state legislature to repeal the death penalty. Clement also created the Governor’s Commission on Human Relations to investigate discrimination complaints.

These leaders’ sympathies with civil rights led to a white backlash in the state that was mostly directed toward blacks and white racial moderates in the Democratic Party. Segregationists, who had once made up the bulk of the Democratic Party, began shifting their allegiance to the Republican Party, and this transition continued into the 1990s. In 1966, one year after the passage of the Voting Rights Act, Republicans gained seats in the state’s House of Representatives.97 Both Gore and Clement were stigmatized as allies of the civil rights movement and failed to win election after the passage of the Voting Rights Act. Clement lost a senatorial bid, his second in four years, and Gore was defeated in his 1970 reelection campaign.98 These losses were largely attributed to the changing political landscape in the country and the ascent of racial conservatives in the state.

BLACK FACTIONALISM AND CIVIL RIGHTS

One of the most contentious political debates in the 1960s occurred over the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which desegregated public accommodations, established civil rights monitoring departments in each of the federal agencies, and provided a formal grievance process in cases of employment discrimination against blacks and other protected classes.99 Southern whites were especially opposed to Title VI of this law, which banned discrimination in federally funded programs, and Title VII, which attempted to remedy employment discrimination.

The Civil Rights Act debate had a direct impact on Tennessee politics. Al Gore Sr., the state’s senior senator, was facing a tough reelection campaign and voted against the bill. Although he later regretted his decision—he called it “one of [my] most colossal blunders as a legislator”—it left a bad imprint on his political career. After that vote, some black leaders started an “Ignore Gore in 64” campaign. Interestingly, despite Gore’s opposition to the Civil Rights Act, his civil rights record may have been the best among southern senators during this period. He voted for the Civil Rights Act of 1957, the Civil Rights Act of 1960, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. His vote for the latter act may have contributed to his reelection defeat in 1970. He also advocated for Medicare and Medicaid, which civil rights leaders supported, and later spoke against the Vietnam War.100

Many black activists in Tennessee drew on the federal Civil Rights Act to propose state legislation to fight racial discrimination in state agencies. The newly created biracial Governor’s Commission on Human Relations used the Civil Rights Act debate to pressure Governor Clement to back a state Fair Practices Code. This code, which had been proposed in 1963, mirrored the Civil Rights Act; it focused on nondiscrimination against state personnel, pressuring state contractors to comply with nondiscriminatory measures, and giving blacks access to government jobs.101 For many black leaders, the Fair Practices Code was a litmus test that gauged whether the state’s leading politicians were willing to support employment desegregation efforts and that measured their broader commitment to the Civil Rights Act. Although Clement supported funding for education and public health and proclaimed his opposition to segregation, in 1964 he refused to sign the Fair Practices Code.102

The debates about the Civil Rights Act and the Fair Practices Code took place during the special election campaign to fill the seat vacated by Senator Estes Kefauver, who had died unexpectedly in 1963. Clement and former senator Ross Bass both waged campaigns for the Senate seat in the Democratic Party primary. Both candidates actively sought endorsements from black organizations. The debate was troublesome for Clement, despite his cordial relationship with black leaders, because he was not committed to the Civil Rights Act. He objected to a provision in the early drafts of the bill that authorized jury trials for violators of the proposed law. Several black leaders and organizations expressed concern about Clement’s stance, especially after Bass indicated his support.103 Clement’s aides advised him not to explicitly endorse the Civil Rights Act based on the argument that civil rights protections were already guaranteed in the Fourteenth Amendment. Clement also said that he could not weigh in on the proposed law because he was not yet a member of the U.S. Senate. Some black leaders, angered by his position, interpreted these explanations as disingenuous.

There was additional concern that the Civil Rights Act and the Fair Practices Code would divide African Americans in the special election. Willis was critical of Clement’s reluctance to aggressively challenge the state’s hiring practices. J. Willard Bowden, executive secretary of the Tennessee Federation of Democratic Leagues (an African American organization), warned the governor that his position on the Fair Practices Code could divide the members of the federation.104 The Tennessee Voters’ Council, which supported Bass, used its influence on his behalf, and blacks overwhelmingly voted for Bass in the Democratic Party primary.105

CIVIL RIGHTS AND POPULAR MOBILIZATION

In the 1950s and 1960s, numerous popular mobilization campaigns attempted to tear down the edifices of Jim Crow segregation in the South. Tennessee was a hotbed of civil rights activities during this period, and those activities entailed a mix of strategies and tactics: protests, sit-ins, grassroots activism, education, litigation, and legal advocacy.

An important institution in the civil rights movement (and the labor movement) was the Highlander Folk School, an interracial adult school that trained civil rights and labor activists in movement politics.106 For three decades (1932–1961) Highlander was an incubator for local activists and organizations at its campus near Monteagle, Tennessee. Its original focus was on popular education, leadership development, and organizing workers, but as the civil rights movement gained momentum in the 1950s, Highlander incorporated civil rights activism into its training initiatives. Highlander temporarily closed its doors in 1961 before quickly reopening under a new name, the Highlander Research and Education Center. Previously, Highlander had earned a reputation as one of the most important social movement schools of the civil rights era. Virtually every civil rights leader, including Rosa Parks, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, received training in Highlander’s leadership development seminars and workshops in the 1950s and early 1960s. In its last year in operation, Highlander also conducted several workshops on electoral politics.107

One of the widely publicized initiatives of the civil rights movement was the Nashville sit-in movement of 1960, which desegregated the city’s downtown business community. The movement was part of a broad campaign that attacked segregated public accommodations throughout the South and the Midwest. It was propelled by the Nashville Christian Leadership Conference, college students mainly from historically black colleges and universities, and community activists.108 These activists believed that nonviolence and a radical Christianity could be used to advance social and racial justice claims in Nashville.109 Bernard Lafayette, a prominent young participant in the movement, later stated that the activists were adamant that the gospel “was practical and could be applied” within the context of the movement.110 However, the movement’s distinct contribution was its demonstration of nonviolent resistance as a strategy for social and political change. The nonviolence philosophy and tactics that guided the movement were taught in leadership development workshops organized by James Lawson, a divinity graduate student at Vanderbilt University and an organizer with the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Lawson also played a leading role in the Memphis sanitation workers strike in the late 1960s.

The Memphis strike of 1967–1968 was another movement that garnered national attention. The strike occurred after T. O. Jones of the Independent Workers Association, a black sanitation workers organization, requested that the city recognize the union and authorize higher wages for union members.111 After the city rebuffed union representatives, more than a thousand black sanitation workers went on strike. Mayor Henry Loeb was strongly opposed to the new union, and the Tennessee General Assembly attempted to pass legislation that would have punished the striking workers.112

The Memphis sanitation workers campaign is primarily known for its connection to the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who was killed in Memphis when he traveled to the city to lend his support to the striking workers. But it should also be remembered for the successful efforts of Memphis activists to draw attention to employment discrimination and because it emphasized the need for both economic justice and political inclusion: conventional civil rights movement approaches tended to prioritize the latter over the former. Historian Michael Honey wrote that the strike “engaged the concern of black trade unionists, who saw it as a merging of labor and civil rights battles they had fought for years.”113 Despite the fact that it drew support from labor and civil rights leaders, such as Dr. King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the strike was an indigenous movement spearheaded by local black trade unionists with the assistance of a cadre of ministers and community activists.

Finally, it is important to discuss the voting rights struggle in Haywood and Fayette counties in West Tennessee from 1959 to 1962. Similar to the Memphis strike, this movement was led by a group of local activists that included war veterans, sharecroppers, and middle-class activists who belonged to civic welfare and civil rights organizations.114 James Forman, a prominent civil rights leader who traveled to these counties, recorded his observations of the movement in his memoir The Making of Black Revolutionaries.115 He celebrated the leadership role of local activists in rural West Tennessee, especially since earlier movement campaigns in the 1950s had often received too much direction from national civil rights groups.

The rural activists in these counties were first concerned with the lack of black representation on juries after an elderly black man was arrested for a two-decade-old shooting.116 Blacks could not serve on juries because jury duty was limited to registered voters. Because of voter suppression and intimidation, black voter registration in these rural communities was much lower than in Memphis and Nashville. Thus, the movement wanted to remove barriers to black political participation, and it also sought to liberalize racially discriminatory jury pools.

The voting rights movement led to brutal reprisals, many of which targeted black sharecropping families. These families were blacklisted and therefore unable to get work; they were prevented from buying groceries, gasoline, and medical supplies; and many were evicted from their homes and forced to live in makeshift tents.117 Voter intimidation in rural West Tennessee towns sparked an investigation by the Highlander Folk School.118 The repression also caught the attention of John Doar, an attorney in the Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division, who investigated the retaliations against the activists.119 The Tent City movement, so called because the evicted sharecroppers lived in tents, became a major test case for the 1957 Civil Rights Act. This legislation had created the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights and the Civil Rights Division in the Justice Department and authorized the Justice Department to investigate complaints about voter discrimination and intimidation. Although the bill gave the Civil Rights Division weak investigative powers, to the surprise of many, Doar aggressively examined complaints and assisted the West Tennessee activists.

The Tent City movement was a signature victory for the civil rights movement. It galvanized the mainline civil rights organizations, forced the Justice Department to put some enforcement powers into the Civil Rights Division, and eventually opened the door to black voter registration in Fayette and Haywood counties. Moreover, it laid a foundation for grassroots organizing in West Tennessee for future decades.

Yet the victory was tempered by the repeated attempts of whites to violently intimidate black voters and civil rights activists in Fayette and Haywood counties and in neighboring counties in the years following Tent City. James Smith, a civil rights activist who represented the West Tennessee Voters’ Project and the Tipton County Congress of Racial Equality, wrote to the governor on June 25, 1965, requesting protection from white vigilantes who were targeting black voters.120 Fred L. Shuttlesworth, a veteran of the Birmingham civil rights movement who was active with several national civil rights groups, investigated the stabbing of a black seventeen-year-old civil rights activist in the area.121 The Waterproof Garment Workers and the president of the American Federation of Teachers also raised concerns about racial attacks.

The problems in the small towns of West Tennessee continued to persist long after the end of the Tent City movement. As late as 1970, black residents still faced political exclusion. For instance, even though Fayette was a majority-black county at that time, there were no blacks on the county election commission. The Tennessee State Advisory Committee found evidence that “black citizens ha[d] been systematically discriminated against” and were “victims of unequal protection of the law.”122

The rural West Tennessee voting rights movement highlighted a larger concern about how the original version of the Voting Rights Act would be applied in Tennessee. The Voting Rights Act was the most important civil rights legislation of the twentieth century. It attacked racial discrimination and intimidation in the voting booth and brought millions of blacks into the electoral process. The act’s major shortcoming was that its preclearance provision (section 5) only applied to states and counties that met certain criteria, as outlined in section 4 of the legislation.123 Sections 4 and 5 said that the supervisory component of the act would apply to states and jurisdictions that had the most restrictive voting patterns or jurisdictions with voter registration or turnout rates below 50 percent in the previous presidential election. These jurisdictions were subject to preclearance, which meant that changes to their electoral laws and procedures had to be approved by the Justice Department or the U.S. District Court of Appeals.124 Because Tennessee’s overall and black voter registration rates before 1965 were above 50 percent, it was excluded from the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance provision.125 Voting rights suits in Tennessee were thus adjudicated through section 2 of the law. Black voter registration was 59.1 percent in 1960. One decade later, in 1970, it was estimated that 240,000 blacks, or 71.6 percent of the black voting-age population, were registered to vote.126 Thus, the state had considerably less federal oversight over its elections than other southern states did during the first five years of the Voting Rights Act.

Furthermore, sections 4 and 5 of the Voting Rights Act did not account for differential registration rates for black voters in rural and urban jurisdictions throughout the state. Nor did the act account for racially repressive procedures not covered under section 5’s preclearance provision, which focused on black voters during elections. In the first half of the century, a sizable number of black votes in Memphis/Shelby County had been controlled and manipulated by E. H. Crump through corruption and often without the input of black leaders.127 Although it was common for blacks to register to vote, blacks had little input into whom they could vote for or what candidates they could support.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, several cities experienced civil unrest, and new calls came from black leaders for redistributive economic measures. For example, in the early 1970s, Edwin Mitchell and other black leaders in Nashville formed the Black Community Conference, which organized a series of mass meetings and initiated a boycott after the city refused to meet the group’s demands regarding school busing, improvements in the city’s education system, economic development, and service provision.128

Despite these activities and others across the state, black political resources and energy have been channeled into institutions rather than into social movements since the 1970s. The remainder of this chapter looks at the transition of black politics from protest and movement activism to institutional politics.

THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF BLACK POLITICS IN TENNESSEE

The early 1970s marked a significant shift in black politics in Tennessee. Although several cities experienced boycotts or civil disturbances during these years, instances of black militancy and civil disobedience were in decline. Institutional approaches to racial uplift replaced the protest strategies that had characterized much of black politics since the end of Reconstruction. Political scientist Robert C. Smith described institutionalization as occurring when “a group previously excluded from systemic institutions and processes [is] . . . brought into those institutions and processes, either because [continuing to exclude this group] poses a threat to system stability or maintenance or because it is part of the normal, evolutionary adjustments of a democratic society to the claims of new groups for inclusion, incorporation or integration.”129 Institutionalization has been a product of the changing political environment since the mid-1960s. Social movement scholars highlight the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 as signature developments in this strategic shift. These two legislative acts opened the doors for many blacks to exercise their influence inside the political system. By the 1970s, blacks were far more willing to use conventional political channels to challenge racial hierarchy and regressive policies than to use nonmainstream social movements to create pressure for change.

Black politics in Tennessee had partially shifted toward institutional politics a decade before the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act. For example, several African American Memphis residents ran for the state legislature in the mid-1950s, including William C. Wathers, T. L. Spencer, and Benjamin Hooks.130 In the 1960s, blacks in Memphis campaigned for the city’s major political offices, including seats on the juvenile court, the public works commission, and the board of education.131 Z. Alexander Looby and Harold Love were elected to the Nashville City Council in the 1950s and early 1960s, and five African Americans served on the city council in 1964. Thirty miles outside Nashville in the city of Murfreesboro, Robert Scales, a prominent civil rights activist and funeral home owner, was elected to the city council in 1963, the first black elected official in the city since Reconstruction. African Americans in Knoxville benefited from a change in the city’s election system from at-large to single-member districts. As a result, J. Michael Broke and Maye Guyer Banner were elected in 1969.132 J. Willard Bowden was the first black person appointed as secretary of the state’s Board of Pardons and Paroles in 1964.133

The abolition of de jure segregation provided more political opportunities for black residents in electoral and institutional politics from the 1970s to the early twenty-first century. John Washington Butler Jr. of East Tennessee ran for governor in 1974, the second black candidate to run since William F. Yardley’s campaign in 1876. Previously, Butler was on the Oak Ridge City Council, and after losing the gubernatorial campaign he was appointed to a state-level position as a commissioner of the Office of Urban and Federal Affairs in 1975. Eva Malone became vice mayor of Gallatin, a small city located outside Nashville.134 By 1980, Tennessee had ninety-nine black elected officials in nonlegislative seats at the county, school board, city council, and magistrate levels.135

In 1991, Willie Herenton was elected as Memphis’s first black mayor. He served four consecutive terms. A veritable who’s who of black politicians and leaders had run for mayor of Memphis from the 1960s through the 1980s: attorney Otis Higgs, state representative Archie “A. W.” Willis, state senator John Ford, state representative Dedrick “Teddy” Withers, and state senator James “J. O.” Patterson, who won a plurality of the vote in 1982 but lost in a runoff election to Dick Hackett.136 In 2002, A. C. Wharton became the first black mayor of Shelby County, and Howard Gentry was elected the first black vice mayor of Nashville/Davidson County’s metropolitan government. Within a few years, Shelbyville in Middle Tennessee and Hardeman County in West Tennessee elected their first black chief executives.137

THE RISE OF BLACK LEGISLATIVE INFLUENCE

The institutionalization of black politics must be considered against the backdrop of urbanization and industrialization in the state. By the 1960s, most Tennesseans had migrated to cities, which tended to be less conservative and less isolated than rural communities. As a result, the locus of power shifted from rural areas to the four major metropolitan areas of Chattanooga, Knoxville, Memphis, and Nashville. The 1962 Supreme Court decision in Baker v. Carr, which originated in Tennessee, acknowledged the political impact of these population shifts. The court’s decision required the state to redistrict and reapportion its legislative seats to account for these demographic changes as a central component of the “one person, one vote” principle.138 The case had a profound impact on Tennessee’s legislative districts and political makeup because it diminished the influence of rural legislators in the General Assembly. Before the Baker decision, Tennessee’s state legislature had not undergone a process of redistricting for sixty years, despite ample evidence that most Tennesseans lived in metropolitan areas. This case forced rural legislators, who tended to be conservative and racially homogeneous, to relinquish their control over the state legislature, which then gave urban jurisdictions greater representation in state government.

Redistricting and reapportionment have generally been central fronts in the struggle for voting rights. The Baker decision and the subsequent redrawing of legislative districts helped increase black political representation in the state legislature. The first black lawmaker, A. W. Willis, entered the legislature in January 1965, two and a half years after Baker and in the same year that the General Assembly convened a special session to finalize the new legislative districts. During Willis’s short two-year tenure in the House of Representatives, he pushed for a minimum-wage bill that challenged the right-to-work, pro-business atmosphere of Tennessee’s employers. Although this bill failed, his legislative advocacy indicated that future black legislators would be concerned about this policy.

Like Willis, many legislators in the first wave of blacks who were elected to the General Assembly in the period 1965–1975 were from the civil rights community. Willis was a prominent Memphis attorney and one of the leaders of the city’s school desegregation fight.139 Russell Sugarman, who was elected to the Tennessee House of Representatives in 1966, and J. O. Patterson, the first black senator in the state’s history, were well-known activists from Memphis. Robert Booker was elected in 1966 as the first black legislator from Knoxville. He played an active role in helping desegregate the city’s downtown movie theaters and lunch counters, having joined forces with prominent ministers W. T. Crutcher and Robert E. James.140 Avon Williams, a civil rights activist who was instrumental in the creation of the Davidson County Independent Political Council and the Tennessee Voters’ Council in the 1960s, was elected in 1968.141 Clarence Robinson, a well-known civil rights activist and community leader, was elected in 1975, the first black legislator from Chattanooga since Reconstruction.

Black legislators garnered a substantial amount of political capital shortly after the first wave of them entered the Tennessee General Assembly because they formed a significant voting bloc in the House of Representatives, where Democrats held a slim majority. After the 1972 elections, black legislators lobbied Democratic Party leaders for appointments to one of the three constitutional offices (secretary of state, comptroller, and secretary of the treasury). Those who hold these offices are not elected but are appointed through a series of negotiations among the House, the Senate, and the governor. At the time, Democrats controlled the legislature by a margin of 70–61, and a cohesive group of black legislators was critical to the Democrats’ governing coalition.142 After some negotiations, black legislators were given several leadership posts: one was appointed the chair of a standing committee, one was appointed the vice chair of a standing committee, three were appointed as the secretaries of standing committees, and five were given positions on the influential House Calendar and Rules Committee.143 This is an example of African American leaders shaping politics directly through their increased numbers in political office.144

In 1975, the eleven blacks in the legislature created the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators (TBCSL). Its objective was to lobby for policies that would be beneficial to African Americans and other marginalized groups in Tennessee.145 The group attempted to organize the votes of black legislators into a solid coalition to maximize their influence. The Office of Minority Affairs at the legislature, which was created in 1974, assisted in the formation and logistics of the TBCSL.

The first black woman legislator in the history of the state was Dorothy Brown, a Nashville physician who was elected in 1966 to the House of Representatives but was defeated two years later. Thelma Harper of Nashville was the first black woman elected to the Senate in the state’s history; she won after Avon Williams’s departure in 1991. The most influential black woman in the history of the General Assembly was Lois DeBerry, the second black woman elected to the legislature and the first black woman from Memphis/Shelby County. Elected in 1972 at the age of twenty-seven, DeBerry was a direct beneficiary of the Baker decision and the new round of redistricting that occurred after the 1970 Census. She further benefited from the ratification of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment in 1971, which enfranchised eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds. A number of people in this age group worked on DeBerry’s first campaign.146

DeBerry was the first black woman elected as the speaker pro tempore, the second-ranking position in the House of Representatives; she was in that position longer than anyone in the state’s history. In addition, she was the majority whip in the ninety-second and ninety-third legislative sessions and served as president of the National Black Caucus of State Legislators. She died in 2013.147 Perhaps more than any other leader, she was responsible for the formation of the TBCSL’s annual legislative retreats, which bring together intellectuals, policymakers, and professionals to discuss policy issues.

THE FORD POLITICAL DYNASTY

An assessment of black politics in Tennessee would be incomplete without some discussion of the political dynasty of the Ford family of Memphis, arguably the most influential African American political family in Tennessee from the 1970s to the mid-2000s. Historically, the political character of Tennessee (and the rest of the South) has been defined by strong political families that use professional connections and financial resources to win or hand over political offices to family members and friends. Political scientist Daniel Elazar’s seminal study on federalism and American political culture emphasized this point. He called it the South’s “traditionalistic” culture, which privileges hierarchy and powerful families.148 Hence, the Ford family’s ascent is not unusual in the South.

Before entering the political arena, the Ford family catapulted to prominence as the proprietors of a South Memphis funeral home. Initially the business was a modest undertaking, but it allowed the Fords to build a loyal following among many black residents, who requested their assistance with finances, transportation to hospitals, and burial costs.149 At least nine members of the Ford family have been elected to public office since the 1970s, including two to the U.S. Congress.

Harold Ford Sr., Tennessee’s first black congressional representative, is probably the most well-known of the Fords. He was only twenty-nine when he defeated four-term incumbent Dan Kuykendall in 1974 by fewer than 600 votes. At the time, his congressional district was about 45 percent African American, but currently it is majority black.150

Ford was not the first black politician to seek this congressional seat. Two years before his election, state senator J. O. Patterson made a failed attempt to unseat Kuykendall.151 As Sharon Wright Austin pointed out, 1974 was more opportune than 1972 “because of the slumping economy and continuing anti-Republican mood in the country in the aftermath of Watergate.”152 The congressional district had also been redrawn to include more black voters by 1974.

Harold Ford Sr. and his brother John Ford were liberals. Harold Ford Sr. championed civil rights and social welfare causes during his twenty years in Congress. John Ford, one of the state’s longest-tenured senators, sponsored numerous progressive measures. In 2005, his last year in public office, he sponsored a bill that would have paid overtime to executive, administrative, outside sales, computer, and professional employees; a bill that prevented employers from extracting money from employees when they cashed their payroll checks; and a workers protection bill for employees at temporary employment agencies.153

Yet the Fords’ progressivism has been overshadowed by legal problems related to their alleged involvement in unethical activities and political bribery. Both lawmakers have been charged with abusing their powers, and their departures from public office were expedited by scandals. Harold Ford Sr. left office in 1995, and John Ford departed in 2005.

Since the 1990s the most prominent figure in the Ford family has been Harold Ford Jr., who took over his father’s congressional seat when he was twenty-six and fresh out of law school. After entering Congress, Ford Jr. distinguished himself as more conservative than his father and uncle. He fashioned himself as a “new” black politician who was not beholden to the policy agenda of the civil rights movement and traditional black leaders; he thus had greater appeal to moderate and conservative whites. During his congressional tenure, he was a member of the Blue Dog Coalition, a group of centrist and conservative lawmakers. He was also a prominent figure in the Democratic Leadership Council, a coalition of centrist Democrats who criticized the Democratic Party’s attachment to social welfare policies.154

Some of the controversial measures supported by Ford invited criticisms from progressive activists, such as his endorsement of military action against Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. He offered early support for a variation of President George W. Bush’s Social Security privatization plan but backed away from this position after Democrats and senior citizens organizations expressed opposition to it. In 2002, he challenged Nancy Pelosi for the highest-ranking position among Democrats in the House of Representatives, but only after most members of the Congressional Black Caucus had already endorsed her for the position. He was soundly defeated by almost 150 votes.155 Despite his ideological predispositions, his policy positions on social and racial policies were more liberal than those of most conservative lawmakers.

In 2000, Ford was a keynote speaker at the Democratic National Convention, and in 2004 he was the national chair of John Kerry’s presidential campaign. In 2006, he campaigned for the U.S. Senate, running against Republican Bob Corker in the general election. Despite his underdog status, Ford lost the race by only fifty thousand votes. Had he won, he would have been the first black senator to represent the South since Reconstruction.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we put Tennessee’s story of racial polarization into historical context. We examined the implications of such polarization to our understanding of Tennessee politics. And we paid particular attention to the dynamics of race, class, and geography and how these factors contribute to electoral and partisan divisions in the state. We have highlighted the many ways in which polarization impedes racial progress and black interests. Rather than presuming that recent changes in the state’s racial politics took place in a vacuum, this historical account is a reminder that the changes in the 2000s exposed the racial polarization that has existed in the state for many decades.

While we have examined black politics from the Reconstruction era to the twenty-first century, it is important to remember that African Americans have been actively involved in shaping the state’s political landscape since the Civil War ended. This is so even though the racial hierarchy in Tennessee politics has contributed to long-standing political polarization. Black leaders and racial justice coalitions have taken advantage of small and large political opportunities to maximize their power and influence. They have drawn on many strategies and tactics, including protests, lobbying, and institutional politics, to advance their claims, and they have contributed to the broader democratization of the state. Their movement activism and leveraging strategies have expanded the boundaries of inclusion and democratic participation in Tennessee.

We have also acknowledged that, despite a long history of racial repression in the state, some black activists took a more aggressive stance in their fight for black rights.156 This is highlighted in the anti-lynching activities of Samuel McElwee and Ida B. Wells-Barnett, the Nashville boycott of 1905, and Robert Church’s political organizing in the first half of the twentieth century. The civil rights campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s and the lobbying activities surrounding the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1964 Fair Practices Code also exemplify black political agency in Tennessee. Moreover, members of large-scale organizations like the Tennessee Voters’ Council worked tirelessly to create an infrastructure through which black interests could be articulated by voters and heeded by politicians. By exploring the institutionalization of black politics in Tennessee and the growth in the numbers of black elected officials from the 1970s to the 2000s, we gain an appreciation for the strategies black leaders developed to address racial polarization.

In the next chapter we give attention to electoral realignment and racially polarized voting in Tennessee from 2000 to 2012. During these years, Tennessee shifted from a centrist state that was typically led by conservative Democrats or by traditional/pragmatic Republicans to a state that has fundamentally shifted to the right. In 1992 and 1996, Tennessee voted for Bill Clinton in the presidential elections. However, Republicans now have a supermajority in the state legislature, and most Tennessee voters supported the Republican candidate in the presidential elections of 2000, 2004, 2008, and 2012. We seek to explain this electoral and partisan realignment by focusing specifically on how the combination of racially polarized voting, geographic distribution, and class-based politics produced a majority of Republican voters in Tennessee.


PART TWO

REALIGNMENT OF PARTISAN POLITICS IN TENNESSEE


CHAPTER THREE

RACE, ELECTORAL REALIGNMENT, AND POLARIZATION

When our voters go into the booth, we want them to start at the top and stay in the column as they go down. If they don’t like the people at the top, that’s not going to happen. . . . In this area, they are not going to elect an African-American to be president of the United States. It’s just the way people have been brought up.

—DON FARMER, MEMBER OF THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE, TENNESSEE DEMOCRATIC PARTY (2008)

When the polls closed on November 7, 2012, few observers of Tennessee politics were surprised that the state had voted overwhelmingly for Republican Party presidential nominee Mitt Romney. Republicans had been gaining ground in the state since 2000 when native son and Democrat Al Gore Jr. lost Tennessee by more than eighty thousand votes to George W. Bush. Gore’s defeat in Tennessee, perhaps even more than the heavily contested and controversial outcome in Florida, cost his party the presidential election.

The Republican Party’s growing strength in Tennessee was evident during the first years of the twenty-first century. The Democratic Party lost considerable ground in the 2004, 2008, and 2012 presidential contests despite Tennessee’s previous status as a swing state. For example, Barack Obama won only four out of ninety-five counties in 2012 and five in the 2008 presidential election. This was in stark contrast to the eighteen counties that voted for John Kerry in 2004 and the thirty-five won by Gore in 2000. Obama in the 2012 election garnered fewer votes in Tennessee than in Mississippi, Texas, Louisiana, Georgia, North and South Carolina, Florida, or Virginia—all states that were historically considered to be more racially conservative than Tennessee. Some longtime activists, such as the Democratic Party official Don Farmer (quoted in the epigraph), believed that the racial animus toward Obama’s candidacy even spilled over into state and local elections.

In addition, the Republican Party captured control of the Tennessee General Assembly in 2010 for the first time since Reconstruction. Two years later, Republicans gained a supermajority in both chambers of the Tennessee legislature for the first time since the nineteenth century. Yet unlike the Reconstruction era, when twelve black Republicans were elected to the legislature, the state’s modern-day party is undeniably conservative and overwhelmingly white.

In this chapter we examine partisan realignment in the twenty-first century, which is a key factor shaping polarization (or embedded divisions) in Tennessee politics. Partisan realignment in Tennessee has created a surplus of voters, who have been critical to the Republican Party’s resurgence. We use the term “surplus politics” to describe what happens when a political party has an unending supply of constituents as well as structural advantages to building a winning political coalition. Surplus politics allows this coalition to extend its influence across multiple election cycles.

In examining partisan realignment, we focus specifically on how the politics of race and the status of African Americans have affected electoral politics in Tennessee. Yet racial animus by itself does not adequately explain partisan realignment in the state, even though black and white voting behavior is more sharply polarized than a decade ago. For example, racially polarized politics are also shaped by overlapping phenomena, such as geography and the decomposition of the Democratic Party.

We use a combination of approaches (ecological inference analysis, network analysis, and multiple regression quadratic assignment procedures) to investigate partisan realignment in Tennessee. We look at voting patterns along with other sociodemographic and political factors, dating back to the 1996 presidential election and continuing to the 2012 general election. The first part of this chapter is a brief overview of partisan realignment, polarization, and surplus politics. This is followed by a discussion of our research design, data, and findings. We conclude the chapter by relating our results back to our theory of racial polarization in Tennessee.

PARTISAN REALIGNMENT IN THE SOUTH

For much of the latter half of the twentieth century, southern politics were largely interpreted through two frameworks. V. O. Key Jr.’s seminal work Southern Politics underscored the significance of racial divisions in the South. He maintained that white resistance to political and racial reform was the most stubborn in jurisdictions where high concentrations of blacks appeared to threaten white political power.1 These jurisdictions were plagued by troubling patterns of racial hostility, presumably because whites feared that civil rights reform would create a surplus of black voters, who would undermine the southern political order. The transformation of the U.S. South from a region dominated by a pro-segregation Democratic Party to one dominated by a racially conservative Republican Party is often explained by the politics of race.

However, racial segregation and its appendages (racial polarization, racial resentment, racial conservatism) are not the only phenomena that contributed to partisan realignment. Some critics have contended that race is not the principal explanation for why southern whites shifted from being Democrats to being Republicans. They believe class divisions and the political ascent of affluent whites inside the Republican Party have also fueled realignment politics.2 As we discussed in the first chapter, Shafer and Johnston claimed that most enthusiasts of Key’s work have misinterpreted his central arguments, which were that racial segregation and economic underdevelopment defined the character of southern society. The erosion of both the segregationist racial order and the plantation economy laid the groundwork for undermining Democratic Party rule in the South. The authors further contended that class is a major reason that the South has realigned itself into the Republican Party.3 The economic development that emerged out of the post-agricultural economy in the South expanded the middle class and created a surplus of middle-class and affluent constituents who voted for Republican Party candidates due to class-based grievances.

Despite the utility of these arguments, the race-class dichotomy is problematic for several reasons. First, there were jurisdictional differences across the South and even within the same state. Even during the Jim Crow era, southern jurisdictions were shaped by their own unique histories of racial segregation.4 Some states and localities actually produced cross-racial alliances between white moderates and black voters.5 Because blacks migrated to Nashville and Memphis, two cities controlled by political machines, during the first half of the twentieth century, they had more voting power than rural blacks in Tennessee and blacks from other parts of the South did.6 Although these machines placed some restrictions on black voting rights, they attempted to politically absorb rural blacks migrating to the cities.

The urban political machines in Memphis (Shelby County) in West Tennessee, Nashville (Davidson County) in Middle Tennessee, and to a lesser extent, Chattanooga (Hamilton County) in the southeastern part of the state, allowed racial moderates in Tennessee to build political coalitions. For example, Tennessee senators Albert Gore Sr. and Estes Kefauver cultivated cross-racial coalitions and advocated for New Deal–style redistributive policies.7 On the other hand, rural counties adjacent to Shelby County that had large numbers of prospective black voters experienced limited or no voting rights. These counties were controlled by landowner elites who were threatened by civil rights activists. Consequently, within the same region, adjacent counties experienced uneven and complex patterns of racial exclusion.

Another challenge with the race-class dichotomy, especially regarding class, is that socioeconomic status can be an ambiguous category. Rodney Hero expressed reservations about the “socioeconomic school of state politics.”8 Evaluating the impact of socioeconomic class can often produce contradictory results in which educated and higher-income constituents may disagree among themselves on some policy prescriptions. He found that racial diversity has greater significance in predicting support for social policies than socioeconomic status does.

It is also worth mentioning that partisan realignment has occurred in both poor and affluent predominantly white counties in Tennessee. It has occurred in counties that experienced economic growth and in those with rising unemployment due to industry closures. By some accounts, Williamson County, which is adjacent to Nashville, is one of the most conservative and wealthiest counties in the country.9 Tennessee’s five poorest counties (Perry, Hancock, Scott, Marshall, and Lauderdale) in 2009 and 2010 were rural jurisdictions that experienced Depression-level unemployment.10 Yet these counties voted for the Republican Party presidential candidate during the 2000–2012 election cycles.11 For example, Perry County had one of the highest unemployment rates in the country in 2009 due to industry closures.12 It was traditionally a Democratic-leaning county, but the share of the Democratic Party’s vote decreased by more than 15 percent from 2000 to 2012.

POLARIZATION AND SURPLUS POLITICS

In surplus politics, the surplus of constituents is so bountiful that a winning coalition can cement its influence across election cycles. Surplus politics shape the internal deliberations of the governing coalition as well as relations between the governing and opposition parties. They lead to an ideological shift in the winning coalition: for example, surplus politics can move the Democratic Party to the left in jurisdictions dominated by Democrats and to the right in locales dominated by Republicans. They can also discourage the opposition party that is losing support from extending the requisite resources in swing electoral districts.

We add to the discussion of realignment politics by emphasizing several overlapping factors that explain the partisan shift in Tennessee. Not surprisingly, this shift is related to the politics of race and the departure of whites from the Democratic Party. As Badger states, the “Southern Republican Party is a crucial element in the racial polarization of Southern politics. It is almost exclusively a white party: its voter registration drives are conducted in white communities only. Its agenda is racially defined.”13 Many southern whites left the Democratic Party after the passage of the Voting Rights Act. However, Tennessee’s partisan shift, especially what appears to be the long-term departure of whites, is a more recent phenomenon of the post-1980s. It reflects structural impediments in the state’s body politic that may disadvantage African Americans and the Democratic Party.

Even before the debates over Baker v. Carr, which altered the makeup of Tennessee’s state legislature in the 1960s, geography has been central to party politics in Tennessee.14 Currently, most of Tennessee’s counties are rural or small (under one hundred thousand residents) and overwhelmingly white, with black majorities only existing in two of the ninety-five counties. It is in the rural counties, many of which were once solidly Democratic, where Republicans have gained a surplus of voters.

In the decade following the Voting Rights Act, geographic uniformity helped white Democrats win elections and build biracial coalitions. White candidates ran what Glaser referred to as “segregated campaigns”: one version was designed to specifically appeal to whites, and another was used for black jurisdictions.15 These campaigns were similar to the situationally deracialized strategies utilized by black candidates, in which they make different appeals to segregated black and white audiences.16 Yet segregated campaigns are increasingly difficult to operate with the aging out of older white and black Democrats and with the emergence of social media, which scrutinizes white Democrats who seek to run segregated campaigns.

Finally, we consider the long-term consequences of party fragmentation and the diminishing influence of the Democratic Party. Perhaps even more important was the reinvigoration of the Republicans’ state parties from dormant to competitive organizations in the 1970s. The state GOPs in the South became aggressively activist after the passage of the Voting Rights Act and took advantage of the vacuum left by decaying state and local Democratic parties, some of which fractured after black voters flooded into the party.17

The democratizing impact of the civil rights movement altered the southern political order. It reduced institutional barriers to political participation that not only had prohibited blacks from voting but also were injurious to poor white voters. The civil rights movement also undermined the segregationist one-party system in the South, thus inviting a healthy two-party competition. According to Lublin, with the erosion of the one-party system, Republicans were then able to build a political apparatus that could mobilize a surplus of new voters and exploit the racial fragmentation in the Democratic Party.18

The Democratic Party gave little attention to a changing electorate and became increasingly fragmented after the 1970s. A. J. Starling, a seasoned lobbyist and labor union activist who also served as a senior campaign advisor to Harold Ford Jr.’s 2006 senatorial campaign, claimed that the Democratic Party failed to adjust to changing demographic trends in Tennessee:

I think what happened [is] the Democrats didn’t pay attention to changing attitudes. Our workforce got a little younger. We didn’t adapt to that as well in presenting change. We didn’t change as change was happen[ing]. I think that if you take a look at Republicans where they are as far as average age in the legislature, they are much younger than the Democrats. They have done a decent job in adding women. They have done a horrible job in adding minorities . . . but the Democratic Party didn’t pay attention to change.19

The last successful statewide Democrat in Tennessee was Phil Bredesen, who after losing a competitive gubernatorial race in 1994 was elected in 2002 and reelected four years later. Yet Bredesen’s governance coincided with the resurgence of the Republican Party in the state legislature, as referenced by Starling. As seen in table 3.1, Republicans in Tennessee’s House of Representatives had a net gain of twenty-seven seats between his 2002 election and the last year of his administration. The Republicans who won seats in 2008 and 2010 came from counties whose average white voting-age populations exceeded 90 percent.

In addition, the percentage of Tennesseans registered with the Republican Party outpaced the percentage of those aligned with the Democrats. Figures 3.1 and 3.2 show the ten best- and worst-performing counties as measured by the declining percentage of registered voters. In the counties that experienced the worst average rate of change in registered voters, the Democratic Party vote in four presidential election cycles was 41.5 percent, with the average percentage of registered voters decreasing by 6.7 percent. Moreover, Democrats underperformed in the counties that experienced the highest rates of increase of registered voters (increasing by an average of 16.9 percent). They only garnered 36.5 percent of the vote in those counties during presidential elections. The results show that the Republicans won the counties that had the highest increases of registered Democratic Party voters.

In the remainder of this chapter we examine partisan realignment while accounting for race, geography, and electoral fragmentation. These factors have contributed to the trend of polarization that defines state politics in Tennessee. For example, we consider that there is a close relationship between party turnover and race. We further expect geographically uniform counties to express the most resistance to Democratic Party candidates. Finally, we suggest that electoral fragmentation has eroded the Democratic Party in the state.


TABLE 3.1  Party turnover in elections for the Tennessee House of Representatives
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FIGURE 3.1  Democratic presidential vote for ten counties with the worst voter registration rates
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FIGURE 3.2  Democratic presidential vote for ten counties with the best voter registration rates
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METHODS

Our focus is on the seismic shift of partisan allegiance in the early years of the twenty-first century. We focus specifically on countywide voting patterns in Tennessee during presidential elections. As one of the most important subunits in American politics, counties are commonly used to investigate aggregate-level voting patterns.20 Each county is the beneficiary of federalized distributive goods (such as housing and community development block grant funds) and is responsible for the local coordination of infrastructure projects and public service delivery.21 Counties also provide researchers with a wealth of documentation, similar to the data archived at the precinct level and census tract level, while allowing for cross-jurisdictional comparisons between racially heterogeneous and homogeneous areas.

For the greater part of the nineteenth century, county governments played a special role in Tennessee politics. With legislative meetings occurring quarterly, the governance of the state was significantly shaped by county judges, who assumed the role of mayor over their jurisdictions.22 Although Reconstruction-era politics and industrialization altered the makeup of counties, the judge-county governance structure remained in some rural Tennessee counties well into the twentieth century. In 1979, Tennessee created the county executive position, which is the equivalent of a mayor.23 This potentially allows the county executives to develop their own base of power and political machinery that can assist candidates running statewide. The outcomes of statewide elections are usually based on how well the winning candidates implement county-targeted strategies.

We analyze general election results at the county level for the 2000, 2004, 2008, and 2012 presidential elections. Ecological inference (EI) analysis is used to estimate county-level black and white voting patterns.24 The results from the EI analysis allow us to compute a race differential measure (conceived here as the difference between the Democratic vote choice of blacks and whites) by county. We then use dynamic network analysis (DNA), an expansive social network, as a second-stage process for assessing party realignment. We created four county-based networks that measured voting patterns for Al Gore Jr. in 2000, John Kerry in 2004, and Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012. These networks allow us to identify similarly situated counties in terms of vote choice.

We also incorporate a multiple regression quadratic assignment procedure (MRQAP) in our assessments of county-level voting patterns. MRQAP is a statistical procedure that measures the relationship between two interdependent variables (dyads) and is the preferred method for network analyses that suffer from autocorrelation—for example, when the relationships between members of a network influence the actions of those within the network.25 The dependent variables are the networks of counties that favored the Democratic Party candidate in a presidential cycle. Rather than measuring partisanship using the national popular vote, we use a threshold measure based on the twelve-year average of Democratic Party votes in a county. (A detailed description of this threshold measure is in appendix 3.1.) For each presidential year, a county was assigned a threshold score ranging from 1 to 3. Counties voting below the threshold were assigned a score of 1; counties received a score of 2 if they were swing or toss-up counties; and counties were given a score of 3 if they voted at a higher rate than the twelve-year average.

For the purposes of this book, a unique data set (the County Vote Choice Profile) was created for the state’s ninety-five counties that includes a host of independent variables or what network analyses refer to as “attributes.” For example, a race differential score was derived from the EI analysis to measure racially polarized voting patterns. Another variable, the percentage of the white population, also measures race and geographic uniformity at the county level. Geographic uniformity is further evaluated by rural density, the presence of many military veterans, and decade-long population growth.

Table 3.2 summarizes the sociodemographic profile of the ninety-five counties and reports the average racial difference score for each county. Although there are counties with large black populations in Tennessee, no county has more than a 55 percent black voting-age population. In fact, no county has a white population lower than 40 percent, and only nineteen of the ninety-five counties have black populations over 10 percent. The county-level racial differential score between blacks and whites was 19.1 percent in the 2000 election cycle, yet by 2012, racially polarized voting grew to 46 percent.

The unemployment rate during the year of a presidential election, specifically if the unemployment rate for a county was higher than the national average, is one of the socioeconomic variables. We also include an economic development measure that identifies the average number of business openings and closures from 2005 to 2010. (This variable is only applicable to the 2008 and 2012 election cycles. See also table 3.3.)

Earlier in the book, we argued that Tennessee’s Democratic Party became more fragmented from 2000 to 2012. As the Republican Party has captured homogeneous white jurisdictions, some of which were once one-party Democratic counties, the Tennessee Democratic Party has become less cohesive, especially outside the central cities. Assessing electoral fragmentation is difficult without engaging in on-the-ground data collection on a county-by-county basis. As a proxy for fragmentation and cohesion, we networked the association between party turnover in the Tennessee General Assembly and the drop-off in Democratic Party votes in a county. We identified counties that contained a legislative district where the incumbent party was defeated. The greatest partisan turnover occurred from 2002 to 2010, a period that saw twenty-seven jurisdictions change from Democratic to Republican.


TABLE 3.2  Select characteristics and network measures of Tennessee counties
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In addition, the coattails effect may influence electoral realignment. There were only three competitive elections involving Democratic Party candidates between 1996 and 2012. President Bill Clinton followed his 1992 victory in Tennessee by winning more than 48 percent of the state’s popular vote in 1996. Democrat Phil Bredesen defeated Republican Van Hilleary by a 52–48 percent margin in 2002. And senatorial candidate Harold Ford Jr., despite losing the 2006 campaign, surpassed expectations with a 48–51 percent margin, almost becoming Tennessee’s first black senator.

The coattails variable assesses whether these high-profile campaigns positively improved the Democratic Party’s chances of winning in the next election cycle. The presidential candidates are thus grouped with their predecessor candidates to determine if they shared similar voting profiles: Bill Clinton’s 1996 election and Al Gore’s 2000 campaign; Phil Bredesen’s 2002 gubernatorial election and John Kerry’s 2004 presidential campaign; and Harold Ford Jr.’s 2006 run and Barack Obama’s 2008 election. If the coattail effect improves the successor candidate’s chances of winning, then we consider this an indication of party strength. However, short coattails may provide evidence of party fragmentation.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Partisan realignment in Tennessee has been influenced by persistent patterns of racial polarization, geographic uniformity, and party fragmentation. Table 3.3 displays the network fragmentation measures that evaluate the cohesiveness of the Democratic Party vote networks. The results show that fragmentation among Democrats is particularly high. In all election cycles, Democrats experienced high levels of fragmentation (greater than .90 = 90 percent), indicating discontinuity among counties or voters backing the Democratic Party.

The clustering coefficient measures in table 3.3 offer further insights about the viability of the networks or geographic coalitions developed by the Democratic Party presidential campaigns in Tennessee. Higher scores for the clustering coefficient measures denote diffusion throughout the network of ninety-five counties.26 They indicate that the campaigns were decentralized or influenced voters in various counties across the state. Although all coefficient measures are low, the Kerry campaign had a higher score than the Obama campaign and even the Gore campaign. This indicates that Kerry supporters were geographically diffuse and that Kerry made a more concerted effort to build relations in various counties throughout the state. It may also indicate that Gore took Tennessee for granted and assumed that his native son status would carry him to victory. Consequently, he may have spent less time and resources in developing a winning coalition in counties throughout the state.

Additional evidence underscoring the problems facing Democrats is revealed in the MRQAP analysis. Declining support for the Democratic Party candidate is associated with every variable in the analysis. Predominantly white counties were less likely to vote for the Democratic Party candidate as were counties with high racial difference scores. These trends preceded the Obama presidency and confirm the general perception that race is still a defining variable in southern politics.


TABLE 3.3  Network-level and MRQAP measures of vote choice
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Although the average racial difference scores per county increased in each election cycle, they only had a slight impact (p < .10) on vote choice in the 2008 election. In other words, racially polarized voting was more detrimental to the Democratic Party’s outcomes in 2000, 2004, and 2012 than in 2008. This can probably be attributed to the initial optimism surrounding the Obama presidency. Nunnally pointed out that the 2008 election “likely renewed faith in the ability of blacks’ sociopolitical mobility.”27 Yet shortly after arriving in office, the “glimmer of hope” for a racially tolerant society disappeared as Obama was forced to weather attacks from the Tea Party and other racial conservatives. This explains why the racial difference score increased to 46 percent in the 2012 election.

Counties with large veteran populations expressed less support for John Kerry and Barack Obama. Also, high unemployment and job losses due to business closures disadvantaged Democratic Party candidates. The rate of business closures (an average of 2.5 percent of the businesses per county collapsed by the first decade of the twenty-first century) was fueled by the economic recession of 2008–2009, yet Democrats were unable to convince Tennessee voters that they offered a better alternative to the Republican Party. However, unemployment trends produced uneven patterns in the four election cycles. High-unemployment counties were slightly associated with declining support for Democrats in the 2000 and 2004 election cycles,28 but job loss had no significant impact on vote choice during the 2008 election. This was an indication that voters were unwilling to blame Obama for the economic crisis even if they chose not to support his presidency. On the other hand, by 2012 counties with high unemployment rates were more likely to vote against Obama.

Earlier in the chapter, we claimed that geographically uniform counties that were solidly Democratic for decades have shifted to the Republican Party. Geographic uniformity is understood as predominantly white, rural counties that do not have the social diversity of cities. We found some support for this argument as Democrats were routinely defeated in these counties during presidential elections.

We also expected party fragmentation to be more problematic for Democrats than Republicans. The network fragmentation measure described above provided an initial look at party fragmentation and indicated that Democrats were largely disconnected from each other. More problematic is that the state Democratic Party has a diffusion challenge—the challenge of extending its agenda beyond a few jurisdictions—that makes it difficult to win statewide elections. This dynamic worsened during Obama’s first term as evidenced by the impact of partisan shifts in legislative races on declining support for him during the 2012 campaign.

We found no evidence that the coattails of successful Democratic Party candidates mitigated the Republican Party’s resurgence. This may be a consequence of how these candidates were utilized in the successor elections. Gore rejected overtures from Clinton throughout most of the 2000 election. His campaign believed that Clinton’s indiscretions, including the Monica Lewinsky scandal, would reduce support from cultural conservatives.29 Ford’s run was harmed by Republican-backed, racially charged campaign appeals, and he moved out of the state shortly after the 2006 election.30 Bredesen, a center-right Democrat, also distanced himself from party-building activities and often advanced policy prescriptions opposed by the Democratic Party base. His rollback of workers compensation and the state’s Medicaid program angered prominent health-care advocates and labor leaders.31

CONCLUSION

We set out to explain electoral and partisan realignment in Tennessee and how it affected racial polarization in the state. Tennessee has historically been shaped by a center-right, bipartisan pragmatism that masked party identification. For the greater part of the twentieth century, a coalition of moderate and conservative Democrats and traditional Republicans anchored the governing coalition in state politics. From 1971 to 2011, there were six governors (three Democrats and three Republicans).

Although Tennessee is a conservative state where slavery and Jim Crow have had an overwhelming influence on its political and economic development, it also has been historically governed by consensus builders or pragmatists instead of ideologues.32 But the state has shifted considerably to the right, and Democrats lost control of both chambers in the state legislature. The 2012 election gave the Republican Party supermajority control of the General Assembly for the first time since the nineteenth century. That election and Republican Party victories in 2008 and 2010 have meant the loss of black political power in the state legislature.

We identified several factors that contributed to partisan realignment. Race remains a permanent feature of Tennessee politics. It appears that racial divisions worsened over the period of this study. This can be attributed to the responses by state lawmakers to Obama’s presidency, the rise of the Tea Party in Tennessee, and the defection of whites from the Democratic Party. Further, race overlaps with other factors that have given the Republican Party a surplus of prospective voters. Geographic uniformity and the fact that Republicans have won victories in rural and overwhelmingly white jurisdictions, many of which were former Democratic Party strongholds, have also fueled partisan realignment. Taken together, racial polarization, geographic uniformity, and electoral fragmentation have shaped realignment politics in Tennessee. This realignment has forced the Democratic Party to reassess its electoral strategies in statewide races and its party machinery on a county-by-county basis.

Conventional wisdom suggests that electoral realignment was an outgrowth of an anti-Obama wave in the South and racial resentment among white voters. Without a doubt, Obama’s presence on the national ticket made it more difficult for state and local Democratic candidates in Tennessee. As indicated in the epigraph by longtime Democratic Party activist Don Farmer, some Tennesseans were unwilling to vote for down-ticket candidates in 2008 (and probably in 2012) because of their opposition to Obama.

Still, our findings suggest that realignment preceded the Obama campaigns. Democrats unexpectedly lost Tennessee in 2000 despite having a native son, Albert Gore Jr., as their candidate. The 2004 election may offer the best insight for assessing realignment politics—and may have been the last hope for Democratic Party control of the state. The Kerry campaign made a concerted effort to spread its wings across the state, perhaps more so than the Gore campaign, which may have taken Tennessee voters for granted. Accordingly, the Bush-Kerry contest is an important signpost for assessing whether the Democrats can regain their influence in presidential elections and probably in state politics.

In the next chapter we look more closely at how realignment affected racial politics in the state legislature. We investigate how polarization adversely affected black lawmakers in the Tennessee General Assembly during the early twenty-first century. Polarization also complicated bipartisan coalitions and biracial alliances in the state legislature and made it difficult for black lawmakers to successfully advance racially egalitarian policies.

APPENDIX 3.1

METHODOLOGY FOR MEASURING COUNTYWIDE VOTING PATTERNS

The four networks assess countywide voting patterns or the likelihood that a county will vote for the Democratic candidate. Our threshold for vote choice is not whether the county surpassed the percentage of the national popular vote by the candidate. This is because the percentage of the national popular vote can distort support for or opposition to a candidate, especially in non-battleground states that lack the resources and competition afforded to battleground states. Instead, we created a threshold measure that assesses whether a county surpassed the average Democratic Party vote for the county in the four election cycles. For example, Democrats won 47.1 percent of the Anderson County vote in 2000. They won 40.7, 36.1, and 34.1 percent in 2004, 2008, and 2012, respectively. The four-election average is 39.5 percent, which became the baseline threshold for determining whether Anderson County voted Democratic in each election cycle.

If a county surpassed the baseline threshold, it was interpreted as leaning Democratic and allocated a score of 3. Counties that were toss-up jurisdictions, meaning they came within 1.5 percent of surpassing the baseline threshold, were given a ranking of 2. Counties were given a score of 1 if they failed to surpass the average Democratic vote for the county during the twelve-year period. Generally, most counties that received a score of 1 were undergoing a realignment process or were solidly Republican. Once a baseline threshold was established, the counties were matched with similarly situated counties during the election cycle.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE LEGISLATIVE BEHAVIOR OF TENNESSEE’S BLACK LAWMAKERS

It seems to me that the bills that are passed are against the people who need it most, against the children who need it most.

—REPRESENTATIVE BARBARA COOPER (2012)

After receiving numerous complaints from child advocates in the late 1990s, Representative Tommie Brown, a well-respected legislator from Chattanooga, pressured the Tennessee comptroller of the treasury to investigate alleged abuses in the state’s child welfare system. This response led to the landmark Brian A. v. Sundquist consent decree overseeing the Tennessee Department of Children’s Services.1 In 2002, Republican governor Donald Sundquist proposed a state income tax that was thwarted by grassroots conservative activists and lawmakers in his own party. Although his initial plan failed, members of the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators (TBCSL) introduced several amendments that would have created a more favorable tax code for lower-income Tennesseans. A year later, the TBCSL sent a letter to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration urging it to collect racial/ethnic data evaluating how different groups responded to pharmaceutical products in clinical trials.2 This position mirrored two resolutions authored by African American legislators from Memphis, Representative Kathryn Bowers and Senator Roscoe Dixon, which were ratified at the annual legislative conference of the National Black Caucus of State Legislators (NBCSL) in December 2002.3

The TBCSL was formed in 1975—four years after the founding of the Congressional Black Caucus—with assistance from the Tennessee General Assembly’s Office of Minority Affairs.4 Though black caucus members are involved in the routine operations of legislative decision-making, they are equally involved in their home districts via advocacy initiatives and constituent services. These initiatives overlap with the TBCSL’s endogenous and intralegislative responsibilities and policy agendas.

The TBCSL has a long-standing commitment to racially egalitarian and poverty-mitigation policies. Many proposals by black lawmakers attempt to ameliorate inequities not only for black people, but for all poor Tennesseans, including whites, in economically distressed communities. Yet the partisan realignment of 2009–2012 diminished the influence of African American lawmakers. Representative Barbara Cooper (D-Memphis) lamented the adverse outcome of shifting partisan alliances, as seen in the epigraph of this chapter. She believed both black and poor white residents were harmed by the policies of the new Republican Party majority.

In examining the TBCSL’s legislative agenda, we focus mostly on the sponsorship networks of the members; how these networks anchored the black caucus’s agenda and helped the group build alliances with white (and even Republican) lawmakers; and how this agenda was informed by the TBCSL’s linkages with extralegislative advocacy initiatives. Our analysis of sponsorship networks offers insight into the boundaries of black legislative politics and how lawmakers attempt to implement legislation in a highly polarized political environment. Legislative bodies are what Mary Hawkesworth called the “racially institutionalized environments” that often mitigate attempts to implement equitable policies.5 Legislatures are naturally interactive institutions.6 Therefore, because a legislator’s ability to create laws successfully, engage in representation and oversight, and serve the needs of constituents all depend on the strength of that legislator’s professional relationships, studying sponsorship networks can help us to explain how black lawmakers navigate the difficult boundaries and racial politics of the legislature.

James Fowler’s study of Congress offered the most comprehensive analysis of how sponsorship networks influence legislative behavior. He highlighted two factors that shape these networks: personal connections and friendships between lawmakers, and ideological or policy-based agreements between lawmakers.7 In this chapter, we examine the sponsorship networks in the Tennessee General Assembly and among TBCSL members. Specifically, we expand on Fowler’s approach and examine how the development of sponsorship networks in the state legislature is contingent on political and sociodemographic variables that both positively and adversely influence legislative decision-making among the black caucus.

In the first part of this chapter we offer a theoretical overview of sponsorship networks by merging the insights of a political bounds approach with our theory of racial polarization. We then provide an overview of the rise of black legislative influence in Tennessee since 1965 and the TBCSL’s emergence in 1975. Finally, we look closely at the legislative networks and subnetworks from 2003 to 2012 by relying on network-modeling statistical measures.

POLITICAL BOUNDS AND SPONSORSHIP NETWORKS

Throughout this chapter, we advance an argument called the political bounds thesis. The term “bound” here has a double meaning: not only is it the past tense of the verb “to bind,” but it is also used to describe the act of surrounding a territory or geographic area. Because of the growing racial polarization in the state of Tennessee, we argue that (1) black legislators are connected (i.e., “bound” together) by a sense of shared struggle that produces commonalities in their political agendas, and (2) black legislators are “bounded” in the sense that they operate within highly constrained parameters of politics that are shaped by endogenous factors, such as race, partisanship, and leadership in the legislature, as well as exogenous activities, such as constituent services and efforts to collaborate with extralegislative advocacy groups. To address issues of polarization in Tennessee, black lawmakers need to navigate these exogenous and endogenous factors while cultivating strong yet fluid support networks that help them to leverage policies and to build alliances with nonblack legislators.

Black legislators operate in a racially institutionalized—if not racially hostile—environment that constrains legislative decision-making.8 Haynie found that “racial considerations influenced evaluations of legislative behavior, and that these considerations had negative consequences for African American representatives.”9 The extent to which racial divisions or hierarchies limit black legislative decision-making is further affected by partisan politics. For example, Rocca and Sanchez claimed that congressional bills sponsored/cosponsored by whites had a higher rate of adoption than those sponsored/cosponsored by blacks. However, the adoption of bills sponsored/cosponsored by blacks increased when Democrats controlled Congress.10

Party leadership and committee appointments offer additional windows into racial politics inside legislative bodies.11 Blacks have been able to ascend to leadership positions in legislatures controlled by the Democratic Party since the 1980s partly because of incumbency and their mastery of the legislative decision-making process. Black legislators who are more effective at building coalitions in support of policies are more likely to obtain leadership positions in legislatures.12 Furthermore, some black legislators have eschewed positions on “interest committees,” which are typically used to advance progressive policies, in exchange for influential positions on high-profile committees that have broad appeal to the general public.13 Additionally, white Democrats representing racially conservative districts prior to the 1970s eventually learned to work with black legislators and grassroots activists, thus increasing the chances for blacks to ascend to influential leadership positions.14

Another way to interrogate the racial politics of state legislatures is to examine the cosponsorship networks that reinforce equity-based policies. Later in this chapter, we examine the support networks behind legislative measures, including racial equity, civil rights, and voting rights policies and elderly assistance or safety-net policies for senior citizens. These policies can reveal cleavages within the Tennessee General Assembly and the black caucus. In general, black legislators tend to push for social welfare, education, and equity-based policies much more often than their white counterparts do.15 However, divisions often emerge within the state black caucus, mainly over a select number of “hot bills”: controversial measures that draw a lot of attention from the public.16

Public activities exogenous to their legislative responsibilities are another challenge for black legislators. They include responding to constituent requests for assistance, participating in social service activities, and attending community events.17 Public activities have been generally viewed as descriptive or symbolic forms of representation that are electorally profitable for legislators.18 Constituencies on the receiving end of assistance from legislators are more likely to reelect those representatives regardless of their policy positions or production of bills.19

Even though public activity is rewarding for legislators, it is still an important aspect of their responsibilities, considering that many southern politicians represent resource-poor communities, and some state legislatures (such as Tennessee’s) are in session for less than six months a year. Black lawmakers’ constituent relations give them what Representative Johnnie Turner referred to as a “moral compass” for making tough decisions on policies.20 Representative Barbara Cooper insisted that her connections to poor communities in Memphis gives her the resilience to take strong stands for marginalized people. Because of her extrainstitutional linkages, “I don’t compromise the community,” she stated.21

Much of the black caucus’s involvement in the public sphere is measured not just by what they do in session, but by their ability to deliver goods and services during the out-of-session months. Representative Brenda Gilmore (D-Nashville) of the Fifty-Fourth District in Tennessee said that constituent services were more than 50 percent of her responsibilities. Between May 2010 and September 2011, she assisted with relief efforts for constituents whose homes were destroyed by the “great flood”; organized several community forums in response to gang shootings in her district; assisted with a series of forums educating African Americans about Tennessee’s photo identification voter law; and aided district residents with legal problems.22 Gilmore was elected to the Tennessee Senate from the Nineteenth District in November 2018.

The impact of public activity on legislative behavior is twofold. On the one hand, it places demands on legislators’ time and may influence their potential effectiveness. Legislators representing resource-poor communities are forced to address a different set of constituent concerns compared to those representing middle-class or affluent communities. On the other hand, public activity can inform what kinds of policies are sponsored by black lawmakers. For example, the NBCSL annual conferences and the TBCSL’s weekly or monthly meetings serve as vehicles for aggregating constituent concerns and policies.

Black lawmakers’ extrainstitutional linkages are further augmented by their alliances with social justice and civil rights advocates. At times, advocacy and social movement groups have coordinated protests at the state legislature in support of or in opposition to bills that reflect the positions of black lawmakers and other legislative allies. So far during the twenty-first century disability rights activists, the Occupy Wall Street movement, labor activists, civil rights groups, students, and health-care advocates have routinely organized sit-ins, demonstrations, and other actions at the state capitol. For instance, seven activists were arrested inside the capitol while protesting anti-union legislation in March 2011.23 One of the Nashville 7, Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson, later became the first black woman to lead the Highlander Research and Education Center (previously called the Highlander Folk School).

In 2015 the Nashville Student Organizing Committee, led by Justin Jones, a prominent Fisk University activist, organized protests against the state’s new voter identification law. A couple of years earlier, the state had changed the requirements for verifying prospective voters. The new law required residents to show a federal or Tennessee government-issued identification card as a prerequisite to vote. However, it prohibited students from using identification cards from state-run universities. Out-of-state students, who did not have a state-issued card, were hit the hardest.24 Civil rights activists and government watch-dog groups believed the new law further disenfranchised young, poor, and black voters.25

Finally, it is important to discuss how geographic (rather than political and professional) boundaries shape black legislative politics. Tennessee’s geographic isomorphism mitigates black legislative successes, but also creates opportunities for biracial coalitions in the General Assembly. African Americans are heavily concentrated in the western part of the state: in Memphis/Shelby County and an hour’s drive eastward in rural West Tennessee counties. Nashville/Davidson County in Middle Tennessee also has a sizable black population, and smaller but concentrated black populations are in the urban communities of Chattanooga/Hamilton County and Knoxville/Knox County in East Tennessee. The concentration of blacks in West Tennessee, to some extent in the mid-region, and in the cities virtually guarantees that many white and Republican legislators will come from overwhelmingly white-majority districts.

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the Tennessee General Assembly experienced a partisan realignment. Democrats lost control of both chambers, and many Republicans won seats in overwhelmingly white and rural districts. As discussed in the previous chapter, beginning in 2002, Democrats experienced a steady decline in power. Republicans had a net gain of twenty-two seats between 2002 and 2010, and in the 2010 elections, the fourteen new representatives came from areas that were more than 90 percent white.26 The surplus of Republicans had a twofold impact. It mitigated black political influence, and blacks lost leadership positions in the House of Representatives by 2010. Further, it constricted what is considered politically palatable policies. Democrats feared passing legislation that could ignite partisan rancor among Republicans, which could be used against them in election contests.

By the 107th General Assembly (2011–2012), Democrats had completely lost control of the state legislature. Republicans held nearly two-thirds of the seats in the House of Representatives, a number that would extend to a supermajority in 2014. The partisan shift in Tennessee reflected a trend of partisan realignment in state legislatures that dates to the 1970s. King-Meadows and Schaller documented how the growth in the number of black legislators in the South occurred simultaneously with the growth of the Republican Party in state legislatures. Black lawmakers essentially garnered influence in legislatures that were increasingly plagued by divisions and dominated by conservative constituencies.27 This further constrained black legislative influence, especially in the South.

The intersection of race, partisanship, and geography is particularly relevant for this book, considering that black legislators were able to build linkages with some white Democrats to augment their support networks. These linkages were partially geographically based since white Democrats presiding over majority-white districts adjacent to black districts occasionally aligned themselves with the TBCSL’s support networks. They were also racially based since white Democrats in “influence districts”—legislative districts that are less than 50 percent black, yet the black population is large enough to influence the election outcome28—were more likely to support legislation sponsored by African Americans.

Race, partisanship, public activities, and geographic isomorphism are all important factors for discussing racial polarization and the “bounds” of black legislative politics. Sponsorship networks can also enhance the success of black legislators. Next, we examine the TBCSL’s rise from 1965 (before its formation) to the twenty-first century. Then we compare the sponsorship networks to similar patterns in the 103rd, 104th, 105th, 106th, and 107th General Assemblies. Finally, we look more closely at the black caucus’s sponsorship subnetworks in the 103rd General Assembly.

THE RISE OF BLACK LEGISLATIVE INFLUENCE

Heading into the post–civil rights era, the most intransigent obstacle to black electoral influence in the Tennessee legislature was the archaic district maps that favored rural and white legislators as opposed to urban legislators. Although Tennessee underwent a process of urbanization and industrialization from the turn of the twentieth century to the early 1950s, most of the legislators in the General Assembly were from rural districts.29 Thus, the major urban areas (Memphis, Knoxville, Chattanooga, and Nashville) and their suburban communities were underrepresented in the state legislature. The Supreme Court’s Baker v. Carr decision in 1962 mandated that Tennessee’s state legislative districts had to be reapportioned and drawn to accommodate the population shifts and changes.30 The new district lines were not agreed upon, however, until the 1965 special session, just after the first black legislator since the Reconstruction era, A. W. Willis, entered the General Assembly. The court case opened the door for the possibility that more blacks could be elected to the state legislature.31

When the TBCSL was formed in 1975, it set out to advance policies that were beneficial to blacks and other marginalized groups, and it still functions as a solid coalition or bloc to maximize their influence. Establishing a cohesive and relatively unified group was seen as important even before the caucus’s formation. The kind of partisan hyperpolarization seen in Tennessee politics during the twenty-first century was less noticeable in the early years of the black caucus. Governors of both parties and their senior administrators attended the caucus’s annual legislative retreat, which was an important instrument for framing the TBCSL’s agenda. For example, Republican governor Lamar Alexander issued an executive order on October 15, 1979, establishing the Governor’s Advisory Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity and requiring state agencies to abide by an equal opportunity hiring policy.32 The executive order reflected the internal advocacy of Francis Guess, a senior official in the Alexander administration. One month earlier, at the legislative retreat, Guess had presented a report on public sector employment for blacks, which called for a nondiscrimination executive order.33 In 1981, as Alexander’s commissioner of general services, Guess served as a liaison to the black caucus retreat so as to make black lawmakers “aware of actions of the Governor that have a special impact on black Tennesseans.”34 Among the updates was Alexander’s support of the voting rights reauthorization bill, which was passed at the federal level in 1982. In his comments to the black caucus, the governor seemed to link the importance of black voter participation with devolution. He told the TBCSL that “with the devolution of some federal programs, projects, and responsibility to the states,” electing state and local candidates that reflect the interests of their constituents was important to ensuring that they received their fair share of the resources.35

Political scientist Sharon Wright Austin outlined the TBCSL’s growth in the 1980s and 1990s. She found that most black legislators shared the same socioeconomic backgrounds as the white legislators, yet they represented districts with a greater proportion of low-income households than those of their white counterparts.36 Black legislators had high rates of incumbency, which allowed them to obtain seniority positions on legislative committees but made it difficult for insurgent candidates to challenge them in competitive elections. Whereas most black legislators during Reconstruction were Republicans, due to the party realignment of blacks between the 1930s and the 1960s, most black legislators since 1964 have been Democrats. However, one black legislator who is no longer in office, Charles “Pete” Drew of Chattanooga, was a member of the Republican Party.

Between 1965 and 2002, black legislators represented urban districts in Memphis/Shelby County, Nashville/Davidson County, Chattanooga/Hamilton County, and Knoxville/Knox County.37 Two blacks have been elected from rural districts since 2000. Nathan Vaughn represented the mostly white Kingsport district in East Tennessee’s Tri-Cities area.38 Johnny Shaw represents a majority-black district in West Tennessee’s Hardeman County, which was created because of a federal court case. When Vaughn and Shaw were elected, they were the only blacks to represent legislative districts outside the four metropolitan areas since Reconstruction.

Shaw was elected after black activists fought a rancorous six-year-long legal battle in Rural West Tennessee African American Affairs Council Inc. v. McWherter, which eventually led to the creation of a majority-black district in rural West Tennessee.39 Activist Minnie Bommer, the Rural West Tennessee African American Affairs Council, and historian Phillip R. Langsdon initiated a political and legal battle that claimed that the state legislature had violated the voting rights of blacks in West Tennessee. Blacks made up 30 percent of that region’s population, or one hundred thousand people, yet they had no representation in the state legislature.40 The political wrangling began after the 1992 redistricting plan failed to create a majority-black district in rural West Tennessee. In 1998, a federal judge ordered the state legislature to redraw the district lines. His rationale was that the 1992 redistricting plan violated section 2 of the Voting Rights Act by refusing to offer legislative representation for blacks in the region. The decision, which eventually led to the creation of Shaw’s district, was upheld by the Sixth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in 1998.41

Lois DeBerry, the highest-ranking black lawmaker in Tennessee’s history, had to balance the interests of black lawmakers and the Democratic caucus, especially regarding legislative redistricting and committee assignments. She stated: “Your African American colleagues—they expect you to move mountains for them. If they want to be on certain committees, you have to fight for that. When it [comes] to redistricting, you have to make sure they’re treated fairly. And you got to make sure that they get the committees that they want to be on. So, you have an obligation to them as well as to the Democratic caucus.”42 The redistricting battle after the 1990 Census was the most contentious. African Americans attempted to create a legislative district in rural West Tennessee. Resolving the intraparty divisions required intervention from Governor Ned McWherter.

In general, the TBCSL’s legislative agenda has been shaped by three orientations. First, TBCSL members have focused on antidiscriminatory initiatives that directly affect blacks and other marginalized groups, such as disabled people and senior citizens. One example of antidiscriminatory policies was the caucus’s efforts to convince each county legislative body to establish a Human Development or Human Rights Commission that would monitor discrimination. Other examples include initiatives to improve black college enrollment; strengthening civil rights compliance and monitoring procedures; securing funds for a civil rights education center and memorial; sponsoring legislation to offer medical services, legal counsel, and health care for indigent and disabled people; endorsing tax relief measures for disabled people and senior citizens; securing contracts and assistance for minority businesses; combating electoral laws that dilute or adversely affect the black vote; removing racial preferences in provisions relating to orphanages; sponsoring antidiscrimination legislation for nonblack minority groups; and calling for a moratorium on the death penalty.

In 2002, the black caucus also participated in an effort to stop the execution of Abu Ali Abdur’Rahman.43 Related to voting rights and electoral reform have been the caucus’s attempts to place a prohibition on the at-large election system for municipalities, county governments, boards, and commissions. Additionally, TBCSL members have sponsored legislation to restore voting rights for some people exiting the criminal justice system. In the mid-2000s, Representative Larry Turner (D-Memphis) sponsored a restoration bill that initially failed but was approved the following year.44

Universalistic programs that advocate for environmental and consumer protections and that attempt to ameliorate the social and economic conditions of poor and working-class Tennesseans have been the TBCSL’s second area of focus. These programs include expanding educational opportunities; advocating for a home-buyer’s loan fund pool, primarily for low-income residents; pushing for greater oversight of police departments that use deadly force; offering assistance for foster care parents; endorsing sales tax exemptions for Tennesseans who buy goods with food stamps and vouchers; lobbying for economic development projects for working-class residents; establishing protections for families needing assistance for dependent children; supporting welfare rights and family planning legislation; and advocating for food protection, road safety, and insurance programs.45

Finally, TBCSL members sponsor bills that reflect what Kerry Haynie called a “middle-ground strategy,” which typically revolve around government reform or hometown-specific policies.46 These initiatives are considered less divisive or offensive to moderate and conservative lawmakers.

The national gatherings for black legislators provide a vehicle for linking the endogenous tasks of legislative decision-making with their extralegislative activities. Between 2002 and 2004, TBCSL members sponsored twenty-two resolutions that were ratified at the NBCSL annual gatherings. Senator Thelma Harper made several proposals focusing on ballot and voter protections in 2002, and Representative Joe Towns advanced a resolution endorsing the restoration of voting rights for formerly incarcerated people. Senator Roscoe Dixon sponsored the most resolutions, almost all of them centering on health-care coverage. (See appendix 4.1 for a list of resolutions and sponsors.) The TBCSL’s policies are further discussed at weekly or monthly meetings that allow for exchanges among public officials, senior-level staff in government agencies, and policy advocates. At these meetings, TBCSL members pass around sign-on slips, which are required for cosponsoring legislation.47

THE BLACK CAUCUS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

In the remainder of this chapter we focus on the black caucus’s sponsorship networks across five legislative sessions: the 103rd (2003–2004), 104th (2005–2006), 105th (2007–2008), 106th (2009–2010), and 107th (2011–2012). The period of study is important for several reasons. First, it occurred after the redistricting battles of the 1990s created a black legislative district in rural West Tennessee. The court case, Rural West Tennessee African American Affairs Council Inc. v. McWherter, gave West Tennessee the first majority-black district since Reconstruction. This period also includes the last time Democrats had control of both chambers of the legislature. Democrats had control in 2003, yet by 2012 Republicans had nearly a supermajority in the legislature. The realignment of the legislature meant the loss of black political influence. This period also provides an opportunity to assess partisan polarization and whether black lawmakers were able to build alliances—as measured through sponsorship networks—with Republicans.

Furthermore, as we noted in the first two chapters of this book, there was some political instability that had a direct impact on the black caucus during this time, especially its Memphis/Shelby County delegation. In May 2005, a bribery investigation by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation called Operation Tennessee Waltz eventually led to the convictions and departures of Roscoe Dixon and John Ford, the most influential black lawmakers in the Senate.48 Kathryn Bowers, the former whip in the House of Representatives, was another Memphis lawmaker engulfed in the corruption scandal. She was elected to fill Dixon’s seat, but had to resign a year later due to the scandal.49 The FBI/TBI sting operation also forced the departure of Senator Ward Crutchfield (D-Chattanooga), a white lawmaker with close ties to TBCSL members.

Operation Tennessee Waltz weakened the Memphis/Shelby County delegation.50 The lawmakers at the center of the scandal (Dixon, Ford, Bowers) were among the most progressive in the legislature and understood how to build policy coalitions with moderate and conservative Democrats. The Memphis/Shelby County delegation was further hurt by the deaths of several black Democrats: Representative Gary Rowe in February 2008, Representative Larry Turner in November 2009, and Representative Ulysses Jones in November 2010.

As already mentioned, by the end of 2010, the once Democrat-controlled legislature was dominated by Republicans. This shift, which occurred in the 106th session (2009–2010), ultimately contributed to increased racial polarization in the state. However, Kent Williams (R-Carter County) aligned with the Democrats, who elected him speaker of the House. Although Republicans held a 50–48 majority (one seat was vacant), this agreement allowed DeBerry to retain her appointment as speaker pro tempore.51 Still, by the 107th session, Democrats were pushed out of power. In 2003–2004, they held a 54–45 majority in the 103rd session; in 2011–2012, Republicans had a 64–34 advantage with one lawmaker declared as an independent. In 2003–2004, Democrats had a slim majority of 18–15 in the Senate. By 2011–2012, the power was reversed: Republicans had an 18–14 advantage (one seat was vacant).

After the partisan realignment, some black lawmakers struggled to have their voices heard. Representative Johnnie Turner (D-Memphis) entered the legislature halfway through the 106th session in 2010 after the unexpected death of her husband, Representative Larry Turner. She was known across the state as “Ms. NAACP” because as executive director of the organization in Memphis, she had built the local branch into one of the largest in the country. Yet in her early years in the state legislature, she was ignored and prevented from speaking on bills deliberated on the House floor. Finally, she and a colleague protested her treatment: “one day, one of my colleague[s] and I, we got a mop and we put a yellow bag on it, and stood up with that mop. . . . The House just roared [laughed]. I said, ‘I am not seen,’ and I waved my mop and my yellow bag so I [could] be seen over there.”52 Although Turner’s protest was awkward in the legislative body, it underscored the shifting partisan alliances. In her first full term (2011–2012), she and other black lawmakers still had difficulty gaining traction in the legislature.

METHODS AND DATA

We draw from our Legislative Political Network Profile database to analyze the sponsorship networks of black lawmakers. We use social network analysis (also referred to as dynamic network analysis),53 analysis of variance, and regression analysis to investigate the sponsorship networks undergirding the 2,193 bills sponsored by the TBCSL from 2003 to 2012. We focus mostly on members of the House of Representatives, given its larger sample size. Our research approach allowed us to distinguish between resolutions (which include memorializing resolutions) and legislation (which is binding).54 This is important because Sharon Wright Austin found that TBCSL members successfully passed more than 50 percent of their sponsored bills in the late 1980s.55 By focusing only on binding statutes, we found a lower but nonetheless respectable passage rate for legislation (see below). Black lawmakers may have had an easier time building bipartisan coalitions or working with white lawmakers on nonbinding resolutions, thus overstating their success rate in bill passage.

The sponsorship networks allow for a closer examination of the interactions between African American lawmakers and Republican Party lawmakers, the success rate of legislative adoption, and the factors affecting legislative success. Identifying the cosponsors of legislative items is critical to evaluating legislative impact. Cosponsorship is a signaling device used by “institutionally disadvantaged” lawmakers to articulate policy preferences to their constituents, even though at times these measures may be rejected by legislative bodies.56 The practices of cosponsorship or rejecting cosponsorship requests further reveal partisan and ideological divisions in legislatures.57

Network analyses allow us to measure the individual capacities of lawmakers to build policy coalitions. We conceive the black lawmakers in each legislative session as one comprehensive sponsorship network, or in the case of the five legislative sessions (103rd, 104th, 105th, 106th, and 107th) as five comprehensive networks. Social network analyses allow researchers to measure different kinds of relationships. We rely on the capability measure (using the ORA software) to explain sponsorship networks.58 The algorithm for the capability measure “computes the number of connections for each entity” and “scales the value based on the variation from the average degree.”59 In simple terms, the algorithm allows researchers to evaluate how well an entity (in our case, a lawmaker) can perform certain tasks (e.g., sponsor legislation, recruit cosponsors, get legislation adopted). High scores indicate that the lawmaker has a unique set of connections or ties to other lawmakers in the legislature (or network), enhancing that politician’s ability to influence legislation.

Capability scores are calculated for a lawmaker × bill adoption (1 = adopted, 0 = not adopted) network, and these scores serve as our dependent variables in the regression analyses. Our measure of bill sponsorship (this includes cosponsors) is our independent variable of interest, and it represents a tally of the number of legislators involved in the bill. For instance, a bill is scored 1 if advanced without any cosponsors. Likewise, the variable is scored 2 to count the sponsor and a single cosponsor of legislation; 3 to include the sponsor of the bill and two cosponsors; or 4 to count the sponsor and three cosponsors. Another independent variable, bill adoption, is scored 1 (passed) or 0 (rejected). At times, lawmakers obtained dozens of cosponsors, whereas in some cases, a lawmaker obtained no cosponsor for a piece of legislation. Additional independent variables for the regression are gender (0 = male, 1 = female); region as defined in the Tennessee Grand Divisions (1 = West, 2 = Middle, 3 = East); if the lawmaker was the chair of a full committee (1 = chair, 0 = not chair); if the lawmaker held an official leadership position in the House of Representatives or their party caucus (1 = yes, 0 = no); and if the lawmaker recruited Republican lawmakers to cosponsor legislation (a continuous variable tallying the number of Republican legislators involved in the bill).

In addition, we provide a snapshot look at the subsponsorship networks of influential black lawmakers with a more systematic investigation of the 103rd General Assembly (2003–2004). That is, we evaluate the sponsorship of bills by disaggregating lawmakers in both the House and Senate based on the following subnetworks:

• lawmakers representing districts below the state median income

• women lawmakers

• Republican lawmakers

• legislators representing crossover and influence districts (districts under 50 percent black)

• lawmakers representing majority-white districts

• support for racially egalitarian legislation

• senior citizen–related legislation

The 103rd session occurred when Democrats had slim majorities in the House and Senate, when the Democratic governor of Tennessee was in his first year of governance, and before the political instability that engulfed the legislature after 2004.

BLACK LAWMAKERS AND SPONSORSHIP NETWORKS, 2003–2012

We look at the sponsorship networks that anchored the decision-making processes of black lawmakers from 2003 to 2012. Tables 4.1 and 4.2 give an overview of these sponsorship networks. Legislation (a total of 2,193 bills) in the 103rd, 104th, 105th, 106th, and 107th General Assemblies received mean scores of 2.4, 1.8, 2.4, 3.2, and 3.9 sponsors/cosponsors, respectively. Black lawmakers recruited the most cosponsors in the 107th session, when the Republicans had a nearly 2–1 surplus. This legislative strategy, however, produced few rewards: whereas 28 percent of the black-sponsored bills in the 103rd General Assembly were adopted, only 11 percent of the black lawmakers’ bills passed in the 107th session. Overall, the passage rate for bills was highest (28–31 percent) when Democrats controlled the House of Representatives in the Tennessee General Assembly.


TABLE 4.1  Characteristics of sponsorship networks
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TABLE 4.2  Characteristics of the House of Representatives
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The low mean scores for Republican cosponsors of TBCSL legislation show the polarization between black lawmakers and the Republican Party. The one outlier is the 105th General Assembly. Representative Joe Armstrong (D-Knoxville) had the strongest ties to the Republican Party, recruiting twenty-five Republicans as cosponsors of his bills. In addition to being a seasoned lawmaker, Armstrong’s bipartisanship reflected the context of his district. Knoxville is located in East Tennessee, the most conservative region of the state. Six lawmakers represented Knoxville in 2007–2008—four Republicans and two Democrats, including Armstrong. Hence, it is no surprise that he scored the highest on bipartisanship since he was building coalitions with lawmakers in his region.

The capability scores assess the combined influence of black lawmakers in each session. For example, the combined influence of the fifteen lawmakers in the 103rd session is evaluated as one capability network instead of fifteen individual networks. The most capable TBCSL network was the 103rd session. Black lawmakers scored .32 (out of 1) compared to .29 in the 104th, .28 in the 105th, .29 in the 106th, and .27 in the 107th sessions.


TABLE 4.3  Capability (network scores): Adopted legislation

[image: Images]



The regression analyses provide a closer look at the factors that contribute to the adoption of legislation. As already mentioned, the regression analyses control for sponsorship/cosponsorship, the recruitment of Republican sponsors, region, gender, and leadership (committee chair and senior positions) in the House. The capability score is the dependent variable.

The results in table 4.3 reveal that the committee chair variable is the most consistent statistically significant measure in the five legislative sessions. Black lawmakers were the most successful in the sessions where they chaired the highest number of full committees (the 104th, 105th, and 106th sessions). The other measures were statistically nonsignificant except for gender in the 103rd session. Black female lawmakers were more capable than their male colleagues of the same race when it came to advancing legislation to its full adoption during this period.

Throughout this book, we argue that the importance of black politics and the salience of a racially egalitarian agenda were adversely affected in the early twenty-first century. Certainly, partisan realignment weakened black political influence. At first, partisan realignment was gradual, but the shift from the 106th to the 107th session was dramatic. Attempts at comity by black lawmakers in the form of building bipartisan relations did not lead to the adoption of racially progressive legislation. Partisan realignment meant that black lawmakers lost their committee chairs.

BLACK LAWMAKERS, SUBSPONSORSHIP NETWORKS, AND THE 103RD GENERAL ASSEMBLY

To gain a clearer sense of the impact of black lawmakers, we focus attention on their subsponsorship networks in our snapshot of the 103rd General Assembly (2003–2004). During these two years, black lawmakers sponsored 395 bills, were appointed as chairs of influential committees, and held important leadership positions in their party.60 Lois DeBerry (D-Memphis) was the speaker pro tempore of the House, and Larry Turner (D-Memphis) was the deputy speaker of the House. Democrats also controlled both chambers in the legislature and the governor’s office.

In total, fifteen of the ninety-nine lawmakers in the House were African American, and three of the thirty-three senators were African American in the 103rd General Assembly. All but two of the black legislators represented majority-black districts, as indicated in table 4.4. Joe Armstrong represented a nonmajority-black, crossover district in Knoxville. Nathan Vaughn was the only black legislator to represent an overwhelmingly white (97 percent) district. This may explain the instability of his seat since he was elected and defeated twice, finally being forced out of the legislature in 2008. Still, according to records of the TBCSL’s weekly meetings, he was a regular participant in the group’s activities.61 Most black legislators represented districts with median family incomes below the state average of $36,145 at the time. Forty-five percent of the white-led districts had median family incomes below the state average. Eight representatives and the three senators (Dixon, Ford, and Harper) were chairs or vice chairs of standing committees.


TABLE 4.4  Political and sociodemographic profile of TBCSL members, 103rd General Assembly
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Capability network scores measure the impact of black lawmakers while controlling for various subsponsorship networks. As indicated in table 4.5, among state representatives and senators serving districts with family incomes below the state median and among women lawmakers, TBCSL members were much more capable in advancing their legislation than were nonblack members. In other words, white lawmakers from poor districts and white women lawmakers were not as successful in advancing TBCSL policies as black lawmakers were, even though the TBCSL had a lengthy and favorable record of backing policies that were beneficial to low-income communities and women. Senator Harper was particularly influential (.99) among women lawmakers in the Senate.


TABLE 4.5  Capability network scores for subnetworks in the 103rd General Assembly
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Overall few Republicans were considered capable cosponsors of TBCSL proposals. Republicans typically supported TBCSL policies that were noncontroversial. The legislative measures during the 103rd session that received the most attention from Republicans were H.B. 847, which prevented the sale of alcohol, tobacco, and lottery tickets to minors; a bill establishing a nursing program at a community college in Knoxville; and legislation awarding state contracts to call center companies that used U.S. citizens.62 The first two measures were sponsored by Representative Joe Armstrong, a black legislator from Knoxville. Thus, it should come as no surprise that one of the Senate sponsors, Tim Burchett, was from Knoxville and the other cosponsor, Senator Bill Clabough, represented the neighboring city of Maryville.

Earlier in the chapter, we argued that black legislative politics are influenced by a highly constrained environment—an environment we refer to as having “political bounds.” Race, partisanship, geography, and public or extralegislative activities influence both the success and failure of black lawmakers. When black legislators reached outside of the TBCSL infrastructure, they typically developed alliances with liberal lawmakers or white lawmakers from influence districts. They also developed alliances with some whites representing majority-white districts in urban counties. Representatives Beverly Marrero and Mike Kernell and Senators Stephen Cohen and John Kyle were all from influence districts in the largely black Memphis/Shelby County area. Senator Ward Crutchfield of Chattanooga/Hamilton County, another strong ally of black legislators, came from an influence district. Representatives Mike Turner and Janis Sontany were from Nashville/Davidson County districts with black populations ranging from 12 percent to 18 percent, and Harry Tindell was from Knox County.

Senator Cohen had particularly strong linkages to the TBCSL. As table 4.5 shows, he was the only white senator to score high on legislation that addressed racial equity, civil rights, and voting rights. For the most part, TBCSL members, such as Senators Roscoe Dixon and John Ford, were considered the most capable voices for these issues. Capability scores varied for senior citizen policies: Senator Harper was considered more capable than her Memphis counterparts. Speaker pro tempore Lois DeBerry, along with Representatives Beverly Marrero and Brenda Turner, both of whom represented influence districts, also received favorable scores for pushing TBCSL policies that addressed the needs of senior citizens.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have examined the activities of the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators from 2003 through 2012. We have argued that political bounds—the constraints shaped by race, partisanship, public and extralegislative linkages, and geographic isomorphism—complicate black legislative success. As a result, the TBCSL has developed sponsorship networks to support its agenda, cultivate cohesion among black caucus members, and build alliances with nonblack legislators.

We focused specifically on five legislative sessions and gave additional attention to sponsorship subnetworks in the 103rd General Assembly. The findings reveal that partisan realignment diminished the power of black lawmakers. Notably, this shift removed them from the chairs of legislative committees that are critical to advancing legislation. Moreover, the capability scores and passage rates were the smallest for the 107th session, when the Republicans had an overwhelming majority.

The results demonstrate that black legislators, particularly legislators from the Memphis/Shelby County delegation, generally rely on each other to cosponsor bills. White legislators representing low-income districts are less likely to cosponsor black legislators’ bills. Cross-racial alliances, however, are salient when considering geographic proximity and the racial composition of a district. White Democrats near large black populations and, more important, those representing influence districts were considered capable allies of the black caucus.

The sponsorship networks and subnetworks help to illustrate patterns of communication among TBCSL members and connections between the black caucus and nonblack legislators, particularly Republicans. The most effective examples of bipartisanship occurred when black lawmakers formed alliances with Republicans who were in close geographic proximity to their districts. The most striking characteristic of black lawmakers is their involvement in racially progressive and poverty-mitigation policies. Regardless of the partisan realignment, Representative Turner stated: “I’m not compromising my principles when it comes to helping poor people, when it comes to the least of these. I’m not compromising. Right is right.”63

The story of polarization here is the gap between the political preferences of African American and white Tennesseans, which has been reflected in the party shift in the state legislature: as black officials lost ground to their white colleagues in political office, policies that were friendly to communities of color became harder to implement. In the next chapter, we examine how racial polarization shaped the debates about the state’s budget and tax policies. We look at how black lawmakers advanced progressive tax reform legislation even though the Democratic politicians were divided in their opinions about a state income tax. We also show how black lawmakers connected the state’s budget woes to the broader attacks by conservative legislators on social welfare policies.

APPENDIX 4.1

RATIFIED RESOLUTIONS BY TBCSL MEMBERS AT THE 2002–2004 NBCSL MEETINGS

NBCSL RESOLUTIONS RATIFIED (DECEMBER 2002)

Election Technology (Senator Thelma Harper, D-Nashville)

Standard Vote Counting Procedures (Senator Thelma Harper, D-Nashville)

Best Practices for Implementing the Help American Vote Act (Senator Thelma Harper, D-Nashville)

Consumer Health Assistance Programs (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Diabetes Insurance Coverage (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Community Health Centers (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Audit of the United States International Development Agency Regarding HIV/AIDS Prevention Funding (Representative Henri E. Brooks, D-Memphis)

Expanded Medicare Assistance for Low-Income Individuals (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Preferred Drug Lists and Data Collection for Patients (Representative Kathryn Bowers, D-Memphis)

Health Care and Prevention Programs for Obesity (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Voting Rights for People Exiting the Prison System (Representative Joe Towns, D-Memphis)

Condemnation of Senator Trent Lott (Representative Ulysses Jones, D-Memphis; Representative Henri E. Brooks, D-Memphis)

Botswana Educational Exchange Programs (Representative Henri E. Brooks, D-Memphis)

NBCSL RESOLUTIONS RATIFIED (DECEMBER 2003)

Preferred Drug Lists and Quality Care (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Remedies for Black Farmers (Representative Henri E. Brooks, D-Memphis; Senator John Ford D-Memphis; Speaker pro tempore Lois DeBerry, D-Memphis; Representative Henri E. Brooks, D-Memphis; Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis; Representative Ulysses Jones, D-Memphis; Representative Joe Armstrong, D-Knoxville; Representative Johnny Shaw, D-Memphis)

Health Care and Medicaid Coverage for Kidney Dialysis (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Eliminating Racial/Ethnic Bias in Health Care Coverage (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Treating Kidney Disease as a Health Disparity (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

NBCSL RESOLUTIONS RATIFIED (DECEMBER 2004)

Programs for the Uninsured and Commending the Pfizer Helpful Answers and Pfizer PFriends Program (Senator Roscoe Dixon, D-Memphis)

Cervical Cancer Elimination Task Forces (Representative Kathryn Bowers, D-Memphis)

U.S. Department of Agriculture Loan and Credit Policies (Representative Henri E. Brooks, D-Memphis)

Commending the National Union of Families Organization (Representative Barbara Cooper, D-Memphis)

Sources: National Black Caucus of State Legislators, Resolutions Ratified in Plenary Session, Twenty-Sixth Annual Legislative Conference, Indianapolis, Ind., December 13, 2002; National Black Caucus of State Legislators, Resolutions Ratified in Plenary Session, Twenty-Seventh Annual Legislative Conference, Houston, Tex., December 5, 2003; and National Black Caucus of State Legislators, Resolutions Ratified in Plenary Session, Twenty-Eighth Annual Legislative Conference, Houston, Tex., December 3, 2004. https://nbcsl.org/public-policy/docs/category/39-1998-2015-ratified-policy-resolutions.html.


PART THREE

RACE AND POLARIZATION IN RECENT TENNESSEE POLITICS: THE ISSUES


CHAPTER FIVE

THE RACIAL POLITICS OF TAX AND SPENDING POLICIES

It is a myth to think black people, poor people, do not want to participate as taxpayers. . . . I’ve not heard one constituent say he didn’t want to pay his fair share. But nobody wants to pay more than their fair share.

—STATE SENATOR JOHN FORD (2001)

On November 4, 2014, Tennessee voters adopted a constitutional amendment that created a permanent ban on a state income tax. The referendum occurred more than a decade after the state legislature was engulfed in heated and occasionally volatile battles over a series of income tax proposals during the 102nd General Assembly session (2001–2002). At the time, Republican governor Don Sundquist proposed a plan to tax personal income in order to erase a $350 million deficit that was expected to balloon to $1 billion.

Although Tennessee was one of a handful of states that did not tax personal income, the idea of a state income tax had been debated since the 1920s. Yet the state supreme court struck down attempts by the state legislature to tax income and related revenue streams.1 Sundquist’s proposal won support from centrist and liberal Democrats, who were assigned to shepherd the plan through the legislature during the budget hearings of 2001 and the legislative proceedings of 2002. The proposal failed, however, during both rounds of negotiations and ignited a conservative backlash that culminated with the 2014 passage of the constitutional amendment that banned a state income tax.

The highlight of the initial deliberations was a July 12, 2001, rally spearheaded by conservative talk show activists. It was attended by a reported 1,200 protestors who shouted “No new taxes! No new taxes!” throughout the event.2 The rally was intended to sway a bipartisan conference committee, which was leading the budget negotiations, to exclude an income tax from the state budget. Some protestors became angry after they were prevented from entering the Senate chambers (where the deliberations occurred) due to limited seating. Some lawmakers claimed that they were “yelled at and spit on by some protestors” during the confrontation. Another wave of protestors outside the capitol building broke a window of the front door while demanding that lawmakers reject the income tax proposal.3 The plan that eventually emerged from the conference committee, which was approved by both chambers, excluded any mention of an income tax.

In this chapter, we explore the debate over tax and spending policies in Tennessee, focusing on the role that devolution plays in polarizing whites and nonwhites on budgetary politics. Given the widely documented correlation between racial and economic issues, it makes sense that race has shaped dialogues about taxes and government spending in the Volunteer State. Senator John Ford (D-Memphis), a longtime proponent of a state tax on personal income, had to dispel arguments that the policy was solely a redistributive measure to benefit poor and nonwhite residents. As seen in the epigraph, Ford stated that he had “not heard one [black or poor] constituent say he didn’t want to pay his fair share. But nobody wants to pay more than their fair share.”4 He and other members of the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators helped to steer the tax debate during the 2001–2002 budget crisis.

Tennessee is an ideal case study for analyzing attitudes about tax and spending policies across multiple levels of government. The state allows us to examine what Smith and Seltzer refer to as the “racial divide” in attitudes toward budget deliberations.5 African Americans were instrumental in shaping those deliberations and trying to negotiate an agreement between competing interests in the Tennessee legislature. And as demonstrated later in this chapter, black lawmakers have criticized fiscally austere policies that they believe adversely affect nonaffluent residents and communities of color.

We draw from two polls administered by the MTSU Survey Group in 2002 and 2007 to explore the racial politics of tax and spending policies in Tennessee. The MTSU polls were administered during the budget deliberations of 2001–2002 and shortly after the heightened debates over health care and education spending in the mid-2000s. The polls examined a host of race-related differences in attitudes about state- and federal-level taxation and spending practices.

In this chapter, we explain variations by race regarding tax and spending policies and in so doing highlight two important concerns. First, we investigate racial attitudes toward different features of budgetary politics. As Christopher Faricy and Christopher Ellis noted, research in this area tends to focus on public perceptions of direct (i.e., through budgetary appropriations) rather than indirect (i.e., via tax expenditures) spending.6 Accordingly, we heed the recommendation of these authors by distinguishing between attitudes toward indirect types of tax expenditures and those pertaining to direct spending.

Second, most investigations of tax and spending issues tend to focus on federal instead of state-level policies.7 Here, we move away from this conventional approach, for we acknowledge that the issues of taxation and spending have both national and subnational (state and local) trajectories. For instance, both the electorate and politicians fight over tax and spending policies that originate in Washington, D.C., but the consequences of these policies have bearing on the quality of state-level public services. For that reason, we examine tax and spending issues originating at both the federal and state levels.

Before proceeding with our analysis, we offer a brief overview of tax and budget disputes in Tennessee and how they have shaped state politics in the twenty-first century. We also look at how black lawmakers attempted to shape tax and spending policies in Tennessee.

POLARIZATION AND BUDGET POLICIES

Americans across the country express strong opinions about paying taxes and supporting government expenditures. Indeed, public opinion surveys show that some citizens loathe taxes and spending while others view these topics with an indifferent tolerance.8 Earlier in the book, we argued that realignment politics, devolution, and political comity have contributed to the polarized identities that shape the state and that this has made it particularly difficult to advance a racially equalitarian agenda. Although Democrats had majority control of the legislature in the early 2000s, many feared that tax reform threatened the party in swing districts. For these reasons, Democrats were unable to use their seventeen-seat majority in the House to leverage support for tax reform. Sundquist was also unable to sway moderate Republicans to vote for the measure.

The budget crisis and ensuing debate over taxes in Tennessee are indicative of the challenges of managing state economies in the age of devolution. Indeed, Americans generally favor the transfer of federal responsibilities to the states, but this poses major problems for racial and ethnic minorities and poor residents in need of robust social spending and intervention programs. This is particularly the case for southern states, which are frequently left at the mercy of electoral coalitions that support fiscally austere measures.9

In addition, race is central to any discussion about tax reform. Blacks and whites are generally divided on these policies, but the polarization is more transparent in areas with severe patterns of racial segregation. For example, Alabama’s Republican governor Bob Riley proposed a referendum in 2003 that intended to raise taxes to pay for education and other services in the state. The proposal consisted of an increase in the marginal tax rate for higher-income families, along with adjustments to property taxes, taxes on businesses, and exemptions.10 The referendum was supported by 75 percent of the African American residents compared to 21 percent of white Alabamans, with the greatest divide occurring in the most racially segregated counties.11

Additional research found that progressive tax policies receive greater support when the poor and non-poor residents belong to the same racial or ethnic group. The “ethnic congruence” model contends that progressive tax measures receive the greatest levels of support in racially homogeneous areas, especially where there are smaller populations of people of color.12 When blacks and whites are unevenly distributed across income categories (in contexts where, for example, blacks are disproportionately poor and whites are middle class), progressive taxes receive less support. To state this another way, in diverse counties or states where racial contact is common and involves blacks and whites from different income groups, there has been less support for a graduated income tax.13 The overwhelming evidence thus suggests that tax and spending issues are racialized, but the racial differences intersect with a cross section of other issues, such as residential status and political context.

TAX AND SPENDING POLICIES IN TENNESSEE

Disputes over tax and spending policies have been at the forefront of American politics since the founding of the country,14 and such disputes have influenced Tennessee’s political development since the early nineteenth century. After the end of the Civil War, the constitutional convention in 1870 gave the state government the power to establish an income tax on stocks and bonds, but there was no explicit language that gave the state taxing powers on personal income. Other taxes were allowed under the state constitution and subsequent legislation, such as taxes on “privileges” and poll and property taxes.15

Although explicit language allowing for a personal income tax was not included in the state constitution, Tennessee attempted to pass an income tax measure in 1931. At the time, Governor Henry Horton pushed for a personal income tax because of economic upheaval stemming from the collapse of the banking industry in the state and in response to the Great Depression. Two years earlier, the Tennessee Supreme Court (TSC) had approved the “Hall income tax,” which taxed only stocks and bonds, but the measure did little to resolve the state’s deficit.16 Shortly afterward, the state legislature agreed to a graduated tax on the personal income of higher earners. The TSC, however, overturned the tax in Evans v. McCabe (1932).17

Despite Tennessee’s judicial history on tax reform, there was some disagreement with the TSC’s conclusion. Although the TSC claimed that the state’s 1870 constitution prohibited the establishment of a tax on personal income, the court ignored the official record of the constitutional convention’s proceedings. As Lewis Laska pointed out, the delegates at the convention permitted taxes on “privileges,” which they interpreted as taxes on personal income.18

Regardless of the TSC deliberations and the scholarly debate about tax reform, political observers claimed that if there were a prohibition on income tax in Tennessee, then it applied uniquely to a graduated instead of a flat tax. Hence, many of the various provisions for a state income tax proposed a flat rate. At the national level, a flat tax is widely supported by conservative antitax reformers. Yet at the state level—as a compromise between pro- and antitax reformers and in compliance with Tennessee jurisprudence—many Democrats and liberals have been willing to support a flat tax.

Several governors—from the Horton regime in the 1930s to Sundquist’s tenure in the early 2000s—have supported a graduated or flat tax on personal income. In the 1970s, Republican Winfield Dunn and Democrat Ray Blanton endorsed different versions of an income tax on the recommendation of the Tax Modernization and Reform Commission of 1974. Calls for an income tax picked up steam in the late 1990s, even though Sundquist was initially lukewarm to the idea.

Sundquist surprised many political observers with his endorsement of an income tax. Tennessee was one of nine states with no income tax, and many lawmakers, including high-profile Democrats, signed an antitax pledge in the 1990s that was sponsored by conservative interest groups. However, the state faced a budget crisis with a deficit expected to exceed $350 million.19 TennCare, the state Medicaid program discussed in the next chapter, also faced economic instability. The governor then received a favorable opinion about the constitutional legality of an income tax from the Tennessee attorney general’s office. These factors encouraged Sundquist to reverse his position by 2001 and advocate for an income tax.

Opponents to an income tax argued that it would discourage businesses from moving into the state.20 Antipoverty advocates and progressive policymakers, including members of the black caucus, insisted that budget shortfalls and poor delivery of services would continue unless an income tax was implemented to boost revenue. They further argued that since the state had one of the highest sales tax rates in the country, the tax burden was disproportionately carried on the backs of the working poor and communities of color.

Sundquist’s tax proposals experienced two stunning defeats in 2001 and 2002. In 2001, the state legislature extended its session by two months—the longest in state history—to work out a budget agreement. Sundquist and pro–tax reform lawmakers proposed the income tax near the end of the legislative calendar; in response, conservatives organized a militant grassroots campaign that forced lawmakers to reject this proposal. Subsequently, the final budget implemented cuts to state programs worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Funds from the tobacco settlement were designated to fill the remaining $500 million budget gap. Sundquist then vetoed the budget agreement due to his belief that it failed to create long-term financial solvency for the state. Yet the state legislature overrode the governor’s veto in a special session in August 2001. Afterward, the state was downgraded by the credit rating industry.21

Sundquist revitalized the tax plan the next year. Pro–tax reformers, mostly Democrats (who had a 58–41 majority in the House of Representatives and an 18–15 majority in the Senate), were ready to move the proposal through the legislature. Although many tax reform proposals were debated, the plan that had the potential to garner bipartisan support was a 3.25 percent flat tax coupled with a reduction in both the overall state sales tax and the sales taxes on food and other consumer goods. Speaker of the House James Naifeh proposed a 4–4.5 percent income tax, and he later added a tobacco tax to attract more legislators to his coalition. A graduated tax sponsored by Senator Robert Rochelle and Representative Tommy Head, both Democrats, received the greatest backing from liberal Democrats. It proposed to lower the sales tax while taxing middle- and higher-income residents. Their bill was cosponsored by Senator Roscoe Dixon, a black lawmaker from Memphis.22

Senator John Ford (D-Memphis), a prominent member of the black caucus, was a staunch advocate for progressive tax reform and had been working on the measure since the early 1980s. During the budget showdown in 2001, in a display of political comity, he proposed a flat tax to minimize political and racial discord in the legislature. He proposed a 2 percent rate on incomes, which was changed to a 3.1 percent tax combined with a significant reduction in the sales tax. He amended the proposal by adding deductions for poor families once progressives voiced opposition to it.23 In reality, Ford was most likely lukewarm to the flat tax. Yet he was trying to win over centrists who understood the need to bring in revenue but would only be attracted to the more conservative-oriented flat tax.

Overall, the black caucus supported several income tax measures during the two-year debate. In 2002, it delayed its collective endorsement of a tax plan to negotiate with the governor and Democratic leaders for black representation on the Tennessee Regulatory Authority, which monitors the rates of privately owned gas and utility companies in the state.24 The appointments are jointly considered by the governor and leaders of both houses of the General Assembly. Kathryn Bowers, a Memphis legislator who was later elected to the state Senate, wanted guarantees that one of the seats that was opening on the three-person board (it now has a four-person board) would be filled by an appointee recommended by the black caucus.25

The Naifeh and Rochelle-Head proposals gave moderate and progressive lawmakers different tax reform options. Liberal and consumer advocacy groups also mobilized support for tax reform. On March 20, 2002, more than two thousand pro–tax reform advocates visited the capital to pressure lawmakers. The American Association of Retired Persons alone sent fourteen hundred people.26

These pressures notwithstanding, the General Assembly rejected both tax proposals. The final plan passed by the legislature increased corporate and businesses taxes in some areas, but it also increased the sales tax on some goods and items. No income tax measure was approved.27 For these reasons, the revenue plan may have done more to hurt than to help the working poor. The measure split the black caucus: three members in the Senate (John Ford and Roscoe Dixon of Memphis and Thelma Harper of Nashville) supported it; however, all but two members in the House opposed it, with Joe Armstrong of Knoxville and Edith Langster of Nashville abstaining from the vote.28

The defeat of the income tax measure was a watershed event in the state. The income tax had the initial backing of an odd coalition: a conservative, states’ rights governor; many liberal Democrats; and most members of the black caucus. But the coalition’s defeat and the conservative angst about the tax ruined any chances for an income tax measure gaining momentum in the state legislature in the near future. The tax measure then became a litmus test for the 2002 gubernatorial election in which Phil Bredesen, a pro-growth Democrat who was Nashville’s mayor in the 1990s, ran against Congressman Van Hilleary, a conservative Republican. Both candidates opposed the income tax.

Ironically, a graduated income tax was supported by Ed Sanders, an independent gubernatorial candidate and popular black minister from Nashville. Sanders was a peculiar candidate who did not fit squarely within the orthodoxy of the Democratic or Republican parties. Before campaigning for governor, he worked with public health advocates from both parties, especially on HIV/AIDS-related policies. His ideological positions were clearly on the left (more left than most Tennessee Democrats and just as progressive as the black Democratic legislators), although he also had public ties to the Republican Party.

In the next section, we explore how Tennesseans view tax and budget policies. The budget fights of the twenty-first century underscore why the state is an ideal case study of tax and spending attitudes, and they present us with an opportunity to explore residents’ attitudes across several policy areas and at multiple levels of government. We examine the support for establishing a state income tax, attitudes toward the flat and graduated tax structures, views of state and federal spending, and racial polarization around these issues.

TENNESSEANS’ VIEWS ABOUT AN INCOME TAX

We begin by looking for racial differences in attitudes about taxation. The first survey item in the spring 2002 MTSU poll gauged opinions about income taxes generally. A second item asked if respondents would be amenable to establishing a state income tax if doing so would ultimately lower sales taxes, and a final question asked Tennesseans if their viewpoint would change if the revenue from income taxes went toward funding education. In figure 5.1, we plot the number of whites (lighter bars) and nonwhites (darker bars) who opposed these three forms of income tax. Because of sample-size limitations, the racial comparisons that we make throughout this chapter are between white Tennesseans and nonwhite Tennesseans. Please note that the nonwhite category includes respondents who identified themselves as being African American, Asian, and Latino(a). We converted these numbers into percentages so that they can be more easily compared to one another. Overall, Tennesseans are more likely to oppose the income tax than to support it (see the first two bars in figure 5.1). This is true regardless of race. However, the percentage of white residents who oppose a general income tax is higher than that of their nonwhite neighbors.29

However, opinions changed when respondents were asked to consider the potential consequences of a higher income tax. Framing the creation of an income tax as an opportunity to lower the sales tax softens the viewpoints of Tennesseans. More than half of the respondents in the survey opposed an income tax in general, whereas less than one-fourth had that opinion if they believed the cost of an income tax would yield the benefit of a reduced sales tax.30 Intriguingly, this policy frame was equally effective on white and nonwhite Tennessee residents. We find no statistically significant racial differences in opposition to this approach to tax policy,31 which means that both whites and nonwhites were comparably susceptible to this framing of the question. A different pattern emerges, however, when exploring white versus nonwhite differences in opposition to an income tax plan that would finance education. On the one hand, it was useful to mention increased revenues for Tennessee schools when trying to persuade respondents to support an income tax. This is because the proportion of Tennesseans opposed to an income tax that excluded an education initiative was significantly higher than it was for a tax plan that indirectly benefited education.32 However, unlike the “income tax can lower sales tax” policy frame, a greater percentage of whites (compared to residents of color) remained dissenters to income taxation even when it was paired with a public education plan.33


FIGURE 5.1  Racial differences in the opposition to a state income tax
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The results in figure 5.1 show that respondents were less opposed to higher income taxes if they thought the revenues were going to fund public education. However, this policy frame was not as convincing as the sales tax frame in decreasing opposition to an income tax. In other words, linking the income tax to school funding lacked persuasive force compared to the sales tax in reducing opposition to an income tax. The proportions of respondents who opposed an overall income tax and those who opposed one that lowers sales tax are .583 and .197, respectively, which constitutes a decrease of nearly 200 percent.34 Conversely, the difference between the proportion of opposition to a plain income tax (.583) and to one that helps education (.388) is nearly 50 percent.35

Taken together, the results in figure 5.1 show that Tennesseans were generally resistant to the idea of a state income tax. However, this opposition weakened considerably if the rhetoric of passing an income tax was tied to the possibility of cutting the state sales tax. The prospect of spending income tax revenue on education inspired a similar (albeit smaller) boost in support.

The remaining set of items in the MTSU poll asked respondents to state their preference for either a flat (i.e., everyone is taxed the same amount or percentage, regardless of income) or graduated (i.e., Tennesseans with higher incomes are taxed at a higher rate) income tax. In figure 5.2, we illustrate that the flat tax option seemed to be more popular overall. Tennesseans tended to favor a tax structure that is applied equally to all residents rather than one based on income level.36 We also uncover some fascinating racial differences in this set of opinions as the percentage of whites who favored a flat tax was significantly greater than the percentage of nonwhites who preferred a flat tax.37 Nonwhites outpaced their white counterparts when it came to expressing a preference for the graduated tax structure and claiming that they did not have a preference, but these differences do not reach conventional levels of statistical significance.38 To summarize, the results in figure 5.2 demonstrate that if there has to be an income tax, Tennesseans would prefer a flat one.


FIGURE 5.2  Racial differences in preference for flat versus graduated tax
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In addition to assessing attitudes toward different tax plans, the spring 2002 wave of the MTSU poll embedded a question-order experiment within the survey. The experiment randomly queried half of the respondents about flat taxes before asking them a question about the graduated tax plan, while the order was reversed for the remaining respondents. In other words, the makers of the survey wanted to see if the answers to questions about taxes would change depending on whether flat-tax items came before graduated-tax ones or vice versa. Question-order experiments are common in public opinion research. Herbert Hyman and Paul Sheatsley conducted a well-known study in which they altered the order in which respondents received two survey items (one asked whether journalists from communist countries should be allowed to visit the United States to report the news, and the other checked to see if the same allowance should be granted to American journalists in communist countries). The authors demonstrated that respondents who got the communist version of this question before the American version were less inclined to welcome outside reporters.39

We take advantage of the MTSU poll’s split-sample experiment to explore the influence of question order on the tax opinions of Tennessee residents. We discover racial differences across question order with respect to the level of opposition to the three questions about an income tax. Figure 5.3 provides visual evidence of these question-order effects. The figure is divided into two halves representing the results for nonwhites and whites. For each half, we report the percentage of respondents who opposed an overall income tax (darkest bars), an income tax that would lower sales tax (lightest bars), and an income tax that would funnel revenues into public education (medium bars). Overall, the patterns in this figure are familiar. Opposition among Tennesseans was highest for the unqualified variant of the income tax item, lowest for the item that proposed to lower sales tax, and moderate for the education-benefiting plan. More important, figure 5.3 tells us that question order had little influence on whites’ opinions about the three income tax items.40 This result holds true for nonwhite respondents when we consider the lower sales tax and funding education questions.41 However, that is not the case when we explore attitudes about an overall income tax. Specifically, nonwhite respondents were significantly more accepting of a general income tax when they received the question about graduated taxes first.42

The fact that nonwhites expressed more tolerance for an income tax when the subject was introduced using ideas about a graduated (rather than a flat) tax structure suggests that we have found a circumstance in which race influenced the impact of question order on tax attitudes. Why were Tennesseans of color more susceptible to this question-order effect? We believe the answer lies in racial differences in demographic background. There is a long tradition of public opinion research confirming that people’s attitudes about taxes reflect their economic self-interests, which, obviously, are influenced heavily by their social class. Likewise, extending the symbolic politics hypothesis, a line of reasoning developed by David Sears,43 voters who abhor “big government” tend also to detest tax increases. We therefore expect Republican Tennesseans to oppose taxes of any kind more than their Democratic colleagues do. Furthermore, if we apply the rational calculus to Tennessee politics, then we could argue that affluent Tennesseans should prefer a flat tax system to a graduated one because the latter costs them more than the former.44 Research by Kent Tedin and colleagues suggested that “group-based” considerations shape opinions about taxes. Younger respondents should be least pleased with income taxes, but the fervor of their opposition should wear down with age. Similarly, women are more tolerant of tax proposals because they tend to be more ideologically liberal than their male counterparts.45

When accounting for these demographic characteristics, we expect any racial differences in the respondents’ opposition to an income tax to decrease, if not disappear. We marshal empirical evidence to support this claim. Table 5.1 contains two sets of analyses. First, we estimate a stripped-down multiple regression model of opposition to an income tax—with no control variables. Because the tax question is a binary dependent variable (1 = oppose income tax, 0 = otherwise), we use logistic regression. The sole independent variable in the basic model is the race of the MTSU poll respondent, coded so that white Tennesseans get a score of 1, while nonwhites are scored as 0. This model specification enables us to explore the race gap in tax attitudes. A positive and statistically significant regression coefficient would tell us that whites are more opposed to an income tax than nonwhites are. A negative and significant estimate signals that nonwhites express the greatest disfavor. Regression values that are indistinguishable from zero (statistically nonsignificant) represent instances in which there are no racial differences in income tax attitudes. We break this basic model into two parts, each assessing the impact of race among the subsample of MTSU poll respondents for whom the flat tax or graduated tax discussion came first. The results in the basic model are consistent with previous findings. There were no white versus nonwhite differences (i.e., there was no race effect) in opposition to a state income tax when the tax question followed a discussion of graduated taxation. But white respondents (compared to their nonwhite colleagues) expressed significantly more opposition to an income tax when that polling question came after a survey item about the flat tax.


FIGURE 5.3  Racial differences in opposition to an income tax, sorted by question order
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As expected, the race gap that was present in the flat-tax-first subsample of the basic model disappears in the fully specified regression model with control variables. To interpret this model, analysts should think of the race variable as representing the race gap in tax attitudes, holding several demographic, social, and political variables constant. We measure party identification with a pair of binary variables: each is coded as 1 for respondents who self-identify as Democrats (or Republicans) and 0 otherwise. Education is also a binary variable (1 = some college or trade school training, 0 = otherwise). So is gender (1 = woman, 0 = man). We also include several binary variables to distinguish Middle Tennessee’s “doughnut” area (suburban counties that lean conservative and lie outside of the Democratic Party stronghold of Nashville–Davidson County) and “non-doughnut” area from the regions outside of Middle Tennessee. Income and age are continuous variables; the latter records a respondent’s age in years, and the former keeps track of a respondent’s income bracket (ranging from less than $20,000 per year after taxes to greater than $100,000 per year). We include a standard and squared version of the age variable to measure a potential curvilinear effect: the extent to which Tennesseans oppose the income tax might plateau and possibly decrease as respondents mature.

The results in the second half of table 5.1 show that whites and nonwhites are similarly opposed to a general income tax when a discussion of graduated taxes comes first.46 We can see this because the previously positive and statistically significant regression coefficient for race is no longer significant after including all the control variables.47 This is evidence that these background variables help to explain racial differences in the influence of question order on Tennesseans’ opposition to the state implementing an income tax.


TABLE 5.1  Predicting racial differences in the influence of question order on Tennesseans’ opposition to a general income tax
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OPINIONS ABOUT STATE VERSUS FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SPENDING

Having explored opinions about taxation in the spring 2002 MTSU survey, we now focus our attention on racial differences in opinions about government spending. These differences, we anticipate, stem largely from the belief among Tennesseans that rises in government spending ultimately come out of the wallets of residents (sometimes in the form of increased taxes). This belief is understandable: economists have long debated the connection between government spending and taxation practices.48 We explore these issues using the fall 2007 wave of the MTSU poll. This survey contained a battery of questions relating not only to specific taxes, but also to the more abstract notion of “government spending.” This poll allows us to keep track of perceptions among Tennesseans regarding the government’s use of taxes to finance a host of public works, defense, and health-care-related policies. In addition, the fall 2007 MTSU survey included an experimental manipulation in which half of its respondents were randomly assigned to receive questions about the spending practices of the state while the other half were asked about the spending practices of the federal government. This experiment gives us the opportunity to address the following question: Do Tennesseans believe that there has been too much, too little, or just the right amount of state or federal government spending? The answer to this question speaks directly to the role, if any, of respondents’ preference for devolution on their policy attitudes.

As we show in figures 5.4 and 5.5, attitudes about government spending vary depending on the policy in question and the race of the respondent. The opinions of white respondents appear in the lighter bars, and those of minority residents are in the darker bars. In both figures, the bars reflect the number of Tennesseans (expressed as a percentage) who oppose government spending (those who responded that they believe there is “too much” government spending) on the policy or project in question.

Looking first at figure 5.4, we see that more whites (compared to nonwhites) were inclined to believe that the state government spends too much money. The only exceptions to this pattern were perceptions of spending on programs for residents with physical or cognitive disabilities, where more nonwhites expressed opposition than whites did. In several instances (spending on social welfare, highway construction, and mass transportation), the racial differences were so large that they are statistically significant.49 There are also other cases—spending on Cover Tennessee (the state’s program for providing accessible and affordable health-care services to the uninsured), community colleges, mental health, and mass transportation again—in which there were not any nonwhite respondents who expressed opposition to state-level spending. In other words, nonwhites supported robust state spending on these initiatives.


FIGURE 5.4  Racial differences in opposition to various forms of state-level government spending
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The patterns become more complicated when we look at figure 5.5. What stands out most is that the race gap reverses: nonwhites were most likely to be unsupportive of government spending at the federal, rather than the state, level. When it comes to the topics of education (particularly spending for elementary schools and universities) and Medicare, these racial differences are both large in magnitude and statistically meaningful.50 There are several instances in which there were no nonwhites opposing government spending. Interestingly, the largest racial gap was in attitudes about spending on security against terrorism, a policy domain in which nonwhites were clearly less sympathetic than their white counterparts.51


FIGURE 5.5  Racial differences in opposition to various forms of federal-level government spending
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What do we make of these results? To explore further, it is useful to look not only at the individual survey items but also at an overall index of these spending opinions. Thus, we created additive indices of the state and federal government spending questions in the 2007 MTSU poll. The indices are composed of the many state- or federal-level spending projects listed in figures 5.4 and 5.5. Because we are ultimately interested in Tennesseans’ opposition to (not support for) an income tax, we coded the items in each index so that respondents who opposed a given project received a score of 1, and all other respondents received scores of 0. We then added the respondents’ sets of scores together to get an overall count of the number of projects they opposed (the higher the value in the index, the greater the number of government spending projects opposed). Both indices display an acceptable level of inter-item reliability.52


FIGURE 5.6  Racial differences in opposition to state- and federal-level government spending
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The results for these composite indices of state or federal spending appear in bar graphs, with the lighter and darker bars reflecting the viewpoints of whites and nonwhites, respectively (figure 5.6). For comparison purposes, both indices have been rescaled so that they range from 0 (low overall opposition toward government spending) to 1 (high opposition). The average levels of opposition toward state- and federal-level spending are .65 and .83, respectively, and a difference of means test reveals that opposition toward federal-level spending tends to outpace that of state-level spending by a substantial margin.53

We get an even clearer story when we separate the results of each composite index by race. As shown in figure 5.6, Tennesseans (regardless of race) were opposed to federal spending, but whites were consistently less tolerant of state-level government spending.54 A similar trend emerges for the federal spending index, but the between-race differences are not large enough to reach statistical significance.55

CONCLUSION

We began this chapter with a discussion of one of Tennessee’s more controversial issues in 2001–2002: an income tax. Some legislators had proposed to implement an income tax in the Volunteer State in order to resolve a crippling budget crisis. Several possibilities were considered, including using the money generated by income taxes to offset the state’s similarly unpopular sales tax. Members of the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators were instrumental in steering the agenda. Most believed that an income tax would boost revenues that could be used for social programs for their constituents, including the working poor. In other words, an income tax could help promote a liberal and racially egalitarian agenda, which has been traditionally supported by the black caucus.

As results from the 2002 MTSU survey show, the income tax was both a racial and a political issue. There is evidence that whites and nonwhites in Tennessee tended to perceive the issues of taxes and spending differently. These findings are not that surprising for, as we have noted throughout the chapter, there is anecdotal evidence to back up the statistical results.

The 2007 MTSU poll provides yet another perspective. The data show that Tennesseans of color felt differently than their white neighbors did about the role of government spending. Again, these differences of opinion are not surprising: they are further confirmation of the racial divide in public opinion. This divide arises from the divergent social and political experiences of whites and minorities. For example, Andrew Hacker spoke of “two nations”: he argued that blacks and whites live in different Americas.56 Hacker’s description is an excellent point of departure for understanding race relations, and it makes sense that an analysis of tax and spending attitudes would consider the separate environments within which African American and white Tennesseans reside.

More generally, the findings we have presented in this chapter underscore how devolution and racial polarization have shaped Tennessee politics in the twenty-first century. Americans tend to support devolution in principle, despite being relatively skeptical of state governments’ ability to enact and enforce various policies. Such skepticism is warranted when viewed from the perspective of U.S. race relations, for southern states like Tennessee have historically been ambivalent about (if not antagonistic toward) redistributive policies. In this chapter, we have shown not only that debates over taxes and government spending reflect this antagonism (in the sense that racial group competition and zero-sum perceptions fuel people’s views about government funding priorities), but these debates may also contribute to it (by widening the opinion gap between white Tennesseans and residents of color).


CHAPTER SIX

THE RISE AND FALL OF TENNCARE

Please reform the management of TennCare as you promised to do. Please restore health care for the sick and vulnerable people who have lost their TennCare and cannot get other insurance. Please allow TennCare patients to get medicine and other care that they urgently need. . . . People I know are hurting because of the TennCare cuts. Please do what is right and take care of the people who need it.

—MEMPHIS RESIDENT TO GOVERNOR PHIL BREDESEN (2005)

Since the addition of the Title XIX provision in the Social Security Act of 1965, Medicaid (an option states can choose in which the federal government matches the funds that states allocate to medical goods and services) has worked to ensure that citizens with limited resources have access to quality health care. TennCare, which began in January 1994, was a unique health insurance plan. It was the first in the country to replace the state’s Medicaid program with a “managed-care” bureaucracy. Tennessee implemented TennCare as an attempt to “expand Tennessee’s Medicaid program by using managed-care principles to deliver health care to a larger number of people for the same amount of money.”1 Because of TennCare’s innovative strategies, Tennessee attracted national attention from health-care advocates.2 However, the experiment struggled. It faced routine opposition from fiscal conservatives and some insurance companies, but at the same time gave thousands of Tennesseans access to health care. As Carole Myers noted, we can attribute the rise and fall of TennCare to several factors.3 These include allegations of bureaucratic mismanagement, the increasing costs of maintaining the program, and failed negotiations between government officials, various stakeholders in the medical industry, and advocates serving underserved communities in general and TennCare enrollees in particular.4 Although we account for these factors, in this chapter we give particular attention to the role played by Governor Phil Bredesen in moving Tennessee away from this health-care plan and back to a more traditionally run Medicaid system.

On January 10, 2005, Bredesen, a Democrat, announced his final plan to reform TennCare. The governor’s reform package was radical by any measure and included the most drastic cuts in the forty years since federal-state programs began delivering health care to the poor in Tennessee. He proposed the removal of almost half of the adults (323,000) from the TennCare program (this number was later reduced to 226,000 and then to 191,000) and reductions in benefits for the remaining 396,000 adult enrollees. These reductions included monthly and annual restrictions on prescription drugs, doctor visits, inpatient and outpatient care, and X-rays.5 For sick beneficiaries facing the immediate loss of health care, the reforms were catastrophic.

The governor’s reform package angered lawmakers, civil rights leaders, and health-care advocates. The county commission in Lawrence County passed a unanimous resolution opposing the cuts, pointing out that 3,566 adults, or more than one in ten adults in Lawrence County, would be cut from the TennCare rolls.6 Ceci Connolly of the Washington Post reported that the “announcement sent shivers through health-care professionals nationwide who see . . . TennCare’s retreat as the start of a bleak trend to scale back government-paid care at the time the private sector is trimming benefits.”7 William Welch and Julie Appleby of USA Today wrote that doctors, therapists, and clinical social workers were worried that the governor’s reforms “would create a second-class health system in which saving money, not healing the sick, is a primary concern.”8 “What is happening in Tennessee is profoundly cruel,” noted New York Times columnist Bob Herbert.9

In response to his critics, Bredesen argued that Medicaid’s payment scheme has more in common with a “socialist economy” than with “common sense economic and business principles.”10 After announcing the reduction plan, he tried to reassure residents that individuals who were disenrolled from TennCare would be able to receive medical assistance in alternative health-care programs—or what was often referred to in the media as the “health-care safety net,” such as community health centers, hospital emergency rooms, employer-based insurance programs, and preventative and clinical services. According to the governor and his allies, the replacement of Medicaid with safety-net programs was an effective, cost-efficient trade-off. He insisted that these programs could absorb the working poor and chronically ill Tennesseans.

In this chapter we examine the debate over TennCare reform, focusing primarily on the period from the fall of 2004, when Bredesen proposed that TennCare be dissolved, to the winter of 2005, when the mass disenrollment of Tennessee residents from TennCare sparked considerable controversy. We assess how public actors (the governor and members of his administration, state lawmakers, health-care professionals, and health justice and civil rights advocates) shaped the debate about the program and how race and social class influenced perceptions about the TennCare reforms. In Tennessee, these actors constituted what Alan Abramowitz referred to as the “polarized public,” the engaged citizens who advanced differing narratives about TennCare during this period.11

We give close attention to various rationales the governor used to justify the overhaul of TennCare and how the narratives polarized the public in Tennessee. Specifically, we look at the safety-net narrative the governor promulgated in order to examine whether voters in Tennessee believed his argument that this would mitigate the effects of losing access to TennCare health insurance. We rely on public opinion polls from the MTSU Survey Group and a survey-based experiment we conducted in the fall of 2008 and the spring of 2009, which measured the impact of the TennCare debate on social and political attitudes. We supplement these results with qualitative data drawn from primary and secondary sources, including documents obtained from the TennCare Saves Lives Coalition, the principal advocacy group that opposed the governor’s reforms, as well as Bredesen’s official records at the Tennessee State Library and Archives.12

First, we provide an overview of how the TennCare debate underscored deeper concerns about political polarization in Tennessee. This is followed by a historical summary of the TennCare program and the raucous battle over the governor’s reform policy. We then investigate the degree to which the ideas underlying Governor Bredesen’s safety-net narrative took hold in public discourse and shaped opinions about his reform of TennCare. We conclude by situating our results within broader discussions of the rise and fall of TennCare.

POLARIZATION AND TENNCARE

Debates over health-care reform tend to polarize the public. According to Douglas Blanks Hindman, partisanship tends to shape attitudes toward health-care reform more significantly than social status or class do. He argued that the public’s views on health care will be more closely aligned to the preferences of their political parties than to the presumed predispositions of their social class.13 Democrats have traditionally been the strongest supporters of Medicaid. Blacks have also been among the strongest supporters of Medicaid, since many blacks do not have access to adequate insurance and live in areas that have substandard medical care. In Tennessee, these conditions produce a context in which African Americans disproportionately depend on Medicaid for their health and well-being.14

That attitudes toward health-care reform can be closely attached to political party membership and racial identity complicates the discussion of the TennCare reforms. Although it was a fellow Democrat, Governor Ned McWherter, who initiated TennCare in 1994, Bredesen was a fiscal conservative. He introduced his reform measures at a time when Democrats had a shrinking majority in both chambers of the Tennessee General Assembly. Thus, although progressives and many health-care professionals opposed Bredesen’s measures, some Democratic Party elites attempted to curb such dissent because they were afraid that it would split the party’s base and give Republicans an advantage in the 2006 midterm and gubernatorial elections.

There has been a growing racial divide at the national level over health-care reform.15 Michael Henderson and D. Sunshine Hillygus found that racial minorities, especially blacks, tend to express the greatest support for universal or expanded health care.16 These patterns also reflect party lines, for most blacks are firm members of the Democratic Party. Thus, the racial politics of the TennCare reforms presented a challenge to the Bredesen administration and his allies in the state legislature. Bredesen needed to be politically sensitive to African Americans: blacks were his most loyal bloc of supporters yet they had a lot to lose from his Medicaid reforms. Blacks were disproportionately represented in the program: although they constituted 17 percent of the state’s population, the four hundred thousand black adults and children in TennCare constituted nearly one-third of the enrollees.

Bredesen needed to minimize opposition from health-care advocates and African American leaders. He attempted to convince prominent African Americans that the TennCare cuts would do little harm to their constituencies. This strategy relied on the notion that African Americans were beholden to what Frymer called “electoral capture”;17 they were trapped between a hostile Republican Party, which had been mostly opposed to TennCare since its creation, and the Democrats, whose principal leader in the state intended to downsize the program. The belief was that African American leaders would embrace political comity and offer little resistance to Bredesen’s TennCare reform because they would deem it important to maintain (Democratic Party) unity. However, embracing political comity in this way can marginalize a racial equalitarian agenda or, as in the case of the TennCare debate, result in disregarding black opposition to public policies that hurt many African Americans. Bredesen had mixed success with this strategy. While some black lawmakers and interest groups attempted to shield the governor from criticism, there was a groundswell of opposition to his reform package.

It is important to highlight how devolution shaped the TennCare debate during this period. In contrast to Medicare, its sister program, Medicaid is a federal-state program that gives states the flexibility to adjust benefit limits and enrollment with oversight from Congress and from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services.18 In the early 1980s, President Ronald Reagan, under the banner of devolution, attempted to reduce Medicaid funding and give states more power to manage the program. In the early years of the program, section 1115 of the Social Security Act gave states waivers to initiate managed care and home- and community-based services, which were more cost-efficient than direct Medicaid spending.19 Some observers believed that these waivers would give states too much authority in the provision of standard medical care and give them the power to exclude consumers in dire need of services.20

Despite the concerns about section 1115, President Bill Clinton expanded the waiver program in 1994 so that states could cover more uninsured populations.21 This entailed the development of managed-care systems that would oversee the delivery of state-level Medicaid programs.22 TennCare is an example of such a program. Although the traditional Medicaid program attempts to serve impoverished families, many individuals among the working poor or who are experiencing financial hardships due to disabilities and medical crises may not qualify because they do not meet the federal government’s eligibility guidelines.23 In 1994, Governor Ned McWherter began the process of expanding Medicaid coverage beyond the federal guidelines in order to provide health care to working-poor adults and children, disabled people, elderly residents who need financial assistance to pay for prescription drugs, individuals with mental health disabilities, and middle-class consumers with chronic long-term illnesses.24

Expanding Medicaid coverage to uninsured and ailing Tennesseans made the state eligible to receive federal funds: two dollars for every dollar the state spent on Medicaid. By some calculations, expanding Medicaid can contribute to the economic growth of a state. Because Tennessee has no state income tax, it routinely faces budget shortfalls, and lawmakers frequently call for cuts to much-needed programs and services. Many Democrats, health advocates, and social justice activists believe that supplemental dollars from the federal government could create a permanent funding stream and fix the chronic budget woes that the absence of a state income tax has created.

In the next section, we examine the rise and fall of TennCare. This discussion includes a description of the mobilization activities of those who worked to advance social justice through a more equitable allocation of resources related to health care. We also look at how race and, more specifically, African Americans shaped the debate over Medicaid and TennCare.

OVERVIEW OF THE TENNCARE DEBATE, 1994–2006

Medicaid (Title XIX) was created in 1965 as health insurance for the poor. It was negotiated as a political compromise between President Lyndon Johnson and the American Medical Association. The latter clearly wanted to increase physicians’ ability to care for families with limited resources, and Johnson, seeking to bolster his appeal with voters, realized the importance of maintaining some of the momentum that the concept of a national health insurance program had gained as early as the Truman administration.25 However, as Jonathan Engel noted, Medicaid has at times been referred to as the “orphan” of the War on Poverty initiatives.26 The program was initially based on the medical vouchers that private insurance companies offered to poor people, but it quickly expanded into a robust insurance program.27

Blacks and other racial minorities were particularly supportive of Medicaid. Many lived in areas that lacked minority physicians and financially stable medical facilities.28 Racial minorities looked to Medicaid to address their substandard health care and systemic exclusion from established medical institutions. Rural residents also benefited from Medicaid. Many lived far away from health-care facilities, which contributed to their alienation from the medical profession.

When TennCare was first initiated in 1994, health-care practitioners and African American leaders celebrated the program because of its potential to expand coverage to hundreds of thousands of uninsured and chronically ill patients. The program was initially conceived as a managed-care program: participating insurance companies were converted into managed-care organizations. These organizations were paid lump sums, or what was referred to as “capitation fees,” to deliver and manage health care for thousands of patients.29 The potential benefit for state Medicaid programs that use managed-care systems is that if medical costs in a given month or year for a group of patients are more than the fees allocated to a participating insurance company, that company must absorb the additional costs. For example, if TennCare allocated $1 million per year to Blue Cross/Blue Shield to supervise health coverage for forty thousand patients, the insurance company would have to pay the balance of the medical costs for its patients if the costs exceeded the capitated amount that TennCare allotted.

Some of the people who pushed for improved health care in Tennessee believed that managed-care systems contained costs by forcing providers and insurance companies to focus attention on preventative services.30 Catastrophic illnesses, emergency room visits, and the overprescribing of drugs are common events for individuals who lack preventative care. These events add costs to Medicaid programs and can affix a financial burden to insurance companies. In theory, the potential risk of absorbing excessive medical costs encourages participating insurance companies to offer efficient services, disease management, and strict oversight of prescription drug use, all of which have the potential to stabilize costs and prevent Medicaid recipients from developing expensive medical conditions.

Within a few years of its implementation, TennCare expanded coverage to hundreds of thousands of working poor and chronically ill residents, people who otherwise would not have had any insurance. The state’s uninsured population decreased by 30 percent, and the urban poor who used TennCare had greater access to private hospitals. Disabled residents could use TennCare to pay for private nursing and home health services; before the program was created, many had been forced to live in poorly run nursing homes.31 Health coverage was expanded to residents with severe chronic conditions, such as HIV/AIDS, diabetes, cancer, and other illnesses that required long-term care.32

Despite evidence of TennCare’s efficacy in reducing the number of uninsured Tennesseans, it faced many challenges. Fiscal conservatives and other opponents criticized TennCare for endangering the right of private physicians to provide or withhold their services as they choose and for giving the federal government too much influence over the state’s health-care delivery system. They particularly opposed the program’s managed-care system, and they questioned TennCare’s capacity to control spending and the rising costs of prescription drugs.33

Governor McWherter responded to his critics by threatening to reduce existing Medicaid payments to hospitals, physicians, and nursing homes. He floated the ideas of levying a financing fee on hospitals or imposing a state income tax to raise revenue for medical care. The former strategy would have penalized hospitals (which typically have a tough time turning a profit) that tried to secure outside funding and/or merger partners, while the latter strategy would have meant that residents would pay higher taxes.34 Private physicians and insurance companies were among TennCare’s staunchest opponents.

The election of Republican Don Sundquist as governor in 1994, the same year the TennCare program began, created additional challenges for the program. During Sundquist’s tenure (1995–2003), he made a failed attempt to remove thousands of beneficiaries from the TennCare program. He also restructured the contracts of managed-care organizations after several insurance companies threatened to leave the program and the state. The new agreements removed any risks for the insurance companies.35 They no longer had to cover medical costs that exceeded the capitation fees; the state government absorbed these costs.36 The combination of the exemption of insurance companies from financial risk, the rising costs of prescription drugs, and the large number of people with chronic conditions increased TennCare’s annual costs.

In addition, Sundquist angered the state’s black leaders when he canceled the TennCare contracts of two popular black-owned insurance companies, Xantus Corporation and Access MedPlus. Access MedPlus, founded and directed by Anthony Cebrun, was the second largest managed-care organization in the state and the largest minority-owned business in Tennessee. Cebrun had a close relationship with the state’s black legislative caucus, health-care professionals, clergy, and civil rights groups. Although Access MedPlus was routinely criticized for mismanagement and financial insolvency, black leaders countered these claims by insisting that white-owned insurance companies also faced similar challenges yet escaped the criticisms that were levied against Cebrun’s company.37

By the time Phil Bredesen became governor in January 2003, TennCare was a flashpoint for debates about the management and financial solvency of government-subsidized health care. His election was widely applauded by those in the health-care profession because throughout his campaign, Bredesen had insisted that he would draw on his experiences as a corporate health-care executive to fix the TennCare program. Many of the Tennesseans who supported Bredesen assumed that he would stabilize prescription drug costs, rein in insurance companies that were no longer obligated to follow the capitation-fee requirements, and solve TennCare’s management problems without downsizing the program.

One of the first steps Bredesen took was to commission a study of the program by McKinsey and Company, a New York–based management consulting firm. Released in two waves (December 2003 and February 2004), the multimillion-dollar McKinsey Report analyzed the financial stability of the state’s budget in the context of TennCare’s annual spending growth.38 Its authors predicted a dire scenario for the state budget: TennCare would consume 36 percent of state appropriations by 2008 if major reforms were not made to the program. The McKinsey Report catapulted TennCare to the top of the governor’s agenda. From his standpoint, the study provided empirical evidence that TennCare would fiscally destabilize the state unless major reforms were implemented.39

Health-care advocates were troubled by the McKinsey Report. The study was mostly funded by Blue Cross/Blue Shield of Tennessee, the Hospital Corporation of America, Vanderbilt University, the Farm Bureau, and the Tennessee Hospital Association.40 Virtually all these groups were critical of the TennCare program; the Tennessee Hospital Association, for example, openly endorsed TennCare reform even before the report was completed. Bredesen’s critics charged that the study lacked the objectivity required to appropriately evaluate the TennCare program and that its underlying objective was to bias the evidence in order to justify the TennCare reforms.

The governor planned a two-stage blitzkrieg across the state to advocate for major changes to TennCare. Bredesen’s initial reform plan entailed benefit reductions, limits on prescription drugs and doctor visits, and higher co-pays for adult enrollees. Children and disabled and pregnant beneficiaries were exempted from the reductions, although some observers complained that loopholes in the plan would force poor families to pay more for their children’s medications or would force them to purchase the least expensive medications, even when those were known to have undesirable side effects.41 The governor promised that disenrollments would only take place if health-care practitioners opposed the benefit cuts in the courts.42 At the time, federal courts were supervising the TennCare program to ensure that it was adhering to consent decrees that protected the civil rights and due process of its beneficiaries. These decrees, which had been issued by federal judges in response to class-action lawsuits against the TennCare program, were major obstacles to disenrollment because they tied the governor’s hands to some extent in terms of what he could do to change TennCare provisions.

The first stage of the tour, which was led by David Goetz, the state finance commissioner, coincided with the release of the first half of the McKinsey Report in December 2003. Governor Bredesen headed the second stage in late February 2004, after the second part of the report was released. During the tour, Bredesen and members of his administration met with the editorial boards of a dozen newspapers and other local media.43 In the majority-black city of Memphis, Bredesen selected an “inner-city area” where a large number of people would be “facing the most initial shock/reorganization from the [TennCare] changes.”44 Bredesen had been advised that Memphis mayor Willie Herenton and Shelby County mayor A. C. Wharton had “higher profiles than General Assembly members” and that they could be used to leverage support for the reforms.45 In East Tennessee, where the tour began, he wanted to fend off potential opposition from prominent Republicans, many of whom were reluctant to replace a Medicaid program that had a proven track record with a managed-care system that they saw as a “Cadillac program” that was rife with “too much fraud and abuse.”46

Polling data revealed that the medical community in Chattanooga had concerns about the TennCare reforms. Managed-care programs like TennCare allow health-care providers to cover poor and disabled Medicaid enrollees in return for a fixed payment from taxpayers. That is good from the standpoint of stabilizing a government’s budget. However, some health-care analysts believe that managed-care programs create potential conflicts of interest: the less care delivered by these health-care companies, the more money they can make, and such an incentive may ultimately compromise the health-care services residents receive.47

In March and April 2004, the Tennessee legislature began deliberations of the reform plan.48 Representative Kathryn Bowers, a leading black lawmaker from Memphis, was among the most vocal critics of the plan. As the vice chair of the TennCare Oversight Committee, the legislative body tasked with reviewing changes to the program, she submitted fifty questions to her colleagues that called attention to the lack of legislative supervision over the reform measures and the adverse impact the governor’s plan would have on people with chronic illnesses.49 Senator Doug Jackson (D-Dickson), chair of the oversight committee, raised similar concerns.

The bill to reform TennCare included restrictions on hospital visits, X-rays, prescription drugs, and inpatient and outpatient care. Conservatives celebrated it. Representative Beth Harwell, chair of the Tennessee Republican Party, said that it “included elements of previous Republican proposals.”50 The bill received unanimous approval in the Senate, which included three black senators (Thelma Harper of Nashville, John Ford of Memphis, and Roscoe Dixon of Memphis). In the House, only eight of ninety-nine members voted against it; that group included three of the fifteen members of the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators.51 The bill thus passed overwhelmingly in both the House and the Senate, and the new law went into effect on May 17, 2004.

In addition to reducing benefits to TennCare clients, the legislation centralized oversight responsibilities for TennCare inside the executive branch by removing monitoring of the program from the legislature’s jurisdiction. The new law gave the governor’s office, the State of Tennessee Bureau of TennCare (created during the McWherter administration as part of the Division of Health Care Finance and Administration), the TennCare Advisory Commission (part of the state legislature), and the newly created TennCare Foundation (a nongovernmental office that was later closed for unknown reasons) primary responsibility for determining TennCare eligibility. As the legislation was written, the governor would make appointments to the TennCare Advisory Commission and the TennCare Foundation.52 However, Bredesen amended the bill in the last hour to permit some legislative consultation regarding appointments to the advisory commission.

Another controversial aspect of the new law was that, at the urging of Bredesen, it changed TennCare’s definition of the term “medical necessity.” Medical necessity, a conceptual framework used by medical professionals and insurance programs, defines how much treatment health-care providers can give their patients. States that have expanded their Medicaid programs have the capacity to develop either a restrictive definition of medical necessity or an expansive one that offers broad treatment to patients—with the approval of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services.53 A restrictive definition could mean that Medicaid beneficiaries would only receive the least costly treatments for medical conditions instead of the standard of medical care.

The new definition used a four-part model to determine medical necessity: the treatment needed to be necessary for diagnosing a condition, it needed to be “safe and effective” (that is, “the reasonably anticipated medical benefits of the item or service must outweigh the reasonably anticipated medical risks”), it needed to be the least expensive mode of treatment, and it needed to have “adequate” scientific evidence of its safety and effectiveness.54 Under Bredesen’s definition of medical necessity, treatment could include “observation, lifestyle or behavioral changes, or where appropriate, no treatment at all.”55 This new definition applied to all TennCare enrollees, including children.56

Advocates of equal access to quality health care argued that this definition of medical necessity was among the most austere in the country, and a Kaiser Family Foundation survey of definitions of this concept across the country found that Tennessee’s was substantially more restrictive than those used in other states.57 The survey report pointed out that under Tennessee’s definition, a standard of care that prioritized the treatments that were most appropriate and safe was no longer sufficient; in Tennessee, treatment also had to meet the criterion of least costly. In 2004, there was no precedent in the United States for delivery of care under this type of mandate.58 Representatives of the American Association of People with Disabilities, the Children’s Defense Fund, the National Women’s Law Center, and the American Association of Retired Persons insisted that this definition paved the way for a two-tiered health-care delivery system in which consumers with private insurance received standard medical care while those on Medicaid did not.59 Ted Shaw of the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc., believed that the new definition of medical necessity would have a disparate impact on blacks in Tennessee. In a letter to the governor, he stated:

[The Legal Defense and Educational Fund] anticipates that this change [the revised definition of medical necessity] could have serious and disproportionate adverse effects on the quality of health care available to low-income African Americans in Tennessee. We are also concerned that this definition could establish a harmful precedent that would further depress the already substandard quality of health care available to minorities across the country. This legislative change could set a precedent for other states across the country which would further depress the quality of health care available to low-income African Americans and other minorities.60

It was reported that Ron Pollack, the director of Families USA, a national public health-care advocacy group, worried that Bredesen’s definition would cut services to the poor and that other states would follow Tennessee’s example if the federal government approved the proposed change.61

In remarks before the House of Representatives, Kathryn Bowers said that the TennCare Oversight Committee and the Government Operations Committee, both of which were committees of the Tennessee General Assembly that reviewed procedural changes, would amend the governor’s plan in ways that would soften its impact on the working poor and those with acute medical conditions.62 However, the amendment process Bowers anticipated did not happen, mainly because the statute handed over some of the traditional responsibilities of these two committees to members of the executive branch, whose loyalties were to Governor Bredesen.63 Moreover, many of the committees’ members, especially those on the Government Operations Committee, were supporters of the governor or represented constituents who were skeptical about universal health insurance.

Another source of controversy was the status of federally supervised consent decrees that monitored the civil rights of TennCare enrollees. Shortly after the program was created in the mid-1990s, state officials and the legal representatives of TennCare participants, chiefly the Tennessee Justice Center, a nonprofit organization that represented tens of thousands of beneficiaries who had been abused by health-care providers, negotiated several legal settlements for TennCare enrollees, both adults and children. These decrees (John B. v. Goetz, Rosen v. Commissioner, Grier v. Goetz, and Newberry v. Goetz) were supervised by the U.S. District Court of Middle Tennessee and the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals. They ensured that TennCare did not discriminate against applicants for Medicaid who had been on public assistance; that the program met the federal standard for early and periodic screening, diagnostic, and treatment for children; that improvements in the appeals process were implemented; and that the appeals process for children in state custody was monitored.64 In other words, the federal government had stepped in to ensure that the rights of the most vulnerable were protected.

The consent decrees created a unique power dynamic for the Bredesen administration. Although approval from the federal courts was required for changes to TennCare benefits, the courts had limited authority to prevent a wholesale disenrollment of beneficiaries if the governor and the state legislature approved such a move. The consent decrees did not prevent public officials from removing beneficiaries from TennCare nor from eliminating appropriations that funded the program. Considering this legal circumstance, the governor presented two options to advocacy groups: they could agree to major benefit reductions and to modifications to the consent decrees or they would be forced to accept a massive disenrollment of beneficiaries. Both options would curtail TennCare’s spending growth, which the governor projected to be $2.5 billion by 2008. From the standpoint of health-care advocates, Bredesen’s proposal was a devil’s bargain. Either option would jeopardize low-income and high-risk beneficiaries and eliminate legal safeguards against maltreatment.

By August 2003, Governor Bredesen had renegotiated the terms of the agreements in the four statewide class-action lawsuits the Tennessee Justice Center had previously won. This was a victory for Bredesen because the new settlement agreements would save the state millions of dollars. Although Bredesen had the power to modify the consent decrees, he did not have the power to eliminate them completely. The federal government could sanction the state or shut down TennCare if Tennessee did not agree to the consent decrees. Thus, the Tennessee Justice Center successfully used the courts to block the governor’s plans to have the four consent decrees set aside.65

After efforts to remove the consent decrees failed in the courts, the state turned to the U.S. Congress. In the summer of 2005, Lamar Alexander, Tennessee’s junior senator, sponsored a bill designed to reduce the effectiveness of federal consent decrees. The governor’s finance commissioner, Dave Goetz, was also invited to testify before a U.S. House of Representatives subcommittee to discuss the harmful impact of consent decrees. He said, “As the Tennessee experience illustrates, when consent decrees are allowed to exist perpetually, state officials with the responsibility for administering the program at issue are unduly constrained by plaintiffs’ attorneys and federal judges.”66 The bill failed, but if it had been implemented, it would have curtailed the ability of TennCare enrollees to have adequate legal representation in medical-care-related grievances.

By the fall of 2004, tensions between the governor and the Tennessee Justice Center had reached a crisis point. The deadline for negotiating a settlement agreement over new court cases involving the alleged mismanagement of TennCare enrollees was early January 2005, when the legislative session began. During this period, the administration discussed various ways to respond to the concerns of medical-industry stakeholders and community advocates regarding the unsatisfactory state of TennCare reform. In a confidential document titled “Framing the TennCare Contingency Plan,” which was circulated among members of the governor’s staff on October 15, 2004, the Bredesen administration outlined changes in the way it would discuss the TennCare reforms. This entailed going beyond benefit reductions to include the possibility of a major overhaul of the program: “If we are solving for full FY06 budget success (TennCare expenditures approaching 30 percent of state budget), early analysis suggests that only one contingency plan with reasonable odds of success may exist, i.e., return to traditional Medicaid with full disenrollment of all optional enrollees, due to operational, legal and CMS [Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services] realities.”67

In this confidential document, the administration discussed three options for reforming TennCare. The first entailed only instituting the benefit restrictions that had been approved by the state legislature in September 2004. The second was full disenrollment, which the governor admitted would be the “worst for enrollees” since it would move residents into a more traditional Medicaid program, thus limiting the services that were available to them (or that they could afford). The third option was to freeze enrollment for standard Medicaid, essentially limiting the number of Tennesseans who could receive government-assisted health-care benefits.68 The administration believed that health-care stakeholders would not oppose the first option but that the second and third options would generate resistance.

Negotiations between stakeholders and the governor failed in November 2004. In a good-faith effort, the Tennessee Justice Center offered a deal: the court would extend the deadline for the stakeholders and Bredesen to reach a resolution (which would be advantageous for the governor because it would, in essence, dilute the consent decrees) in exchange for the governor’s promise that a certain agreed-upon number of enrollees would still be covered in the event that TennCare ended and was replaced with traditional Medicaid.69 If the governor agreed to this proposal, the delay would last two years. Although the Tennessee Justice Center, in effect, was willing to renegotiate the consent decrees, the governor believed that this deal would not curtail enough spending on TennCare.

On November 11, the governor announced a major disenrollment of hundreds of thousands of TennCare beneficiaries. Referring to the negotiation between himself and the Tennessee Justice Center, Bredesen said that “persistent lawsuits have tied our hands. The sad reality is we can’t afford TennCare in its current form. It pains me to set this process in motion, but I won’t let TennCare bankrupt our state. This is the option of last resort.”70 A week later, the governor backed away from this disenrollment plan and resumed talks with the Tennessee Justice Center. However, after another round of negotiations that extended to December 15, both sides left the bargaining table without an agreement.

On January 10, 2005, the start of the legislative calendar year, the governor again proposed a major overhaul of the TennCare program. This version entailed the disenrollment of 323,000 beneficiaries and benefit reductions that implemented the cuts authorized in the 2004 statute.71 At the same time, the governor asked the courts for modifications to the consent decrees. In April, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that the governor could move forward with the disenrollments without penalty for violating the consent decrees.72

These and related events underscore the governor’s unique role in TennCare reform. While it is tempting to believe that the governor had the power to unilaterally downsize TennCare, Bredesen leveraged the support of medical experts to validate his plans. For example, to the surprise of many, President John Maupin Jr. of Meharry Medical College publicly backed the governor’s proposed reform measures. Specifically, Maupin downplayed the impact of the TennCare cuts in testimony on July 13, 2005, before U.S. District Court judge John Nixon, the chief arbitrator who determined the constitutionality of the governor’s request to downsize TennCare.73 Having the support of a highly regarded member of the state’s medical community added a level of legitimacy to the proposed reforms, and Bredesen used the advocacy of Maupin and other medical experts in his efforts to persuade his constituents to accept the reforms. Trudy Lieberman argued that Bredesen’s involvement in health-care reform—and his need for experts to back these reforms—was an attempt by the governor to boost his reputation nationally and perhaps advance his political career.74

The TennCare appeals process was overly complex and was biased against residents who lacked expertise in the intricacies of health-care policies, rules, and procedures. Appellants had to complete a seven-page appeals form that included complex medical terminology. In a controversial decision, the governor, with approval from the Senate Government Operations Committee and the House Fiscal Review Committee, shifted the venue of the appeals hearings from the TennCare Bureau to the state’s Department of Human Services. Appellants found that the Department of Human Services hearing examiners who were assigned to represent TennCare recipients were unfamiliar with the details of Medicaid policy.75 After the disenrollments began, only 350 of the 70,000 appeals were approved.76

PROTESTING THE TENNCARE REFORMS

Health-care advocates and grassroots activists mobilized against the TennCare reforms from 2004 to 2006. The mobilization activities were coordinated by the TennCare Saves Lives Coalition, an alliance that included the Tennessee Justice Center, the Tennessee Health Care Campaign, and the Tennessee Disability Coalition. Other groups joined these advocates, including the Nashville Peace and Justice Center; the Nashville-based Grassroots Organizing Committee; the Tennessee Alliance for Progress; the Ad Hoc Committee for Equity; the state chapter of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, based in Memphis; Solutions, a Knoxville-based antipoverty group; the Memphis Center for Independent Living; and the state chapter of the American Association of Retired Persons. Together, these advocates organized a series of town halls, protests, and organizer trainings in at least thirty cities and a seventy-seven-day sit-in at the governor’s office to protest the cuts.

Beginning in the summer of 2004, the TennCare Saves Lives Coalition convened meetings with black grassroots leaders and health-care professionals in Nashville to discuss how they could work together to resist the impending TennCare cuts. In September of that year, members of the coalition met with the governor to present a list of recommendations for addressing TennCare’s financial problems. They also explained that the reforms would disproportionately harm black Tennesseans, who made up roughly 30 percent of TennCare enrollees.77

In October 2004, the Tennessee State Conference of the NAACP adopted a resolution urging the governor to “make appropriate changes to his reform proposal to ensure that TennCare enrollees receive health care as prescribed by competent health care professionals.”78 Over the next year, other black activists and members of the civil rights community expressed opposition to the reform plan. Marian Wright Edelman of the Children’s Defense Fund, the nation’s foremost child advocacy group, and Theodore Shaw, the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund’s director-counsel, warned that the TennCare reforms would pave the way for other governors to initiate similar cuts to their state Medicaid programs.79

At the annual African American Church Day on Capitol Hill in Nashville on March 1, 2005, some faith leaders renounced the governor’s reform plan.80 The organizers of African American Church Day also lobbied members of the TBCSL that year. Representatives from the NAACP, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the Coalition of 100 Black Women, and the Missionary Baptist Convention attended the meeting. However, the meeting turned into a verbal slugfest between the health-care advocates and caucus members, especially chair Johnny Shaw. Shaw was a close ally of the governor, and his district had received a multimillion-dollar health-care facility a year earlier. Nashville pastor Victor Singletary, a strong opponent of the governor’s reform plan, harshly criticized Shaw for his performance on that occasion.81

A month later, more than 300 mostly black activists rallied in Nashville to protest the governor’s cuts.82 Later in the year, Memphis activists brought Sandra Gadson of the National Medical Association and U.S. delegate Donna Christensen of the Virgin Islands to the city to explain the harmful impact of the TennCare cuts.83

Most members of the black caucus expressed reservations about the TennCare reforms. They wanted to support the governor as a display of party unity, as they had done when they supported the 2004 vote for benefit reductions, but many of their constituents would be adversely affected by the sweeping cuts. Because of protests and the general opposition to the proposed cuts, some lawmakers wanted the governor to call a special legislative session in the fall of 2005 to develop a proposal for mitigating the impact of the cuts. The governor countered these pressures in letters to lawmakers that blamed health-care advocates for his actions: “I want to remind you that my original [2004] reform proposal kept everyone on TennCare. I am not happy about disenrolling anyone from this program, but we have been left with no choice due to the intransigence of legal advocates.”84 Members of the black caucus were unmoved by the governor’s response, and most of them supported a special legislative session.85

Black activists and members of the black caucus raised concerns about the adverse and racially disparate impact of the reforms on low-income residents, blacks, and high-risk populations. During the two-year battle, the governor repeatedly attempted to shut down reform opponents who were making racial equity arguments about the impact of the cuts by claiming that TennCare reform would do more harm to rural and white residents than to black residents. Bredesen sent a letter to local officials in the summer of 2005 titled “The Truth about TennCare Changes,” which stated that the TennCare cuts would mostly impact working-class counties in East Tennessee rather than the urban areas where many blacks resided. He said that blacks made up only 15 percent of the people who would be disenrolled from the program and that the health-care practitioners and advocates for TennCare enrollees had created a disinformation campaign that exaggerated the impact of the proposed cuts on blacks.86 The governor’s claims were problematic because they set up a false dichotomy: since many black Tennesseans are working class, dissolving TennCare would indeed have a disparate racial impact.

It is difficult to determine the accuracy of the governor’s numbers. Since children were spared from the worst of the TennCare reforms and since many of the four hundred thousand black TennCare enrollees were children, it is possible that he was correct. Yet it is nearly impossible to objectively evaluate the racial dimension of the governor’s reforms—at least when assessing how many blacks were in the disenrolled populations—because it is difficult to obtain sociodemographic data on the beneficiaries who were removed from the program.87

Another problem is that most analyses and debates of the TennCare reforms, from both opponents and supporters, focused exclusively on the 200,000–300,000 beneficiaries who were disenrolled. Those who were able to remain in the program but were forced to accept benefit reductions and limits were frequently left out of the discussion. The number in this category ranged from 400,000 to 500,000. It is not possible to obtain a racial breakdown of this population. What we do know is that the TennCare appeals process treated blacks and whites differently. An investigation of 55,000 appellants (8,000 of whom were black) found that whites were more likely than blacks to receive a timely hearing. Blacks who were affected by the curtailment of benefits were also the least likely to be treated fairly by hearing examiners in the TennCare Bureau.88 Advocates believed that other aspects of the TennCare reforms, such as the increase in co-payments for enrollees, changes to the medical necessity framework, and the adverse impact of the changes on public hospitals, had a disparate impact on blacks.89

To counter concerns about racial inequities, the governor sent his health commissioner, Kenneth Robinson, a black doctor and the pastor of St. Andrew ame Church in Memphis, to community meetings and venues across the state, trying to minimize opposition to the reforms. In September 2004, Robinson attended a community forum sponsored by Nashville’s Interdenominational Ministerial Fellowship on the impact of the TennCare cuts on the black community. At the forum, he downplayed the harmful effects of the benefit cuts and insisted that TennCare was too expensive to maintain and that the governor had no alternative but to introduce benefit cuts.90

Robinson was in an unenviable position. He had a strong reputation as an advocate for poor people and was equally respected as a health equity specialist. He was also the highest-ranking black official in the Bredesen administration at a time when Republicans were gaining ground in Tennessee politics. Bredesen had not mentioned major cuts to TennCare during the 2002 gubernatorial election, so Robinson had not known of these plans when he was appointed to his position. In addition, the Department of Health, which Robinson oversaw, did not supervise the Medicaid program; the TennCare Bureau did that. Yet his role in state government put him right in the middle of the political debate over TennCare. In addition, he had important goals that he wanted to accomplish while in office; he and Bredesen had started an initiative designed to reduce Memphis’s infant mortality rate, which was the third highest in the country in 2005.91

Robinson is a good example of how black leaders routinely embrace political comity in order to mediate political disputes that may polarize the electorate. This is usually done through private negotiations between black politicians and white moderates and conservatives. For Robinson, this strategy was best exemplified by his involvement in the debates between those who wanted to keep TennCare and those who sought to dismantle it, believing that a safety net would catch people who were disenrolled. Realizing the potential political fallout from the TennCare cuts, he coordinated a “soft landing cabinet group” that began developing strategies to address the urgent care needs of disenrollees. The group was put together a week after Bredesen’s January 10 announcement that at least three hundred thousand more people would be disenrolled from TennCare and that benefits would be cut for those who remained in the program. The energies of the new group were channeled into the Governor’s Task Force on the Health Care Safety Net, which was established on January 24, 2005, by executive order. Chaired by Robinson, the task force had four working groups: one focused on clinical services, one focused on providers, one focused on best practices, and one focused on special populations (e.g., individuals with serious mental health conditions, HIV/AIDS, alcohol and drug addictions, and mental disabilities).92 Robinson set an ambitious deadline of May 1 for coming up with recommendations for the safety net.

The final plan proposed by the task force, which the state legislature adopted, entailed $100 million of additional spending on health care. The funds were used to expand county health department clinics, increase the number of doctors, provide prescription drugs for those with serious mental illnesses, and help people with chronic medical conditions.93 However, these were stopgap measures that did not guarantee annual appropriations.

Despite the safety-net initiatives, many black leaders were critical of the TennCare cuts. Pastor Dwight Montgomery, the state president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, was a vocal critic of Bredesen. Another critic was Pastor Henry Blaze, the chair of the Ad Hoc Committee for Equity and the cochair of the TennCare Saves Lives Coalition. Blaze and Montgomery traveled to Washington, D.C., to speak with members of the Congressional Black Caucus about the efforts to oppose TennCare reform. In 2005, Montgomery attempted to convince the Memphis Baptist Ministerial Association to endorse the protest campaign, but ministers who were the governor’s allies defeated the endorsement plan. Despite this setback, Montgomery organized several protests against the TennCare reforms that drew support from black ministers in Memphis, including representatives from the National Baptist Convention, and other groups, such as the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now, the Nation of Islam, labor unions, and the Center for Independent Living.94

These mobilization activities had various objectives. As already mentioned, Bredesen’s critics wanted the governor to call a special legislative session that would specifically address TennCare’s financial problems. (The governor rejected this demand.) Those who fought on behalf of TennCare enrollees wanted the state legislature to reject any budget proposals that defunded line items in the TennCare budget. When the governor rejected these demands, advocacy groups shifted their strategy, asking the state legislature to exempt chronically ill beneficiaries from the budget cuts.95

In response to these mobilization activities, the governor tried to downplay the adverse impact of the TennCare reforms and prevent defections from his base of Democratic Party supporters. He offered the Democrats who opposed his reforms a deal: a pay increase for members of the Tennessee State Employees Association in exchange for their support for the TennCare cuts. Bredesen then signaled to Democratic Party leaders that he would use the revenue savings from TennCare to fund his expanded preschool education program. Early in the discussions of TennCare reform, on November 18, 2004, the governor had addressed the black caucus at its annual legislative retreat. He had informed the group that the creation of the preschool program was dependent on whether his TennCare reforms were implemented. However, Representative Kathryn Bowers told the press at the time that there was enough money in the budget to pay for both programs. “It [the preschool program] does not have to be at the expense of TennCare,” Bowers stated.96

Several months later, Bredesen sent a letter to House leader Jimmy Naifeh and Senate leader Douglas Wilder that explained his position on the TennCare reforms. Rejecting his reforms, he warned, would lead to a cut in education spending “by $191 million, for a total cut to K-12 of $278 million.” He also stated that there would be “no raises, state shared return, [or] other optional improvements” for the 2005–2006 fiscal year unless the additional cuts to TennCare happened. He told the two leaders that “these are obviously unacceptable scenarios” that “could not be allowed to come to pass.”97 The governor pressured Naifeh and Wilder to support the TennCare reforms if they wanted funding for core education programs.

Despite the grassroots lobbying initiatives of advocacy groups, the House and the Senate overwhelming approved a state budget in May 2005 that included additional cuts to the TennCare program. Surprisingly, two vocal critics of the TennCare reforms were conservative Republicans: Joey Hensley of Hohenwald in East Tennessee and Senator Jim Bryson of Middle Tennessee’s Williamson County. They were reluctant to endorse the governor’s reforms because both had dual careers as legislators and medical professionals and had patients who were adversely affected by the TennCare cuts. They introduced an amendment to the proposed budget that would have kept sixty-seven thousand patients who had chronic medical conditions (and were thus uninsurable) in the TennCare program.98 A bipartisan coalition of lawmakers supported the amendment, which would have used the proposed $100 million safety-net funds to pay for the uninsurable population. However, the effort failed after the governor made a “rare visit to a meeting of the House Democrats” to pressure legislators to support his plan.99


TABLE 6.1  Residents’ assessment of the biggest problems in Tennessee
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Together, the reform measures of 2004 and 2005 (disenrollment of beneficiaries, reorganization of TennCare oversight, benefit reductions, changes to the federal consent decrees, the redefinition of medical necessity, and changes to the appeals process) radically altered the TennCare program and shifted the state’s delivery system for health care from an innovative experiment to a program more reminiscent of Medicaid in other states. TennCare was a major issue in Tennessee state politics in 2005 and 2006. As table 6.1 shows, more than 36 percent of the electorate in 2005 and more than 28 percent in 2006 said that the health-care crisis was the number one problem facing Tennessee.

The debate about access to health care polarized the electorate. The governor used talk of a safety net to downplay the adverse impact of the TennCare reforms. He asserted that community health centers, community- and faith-based health initiatives, and emergency room care would provide health care for former beneficiaries. In 2004, he had issued an executive order establishing the Governor’s Office of Children’s Care Coordination to comply with a federal consent decree. This new body coordinated health-care services for children affected by public health risks and those in low-income communities.100 He also established the TennCare Task Force to evaluate the health-care alternatives to TennCare.

Other narratives were used to garner support for the TennCare cuts. Conservative proponents of the reforms routinely accused TennCare enrollees of abusing the program and taking more prescription drugs than were needed for their infirmities. This narrative was like the rhetoric President Reagan used to demonize “welfare queens” to rationalize the retrenchment of social welfare programs.101 Another narrative, the cost-savings argument, insisted that TennCare would shatter the state’s budget if cuts were not made to the program. This argument was outlined in the McKinsey Report, which laid the groundwork for the reforms.102

Clearly, Governor Bredesen was very active in creating messages meant to justify his cuts to TennCare. Underlying these efforts is an assumption about the role played by elite-level rhetoric (in this case, arguments coming from the governor’s office about the health-care safety net) in mass-level opinions. After all, the idea that elite discourse can influence public perceptions is so widely recognized that Matthew Gabel and Kenneth Scheve characterized it as a central feature in the study of political behavior.103 But did Bredesen succeed with his safety-net rhetoric and persuade Tennesseans to accept the reforms? In the next section, we offer what may be the first empirical analysis of the extent to which Bredesen’s messages took hold among voters.

POLLING RESULTS RELATED TO THE TENNCARE CONTROVERSY

In the remainder of the chapter, we rely on survey data to analyze how the TennCare controversy polarized the public. We use polls conducted by the MTSU Survey Group in the spring of 2005 and the spring of 2006.104 The spring 2006 survey is particularly useful because it asked a question pertaining to the safety-net narrative. Specifically, the survey item assessed the degree to which the Tennesseans who participated in this survey believed that former TennCare enrollees would obtain alternative medical care that would be comparable to that of the TennCare program. This is the exact wording of the survey item:

About what portion of the people cut from TennCare do you think will find some other way of meeting their essential medical needs? Will nearly all, most, only some, or nearly none of them find some other way of meeting their essential medical needs—or don’t you know?

Since the safety-net narrative was an elite-level message used to counter critics who were skeptical about the TennCare reforms, we were curious about the effect of such elite-driven rhetoric on the attitudes of rank-and-file Tennesseans about public health care. We hypothesized that residents who received the safety-net justification would be less anxious about the TennCare rollbacks. Results from the 2006 MTSU poll suggest that the safety-net argument was plausible to voters because support for TennCare reform tended to increase as perceptions increased that a safety net existed. In table 6.2, we combine the survey item about the health-care safety net with an item asking respondents to rate their approval of Bredesen’s TennCare cuts. Here is the exact wording of the TennCare reform question:

Governor Phil Bredesen has removed nearly two hundred thousand people from TennCare, the state’s medical care program for the poor, disabled, and uninsurable. Bredesen says the cuts were needed because the state could no longer afford the program in its original form. From what you’ve heard, how much do you approve of how the governor is handling TennCare?

As table 6.2 shows, only a small percentage of the respondents approved of Bredesen’s decision to reform TennCare when they believed that “nearly none” of the people cut from the program would find alternative ways to meet their health-care needs. For those who thought that “most” or “nearly all” Tennesseans cut from TennCare would land successfully within the safety net, the percentage that supported Bredesen’s TennCare reforms was much higher. The patterns in table 6.2 reveal that support for TennCare reform increased if there was a perception that alternative safety-net programs were accessible to those who needed health care. These findings lend some credence to the idea that perceptions about the strength of the safety net influenced public opinion.

Next, we considered whether the safety-net narrative had similar impacts on Tennesseans from different socioeconomic groups. We had reason to doubt that it would, for there are many accounts of a class divide in terms of TennCare’s impact on Tennesseans. Shortly after the first wave of disenrollments, reports of medical emergencies and premature deaths emerged throughout the state, especially in working-poor communities and among the state’s sickest populations. For example, more than one thousand HIV/AIDS patients were possibly left without coverage because of the cutbacks.105 Many hospitals that relied on Medicaid reimbursements experienced budget shortfalls and rising costs due to the number of uninsured patients using their emergency rooms. Nashville’s St. Thomas and Metro General hospitals, Memphis’s Regional Medical Center, and Chattanooga’s Erlanger Hospital all experienced an influx of emergency room patients who were TennCare disenrollees.106 Urban Ministries in Clarksville reported an increase in the number of people coming to its food bank: 55 percent of all the people who came to the food bank were TennCare enrollees whose health insurance had been completely eliminated or partially downsized.107 The burdens placed on hospitals and community organizations are examples of how cuts to TennCare had a disproportionately adverse impact on the state’s less-affluent residents.


TABLE 6.2  Relationship between assumptions about the existence of a health-care safety net and approval of cuts to TennCare
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Given the rising costs of medical insurance, it stands to reason that lower-income residents were particularly sensitive to the safety-net narrative. Not surprisingly, the spring 2006 MTSU poll pointed to a class divide among Tennesseans regarding support for the TennCare reforms. We differentiated between respondents with lower incomes (earnings at or below the 25th percentile); moderate incomes (25th–75th percentiles); and higher incomes (at or above the 75th percentile). In table 6.3, the third column shows that people with higher incomes displayed consistently strong support for TennCare downsizing measures, regardless of what they believed about the availability of a health-care safety net. The other columns show that lower- and moderate-income respondents offered greater support for the TennCare reforms only if they believed that the safety net was large enough to catch most or nearly all residents who got dropped from the state’s Medicaid program. This pattern makes sense, considering that less-affluent residents were likely to perceive their group as being disproportionably dependent on TennCare and would therefore believe that members of their group would be adversely affected by the reforms.

We posited that economic risk was the main reason that income shaped this gap in perception about how effective a health-care safety net would be. For example, participants who had lower incomes were at risk in the sense that they would likely struggle to pay for quality health care. Because of their precarious economic situations, we expected at-risk residents to be relatively more concerned about reforms to TennCare and more inclined to be persuaded by the safety-net narrative.


TABLE 6.3  Relationship between assumptions about the existence of a health-care safety net, income level, and approval of cuts to TennCare
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We also had reason to believe that the safety-net narrative had a differential impact on Tennesseans based on their racial/ethnic background, especially considering the racial dimension of Medicaid. As mentioned earlier, African American and civil rights groups raised concerns about the racially disparate impact of the cuts. As early as September 2004, even before the disenrollments were announced, the TennCare Oversight Committee heard testimony about the disproportionate impact of the cuts on African Americans, who constituted a third of the TennCare enrollees.108 Governor Bredesen and Commissioner of Health Robinson downplayed the racially disparate impact. Their arguments that most TennCare enrollees were children (who had been spared from the cuts) and that only 15 percent of the beneficiaries who would be removed from the program were African American explain only part of the story, even if their claims were accurate. It is important to also consider the impact of the reforms on those who were still enrolled in TennCare, such as benefit reductions, changes to the definition of medical necessity, the racially biased appeals process, and the decrease in funding for high-risk urban hospitals. When all these factors are considered together, it becomes clear that blacks were disproportionately and adversely affected by the reforms.

Since blacks in Tennessee relied on TennCare more heavily than other residents did, we anticipated that they would evaluate Bredesen more critically than whites would, even though blacks were a large voting bloc in the coalition that elected him. We also doubted that Bredesen’s safety-net narrative would improve his standing with blacks. However, as table 6.4 shows, the spring 2006 MTSU poll did not provide sufficient evidence of a racial gap in respondents’ support for the TennCare reforms. We predicted that compared to white Tennesseans, African Americans would be less likely to change their opinions about TennCare reform even after hearing about the alleged safety net. The results in table 6.4 get us only partway toward verifying our hypothesis since we could not properly test for racial differences using the survey data. In addition to the fact that there were few African American participants in the MTSU poll,109 any inferences we draw from this data source are necessarily tentative: there is no way for us to conclude that contested narratives about health care caused Tennesseans to have certain attitudes about TennCare.


TABLE 6.4  Race of respondents and approval of cuts to TennCare
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These limitations underscored the need for further data collection. To probe more deeply into the linkages between the safety-net narrative and attitudes toward TennCare reform differentiated by race, we devised an innovative field experiment that allowed us to look at the causal relationship between that narrative and public opinion.

EVIDENCE FROM THE 2006 TENNCARE FIELD EXPERIMENT

The field experiment was conducted at Middle Tennessee State University in Murfreesboro in the fall of 2008 and the spring of 2009. This experiment sought to determine the level of approval for Bredesen’s handling of TennCare reform among various groups of Tennesseans. Our measure of “approval” differed slightly from the question in the MTSU poll. Whereas the MTSU poll asked whether respondents approved or disapproved of the way the governor had handled cuts to TennCare, we used a continuous variable to evaluate levels of support for Bredesen’s handling of the TennCare program. We asked the participants in our experiment to respond to a version of the survey question mentioned above. Participants rated their approval of TennCare cuts on a scale that ranged from 0 (no approval) to 10 (highest approval).

We predicted that the main variable associated with participants’ approval of Bredesen’s policies would be their perception about how many TennCare recipients would be included in the purported health-care safety net (that is, absorbed into other medical care programs). Using the survey item from the MTSU poll as a template, we built different levels of responses into the question in our experimental treatment. We modified the wording so that it included different descriptions of how many of the former TennCare beneficiaries (“nearly all,” “most,” “only some,” or “nearly none”) would have access to health care through alternative medical services. The control group in the field experiment was presented with the original wording of the question without any of the variations we used with other subjects. We provide more information about this question-wording experiment in appendix 6.2.

In addition, we recorded the race of the participants so that we could examine black-white differences in the impact of the experimental manipulation of attitudes toward Bredesen’s handling of TennCare. A sizable portion of the individuals who took part in our field experiment identified themselves as “[non-Hispanic] whites” (n = 375) or “African Americans (or blacks)” (n = 155). The sample sizes of Hispanics (n = 9) and Asians (n = 18) were too small, so we limited our focus to the two primary racial groups.

Finally, we drew from the insights of Michael O’Grady and Gooloo Wunderlich to create an Economic Disadvantage Index based on responses to four yes-no questions related to respondents’ relationships to health-care costs in the previous year:110

1. Did you not visit the doctor when you were sick because of medical costs?

2. Did you have to choose between paying for health care and other essential needs?

3. Have you had problems paying or were unable to pay your medical bills?

4. Have you run up debt because of medical costs?

The index ranged from 0 (low economic risk) to 4 (high economic risk).111 Our prediction was that economic risk would influence the attitudes of Tennesseans toward Bredesen’s approach to TennCare and that those who were the most economically vulnerable would tend to disagree with Bredesen’s approach to resolving the health-care crisis in Tennessee.

As discussed earlier, one of the principal narratives Governor Bredesen used to legitimize his TennCare reforms emphasized the availability of a health-care safety net. Figure 6.1 summarizes the overall results of the experiment, listing the average levels of participants’ approval of Bredesen’s handling of TennCare by race and across experimental conditions, on a scale of 0–10 in which 0 indicated no approval and 10 indicated the highest approval. The figure includes the number of participants within each condition to show that the random assignment to the variously worded questions produced similar group sizes.112

Did approval of Bredesen’s handling of TennCare vary by experimental condition? We expected approval levels to increase in tandem with a person’s belief about the extent of the purported safety net that would service TennCare disenrollees. Perhaps the most obvious finding in figure 6.1 is that blacks (represented by the darker bars) were significantly less approving of Bredesen’s approach to TennCare than were whites (lighter bars).113 Overall, however, the approval ratings did not vary significantly by belief about the extent of the safety net. Regardless of race, none of the results for the groups that received experimental treatments were significantly different from the results for the control group.114 These results indicate that regardless of racial background, the participants in our study were generally unaffected by beliefs about how many TennCare disenrollees would be able to find other sources of health care.


FIGURE 6.1  Race of participants and assumptions about how many disenrolled TennCare clients would be able to find alternative sources of health care
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This “nonfinding” was not surprising to us. Arguments about safety-net options largely occurred within policy networks and were debated among health-care professionals, lobbyists, and legislators. Notwithstanding the salience of the TennCare debate of 2004–2006, these arguments were mostly articulated by opinion leaders—both supporters and opponents of Bredesen—and health-care practitioners who had a professional interest in and were active participants in the TennCare struggle. Given the fact that TennCare debates were largely conducted within elite circles, such arguments may not have trickled down to the masses.

Our next goal was to determine the extent to which blacks and whites varied in their level of support for Bredesen’s reforms based on their degree of economic risk. Our intention was to confirm the argument that downsizing TennCare was a pressing concern among Tennessee’s economically vulnerable populations. Our survey results confirmed the importance of the relationship between degree of economic risk and support for Bredesen’s handling of TennCare. As figure 6.2 shows, the higher were white subjects’ levels of economic disadvantage, the lower was their approval of Bredesen’s downsizing of TennCare.115 In general, black subjects were less supportive of Bredesen’s reform plan than whites were.116 However, blacks had low approval ratings of Bredesen’s policies regardless of their degree of economic disadvantage.117

In figure 6.3, we show the degree to which the effect of economic vulnerability on approval of Bredesen’s handling of TennCare varied by the race of the participant and beliefs about the extent of the safety net. For each experimental condition, we plotted the average levels of approval of the TennCare cuts among the white (lighter lines) and black (darker lines) participants. For ease of interpretation, we collapsed our Economic Disadvantage Index into two categories: we classified all participants who got a score of 0 on our additive index as having “no economic disadvantage,” while we classified all other participants as having “economic disadvantage” (because these survey respondents got an index score that was greater than 0).


FIGURE 6.2  Degree of economic disadvantage by average level of approval of cuts to TennCare, by racial group
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By organizing the information this way, we can demonstrate that respondents’ approval of Bredesen’s handling of TennCare was relatively higher among those who were not at risk financially—that is, among those who scored a 0 on our Economic Disadvantage Index. Conversely, participants who were at economic risk (in this case, subjects who scored anything greater than 0 on the Economic Disadvantage Index) gave lower approval ratings for Bredesen’s TennCare policies. We can see this by examining the slopes of the lines in figure 6.3. Each mini-graph represents the results for each experimental condition, and we compare the level of approval for Bredesen’s TennCare policies among participants who were not at risk financially to those who were. The patterns in figure 6.3 indicate that participants were generally less approving of Bredesen’s approach to reforming TennCare if they were economically at risk with respect to health-care access.118 This underscores the point that financial status shaped participants’ attitudes toward Bredesen’s rhetoric about how many TennCare disenrollees would be able to access other types of health care.

The slopes of the lines for whites and blacks in each mini-graph reveal clear evidence of racial differences. Compared to their white colleagues, black Tennesseans were significantly less approving of the TennCare cuts.119 That said, the approval ratings did not vary significantly by race across the experimental conditions.120 We did find racial gaps in the degree to which economic disadvantage informed approval of TennCare reform. An increase in white subjects’ level of economic disadvantage was correlated with a significant decrease in their approval of the TennCare cuts.121 Black subjects were less supportive of the reforms in general, and economic disadvantage had no meaningful impact on blacks’ level of approval of the TennCare cuts.122


FIGURE 6.3  Racial differences in approval of TennCare reform by economic disadvantage and perceptions of proportion of disenrolled TennCare clients who would find alternative health care in the purported safety net
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CONCLUSION

In January 2005, in response to the governor’s announcement that he would cut 323,000 low-income adults from the TennCare program, activists in Nashville staged a die-in outside the building where Bredesen was hosting a black-tie dinner for state legislators.123 While the protestors’ main goal was to emphasize that the cuts would have severe impacts on the health and longevity of poor Tennesseans, their choice of date and location also sent another message: the governor was out of touch with his constituents. He responded to the protest by repeating his oft-stated claim that if he did not make cuts to TennCare, the state would be bankrupt in a short time. He then added that many of the thousands of Tennesseans who were considered uninsurable because of preexisting conditions were to blame for their own plight; they had made “lifestyle choices” when they chose jobs that did not offer health insurance. He later reiterated this stance in an interview: “The world is full of people who make choices about where they’re working based on things like availability of pension plans and health insurance. I don’t see why people in Tennessee should be immune from the same choices.”124

The problem with the employment rationale used by Bredesen is that fewer and fewer companies offer pension plans and health insurance as benefits. Since 1998, the number of companies that offer pensions to their employees has declined by 67 percent.125 The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that in 2011, only 10 percent of companies in the private sector offered pensions, and these pensions covered only 18 percent of workers in that sector.126 This trend was already apparent in 2005; that year, the New York Times published an article titled “The End of Pensions.”127 The percentage of Tennessee companies that offered no health insurance to employees in 2007 varied by industry. One in four companies in the manufacturing sector, the largest group of employers in the state, provided no health insurance to employees. In the second and third largest sectors, 48 percent of employers in the retail trade and 25 percent of employers in entertainment provided no health insurance. More than 50 percent of companies in the health-care industry itself provided no health insurance.128 The activists were right. The governor was out of touch. At least in his rhetoric, he relied on a world of work that had already disappeared.

The governor’s chief opponent in the battle over TennCare, Gordon Bonnyman, the director of the Tennessee Justice Center, thought that Bredesen was out of touch in other ways. He found the governor to be “very divorced from a whole realm of human, medical, social, and political realities.” Bonnyman felt that instead of considering the long-term consequences of his policies, Bredesen focused on the bottom line of the state budget in the short term, just as a CEO would. This perspective ignored significant long-term implications of the cuts he made, such as “causing patients to become wards of the state, failing to control the spread of communicable diseases, and overburdening the criminal justice system with mentally ill patients.”129

Advocates of the TennCare program consider the reforms of 2004 and 2005 to be a tragic failure of politics. Before the cuts, the program was viewed as a pathbreaking model for federal-state partnership in the delivery of comprehensive health care to vulnerable populations. Gordon Bonnyman described the hallmarks of the program as “wall-to-wall capitated managed care and coverage expansion to a broad population of uninsured Tennesseans.”130 After the cuts, Tennessee plummeted from “among the top-ranked states [in the delivery of health care to poor people] to the bottom on many measures.” In Bonnyman’s view, “TennCare failed not because the original design and operations were flawed—they were successful—but because political decisions made by the state ultimately made it unsustainable.”131

Even after he was out of office, Bredesen still saw himself as a lone warrior in a just battle to protect the state budget. Yet his uncompromising, dogmatic style made it clear to those on the other side of the negotiating table that he would not compromise. Each proposal from advocates for the state’s poor was met with even harsher responses. At one point, Bredesen seemed to hold the children of the state hostage, threatening to make cuts to education if advocates for poor people insisted on fewer cuts to TennCare enrollment. Bonnyman found that the governor “personalized what were honest disagreements about public policy. . . . He treated the TennCare issues as if I and a few other advocates were willfully trying to damage his administration.”132 The governor’s words corroborated this perspective; he felt that “basically nobody would work with me.”133

In 2010, Bredesen stated that the 2005 cut of nearly two hundred thousand people from the TennCare rolls was “my largest mistake from my time as governor.”134 It is not clear what he meant by those words, but many Tennesseans would certainly agree with them. After the cut, the financial burden on hospitals, which were forced to treat uninsured patients, increased substantially. Disenrolled diabetics made repeat trips to emergency rooms because they could not afford to buy insulin. Some pharmacies lost 20–30 percent of their business. One advocate insisted that people died from lack of health care, a claim that was supported by an analysis from the University of Tennessee Center for Health Services Research.135 That analysis projected that there would be a preventable death in Tennessee every thirty-six hours because of the cuts.136

In addition to examining the political debate over TennCare and the racial politics undergirding the tension between health-care advocates and Bredesen, in this chapter we also explored the potential impact of the governor’s safety-net rhetoric on the attitudes of Tennesseans. Overall, we found that Tennesseans who endorsed the TennCare cuts and gave Bredesen higher approval ratings tended to be economically stable and tended to believe that the safety net was comprehensive and would provide services to most TennCare disenrollees. However, the answers participants gave to this question as it was framed in our experimental design demonstrated that people’s attitudes about the TennCare cuts were generally unaffected by beliefs about the extent of the health-care safety net. We attribute this finding to the fact that the safety-net debate occurred mostly within policy networks and did not filter down into the public dialogue of most Tennesseans.

We also found that economic risk shaped Tennesseans’ perspectives about the TennCare reforms. The respondents who did not visit a doctor because of medical costs, who had to choose between paying for health care and paying for other essential items, who had problems paying medical bills, and who ran up debt because of medical costs were the most disapproving of how Bredesen handled TennCare.

Thus, the TennCare debate is instructive for examining the degree to which people base their assessments of political events on what they believe: in this case, beliefs about the proportion of disenrolled residents who presumably would find alternative ways to meet their health-care needs. We were particularly interested in how these beliefs changed once we took into consideration the experiences of African Americans and economically at-risk populations. The race- and class-based differences we uncovered in residents’ receptivity to Bredesen’s narrative speak to the willingness of people to believe in political rhetoric when the issue does not threaten their access to key goods and services.

This chapter took a closer look at the implications of the rise and fall of TennCare. In addition to deepening racial polarization in residents’ viewpoints about the implementation and administration of health care and related services, Bredesen’s decisions also contributed to increased racial disparities in health outcomes in the state. In the next chapter, we examine another debate that has polarized the electorate: immigration policy. Similar to the disputes over taxes and TennCare, the immigration debate underscores broader narratives about state spending and public policy. These narratives have also been instrumental in how Tennesseans assess “new” Americans in a state that has long been characterized by the black-white divide.

APPENDIX 6.1

TENNCARE TIMELINE, 1994–2005





	1 January 1994

	TennCare is implemented, replacing the state’s Medicaid program. TennCare covers three groups: those ineligible for Medicaid; uninsured people; and uninsurable people who had been turned down for health insurance because of a health condition.




	31 December 1994

	Because TennCare is approaching capacity, enrollment in the uninsured category is closed.




	26 August 1996

	A consent decree known as Grier v. Goetz is implemented by the court. Grier covers appeals of service denials.




	1 April 1997

	Enrollment is reopened in the uninsured category for children under eighteen. There is no income limit, but households with incomes over the poverty level must share costs.




	21 May 1997

	Enrollment is opened to dislocated workers, defined as people who lost their jobs through a plant closing. There is no income limit, but households with incomes over the poverty level must share costs.




	1 January 1998

	The age limit for uninsured children is raised to nineteen. In addition, children living in households with incomes 200 percent of the poverty line can enroll, even if the parents have access to insurance.




	March 1998

	John B. v. Goetz consent decree is signed. This decree requires the state to meet federal early and periodic screening, diagnostic, and treatment standards for children in the TennCare program.




	March 1999

	Xantus, the third largest managed-care organization in the TennCare program, is placed in receivership.




	January 2001

	Tennessee Justice Center files a complaint in federal court regarding the state’s contempt of the John B. v. Goetz consent decree.




	1 August 2003

	Tennessee terminates its contract with Xantus.




	26 August 2003

	Tennessee reaches an omnibus consent decree settlement with the plaintiffs in Grier v. Goetz, John B. v. Goetz, and two other court cases.




	11 December 2003

	The first part of the McKinsey and Company report concludes that limiting TennCare access to individuals eligible for Medicaid would produce only marginal savings that would be erased by the loss of federal matching funds. It cites the “relatively generous” coverage of the program.




	11 February 2004

	The second part of the McKinsey and Company report outlines benefit cuts that would produce savings of $1.1 billion over four years. It recommends that an advisory group be created to review benefits and eligibility criteria.




	17 February 2004

	Bredesen announces his proposals for “TennCare transformation” in a speech. Saying that the state had been “far too easy to get along with” and that it needed to “stop being . . . just a checkbook and become a purchaser,” Bredesen proposed that the TennCare program start cutting benefits, require more cost-sharing from enrollees, and take greater control over delivery of care, particularly with regard to prescription drugs. Work groups are developed to formulate specific recommendations to implement the governor’s proposals.




	6 May 2004

	The state legislature passes Bredesen’s reform package. The new law limits the number of doctor visits to ten per year, limits the number of prescriptions to six per month, eliminates coverage for antihistamines and medications that reduce gastric acid, mandates the use of the lowest-cost prescription drugs, and creates a new definition for “medical necessity” that will determine which medical treatments are permitted under the insurance plan.




	June 2004

	Gordon Bonnyman of the Tennessee Justice Center takes the state to federal court, arguing that the TennCare reforms violate four consent decrees that ensured that the TennCare program complied with federal mandates in areas such as eligibility, home health visits, and medical screening for children.




	10 November 2004

	Bredesen announces that unless the Tennessee Justice Center gives the state “immediate relief” from complying with the TennCare consent decrees, restructuring of the TennCare program cannot move forward. He also announces that the state will begin phasing out TennCare and will return to the traditional Medicaid program.




	10 January 2005

	Bredesen proposes an alternative plan for modifying TennCare that eliminates the uninsured and uninsurable adult categories and reduces benefits for adult enrollees. Bredesen says these moves will make it possible to keep children on the program.




	24 March 2005

	The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services announce approval of the state’s request to disenroll uninsured and uninsurable adults and to close enrollment in the medically needy adult categories (except for pregnant women).




	29 April 2005

	Tennessee closes enrollment in the medically needy adult categories (except for pregnant women).




	June 2005

	After the state wins a five-month battle in the courts over whether it is legal for TennCare to drop enrollees, TennCare begins the disenrollment process.




	8 June 2005

	The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services approve a waiver amendment allowing the state to place a limit on prescription drug coverage for non-institutionalized adults and to eliminate dental and methadone clinic services for adults.




	July 2005

	Tennessee announces that 191,000–200,000 adults will be disenrolled from the TennCare program and that benefits will be cut for the 97,000 adults still in the program.




	1 August 2005

	The waiver amendment limiting prescription drug coverage and eliminating dental and methadone clinic services goes into effect.





Sources: Christina Bennett, TennCare: One State’s Experiment with Medicaid Expansion (Nashville, Tenn.: Vanderbilt University Press, 2014), 78–79; “Bredesen Says TennCare Cutbacks Necessary,” Chattanoogan, February 17, 2004; Cyril F. Chang and Stephanie C. Steinberg, “TennCare Timeline: Major Events and Milestones from 1992 to 2016,” Methodist Le Bonheur Center for Healthcare Economics, University of Memphis, September 2016, http://www.memphis.edu/mlche/pdfs/tenncare/tenncare_bulleted_timeline.pdf; Governor’s Communications Office, “State Moves toward Medicaid: ‘Persistent Lawsuits’ Block TennCare Reform Effort” (news release), November 10, 2004, https://tnjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/Bredesen-release-re-consent-decrees.pdf; Leighton Ku, “Will the New TennCare Cutbacks Help Tennessee’s Economy?,” July 8, 2004, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, http://www.cbpp.org/archiveSite/7-8-04health.pdf; Carole R. Myers, “Failed Promises: The Demise of the Original TennCare Vision,” Managed Care Interface 20, no. 2 (2007): 24–25.

APPENDIX 6.2

METHODOLOGY: TENNCARE EXPERIMENT ANALYSIS

We conducted a field experiment at Middle Tennessee State University (MTSU) in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, in the fall of 2008 and the spring of 2009. To collect the data, teams of research assistants visited well-known places where students congregate (e.g., dormitories, student union, library) to recruit subjects into the study. The subjects who agreed to participate read and signed a consent form, which was stored separately from the other data. The research assistants then gave the students a ten-minute questionnaire to complete. The subjects were informed that their participation in the study would provide valuable insights about health care and that their responses would remain confidential. In all, 604 subjects completed the questionnaire.

DEPENDENT VARIABLE

Our dependent variable in the field experiment was perceptions of the health-care safety net. We used the wording from a question in the spring 2006 MTSU poll as a template:

About what portion of the people cut from TennCare do you think will find some other way of meeting their essential medical needs? Will nearly all, most, only some, or nearly none of them find some other way of meeting their essential medical needs—or don’t you know?

As noted in the chapter, we used a continuous variable to evaluate support for the governor’s position. Specifically, we asked the subjects to respond to the following question: “Governor Phil Bredesen has removed nearly 200-thousand people from TennCare, the state’s medical care program for the poor, disabled, and uninsurable. Bredesen says the cuts were needed because the state could no longer afford the program in its original form. From what you’ve heard, how much do you approve of how the governor is handling TennCare?” Respondents were asked to rate their approval of TennCare cuts on a scale (0 = no approval, 10 = highest approval).


TABLE A6.1  Summary of the experimental conditions in the 2008 TennCare study
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THEORETICALLY CENTRAL INDEPENDENT VARIABLE

Our main predictor of the respondents’ approval of TennCare cuts was their perception of how many TennCare recipients would be assisted by the health-care safety net. Still using the same question from the MTSU poll, we built into the question different levels of our experimental treatment, that is, we modified the wording so that it included different descriptions of how many former TennCare recipients (“nearly all,” “most,” “only some,” or “nearly none”) would have access to health care through alternative medical services. The control group in this field experiment was composed of subjects who received no modified wording and were presented only with the original survey question.

As illustrated in table A6.1, subjects were randomly assigned to one of four treatment groups or the control group. It is worth emphasizing that we were manipulating the perceived extent of the health-care safety net for former TennCare recipients. The logic here is that a large safety net implies that many people will find alternative health-care sources. Conversely, a small safety net implies that few people will find alternative ways to meet their medical needs. The wording of sentences 1, 2, and 4 were identical. Sentence 3 presented varying descriptions of the safety net according to the condition. Because we were careful to vary only the text in the third sentence, the differences we observed in subjects’ Bredesen approval ratings can be attributed to subtle changes in question wording. We encourage readers who seek to know more about the logic of random assignment to read Donald Campbell and Julian Stanley’s timeless primer Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1963).

MODERATING VARIABLES (RACE AND ECONOMIC RISK)

In addition to predicting that Bredesen approval would vary by safety-net rhetoric, we also expected the effect of safety-net perceptions on Bredesen support to differ according to a subject’s demographic group. Because many blacks relied on TennCare, we expected African Americans to evaluate Bredesen more critically than whites would, and we doubted that safety-net rhetoric would improve Bredesen’s standing with blacks. Accordingly, we recorded the race of the subjects so that we could examine differences in the effect of the experimental manipulations on Bredesen approval. The racial/ethnic breakdown of the subjects was as follows: self-identified “[non-Hispanic] whites” (n = 375), self-identified “African Americans (or blacks)” (n = 155), self-identified Hispanics (n = 9), and self-identified Asians (n = 18). Due to small sample sizes for Hispanics and Asians, we limited our analyses to blacks and whites.

As discussed in the chapter, we used an additive index based on the following questions to assess economic risk:

1. [In past year]: Did you not visit the doctor when you were sick because of medical costs?

2. [In past year]: Did you have to choose between paying for health care and other essential needs?

3. [In past year]: Have you had problems paying or were unable to pay your medical bills?

4. [In past year]: Have you run up debt because of medical costs?


CHAPTER SEVEN

IMMIGRATION AND THE NEW TENNESSEANS

They go out there like rats and they multiply. . . . I am not going to try and be politically correct with everything I say. If I offended [immigrants] I am sorry. But the truth is the truth. A spade is a spade.

—TENNESSEE REPRESENTATIVE CURRY TODD (2010)

Since the late twentieth century, some of the federal government’s traditional authority over immigration has devolved to the states. Several legal scholars have pointed out that the devolution of immigration policy has contributed to an increase in state-level initiatives targeting immigrant populations.1 In April 2010, Arizona enacted what was arguably the strictest set of anti-immigration measures at the time. State lawmakers adopted the Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act (Senate Bill 1070), a statute that required, among other things, that immigrants carry proof of their legal status. It also allowed law enforcement officials to target individuals who were suspected of having undocumented status.2 Opponents argued that the standard established in the law allowed for the racial profiling of Latinos. According to van Zeller and Ross, S.B. 1070 was an open invitation for harassment and discrimination against Latinos, regardless of their citizenship status.3 Despite the national controversy it created, 55 percent of Arizonans endorsed the bill,4 and the profiling portion of it was upheld by the Supreme Court in Arizona v. United States (2012).

Immigration has been a contentious issue in U.S. politics, especially since the wave of protests in 2005 and 2006 pushed President George W. Bush to acknowledge the need for comprehensive immigration reform. The growing power of the Latino vote in national elections and the association of Latinos with immigration politics have also kept immigration reform at the forefront of U.S. politics. The debate about immigration reform has extended beyond the traditional Latino and immigrant strongholds of the West Coast, Southwest, and Florida. In the U.S. South, a region historically characterized by the black-white encounter, immigration is now part of state and local political debates.5 In Tennessee, as noted by Alapo, politicians “wrestl[ed]” with several legislative bills in 2010 that resembled Arizona’s S.B. 1070.6

In this chapter, we assess immigration politics in Tennessee in the early twenty-first century. The main argument is that immigration politics became an increasingly polarizing issue in Tennessee at that time. The growing political capital of immigrants—or at least the long-term prospect that immigrants will emerge as a power base given their rapid growth in the state—has partially fueled the anti-immigrant animus. The devolution of immigration policy to the states further exacerbated polarization in the early 2000s. African Americans in Tennessee, whose political and social history has been mostly shaped by black-white interactions, were also routinely pulled into the immigration fights of this period.

We argue that the polarization of immigration politics in Tennessee has been undergirded by contests over how immigrants and immigration-related issues are framed by political elites. A wide range of studies have indicated that certain framing strategies by media and political elites engender support for restrictive immigration policies.7 When immigration is associated with illegality, moral turpitude, or criminality, then immigration politics will foment racial and partisan polarization. These frames are wedded to broader struggles of partisanship and racial equity, and they have become central to state policymaking, given the increasing role state and local officials have assumed in regulating immigration.

Certainly, immigration politics have been adversely affected by hostile rhetoric in Tennessee. This was exhibited at a November 2010 legislative hearing when Republican Curry Todd described undocumented pregnant women as “rats” that “multiply.”8 When questioned about the tone of his rhetoric, he stated (as can be seen in the epigraph): “I am not going to try and be politically correct with everything I say. . . . But the truth is the truth. A spade is a spade.”9 Todd’s statement reflected a growing animus toward Tennessee’s immigrant population.

We give special attention to the attitudes among Tennesseans about immigration in the early twenty-first century. This period saw the emergence of national protests in 2005 and 2006 organized by immigration and Latino civil rights groups to pressure Congress to pass comprehensive immigration reform. It ended with the closure of the 287(g) program in Nashville in 2012. This program was perhaps the most controversial immigration policy in the state because it mirrored, though on a lesser scale, Arizona’s S.B. 1070.

We begin with a theoretical overview of why immigration became contentious in Tennessee during this period. We briefly look at how the politics of realignment, devolution, and race shaped the debate. Most of this discussion focuses on issue framing, or how immigration was discussed by political elites. We rely on several polls to assess immigration-related framing strategies. The findings, discussed at the end of the chapter, underscore the relationship between issue framing, polarization, and race in Tennessee.

POLARIZATION AND IMMIGRATION POLITICS

Throughout this chapter, we suggest that issue framing, especially by elites, influenced how Tennesseans viewed immigration politics. Yet issue framing did not occur in a vacuum. During the early twenty-first century, the political context augmented the arguments of advocates of immigration reform and those of state lawmakers and public officials, thus allowing them to uniquely affect immigration politics and the rhetoric surrounding proposed reform measures.

Immigration policy has generally been placed under the jurisdiction of the federal government, although much of this changed after the passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) of 1996. This federal law tightened restrictions on undocumented immigrants. It bolstered border security, created a tracking system for monitoring undocumented residents, and established more penalties for employers who hired this class of workers.10

Although the IIRIRA was seemingly harsh, the law countered more strict state-level measures, such as Proposition 187, California’s draconian ballot initiative that would have imposed severe restrictions on undocumented immigrants. In addition to potentially denying immigrants social and health services, the proposition would also have limited their access to public education.11 The protests against the measure, along with questions about its constitutionality, prompted federal officials to establish more uniform federal procedures for regulating immigration.

A decade after the passage of the IIRIRA, immigration and Latino civil rights activists organized national protests to counter legislation by Congressman Jim Sensenbrenner (R-Wis.) that proposed to build a 700-mile fence along part of the Mexico border and that criminalized charitable and civic groups that assisted undocumented residents.12 The House of Representatives approved the bill in 2005, but it failed to pass the Senate. By 2006, mass marches attracting millions of participants were organized by immigrant rights activists across the country, culminating with a national day of protest on May 1.13

The national debate over immigration reform in the 1990s and 2000s was partially shaped by concerns over party realignment. Certainly, most Latinos voted heavily for Democrats in the 2000, 20004, 2008, and 2012 presidential election cycles. Yet George W. Bush’s moderate success among Latinos—he garnered 40 percent of the vote, according to some reports14—was encouraging to moderate Republicans and pragmatists who were interested in mobilizing nonwhite voters to make up for the shrinking white vote. Bush’s senior strategist Karl Rove “envisioned building a stronger long-term Republican coalition by adding [Latino] voters.”15 The president even endorsed comprehensive immigration reform in the mid-2000s.16

At the same time, partisan polarization has increasingly fueled anti-immigration policies despite attempts by moderate Republicans to downplay this phenomenon.17 In fact, the most restrictive policies since 2000 have been advanced by Republican Party officials at the national and state levels. Gyung-Ho Jeong and colleagues contended that an intraparty division between social-racial conservatives and economic conservatives best explains the triumph of the anti-immigrant wing of the Republican Party since the civil rights and civil liberties revolution of the 1960s.18 Economic conservatives are generally more supportive of immigration reform because they view undocumented immigrants as a source of cheap labor. This group was the main driving force inside the Republican Party behind the passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986.

Civil rights and other identity-based movements have been used as wedges to divide Democrats and to mobilize social and racial conservatives into the Republican Party. Indeed, anti-immigrant attitudes among whites converge with partisanship: those who identify with the Republican Party are more apt to embrace nativist policies.19 The social-racial conservative wing is now the main power source of the party, overshadowing the economic conservatives who are sympathetic to immigration reform. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks “made it easy for social conservatives to frame immigration as an issue of national security and national identity rather than as a way of providing cheap labor as Reaganite Republicans once viewed it.”20 The consequence of this intraparty battle—which has been won by social-racial conservatives—is that Republicans have difficulty fulfilling Rove’s dream of building a broader electoral coalition.

Concerns about party realignment dovetailed with a major shift in immigration enforcement with the passage of the IIRIRA, which devolved some powers to state and local officials.21 One of the IIRIRA’s most controversial provisions, especially for Tennessee, was the 287(g) program, which deputized local law enforcement officials to enforce immigration laws through federal-state-local agreements.22 In 2002, the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Legal Counsel authored a legal opinion explaining that state and local officials have the statutory power to arrest undocumented residents for transfer to federal authorities.23 This legal opinion countered an earlier Justice Department opinion from 1996 opposing this power.

Immigration reform usually is considered a federal issue. A principal objection to California’s Proposition 187 in 1994 was that it would accelerate too much state action and would create uneven policies by states across the country.24 The devolution of immigration enforcement has made it increasingly difficult to develop uniform policies. Hundreds of immigration-related bills were sponsored or passed in state legislatures in the 2000s. By some accounts, local governments considered adopting at least 370 measures between 2006 and 2011.25 Hence, devolution has augmented the power of state and local officials around immigration enforcement. And, as Curry Todd’s commentary about “rats” in the epigraph indicates, these officials are instrumental in helping to frame the viability of immigration reform and the social and political status of legal and undocumented residents.

The anti-immigrant rhetoric and the devolution of immigration policies have placed blacks in the middle of the immigration debate. This is because some racial conservatives opposed to traditional civil rights are also at the forefront of anti-immigrant initiatives. Blacks have mixed feelings about undocumented immigrants. Although some blacks hold nativist views,26 most have come down on the side of protecting immigrants’ rights. As an act of coalition building, black politicians and civil rights groups typically support progressive immigration reform. The NAACP, the nation’s leading and oldest civil rights organization, adopted a resolution opposing sanctions on employers that hired undocumented immigrants as early as 1990.27 The National Black Caucus of State Legislators authored a resolution in 2011 opposing Arizona’s S.B. 1070.28

Political scientist Katherine Tate argued for a more complex understanding of immigration policies. She found that while African Americans are more progressive than whites on immigration reform, they are also more politically conservative than Latinos on this topic. Black people are open to amnesty (a path to citizenship) and guest-worker programs yet are receptive to tough penalties on undocumented residents and to initiatives that reduce immigration flows.29 Robert C. Smith raised concerns that the flow of undocumented immigrants has eroded black political strongholds, such as South Los Angeles, and limited blacks’ access to working-class jobs, which are presumably filled by undocumented workers.30

Despite the complex views about immigration policies among the black masses, the black leadership and civil rights establishment remain committed to progressive immigration reform. Even Smith concedes this point: “in general there is a consensus in the African American leadership group in favor of liberal immigration reform.”31 Much of this is due to coalition politics, partisanship, and the belief that the anti–civil rights and anti-immigration forces work hand in glove to promote white supremacy.

We hypothesized that the politics of realignment, devolution, and race have influenced immigration politics in Tennessee. The politics of realignment have placed Latino voters and immigration at the center of partisan struggles. While moderate Republicans and economic conservatives may be receptive to immigration reform—and are opposed to racially animated attacks against legal and undocumented immigrants—social and racial conservatives are supportive of nativist policies. The devolution of immigration policy, which was historically under the jurisdiction of the federal government, gave state and local officials a more authoritative voice in framing the issues. Furthermore, race remains at the forefront of immigration policies. Blacks, in particular, are perceived to be natural allies to immigrant rights activists due to the advocacy of black leaders, elites, and civil rights groups that are wedded to the progressive wing of the Democratic Party.

ISSUE FRAMING AND IMMIGRATION

As mentioned earlier, issue framing is critically important to understanding immigration politics in Tennessee. Dennis Chong and James Druckman’s comprehensive treatise illustrated that framing involves the strategic picking of symbols and rhetoric to encourage specific interpretations while discouraging others.32 Other research on issue framing has indicated that citizen responses to policies, in terms of their support and opposition, vary depending on how the contents of such questions are described.33

Regarding immigration policies, support for progressive or judicious reforms depends on how elites, including state officials and advocates, frame these issues. For example, sociologist Hana Brown distinguished between racial and legal frames.34 The racial frame deems immigrants as unworthy or undeserving residents. It also associates immigrants with criminality. The legality frame, which engenders more judicious attitudes about immigration reform, focuses on legal versus illegal or unauthorized immigrants. From the standpoint of immigrant rights activists, immigration rhetoric is toxic when the term used is “illegal” immigrants.35

Despite its wide usage, the “illegal” frame is problematic on several fronts. First, it ignores the fact that many immigrants are exploited by U.S. companies that benefit from low-wage labor. If, for instance, political elites framed the issue around the illegality of employers’ actions instead of those of immigrants, the public would have a different perception of the immigration debate. More important, the behavioral script associated with the term “illegal” and criminality misconstrues the nature of the lawbreaking of many unauthorized residents in the United States. Individuals who enter the country outside formal channels are committing offenses that are qualitatively different from those who commit severe procedural crimes.36 There is also a troubled history of crime being racialized,37 such that associating illegal immigration with criminality is likely to prime whites toward the adverse consequences of both legal and unauthorized immigration. Finally, the “illegal” frame minimizes the economic and cultural contributions of immigrants. Some analysts believe that comprehensive immigration reform that creates a pathway to citizenship for undocumented immigrants would add more than a trillion dollars to the U.S. economy over the course of a decade.38

Another common term used to describe unauthorized immigrants is “undocumented.” Rinku Sen of the Race Forward group was an early advocate for replacing the term “illegal” with “undocumented.” She and other racial justice activists insisted that the media frame of “illegal” fomented negative racial scripts about Latinos and other immigrants of color. In 2010, her organization launched the “Drop the I-Word” campaign to counter media and elite narratives that framed the immigration debate as a problem of “illegals.”39 Many advocates and an increasing number of mainstream news organizations have dropped the “illegal” frame in exchange for terms such as “unauthorized” or “undocumented.”40

Unlike the “illegal” frame, which connotes criminality or moral turpitude, the characterization “unauthorized” or “undocumented” has a more wholesome interpretation.41 It describes individuals who entered the country without permission in order to search for better economic opportunities or those displaced because of military and civil conflicts. It also describes individuals who legally entered the country but remain on expired visas, as well as children who were illegally brought to the United States by their parents. These terms also decriminalize undocumented residents and attempt to reduce the racial animus associated with immigrants. Later in the chapter, we illustrate that Tennesseans’ diverse attitudes toward immigration are partly a function of issue framing.

IMMIGRATION POLITICS IN TENNESSEE

The issue of immigration is particularly important for Tennessee residents because of the demographic trends. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, Tennessee had the fifth fastest-growing foreign-born population; other states with fast-growing immigrant populations include North Carolina, Georgia, Arkansas, and Nevada. Furthermore, Tennessee had the fourth fastest-growing Latino population. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the state’s Mexican-born population expanded faster than that of any other state in the country.42 Figure 7.1 shows that the state’s Latino population increased by nearly 85 percent, from 123,838 to 228,846, between 2000 and 2010.


FIGURE 7.1  Latino population trends for Tennessee, 2000–2010, as projected in 2004
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Immigration population growth, principally from newly arriving Latinos, thrust the issue to the forefront of Tennessee politics. Between 2006 and 2012, dozens of bills were sponsored by Tennessee lawmakers, most of which attempted to restrict immigration. In 2006, the state passed a bipartisan law prohibiting businesses from receiving state contracts if they knowingly hired undocumented residents.43 Other state laws were passed during this period that attempted to prohibit the transportation of undocumented residents in the state; to regulate driver’s licenses for the targeted population; and to restrict the hiring of undocumented immigrants. Katherine J. Bogle offered an exhaustive treatment of immigration policies. After assessing survey data and forty-eight bills sponsored by state lawmakers, she found that immigrants were routinely scapegoated by Tennessee officials. She also discovered racial divisions in attitudes toward undocumented immigrants, with whites embracing the most restrictive policies.44

Polling data provide additional evidence of the salience of immigration in the state (figure 7.2). In an exit poll of the 2006 Senate race matching Congressman Harold Ford Jr. against Chattanooga mayor Bob Corker, the findings indicate that immigration politics figured prominently into voters’ choice for senator. Approximately 42 percent of the respondents reported that illegal immigration was “extremely important” to their vote for U.S. senator, while only 6 percent claimed that the issue of immigration was “not at all important.”


FIGURE 7.2  Perceived importance of immigration in U.S. Senate race
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Considering the recent influx of immigrants (particularly those from Spanish-speaking countries) into Tennessee and thus the increased salience of immigration, it is not surprising that political elites and the public in the state were polarized around immigration-related issues.45 Survey data from 2000 to 2008 reveal a good deal of diversity of anti-immigration attitudes among Tennesseans. Figure 7.3 indicates that between 2000 and 2006, the number of people in the state who believed that immigrants worsen the lives of U.S. citizens increased. On the other hand, the fear that immigrant workers were taking jobs lessened slightly from 2004 to 2008, and there was declining support for guest-worker programs for immigrants.

Nashville, the state capital, was the epicenter of the most controversial immigration battles. In 2007, the Nashville/Davidson County Sheriff’s Department signed a 287(g) agreement with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. The agreement gave the department broad discretion to target immigrants for detainment. Civil libertarians and civil rights groups alleged that the program profiled Latinos. The Nashville program garnered national attention in 2008 after the detainment of Juana Villegas, who was pregnant at the time. She was taken to a local hospital and “shackled to her bed until the final stages of labor.” After giving birth, she was taken back to jail, and her newborn developed jaundice.46 The furor over the Villegas case and a subsequent lawsuit over the constitutionality of 287(g) forced the sheriff’s department to close the program.

Immigration rights advocates and groups such as the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights Coalition and Nashville for All of Us were particularly angered by the “English-only” charter referendum in 2009. If adopted, the proposal would have “require[d] all government communications and publications to be conducted in English, though the [metropolitan Nashville] council could make specific exceptions for health and safety.”47 African American groups joined the opposition to the English-only provision by organizing a rally on January 9, 2009. The Urban League of Middle Tennessee, the Nashville NAACP, and the Urban EpiCenter all protested the measure. State representative Brenda Gilmore, who represented a mostly black legislative district (District Fifty-Four), said that “the passage of the charter amendment would look strange to the rest of the world after the election of Barack Obama, an African-American.”48 The referendum was defeated 57 percent to 43 percent.


FIGURE 7.3  Trends in Tennesseans’ viewpoints regarding guest-worker programs, the impact of Latino immigrants on U.S. society, and immigrants’ threat to jobs
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THE INFLUENCE OF ISSUE FRAMING ON TENNESSEANS’ VIEWS TOWARD IMMIGRATION

In the remainder of the chapter, we take a closer look at the impact that issue framing has on immigration attitudes and, more generally, on racial polarization in the state. As mentioned earlier, we expected issue framing to be more impactful in twenty-first-century Tennessee politics, given the devolution of immigration regulation, and we expected that such polarization would be moderated by race.


FIGURE 7.4  Summary of the conditions in the MTSU survey experiment on issue framing and immigration attitudes
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We draw from the fall 2006 poll by the MTSU Survey Group. This wave included an experimental design that randomly assigned the respondents (N = 549) to different frames or narratives for describing immigrants. All the other survey questions were identical across the experimental conditions.

As shown in figure 7.4, 38 percent of the respondents (n = 210) received a question frame that characterized unauthorized immigrants as “illegal”; approximately one-third (n = 183) received the “undocumented” frame; and 28 percent (n = 156) were asked about their support for “immigrants in general.” For our study, the “immigrants in general” condition served as the control group to which the other framing approaches (calling immigrants “illegal” versus “undocumented”) were compared. This allowed us to measure the direct influence of the frames on exacerbating anti-immigration sentiment. We also evaluated if anti-immigration attitudes are conditioned by frames such as “illegal” and “undocumented.” Both measures suggested that anti-immigrant attitudes vary by the types of frame that are used to leverage Tennesseans’ attitudes about immigration politics. We differentiate between the impact of these frames (“direct” versus “conditional”) later in the chapter.

As indicated in table 7.1, the respondents in the fall 2006 poll represented a variety of sociopolitical backgrounds; they were diverse in race/ethnicity, gender, ideological partisanship, and education.49 They were not distributed evenly across the framing conditions.50 However, the random assignment procedure did eliminate differences across the experimental manipulations in terms of the respondents’ sociodemographic and political backgrounds.51

As noted earlier, we are concerned with how various frames polarized the public about immigrants in Tennessee. We refer to the dependent variable as the Anti-Immigration Attitudes Index (AIAI). The index is composed of the responses to three immigration questions:

1. Should immigration be increased, decreased, or remain the same?

2. Do you believe immigration is a good or bad thing for the country?

3. Have immigrants made your life better or worse?


TABLE 7.1  Social and political background of participants in the fall 2006 MTSU poll
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As seen in table 7.2, the answers to the questions were collapsed into two categories (0 and 1) with higher values representing viewpoints that were more negative toward immigration and immigrants. The index, created from combined responses to the three questions, was then converted to a three-item dependent variable ranging from 0 (none of the respondent’s viewpoints were anti-immigrant) to 3 (all of the respondent’s opinions were anti-immigrant). Race/ethnicity is a moderating variable of interest. Yet the survey had only a small sample of nonwhites disaggregated by race/ethnicity (blacks, whites, Latinos, Asians, etc.). Like our approach in chapter 5, the small sample size limitations motivated us to dichotomize our measure of racial group identification in order to facilitate comparisons between white and nonwhite respondents.


TABLE 7.2  Summary of the theoretically central variables in the immigration framing experiment
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The impact of issue framing is exhibited in figure 7.5, which displays the average values for the AIAI variable across the experimental conditions, sorted by respondents’ race (white versus nonwhite). For the full sample, there was no difference between the “immigrants in general” and “undocumented” frames regarding the intensity of respondents’ anti-immigration attitudes. However, the “illegal” frame produced more negative attitudes about immigrants. The patterns of anti-immigration responses among whites look similar to the findings for the full model. But the labels “undocumented” and “illegal” both heightened the negative immigration attitudes of nonwhite respondents. These findings suggest that issue framing can polarize attitudes and, in extreme cases, foment anti-immigrant responses.

The regression models provide a closer examination of the effect of race and issue framing on the respondents’ anti-immigration attitudes in the fall 2006 survey.52 The first model in table 7.3 shows the direct effect of issue framing on anti-immigration attitudes. The second model evaluates the conditional effect of issue framing, or whether anti-immigrant attitudes vary by the type of frame used to influence the public. The regression analyses include interaction terms that allow us to account for race. Any statistically significant interactions that emerge would suggest racial group differences (between whites and nonwhites) in the impact of issue framing.

The finding for the race variable in the first model is both positive and statistically significant.53 Regardless of framing, and compared to nonwhites, white Tennesseans expressed viewpoints that were typically more anti-immigration, holding the other variables constant. The average level of whites’ and nonwhites’ AIAI scores, regardless of framing, are 1.14 and .93, respectively. This leaves a racial difference of approximately 1.14 − .93 = .21. The statistically significant result of white-nonwhite differences in immigration attitudes is consistent with the argument that white Tennesseans are generally antagonistic toward immigrants, and it provides clear evidence of racially polarized opinions.54 The regression coefficient for the “illegal” immigrant frame is also positive and statistically meaningful.55


FIGURE 7.5  Average levels of the Anti-Immigration Attitudes Index across experimental conditions, sorted by respondents’ race
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TABLE 7.3  OLS regression models of the influence of issue framing on Tennesseans’ opposition toward immigration
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Model 2 (conditional effect) in table 7.3 explores how race shapes the effect of issue framing on immigration attitudes. The estimate for the constant shows that the respondents’ answers were significantly different from those of Tennesseans in other experimental conditions.56 The race coefficient is positive and statistically significant,57 revealing a difference in the effect of framing as the value of the race variable moves from nonwhite to white in the control group. In other words, this estimate records the race effect when the “illegal” and “undocumented” frames are set to a value of 0. Compared to nonwhites (average = .46), white respondents in the control group had an average AIAI score of .90, which is .44 points higher than that of nonwhites. The coefficient estimate for the “illegal” immigrants frame represents the effect of this framing manipulation on nonwhites.58 Moreover, a coefficient for the “undocumented” immigrant frame reveals that a shift from the control group to this manipulation caused nonwhites’ average AIAI score to rise.59

A closer assessment of the interaction variables (race × “illegal” and race × “undocumented”) in table 7.3 shows negative results for both; however, only one of these interactions (race × “undocumented”) is statistically significant. The effect of the “illegal” frame is larger, though insignificant, for whites, while the “undocumented” framing effect is greater for nonwhites. This provides further evidence that the magnitude of the effects of the framing manipulations differed across racial groups.

To highlight the results for the interaction variables, we plotted the conditional impact of race on anti-immigration attitudes across the experimental conditions. Specifically, the data points in figure 7.6 tell us what respondents’ average AIAI scores would be if varied by race (white versus nonwhite) and framing condition (“immigrants in general,” “illegal,” and “undocumented”), while holding other variables at their modal values. The general patterns reinforce the significance of the direct impact of immigration frames. Regardless of race, the “illegal” immigrants frame produces the strongest anti-immigration attitudes, followed by the more neutral phrasing “immigrants in general”; the label of “undocumented” immigrant appears to be the least offensive to Tennesseans.

Finally, we found some interesting white-nonwhite differences in the effect of issue framing on immigration attitudes. Overall, nonwhite respondents were significantly more positive in their perceptions of immigration.60 A similar pattern emerged for the “illegal” immigrants frame, in that whites (compared to nonwhites) expressed attitudes that were less accepting of Latino immigrants, although the racial difference is not statistically meaningful.61 Intriguingly, the “undocumented” condition findings contradicted our expectations: it was nonwhites who expressed the greatest antagonism toward immigration in this experimental condition. Yet it is important to note that the “Drop the I-Word” initiative, which was principally sponsored by racial justice groups, emerged four years after the administration of this survey.


FIGURE 7.6  Post-estimation results: How the effect of race on respondents’ immigration attitudes differed across the framing conditions
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CONCLUSION

Like in the explorations of racial polarization presented in previous chapters, the evidence here tells a story about whites and nonwhites moving away from each other when it comes to the extremity of their viewpoints about the “new Tennesseans.” Compared to their neighbors of color, white Tennessee residents tend to be more antagonistic in their attitudes about immigration (as a social topic) and immigrants (as newcomers to the state). We also demonstrated that the degree to which anti-immigrant/anti-immigration attitudes are polarized depends on the manner in which this topic and the people involved are presented. Scholars refer to these differences of presentation as “issue framing,” and our chapter joins this body of research to demonstrate further the power of framing effects.

We began this chapter with a commentary by Representative Curry Todd, who castigated immigrants as “rats” while rationalizing his decision to deny them prenatal care. The statement offers some indication of how issue frames—elite-driven narratives that have the consequence of polarizing the electorate—influence immigration politics. The relevance of issue framing was augmented by partisan and ideological disputes in Tennessee, the devolution of immigration policy, and the centrality of race in the immigration debate.

More important, the analyses provided in this chapter show not only that immigration attitudes are susceptible to framing effects, but that the extent to which framing shapes beliefs about immigration varies by race. The population growth of Latinos has influenced Tennessee politics, which has historically been characterized by a black-white struggle. The emergence of Latinos raises the general concern of how Tennesseans will respond to the burgeoning diversity of the twenty-first century. On the one hand, Tennesseans may embrace the changes and tolerate diversity. On the other hand, increased diversity may lead to perceptions of heightened racial/ethnic threat and thus more intergroup polarization.

The findings in this chapter underscore the importance of devolution and racial polarization and emphasize how immigration is at the forefront of Tennessee politics. Current and future immigration patterns, partisan rhetoric, and the federal government’s delegation of responsibility to the states create an environment that is highly conducive to racial and political polarization in Tennessee. Politicians and media pundits can exploit this context by using divisive messages. Compared to their white counterparts, nonwhites are differentially sensitive to such framing attempts. In other words, race affects the influence of issue framing. Among nonwhites, the terms “undocumented” and “illegal” both trigger anti-immigration attitudes. Among whites, it makes a difference whether immigrants are called “undocumented” or “illegal”; specifically, using the latter frame triggers greater negativity in whites’ immigration attitudes as reflected in respondents’ average AIAI scores (holding other variables at their medians). In the next chapter, we discuss sentencing reform in Tennessee and racial polarization in another hot-button issue: the death penalty.


CHAPTER EIGHT

CONTROVERSIES AND CONFLICTS OVER SENTENCING POLICIES AND THE DEATH PENALTY

How can the rehabilitation component of the correctional institution be effectively restructured?

—TENNESSEE BLACK CAUCUS OF STATE LEGISLATORS (1976)

In 2016, the Tennessee Black Caucus of State Legislators (TBCSL) sponsored a legislative package to reform the state’s criminal justice system. The legislative items included a “ban the box” hiring policy (also called the “fair chance” hiring policy), which removed the question on state employment applications asking job candidates to identify their criminal histories; several bills expunging the records of people with criminal histories; and proposals to alter the state’s sentencing laws for adults and juvenile offenders.1 The approximately thirty bills signaled a remarkable turnaround in the state legislature’s approach to criminal justice reform. Two decades earlier Tennessee, like other southern states, had instituted a set of zero-tolerance policies that expanded incarceration and state spending on the penal system.

The shift in Tennessee’s approach to criminal justice, though modest, occurred because of several factors. First, renewed attention to criminal justice reform was sparked by national social movements, such as those emerging out of the Black Lives Matter protests, and grassroots organizing that were fueled, in part, by the publication of Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. Alexander argued that the criminal justice arena—which includes criminal convictions, plea deals, policing strategies, and strategies of political elites—has been largely positioned against communities of color.2 Community activists and legal advocates in Tennessee used her book as a mobilizing tool to pressure lawmakers to reconsider zero-tolerance policies that exacerbate incarceration.3

Second, advocacy and civil rights groups pressured state lawmakers for criminal justice reforms. In 2007, the American Civil Liberties Union of Tennessee organized the “Right to Vote” campaign to relax the state’s felony disenfranchisement law.4 One organization, Tennesseans for Alternatives to the Death Penalty (tapd, which was previously known as the Tennessee Coalition to Abolish State Killing), was especially effective in educating the electorate about the politics of the death penalty. Specifically, tapd launched a multifaceted campaign—which supplemented community outreach events with a strong media presence—while cultivating partnerships with other sympathetic grassroots organizations.5

A third factor that contributed to a renewed focus on criminal justice reform was the shifting positions of conservative libertarians in the state. Libertarian groups (such as the Beacon Center of Tennessee, whose mission is to “promote policy solutions that will reduce the burdens government places on individuals and businesses”) endorsed criminal justice legislation, including some of the TBCSL’s bills.6 Moreover, the Beacon Center joined forces with the aclu of Tennessee to form the Coalition for Sensible Justice in 2016 to advance a legislative agenda.

The fourth and perhaps most important reason that criminal justice reforms occurred in Tennessee was the work of the frontline activists, attorneys, faith leaders, families, and incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people involved in the reform efforts. As we showed in chapter 2, Tennessee has a rich history of social activists laboring in penal institutions and advocating for reentry initiatives. Advocacy around the death penalty, wrongful convictions, imbalanced sentencing, felon disenfranchisement, and post-sentence employment opportunities has been the focus of these activists.7

In this chapter we examine racial and political polarization around criminal justice reform in Tennessee. The mistreatment of blacks and poor people in the criminal justice system has been a central concern of black politics in Tennessee for decades. As early as 1972, Governor Winfield Dunn appointed Charles Traughber to the Board of Pardons and Parole, the highest-ranking African American in the state’s criminal justice system, due to concerns about the mistreatment of black people and poor people in the executive commutation process. The governor further concluded that “excessive sentencing in cases involving black defendants” may be a problem in the state.8 Five years later, the TBCSL asked officials in Governor Ray Blanton’s administration to answer a “criminal justice questionnaire” in anticipation of its legislative retreat.9 Questions and concerns about rehabilitation, police brutality, bail reform, the death penalty, excessive sentences, and executive clemency were part of the policy agendas of black lawmakers for decades.

Despite these earlier reform attempts, racial disparities and the (mis)treatment of poor people and black people in the criminal justice system remained central concerns of black lawmakers, grassroots activists, and legal advocates in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. As we mentioned in previous chapters, in the twenty-first century Republicans gained a supermajority in the state legislature, thus contributing to the loss of African American power in the legislative body; the retrenchment of labor and consumer protections by state lawmakers; the downsizing of TennCare; and fierce debates over balanced budgets and taxes. In this chapter we continue the conversation about black Tennesseans losing political power by focusing specifically on racial disparities in residents’ attitudes about sentencing practices for criminal convictions and the implementation of the death penalty.

We draw on two state surveys (one in 1999, and the other from 2007) by the Middle Tennessee State University (MTSU) Survey Group, which has conducted a biannual poll of state politics for two decades. We argue that polarization in Tennesseans’ views about criminal justice policies, specifically along the lines of race, shifted in the twenty-first century. As the state legislature and advocates gave renewed attention to the death penalty, whites and nonwhites diverged in their attitudes toward this policy. The attention in 2007, compared to a decade earlier, made the death penalty a salient issue, and nonwhites in general (and African Americans in particular) were more concerned than their white neighbors that the death penalty lacked due process.

In this chapter, we provide a brief theoretical overview of racial polarization in support for criminal justice reform. We start by discussing several factors (racial polarization, devolution, advocacy initiatives, and party dynamics) affecting criminal justice policies in the South more generally. Then, we offer a historical and contextual summary of sentencing policy and the death penalty in Tennessee. Finally, drawing from the statewide surveys, we look more closely at racial attitudes toward the death penalty.

CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND TENNESSEE

Perhaps no other set of public policies has ignited racial divisions more forcefully than criminal justice reform. Criminal justice approaches in Tennessee were shaped by the devolution of federal power to state governments and the flexibility given to states to establish their own penalties for crimes. This was particularly the case in sentencing policy and the death penalty. As we demonstrate below, Tennessee and other states were given tremendous flexibility to establish sentencing guidelines and enhanced penalties at critical junctures of post–civil rights politics. Tennessee lawmakers had difficulty managing pressures from criminal justice advocates, many of whom understood the racial implications of punitive policies. Some lawmakers thus sought a compromise package of reforms that, at times, exacerbated crises in the criminal justice system. The late twentieth century experienced a bipartisan consensus of sorts in favor of zero-tolerance measures but also, at times, in favor of reforms. Republicans were usually more receptive to reforms when crises plagued the criminal justice system or when federal or state courts intervened with remedies. The aforementioned factors (racial polarization, devolution, advocacy initiatives, and partisanship) shaped Tennessee’s approach to two major criminal justice arenas in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: sentencing policies and the death penalty.

The end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first was a transition period in criminal justice reform. For example, the state dissolved the Tennessee Sentencing Commission in 1995. The commission had been established in 1986 after widespread abuses and overcrowding plagued the state penal system. The commission’s recommendations led to the passage of the Criminal Sentencing Reform Act of 1989, which created uniform sentencing guidelines and better oversight of state prisons.10 With the dissolution of the commission in the mid-1990s, the state legislature eliminated parole for some capital offenses and enhanced sentencing for other crimes. By the early 2000s, the state’s prison population had increased by 30 percent, far outpacing the overall population growth of 13 percent in the state.11

The twenty-first century also experienced a renewed debate over the death penalty. There were 2,000 first-degree murder cases in the state between 1977 and 2016, although only 193 led to death sentences.12 Yet during the early twenty-first century, lawmakers and advocates debated several issues that extended beyond the morality of the death penalty. Procedural justice, lethal injection procedures, racial disparities in death sentences, and uneven sentencing consumed much of the attention of death penalty proponents and opponents. In the early 2000s, the American Bar Association and the Tennessee Bar Association both found major problems in how Tennessee handled the death penalty. This culminated in the state legislature creating a special committee in 2007 to study the administration of the death penalty.13

RACE, CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM, AND THE U.S. SOUTH

Criminal justice reform is among the most divisive of public policies. Historically, in the U.S. South, criminal justice policies were tied to the region’s troubling racial history. Writing about the disenfranchising laws implemented by white southerners as a counter to Reconstruction, Pippa Holloway noted: “As they fought to preserve the social and political order, white southern political leaders soon realized that the rights of citizenship could still be denied to individuals deemed ‘infamous’ due to their conviction of certain criminal offenses.”14 New criminal penalties in the nineteenth century thus reinforced white racial domination and were used, according to Holloway, as “political interventions that would interrupt the revolutionary social changes facing the defeated Confederacy.”15 Southern states under the banner of states’ rights regained control of the region not only due to racial terrorism, but also because of pro-segregation Supreme Court decisions (e.g., Civil Rights Cases, Plessy v. Ferguson, Slaughterhouse Cases, United States v. Cruikshank) and the imposition of Jim Crow laws, such as poll taxes, literacy and understanding tests, and the grandfather clause. Punitive and selective criminal justice policies also bolstered de jure segregation.

The South is where the starkest racial division exists in the United States. The death penalty’s resurgence in the South occurred at the same time segregationists began to abandon the practice of racial lynching. This shift was because they, in part, believed that “the same degree of control and intimidation could still be exerted over blacks with capital punishment [as with lynching].”16 Some criminologists have argued that the death penalty was used to control what were perceived as sexually aggressive black men in the South. Between the 1930s and 1970, 97 percent of the executions for rape occurred in the South, and in 400 out of 443 of these cases, the people executed were black men.17

The devolution of federal power to the states since the New Federalism and the law-and-order approach of President Richard Nixon placed an inordinate amount of pressure on Tennessee’s criminal justice system in the twentieth century. As the crime and drug waves took hold in the United States, Tennessee responded with more zero-tolerance policies, which increased the prison population. In the early 1970s, the state legislature passed several laws enhancing prison sentences and reducing parole eligibility.18 These were followed by the creation of a Class X felony category in 1979 that required mandatory minimum sentences for violent offenses, eliminated probation, and reduced parole, bail, and plea bargain agreements in some cases.19 A few years later, the Tennessee General Assembly standardized prison sentences by shifting sentencing from juries to judges with the passage of the Criminal Sentencing Reform Act of 1982.20

The 1982 law did not improve conditions in the Tennessee prison system. In fact, conditions in Tennessee prisons worsened in the 1980s. Overcrowding and abuses led to prison riots, additional legislative oversight, and even federal court intervention mandating corrective action.21 Governor Lamar Alexander called the legislature into a special session in 1985 to reduce overcrowding in the prisons. The resulting legislation, the Comprehensive Corrections Act, implemented several policies: it strengthened the “incentive credits” program, which allowed prisoners to get time off for good behavior; it reduced sentences for paying restitution and for participating in community rehabilitation programs; it expanded work-release programs while liberalizing parole eligibility requirements for violent offenders; and it poured more money into local jails instead of state prisons.22

One downfall of these reforms is that the legislation allowed for the privatization of two state prisons. In some respects, the reforms were considered an improvement on Tennessee’s overcrowding crisis, but they opened the doors to the expansion of the private prison industry in the state. Corrections Corporation of America (now CoreCivic) was the direct beneficiary of this expansion. It was founded in 1983 in Nashville by Tom Beasley, a former chair of the Tennessee Republican Party.23 It quickly became one of the world’s most lucrative private prison companies.

The Criminal Sentencing Reform Act of 1989 added an additional layer of reforms for Tennessee. The Sentencing Commission established in 1986 had created a fairer and more uniform sentencing process.24 Its closure a decade later disappointed many criminal justice reformers. David Raybin, a prominent sentencing reform advocate in the state, was quoted as saying, “We jumped off a cliff in 1995 [when we dissolved the commission], blindfolded. That’s what happened. We took away our radar with the Sentencing Commission.”25 Although the commission dissolved due to a sunset clause, it had lost political support among zero-tolerance advocates and conservatives. Elizabeth Sykes, the executive director of the Sentencing Commission, stated, “I would say there would be some who felt the commission was not as tough on crime as they would have wanted.”26

The federal Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 signaled the zero-tolerance approach during this time. The law encouraged states to increase prison populations by tying federal funds for prison construction to conviction rates and to sentencing for violent offenders.27 It most likely harmed sentencing reform in Tennessee.

With the collapse of the Sentencing Commission, the prison population grew in Tennessee. Between 2000 and 2013, the percentage of incarcerated people grew by 30 percent.28 The Tennessee Drug-Free School Zone Act of 1995 was one of the more controversial laws passed during this period. It created enhanced sentences for offenders caught distributing drugs within one thousand feet of a school zone. Black lawmakers and civil rights advocates later argued that the law discriminated against urban residents and particularly African Americans, who were most likely to live near a school in a population-dense community.29 In 2016, 434 people in prison had received enhanced or stack-on sentences under this law; 300 (69 percent) of the recipients of these wrongfully inflated sentences were African American.30

The enhancements approach for some crimes has led to more punitive treatment of offenders in the state. Interestingly, the Supreme Court’s Blakely v. Washington decision in 2004 attempted to curb judges who might increase sentences beyond the requisite amount established in law.31 Yet still embedded in Tennessee’s criminal code are enhancement factors that allow judges to stack on additional time for offenders who, as in the case of the Drug-Free School Zones Act, commit crimes in specific circumstances.

THE DEATH PENALTY IN TENNESSEE

The death penalty has been another area of attention in Tennessee’s criminal justice arena. Certainly, the most troubling racial division in the criminal justice system is death penalty sentencing. The McCleskey v. Kemp (1987) case revealed that race matters most when blacks are alleged to have killed whites. This factor results in a disproportionate number of blacks on death row compared to whites.32

Interestingly, in the 1960s Tennessee was a hotbed of anti–death penalty advocacy. Governor Frank Clement, in fact, made a concerted attempt to abolish the death penalty in 1965. He believed that the state’s political modernization—industrialization, economic growth, and urbanization—directly conflicted with regressive policies, such as capital punishment.

The civil rights movement and racial desegregation were equally important to Tennessee’s political modernization, and both shaped Clement’s views about the intersection of race and punishment. In the 1950s and 1960s, desegregation and black political integration were explicitly or implicitly linked to a broad range of policy debates in Tennessee involving labor standards, the minimum wage, municipal home rule, legislative reapportionment, and prison reform. The death penalty was included because of its disparate impact on southern blacks. Black people made up most of Tennessee’s death row inmates and executions between 1915 and 1960—85 blacks (68 percent) were executed compared to 39 whites—and five blacks were scheduled for execution in 1965, when the legislature debated the death penalty.33

The intersection of Jim Crow policies—the South’s penchant for state-sanctioned violence, the region’s political modernization, and southern politics—has relevance for this discussion. Progressive views about the death penalty, at least as expressed by a governor, had the potential to inflame passions among white supremacists. Throughout the intense discussions in 1965, proponents and opponents of the death penalty repeal were mindful of the linkage between blacks and the death penalty and its connection to the ongoing civil rights struggle. During the legislative debate, one constituent told the governor (reproduced as written), “I would like to take this opportunity of protesting the abolition of the death penalty. . . . When the lynching law was outlawed the rapes in the entire U.S. has reached at least 100% to what it was when every man who raped a woman was killed by lynching.”34

On the other side of the debate, the Tennessean editorial page, spearheaded by civil rights proponent John Seigenthaler, brought attention to the disparate impact of the death penalty: “By and large the shadow it [capital punishment] casts is only on the impoverished and on the Negro minority.”35 Septima Clark, a prominent civil rights activist associated with Myles Horton’s Highlander Folk School and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference, wrote to Clement, commending him for his position:

As an American Negro, I have always been extremely interested in the abolition of capital punishment. I never felt that it could help anyone to take the life for any crime committed. . . . [The death row inmates] were mostly those who had suffered from the most degrading experiences during their life time—like pains of hunger, inadequate or no schooling, and lop-sided shacks in designated ghettoes.36

This suggests that race and racial polarization were part of the subtext of the larger discussion of Tennessee’s death penalty, and Clement understood the racial implications of his opposition to capital punishment. Even though he did not openly state that blacks were the disproportionate victims of the death penalty, he routinely said that the practice was wrong because of its unfair treatment of certain groups.

The most lasting impact on Clement’s anti–death penalty advocacy was his experience interacting with death row inmates before they were executed. His second term in the late 1950s brought him face-to-face with eight prisoners scheduled for capital punishment, six of whom were executed. Clement chose to personally talk with each of the prisoners. James Edwards, the Tennessee State Prison’s warden, observed these interactions. He said, “Clement agonized over every one of them [executions],” and “his emotions, sensitivity, and family upbringing put him in direct conflict with the state law on capital punishment.”37 In one instance, Clement met privately with the wife and children of Harry Kirkendall, a black inmate condemned to death.

By the end of his second term, the governor had publicly voiced his opposition to capital punishment. In his parting message in 1959, he had advised the General Assembly to reevaluate the state’s death penalty law. When he was reelected in 1963, he indicated that some type of moratorium or repeal would be open for debate in his third term. The major question was how such a debate would occur. The governor was cautious about using his executive powers, either through a moratorium or commutations, to abolish the death penalty. Instead, he indicated in his State of the State address in January 1963 that he wanted the legislature’s consent before deciding on the death penalty.38

Two years later, Clement made an aggressive push to end capital punishment in the state. In fact, he convened the House of Representatives on March 17, 1965, insisting that the members support his repeal of the death penalty. At the time, the Senate had already voted to abolish capital punishment with a few exceptions. In the House speech, Clement likened the death penalty to “legal murder” and said it was “unequally and inequitably administered.”39 Making matters more urgent were the impending executions of five death row inmates. Initially, three men were sentenced to die in the last month of the legislative session, but Clement delayed their execution dates until both chambers of the legislature had a chance to vote on the repeal law.

Despite the momentum behind the measure, both inside and outside the General Assembly, the repeal faced several obstacles. The most difficult set of barriers was the institutional constraints of the General Assembly: due to legislative logjams, legislators were forced to deliberate on many bills in a short amount of time. In March 1965, the last month of the session (Tennessee’s state legislature only met for less than five months), the legislature had to consider more than four dozen bills. Death penalty opponents, consequently, had to deal with an overload of legislation that potentially threatened the success of the repeal. Pressure also mounted on Clement and his lobbyist team, who faced the difficult choices of prioritizing measures and deciding upon what parts of his agenda to expend their political capital.

Governor Clement and his legislative allies faced the additional burden of building a winning coalition in the House, which was complicated by the institution’s size and diversity. The repeal proponents were further divided on the language of the Senate bill, specifically because it did not abolish the death penalty for all capital offenses: exemptions were made for offenders convicted of murdering on-duty police officers and prison guards. These exemptions were included as a compromise to curry favor with moderate and conservative lawmakers, who were reluctant to support the bill. There was some disagreement among the repeal coalition regarding whether these exemptions should be removed from the House bill.40 These divisions and the stiff opposition from the bill’s chief adversaries contributed to the defeat of death penalty repeal.

After the repeal failed, Clement used his executive powers to commute the death sentences of five prisoners. All five inmates were given the less harsh sentence of ninety-nine years with the possibility of parole after forty-eight years. After Clement left office, the state legislature passed the Post-Conviction Procedure Act of 1967. This law, reflecting the sentiments of Clement and anti–death penalty advocates, expanded the procedural and constitutional rights for death row inmates, giving them greater flexibility to challenge their convictions after sentencing.41

THE POLITICS OF THE DEATH PENALTY, 1970S–2000S

The 1970s were a watershed decade for the death penalty in Tennessee. The U.S. Supreme Court invalidated the death penalty in Furman v. Georgia (1972) but reinstated it a few years later with the Gregg v. Georgia (1976) decision. The state supreme court also upheld the death penalty initially in two cases from 1979–1981 and later in 1991.42 In the late 1990s, Tennessee changed its method for execution from electrocution to lethal injection (for people convicted and given the death penalty after 1998).

After the Tennessee Supreme Court reversal, 194 people were given death sentences from 1977 to 2016. A study of Tennessee’s death penalty by attorneys Bradley A. MacLean and H. E. Miller Jr. found widespread irregularities and inconsistencies, including ineffective counsel, uneven sentencing depending on the county of the conviction, and racial disparities in conviction rates since more blacks than whites were sentenced to death.43

Similar to the 1960s, there has been robust anti–death penalty activism in the state in the twenty-first century. Anti–death penalty advocates—known as “new abolitionists”44—have been instrumental in overturning wrongful convictions and sentences and exposing the problems with racial disparities in juror trials that led to convictions. They have also raised concerns about death penalty procedures, such as lethal injection.

Advocacy groups pressured lawmakers to establish the Special Committee to Study the Administration of the Death Penalty in 2007. The special committee was charged with assessing wrongful convictions, examining service provisions for victims’ families and the families of capital defendants, and determining the fairness of the capital punishment process.45 At the same time, the American Bar Association issued “Evaluating Fairness and Accuracy in State Death Penalty Systems: The Tennessee Death Penalty Assessment Report,” which found problems with the death penalty, including the administration of lethal injection.46 The report, combined with lobbying by anti–death penalty advocates, forced the governor to suspend the death penalty for ninety days until new protocols were established.

A CLOSER LOOK AT TENNESSEANS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD THE DEATH PENALTY

Next, we delve into how Tennesseans viewed the death penalty. We draw from two surveys administered by the MTSU Survey Group. The 1999 survey (N = 395) asked the respondents if they supported the death penalty or life without parole as an alternative to the death penalty. The responses to these questions (1 = approve, 0 = disapprove) serve as dependent variables. The 2007 survey (N = 467) asked three questions about the death penalty, which we measure as dependent variables: (1) whether they agreed with Governor Philip Bredesen’s decision to suspend the death penalty for ninety days in 2007 (1 = approve, 0 = disapprove) after the state experienced problems with lethal injection; (2) whether the death penalty should be the maximum sentence for murder (1 = yes, 0 = no); and (3) whether life imprisonment should be the maximum sentence for murder (1 = yes, 0 = no). It is worth noting that the Bredesen item was asked only of a subset of respondents.

We controlled for identical sociodemographic and political variables in both polls. These were income, education, and religion (all are continuous variables); party identification (Democrat = 1, 0 = other; and Republican = 1, 0 = other); gender (1 = woman, 0 = man); race (1 = white, 0 = nonwhite); and metropolitan jurisdiction (1 = urban, 0 = rural). Because all of the dependent variables measuring criminal justice attitudes were dichotomous (“approve” versus “disapprove” or “yes” versus “no”), the findings presented below are based on logistic regression analyses.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 8.1 displays the findings for the first regression model. The dependent variables in this table are the binary measures for respondents’ opinions about the death penalty and life without parole as methods of punishing capital offenses. The theoretically central independent variable was the race of the respondent, and we controlled for the variables mentioned above that measure the impact of sociodemographic background. The estimates in table 8.1 tell us the impact of a particular independent variable on the log-odds of a person approving of one of the criminal justice policies, holding the impact of other variables constant.

The 1999 survey was conducted when Tennessee made the change from electrocution to lethal injection as the primary mode of capital punishment, and as expected, the results suggest that Tennesseans at this time were racially divided in their attitudes about this criminal justice practice. The regression estimates for the race of the respondent (1 = white, 0 = nonwhite) in the death penalty column of table 8.1 are positive and statistically significant. This means that the support for giving the death penalty to convicted murderers is greater among white respondents. Interestingly, the control variables for Republican and Democratic Party identification are negative and statistically significant. We interpret this set of findings as demonstrating that the likelihood of favoring the death penalty in 1999 was lower for Republicans (compared to independents, which is the omitted reference category). Likewise, support for the death penalty was lower among Democrats (again, when compared to independents). There are no statistically significant estimates in the life without parole column of table 8.1, which suggests, among other things, that white Tennesseans were not different from nonwhite residents when it came to attitudes about this criminal justice policy.


TABLE 8.1  Exploring attitudes about the death penalty (regression tables), 1999
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The 2007 survey provides more concrete results about shifting attitudes toward the death penalty. As already mentioned, due to pressure from the American Bar Association, concerns about potential constitutional violations with the lethal injection drug, and pressure from activists, Governor Bredesen had to suspend executions for three months. Further, the state formed a special committee to establish new protocols for evaluating the death penalty and its varied impact on victims’ families and capital defendants. The results in table 8.2 add further context about the racial divide in attitudes about the death penalty. For example, the regression estimates for respondents’ race are statistically significant in both columns of the table, but the effect of race on support for the death penalty is positive, while the effect of race on support for life without parole (instead of the death penalty) is negative. The findings suggest that white Tennessee residents preferred more punitive criminal justice policies than their nonwhite neighbors did.


TABLE 8.2  Exploring attitudes about the death penalty (regression tables), 2007
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There is a similar pattern for education: the results in the first and second columns of table 8.2 are negative and positive, respectively, and both results are statistically significant. This means that the log-odds of favoring the death penalty for convicted murderers declined as education increased, while support for giving them life sentences increases with education. The results are less stark for income: the likelihood of supporting death sentences for murderers increased with income levels (and this result is statistically significant), but there was no relationship between income and supporting life sentences.

The party measure for Republican identification also showed polarization. Republicans (compared to independents) were more apt to favor the death penalty, and the odds were lower that Republicans (compared to independents) supported life sentences. Moreover, there was an interesting religiosity effect in which the log-odds of supporting life sentences for convicted murderers got higher as a respondent’s frequency of church attendance grew. Religiosity had no statistically significant impact on death penalty attitudes or Bredesen approval ratings.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have examined criminal justice reforms in Tennessee by assessing debates over sentencing policies and the death penalty. Criminal justice reform has been an increasingly polarizing issue in Tennessee ever since. Race helped to fuel this polarization and the implementation of punitive crime laws.

Our findings suggest that race was the most defining variable in shaping attitudes toward the death penalty. The variable distinguishes between whites and nonwhites (with blacks making up the largest group of nonwhites). As we expected, whites supported the death penalty more than their nonwhite neighbors did. The most significant racial effect was found in 2007, as demonstrated by the racial divide regarding life without parole. Whites were more emphatically opposed to life sentences as punishment for convicted murderers.

The racial impact is not surprising. A wide body of research has demonstrated that blacks and whites view the criminal justice system through entirely different lenses.47 For example, Jon Hurwitz and Mark Peffley found—and James Gibson and Michael Nelson confirmed—that blacks see the criminal justice system as unfair, while whites as an aggregate view it as fair. These views predispose the groups toward polarized interpretations of events, for example, adverse police-civilian interactions.48

In addition, a partisan divide was more apparent in 2007 than in 1999. Both Democrats and Republicans are more conservative in the South on issues such as the death penalty,49 but independents were more supportive of the death penalty than were Democrats or Republicans. However, in 2007, Republican support for the death penalty was much more apparent than among Democrats and independents.

In general, we have provided some insight into criminal justice reform initiatives in Tennessee. By focusing on sentencing reform and the death penalty, we can see that polarization around critical criminal justice policies is shaped by devolution, partisan realignment, and race.


CONCLUSION

I’m embarrassed about it. I think the Republicans that got in there did a sorry job. They beat the death out of the gun issue and two or three others, but they haven’t done anything about controlling the size of the government or eliminating the waste that goes on. You’re elected to govern, not to protest. It’s hard for me to support Republicans who, when they get in there, all they do is raise Cain about no more taxes, no more governing. . . . I’m dismayed now. I used to tell people you don’t win in Tennessee by being ultra-right. But my kind of Republican is a dying breed.

—LEWIS DONELSON, SENIOR REPUBLICAN PARTY STRATEGIST (2012)

The inspiration for this book was a series of conversations in the mid-2000s when both authors were faculty members in the Department of Political Science at Middle Tennessee State University. At that time, we committed to exploring the complex relationship between racial polarization and black political influence, as well as multiracial coalitions, in the Volunteer State. Polarization, as we think of it, represents the racial differences in Tennesseans’ political attitudes and actions. We sought to contribute to the polarization literature by studying the intersection of race and politics at the state and local levels (areas that are often overlooked compared to the appeal of national-level politics).

It turns out that our focus on state and local politics puts us in a strong position to weigh in on national trends, for Tennessee politics offer representations of U.S. politics on a smaller scale. We began this book with an epigraph exemplifying a commonly held belief about the 2006 Senate election: “the eyes of the nation are on Tennessee.” This saying rings just as true today as it did in 2006, precisely because of the political trajectory the state is on. Before 2010, Tennessee had a reputation for being more racially moderate than other southern states. Although Tennessee is the birthplace of the Ku Klux Klan, it was also the first southern state to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment. For these and other reasons, Tennessee developed the reputation of being a swing state where the outcomes of elections were not guaranteed for either of the two dominant political parties.

Yet Tennessee’s reputation as a swing state eroded in the twenty-first century.1 Lewis Donelson, a longtime Republican Party leader, lamented the collapse of the state’s two-party system. A few years before his death, while in his nineties, he criticized the dogmatism of the Republican Party and the hyperpolarization in the state. His voice was critical, given that he had helped to resuscitate the state’s Republican Party, particularly the Memphis/Shelby County wing. Since 2010, Tennessee has become increasingly more conservative, and Republicans gained more seats in the state’s legislature. This is partly due to party realignment: Democrats lost control of both the House of Representatives and the Senate in the Tennessee General Assembly. Democrats had solid majorities in both chambers in the year 2000, and they had control of the executive branch throughout much of the following decade. Yet by the end of 2010, they had lost two dozen seats in the state House of Representatives. In contrast, Republicans had gained a supermajority in both chambers for the first time since the nineteenth century.

With this realignment came a loss of African American political power in the state legislature. In the 105th General Assembly (2007–2008), blacks chaired more than one-fourth of the full committees and subcommittees in the House of Representatives. Four years later (after Republicans gained control of the House), no committees or subcommittees were chaired by black lawmakers. A similar decline of black political power occurred in the Senate. In 2009–2010, blacks chaired 13 percent of the committees and subcommittees. By 2012, no committees or subcommittees were chaired by African Americans. This loss of power contributed to an anti–racial egalitarianism shift in governmental priorities. It contributed to a retrenchment of social policies, civil rights, voting protections, social welfare, reproductive rights, and so on. It also contributed to the decreased representation of black interests more generally. Considering that African Americans are Tennessee’s largest minority group (comprising nearly one-fifth of the state’s population), such a shift calls into question the General Assembly’s ability to represent the interests of a sizable portion of its constituents. These changes in power have widened the gap between blacks’ and whites’ political attitudes/actions, thus creating more racial polarization.

The 2018 U.S. Senate race in Tennessee provides a strong example of Tennessee’s conversion from a center-right state to one of the most conservative states in the country. The race matched former Democratic governor Phil Bredesen against Republican representative Marsha Blackburn. Bredesen had governed as a fiscal conservative. His electoral victories in 2002 and 2006 were due largely to his reach in conservative rural counties, including in East Tennessee. Blackburn, on the other hand, is a pro–Donald Trump conservative, closely aligned with the Tea Party and with the far right of the Republican conference in Congress.2

By all accounts, Bredesen’s political profile reflected the tradition of Democratic and Republican governors and senators in Tennessee—that is, center-right, pro-business, and fiscally conservative yet pragmatic and open to bipartisanship. However, he lost badly to Blackburn, 44 percent to 55 percent, even though preelection polls had the candidates nearly tied throughout most of the campaign. In fact, Bredesen performed worse than Harold Ford Jr. did in the 2006 Senate race. The former governor even won fewer white voters—only 36 percent, according to exit polling—than Ford did.3

This example underscores the central thesis of our book. Political polarization in Tennessee has become more pronounced in the twenty-first century, such that it is now embedded in the formal political institutions (the party system, the Tennessee General Assembly, and executive agencies) and reinforced by long-standing social, geographic, and cultural cleavages. Political polarization has had significant consequences for Tennessee’s body politic. It has contributed to both a late-stage realignment and Republican Party resurgence. The conservative wing of the Republican Party has emerged as the dominant political force in state politics. Further, political polarization has inhibited social reform and racial justice, and led to the disintegration of a governing coalition that could advance ameliorative public policies.

As we have noted, racial polarization is not a new phenomenon in Tennessee politics. Polarization and its different manifestations (in race relations, in voting behavior, in partisan politics, in responses to issues) are enduring characteristics of Tennessee’s political culture. And polarization is also shaped by tensions resulting from social movement pressures. In this book, we have explained how polarization in Tennessee contributes to anti-minority rhetoric among rank-and-file residents, to racially regressive policymaking among elites, to the rising difficulty that African American voters experience in electing politicians of their own race, and to the increasing number of barriers facing African Americans who are fortunate enough to win political office.

This book is our attempt to make sense of the recent and rapid change in Tennessee from Democratic control of state politics to Republican control, and we have considered what that shift means for African American politicians and for a racial equalitarian agenda. Using a diverse array of methodological approaches, we have found evidence of a racial polarization that is both one of the causes and one of the consequences of black Tennesseans’ recent loss of political power. We examined this polarization during the early twenty-first century (2000–2012) with specific emphasis on state elections, political institutions, and public policy.

Our book expands on past and current debates about political polarization in the South. For much of the latter half of the twentieth century, southern politics were largely interpreted through two frameworks. Key’s Southern Politics underscored the significance of racial divisions in the South.4 However, some critics argued that class divisions have fueled polarized politics. To this point, Shafer and Johnston claimed that most enthusiasts of Key’s work have misinterpreted his central arguments, which were that racial segregation and class divisions (or economic underdevelopment) define the character of southern society.5 Our book has advanced a theory of polarization that looks at the intersectional impact of racial, class, geographic, and partisan divisions in Tennessee politics.

By exploring Tennessee’s transition from a swing state to a solidly red one, we can gain insights into how (and why) similar changes are taking place elsewhere in the country. America’s rightward shift may even intensify now that we are in the “age of Trump.” We have witnessed President Trump’s shocking defense of white nationalists and neo-Nazis marching in Charlottesville, Virginia, to protest the removal of statues of Confederate war heroes because he thought the neo-Nazis were “very fine people”; his recommendation that mostly black athletes “should be run off the field” for protesting police abuse during the national anthem at NFL games; the callous stance he took during the Supreme Court confirmation hearings of Brett Kavanaugh regarding sexual assault allegations and the #MeToo movement more broadly (a movement, it is important to note, that was founded in 2006 by New York City–based activist Tarana Burke to help underprivileged women of color affected by sexual abuse);6 and his long history of disparaging remarks about women and people of color. All of this suggests that racially transcendent and nonracist judgments among whites will be less, not more, likely in the near term.

As the nation (including the state of Tennessee) learns to operate within the chaos of a Trump presidency, the lessons from this book will prove useful to anyone who is interested in understanding how whites’ movement toward the racial extremes within the Republican Party is altering American politics. As evidenced by the rise of the Black Lives Matter and March for Our Lives movements protesting against police violence and for gun control, respectively, and by the groundswell of Democratic candidates (many of whom are women, people of color, and members of lgbtq communities), Trump’s rhetoric and political alliances are being met with resistance by social movements.

In addition to offering our unique theoretical perspective, our hope is that this book will inspire social scientists to refocus attention on southern politics.7 Losing Power has shown that there is much to learn from the South, not just through covariation analyses of the region, but also through case studies of the states. Many topics can provide complicated portraits of contemporary southern politics: racial polarization; disputes over hot-button issues, such as budgetary politics, criminal justice reforms, health care, and immigration; electoral divisions and redistricting; the role of black legislators in advancing a racial equalitarian agenda while simultaneously building bipartisan relationships; and understanding how social movements and grassroots advocates shape state-level decisions.

Finally, Losing Power has underscored that the southern political landscape is not static, even though it has been shaped by long-standing grievances about race, class, and partisanship. We expect that Tennessee politics are likely to change in the coming decades. Perhaps the state will become more conservative; perhaps Democrats will experience a resurgence. Whatever change occurs, we understand that it will partly be shaped by shifting political contexts—national and regional—but also by the people who give voice to politics. This includes political elites and the media, as well as everyday people in the electorate who are central to the polarized debates that have and will continue to shape Tennessee politics in the twenty-first century.
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Notes: The data were analyzed with the ora software developed by Carnegie Mellon’s casos.
Italicized names are white legislators.
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Source: Tennessee Secretary of State, Division of Elections, https://sos.tn.gov/products/elections
/election-statistics and https://sos.tn.gov/products/elections/election-results.

Note: Percentages represent the mean scores for Democratic Party vote and rate of change for voter reg-
istration.
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Black-white vote differences (ecologicalinference analyses) (%) error
2000 19.1 1.0
2004 28.6 1.4
2008 38.9 0.63
2012 46.0 0.62
AVERAGE (2000-2012) 33.2 0.81
White population per county (2000) 90.4 1.1
White population per county (2010) 89.1 12
Black population per county (2000) 7.3 1.1
Black population per county (2010) 7.2 1.1

Democratic Party vote (president)

2000 47.4 0.94
2004 41.2 0.85
2008 35.2 0.83
2012 31.2 0.86
AVERAGE (12 years) 40.0 0.82
Bill Clinton vote (1996) 48.9 0.01
Phil Bredesen vote (2002) 51.4 0.01
Harold Ford Jr. vote (2006) 46.7 0.88
Rural (2000) 68.8 0.03
Rural (2010) 66.5 2.8
Industry closures/start-ups per county —2.5 0.87
Unemployment 7.3 9.5

Sources: U.S. Census, 2010 Census Summary File 2, https://www.census.gov/prod
/cen2010/doc/sf2.pdf; Tennessee Secretary of State, Division of Elections, https://sos
tn.gov/products/elections/election-results; Tennessee Department of Labor and Work-
force Development, Employment Security Division, Labor Market Information, https://
www.jobs4tn.gov/vosnet/Default.aspx.
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Sources: Tennessee Secretary of State, Division of Elections, https://sos.tn.gov/products/elections
/election-statistics and https://sos.tn.gov/products/elections/election-results.

Note: Percentages represent the mean scores for Democratic Party vote and rate of change for voter reg-
istration.
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Source: Authors’ 2008 TennCare study (N = 604).
Notes: Estimates are averages by racial group and across experimental conditions.
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Source: Spring 2002 wave of the MTsU poll.
Note: N = 742.
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Disapprove (%) Approve (%)

Black/African American (n = 47) 52.26 47.74
White, non-Hispanic (7 = 422) 76.60 23.40
Other (n = 20) 70.37 29.63

Source: Spring 2006 wave of the MTsU poll (N = 626).
Note: Sample sizes (1) are the number of survey respondents who answered the
question about cuts to TennCare.
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2006 Tennessee Senate race exit poll (N = 2,600).
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Note: The results were calculated using ecological inference analysis.
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Number one problem facing Tennessee (%) (%)

High crime 4.50 5.16
Inefficient/wasteful government 3.78 8.39
Poor education 14.77 11.61
Flawed health care/insurance/services 36.04 28.39
High taxes 6.67 3.55
Government corruption 2.90 8.39
Poor economy 7.39 871
Other 21.08 18.71

Sources: Spring 2005 and spring 2006 waves of the MTsU poll (in 2005, N = 555; in 2006,
N = 310).

Note: Sample sizes (N) represent the number of respondents who answered the “number
one problem facing Tennessee” question.
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County/ Chamber of Race of Committee chair
Lawmaker region legislature district Income Gender Leadership orvice chair
Armstrong Knox H CO below median M Y Y
KBowers Shelby H B below median F Y N
HBrooks Shelby H B below median F N Y
TBrown Hamilton H B below median F N Y
BCooper Shelby H B below median F N N
DeBerry Shelby H B below median M N Y
LDeBerry Shelby H B below median F Y N
UJones Shelby H B below median M N Y
ELangster Davidson H B below median F N Y
LMiller Shelby H B below median M N N
MPruitt Davidson H B below median F N Y
Shaw ural West H B below median M N N
Towns Shelby H B above median M N N
LTurner Shelby H B above median M Y Y
NVaughn Tri-Cities H w median M N N
RDixon Shelby S B above median M N Y
Ford Shelby N B below median M N Y
THarper Davidson N B below median F N Y

Notes: H = House of Representatives; S = Senate; B = black; W = white; CO = crossover district (entails white voter support);
M = male; F = female; below median = below median family income of $36,145; median = at median family income of $36,145;
above median = above median family income of $36,145.
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(SE) (SE)
Independent variables
Race (1 = white, 0 = nonwhite) 0.83%* —0.70*
(0.32) (0.31)
Gender (1 = woman, 0 = man) -0.30 0.29
(0.20) (0.22)
Attend religious services —0.48 0.65*
(0.29) (0.32)
MsA (1 = urban, o = rural) —-0.22 0.48
(0.30) (0.31)
Party 1D = Republican 0.85%** —0.74**
(0:25) (0:27)
Party 10 = Democratic —0.13 0.0067
(0.24) (0.25)
Income 0.56F —0.40
(0.30) (0.32)
Education —0.44t 0.45%
(0.23) (0.25)
Constant —0.086 —0.771
(0.43) (0.45)
Pseudo R? 0.068 0.059

Source: Spring 2007 wave of the MTsU poll.

Notes: T = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < .01; *** = p <.001; N = 467; MsA = Metropolitan Sta-
tistical Areas.
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Nonwhites Whites Nonwhites Whites Nonwhites Whites
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Age
18-34 38.46 21.54 40.00 17.24 27.27 18.24
35-49 19.23 23.08 20.00 25.86 36.36 30.82
50-64 30.77 34.62 26.67 33.91 27.27 32.7
65 or older 11.54 20.77 13.33 22.99 9.09 18.24
Gender
Man 46.15 55.38 40.63 50.00 47.83 43.75
Woman 53.85 44.62 59.38 50.00 52.17 56.25
Political ideology
Far left 7.69 1.54 6.25 1.12 0.00 0.00
Liberal 15.38 12.31 18.75 12.92 4.35 0.63
Middle of road 4231 33.08 37.5 34.27 8.7 11.25
Conservative 15.38 41.54 21.88 35.96 43.48 38.13
Far right 3.85 5.38 6.25 5.62 26.09 38.75
Party identification
Republican 0.00 50.00 15.63 34.27 8.7 39.38
Democratic 42.31 23.85 37.5 29.78 47.83 26.88
Independent 26.92 14.62 31.25 24.16 39.13 19.38
Other 19.23 5.38 12.5 8.99 0.00 9.38
Education
< High school grad 46.15 39.68 38.71 37.85 54.55 35.03
Some college or trade 30.77 23.81 16.13 25.99 22.73 25.48
> College grad 23.08 36.51 45.16 36.16 22.73 39.49

Source: Fall 2006 wave of the MTsU poll.
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Source: Spring 2002 wave of the MTsU poll.

Note: N = 742.
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Source: University of Tennessee, “The Growing Hispanic Population in Tennessee” (2006),
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1762.pdf.

Note: These population numbers are estimated projections.
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Approval of cuts to TennCare by income level

Participants’ assumptions about the portion of Lowest quartile Middle quartiles Highest quartile
Tennessee residents who would find other ways of (< 25thpercentile)  (25th-75th percentile) (= 75th percentile)
meeting their health-care needs (%) (%) (%)
Nearly all 46.51 14.89 41.06
Most 25.58 36.17 32.17
Only some 18.61 29.79 36.52
Nearly none 4.65 6.38 31.13

Source: Spring 2006 wave of the MTsU poll (N = 626).

Note: We divided income levels into quartiles. The lowest quartile is defined as an annual net income (af-
ter taxes) of less than $24,000; the middle quartile represents net income levels ranging from $25,000 to
$90,000; and the highest quartile includes incomes above $90,000.
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Source: Fall 2007 wave of the MTsU poll.
Note: N = 593.
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Governor Phil Bredesen
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care program for the
poor, disabled, and
uninsurable.
Bredesen says the cuts
were needed because
the state could no longer
afford the program in its
original form.
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governor is handling
TennCare?

Governor Phil Bredesen
has removed nearly
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the state’s medical

care program for the
poor, disabled, and
uninsurable.

redesen says the cuts
were needed because
the state could no longer
afford the program in its
original form.

t is estimated that
nearly none of the
people cut from
TennCare will find some
other way of meeting
their essential medical
needs.

From what you've
heard, how much do
you approve of how the
governor is handling
TennCare?

Governor Phil Bredesen
has removed nearly

two hundred thousand
people from TennCare,
the state’s medical
care program for the
poor, disabled, and
uninsurable.

Bredesen says the cuts
were needed because
the state could no longer
afford the program in its
original form.

t is estimated that only
some of the people cut

from TennCare will
find some other way of
meeting their essential

medical needs.

From what you've
heard, how much do
you approve of how the
governor is handling
TennCare?

Governor Phil Bredesen
has removed nearly

two hundred thousand
people from TennCare,
the state’s medical
care program for the
poor, disabled, and
uninsurable.

redesen says the cuts
were needed because
the state could no longer
afford the program in its
original form.

t is estimated that most
of the people cut from
TennCare will find some
other way of meeting
their essential medical
needs.

From what you've
heard, how much do
you approve of how the
governor is handling
TennCare?

Governor Phil Bredesen
has removed nearly

two hundred thousand
people from TennCare,
the state’s medical

care program for the
poor, disabled, and
uninsurable.

Bredesen says the cuts
were needed because
the state could no longer
afford the program in its
original form.

t is estimated that
nearly all of the people
cut from TennCare will
find some other way of
meeting their essential
medical needs.

From what you've
heard, how much do
you approve of how the
governor is handling
TennCare?

Note: The bold text in the third sentence is the only thing that varied across subjects. Subjects in the control group received no such text.





