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BOX 3-1  Origins of the Gerrymander

T 
he practice of “gerrymandering”—the excessive manipulation of the shape of a 

legislative district to benefit certain persons or groups—is probably as old as the 
Republic, but the name for the practice originated in 1812.

In that year, the Massachusetts legislature carved out of Essex County a district 
that historian John Fiske described as having a “dragon-like contour.” When the 
painter Gilbert Stuart saw the misshapen district, he penciled in a head, wings, and 
claws and exclaimed, “That will do for a salamander!” to which editor Benjamin 
Russell replied, “Better say a Gerrymander”—after Elbridge Gerry, then-governor of 
Massachusetts.

By the 1990s, the term had broadened to include the modern-day practice of 
drawing maps to benefit racial and ethnic groups. In the past, the term was applied 
largely to districts drawn to benefit incumbents or political parties.

Source: CQ’s Guide to Congress, 5th ed., vol. III (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2007).

was a justiciable issue—that is, it could be properly raised in court (Davis v. 
Bandemer).26 If the gerrymandering were substantial, long-standing, and truly 
harmful to a political minority, it could violate the Constitution’s equal protec-
tion clause. At the same time, the Court’s majority was not convinced that the 
Indiana gerrymander met those tests. Indeed, the Court has never overturned 


