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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 art-
ist Elkana Tisdale saw the misshapen district at a dinner party, he penciled in a head, 
wings, and claws. Richard Alsop, a poet, then termed the district a “Gerry-mander” 
—after Elbridge Gerry, then-governor of Massachusetts. Federalists reprinted the 
image widely in newspapers, and the term “gerrymander” gained brief currency as 
slang for being deceived.

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.

BOX 3-1  Origins of the Gerrymander

Source: Michael P. McDonald, “State Legislative Districting,” Guide to State Politics and Policy, ed. 
Richard Niemi and Joshua Dyck (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2013).

On the issue of partisan gerrymandering, the Supreme Court, like Congress, 
has largely chosen to look the other way. In a 1986 case involving Indiana state 
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Source: “Apportionment Population and Number of Representatives, By State: 2010 Census,” Census Bureau, 
U.S. Department of Commerce, December 21, 2010, http://2010.census.gov/news/pdf/apport2010_table1.pdf.

Note: Entries show the total number of House seats held by each state. Numbers in parentheses show the 
seats each state gained or lost after the post-2010 reapportionment.

FIGURE 3-1 � House Apportionment in the 114th Congress
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Census Politics. The Constitution describes the decennial census as an 
“actual enumeration” of persons (Article I, section 2). The Fourteenth 
Amendment adds: “Representatives shall be apportioned among the several 
States according to their respective numbers, counting the whole number of 
persons in each State, excluding Indians not taxed.” Because population figures 
determine seats and affect power, including each state’s share of the Electoral 
College vote for president and vice president, controversy surrounds nearly 
every aspect of apportionment and districting.

First, counting such a large and diverse population is logistically and 
methodologically daunting. Certain hard-to-contact groups—transients, the 
homeless, renters, immigrants (legal or not), children, and poorer people 
generally—elude census takers and are undercounted. College students or 
others temporarily living away from home are sometimes double-counted (an 
overcount, in effect).12 The so-called “tri-caucus” in the House—the Black 
Caucus, the Hispanic Caucus, and the Asian Caucus—has long been con-
cerned about getting accurate counts of hard-to-reach minorities.13

Second, the issue of statistical sampling has been a subject of consider-
able controversy. For the 2000 census, the Census Bureau had planned to use 

http://2010.census.gov/news/pdf/apport2010_table1.pdf
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Sources: Congressional Districts in the 1990s: A Portrait of America (Washington, DC: 
Congressional Quarterly, 1993), 548; Congressional Districts in the 2000s: A Portrait of America 
(Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2003), 673.

Note: North Carolina’s First and Twelfth Congressional Districts were drawn to give the state its 
first black representatives in ninety-three years. First elected in 1992, the two African American 
representatives were subsequently reelected. Twenty years later, these two geographically 
equivalent districts were still electing blacks by overwhelming majorities.

FIGURE 3-2  �  Racial Gerrymandering in the 1990s and 2000s: North 
Carolina’s First and Twelfth Congressional Districts
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