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conservatives are likely to win. This is the fair 
way of doing it, since the number of districts 
each party would likely win is in proportion to 
the party’s overall percentage of the total 
population. However, the concern is not with 
being fair but with winning. What if you rep-
resent the liberal party and you are respon-
sible for drawing these districts? Then you’ve 
got a different situation. Instead of drawing 
these districts horizontally, you’ll draw them 
vertically and the liberals will win three seats 
to the conservatives’ zero.

This process of intentionally drawing dis-
tricts to gain a partisan advantage is called 
gerrymandering. In this scenario, the liberal 
party gerrymandered the districts to get an 
extra seat. Of course, in real life, at least in 
life outside the classroom, people are not 
arranged in neat little rows, but that does not 
keep those from drawing the lines from 
being creative. In fact, the word gerrymander 
comes from the name of an early practitioner 
of such redistricting. Elbridge Gerry, a signer 
of the Declaration of Independence, used his 
position as Massachusetts governor to 
manipulate the drawing of electoral districts 
in order to keep his political party in power. 

One of those districts looked like a salamander, and some clever political commentator, 
knowing that I would one day need a term in my textbook to denote this concept, noticed 
that Gerry plus salamander equals gerrymander.

In the state of Pennsylvania, roughly half of all registered voters are Democrats. Still, 
Republican redistricting has left the Republicans in control of twelve of the state’s nineteen 
congressional districts. Don’t feel too bad for the Democrats, though. As I’ve noted, there 
is a rich history of gerrymandering in the United States. The Democrats have done the 
same to the Republicans, and given the opportunity in the future, you can be certain that 
they will do so again. Still, one has to wonder about how democratic such a system is. 
Certainly, with proportional representation the legislature will more accurately reflect the 
nation’s partisan makeup even if a coalition arrangement distorts the policy impact of some 
parties at the expense of others. Gerrymandering is particularly common in the United 
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Figure 7.2 Dividing a State into Districts




