
votes, that gives some clout to the Republican legisla-
tors who represent rural areas.”

And, as the South did in Congress throughout much 
of the 20th century, rural areas are able to increase their 
clout simply by giving their representatives long careers 
and thus the power that seniority entails. That’s despite 
the fact that a pair of Supreme Court decisions in the 
early 1960s—Baker v. Carr and Gray v. Sanders—ended 
the ability of rural areas to dominate state legislatures 
through the old system, in some states, of apportioning 
districts by counties rather than population.

Rural areas don’t suffer the kind of image problems 
that big cities and wealthy suburbs tend to have in state 
capitols. In fact, the opposite is often true. People may 
not live in rural areas, but they’re still inclined to see 
that the countryside receives its fair share—or maybe 
more—from the state. Individual legislators themselves 
may view the world through a split lens. With rural areas 
losing so much ground, many districts are split between 
half-empty rural counties and slices of suburbia that give 
them a population base.

A study by Gerald Gamm and Thad Kousser pub-
lished in 2013 in the American Political Science Review 
found that major cities—those with populations above 
100,000—have had little luck passing state legislation. 
From 1880 until 2000, passage rates for bills that ben-
efited big cities directly were consistently a quarter to a 
third less likely to pass than were those that dealt with 
smaller cities and towns. “Year after year, while most 
bills affecting smaller districts pass, most big-city bills 
fail,” Gamm and Kousser conclude.

After urban delegations got bigger, following the 
1960s Supreme Court reapportionment decisions, 
the big-city batting average only got worse. As they 
became more numerous, metropolitan legislators were 
more likely to break ranks, splitting not just on parti-
san votes but on measures meant to help out their own 
areas. “It appears that legislators from the rest of the 
state follow the cues of the big-city delegation and split 
when its members divide, often dooming bills,” accord-
ing to Kousser and Gamm. That’s not a problem rural 
legislators have had.

Source: Adapted from Alan Greenblatt, “Rural Areas Lose People but Not Power,” Governing, April 2014, http://www.governing.com/topics/politics/gov-rural-areas-lose-
people-not-power.html.

racial group. One reflection of this is that in 
recent years African American legislators have 
been voted into leadership roles by their col-
leagues in states with relatively few black voters. 
At the start of the 2009 legislative sessions, in the 
same month President Obama first took the oath 
of office, Colorado became the first state with a 
black Senate president and a black House Speaker 
simultaneously. Malcolm Smith was elected New 
York’s first African American Senate president, 
and Steve Horsford became Nevada’s first African 
American Senate majority leader that same year.

The fact that there are more African American 
legislators does not mean that voting trends have 
changed, however. Voting remains polarized 

along racial lines. Whites will support African 
American incumbents but are often reluctant to 
vote for black newcomers. The main reason for 
the growth in the number of black legislators, 
therefore, has been the creation of majority-black 
districts.73

Professional Versus Citizen 
Legislators

As discussed above, legislatures, strictly white 
male playgrounds in the past, have become more 
inclusive of women and minorities and more 
attentive to their concerns. But even bigger 
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