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The Upside-Down Elephant District

Texas’s 35th Congressional District drew attention for its odd shape, the 
result of what many viewed as a partisan effort to redraw the district’s lines.

Source: Texas Legislative Council.

that the Washington Post held a contest to describe 
it: the winning entry was “Upside-down elephant 
(spraying water).”45 Travis County’s government, 
among other groups, challenged the redistricting 
in court, but judges allowed the five-way split to 
go into effect for the 2012 elections.46

Political district boundaries that link disparate 
communities or have odd shapes that resemble 
earmuffs or moose antlers are known as gerryman-
ders, a term derived from the name of Elbridge 
Gerry, an early 19th-century governor of 
Massachusetts. Malapportionment occurs when dis-
tricts violate the principle of equal representation. 
In the past, some state legislative districts could 
have many times the numbers of constituents in 
other districts. Votes in the smaller districts, in 
effect, counted for more. Relatively few people in, 
say, a sparsely populated rural district would have 
the same amount of representative clout in the 

Gerrymanders
Districts clearly drawn with the intent of pressing partisan advantage at 
the expense of other considerations

Malapportionment
A situation in which the principle of equal representation is violated

legislature as many more people in a densely 
populated urban district.

As Texas’s experience shows, the party in con-
trol of redistricting really does matter. Likewise, 
in 2006 in Ohio, Democrats won 60 percent of the 
vote in state Senate elections but gained only a 
single formerly Republican-held seat. Afterward, 
Republicans still had 21 members in the chamber, 
to the Democrats’ 12. One big reason the 
Democratic votes didn’t translate into more 
Democratic victories is that the GOP in Ohio had 
controlled the line-drawing process after the 2000 
census. The Republicans had crafted Senate dis-
tricts to give their party an edge.47 Democrats 
typically do the same thing when they are in 
charge. In 2011 in Illinois, Democrats drew a new 
congressional map that imperiled more than half 
the state’s Republican incumbents. Democrats 
loudly complained following the 2012 elections 
that although their candidates won more total 
votes in the U.S. House, the GOP came away with 
the majority. In North Carolina, for instance, 
Democrats took 51 percent of the statewide vote 
for the House but came away with just four of the 
13 seats. Political scientists have been debating 
what share of such disparities can be attributed to 
redistricting and how much is due to the fact that 
Democrats tend to huddle together in more dense 
spaces, such as big cities, meaning they are natu-
rally packed into more one-sided districts.

Legislatures define district boundaries in most 
states, but there are exceptions. Since the 1980s, 
Iowa’s political maps have been created by the 
nonpartisan Legislative Services Agency. The 
agency uses computer software to draw 100 
House districts and 50 Senate districts according 
to rules that keep population as equal as possible 
from district to district, avoid splitting counties, 
and keep the districts compact. In contrast to 
legislature-drawn maps, those drawn by the 
agency do not take into account party registra-
tion, voting patterns, or the political territory of 
incumbents. Largely as a result, partisan control 
of the Iowa legislature has flipped just about every 
10 years since the agency was created.

While Iowa’s system is unique, reformers else-
where regularly try to find ways to prevent redis-
tricting from flagrantly favoring one party over 
the other. Lately, the reformers have won some 
important victories. In Florida in 2010 voters 
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