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1. Election basics

2. Electoral districts

3. Gerrymandering

4. The consequences (?) of gerrymandering

Outline



The Structure of Congressional Elections

3/42

Hale

Election Basics
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• Members of both chambers are mostly elected 

using a system called first past the post (“FPTP”)

• Single-member districts

• Under this system, the candidate with the most 

votes wins the election

• This could be well under 50% of the votes!

Legislative Electoral System
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Image sources: Ballotpedia & Wikipedia

A Typical FPTP Election: Texas Senate, 2012
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Image source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2022_United_States_Senate_election_in_New_Hampshire

A Typical FPTP Election: New Hampshire Senate, 2012

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2022_United_States_Senate_election_in_New_Hampshire
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Image source: Wikipedia

A More Unusual FPTP Election
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• California, Washington, and Nebraska use two-round 

systems

• Georgia and Louisiana have run-off elections if no 

candidate receives 50% of the vote

– This happened in Georgia in 2020 and 2022

• Alaska and Maine recently adopted ranked-choice-

voting for their general elections

There Are Exceptions!



The Structure of Congressional Elections

9/42

Hale

Electoral Districts
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• An electoral system is the means by which votes

are translated into seats

– This is a shameless plug for POLS 222

• This system determines the incentives that 

members of Congress have when deciding how to 

represent their constituents

• Another crucial factor in determining what kinds of 

MCs we have is how congressional districts are 

drawn 

Votes and Seats
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• House of Representatives

– Elected in single-seat districts of about 760,000 people 

each

– Districts are redrawn every census (every decade)

– Two-year terms

• The Senate

– Members elected statewide

– Two members per state

– Six-year terms (staggered)

• So, what is a Senate “electoral district”?

Legislative Election Basics
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• Congressional elections exclusively use 

majoritarian single-member districts

• How does this reinforce the Madisonian design?

• Members are highly incentivized to cater to the 

factional preferences of their district

• What are some possible downsides of this 

electoral system?

Single-Member Districts
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Current US House Districts
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2022 House Districts
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Image source: https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2022/11/14/1163009/-Daily-Kos-Elections-presidential-results-by-congressional-district-for-2020

https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2022/11/14/1163009/-Daily-Kos-Elections-presidential-results-by-congressional-district-for-2020
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• Apportionment is the process of dividing a country 

(or state) into electoral districts

• After every census, Congress allocates a number of 

House seats to each state, according to its population

• House apportionment happened this year

• After seats are apportioned, districts must be drawn

• Congress does NOT draw its own districts – this is left 

up to the states

Apportionment
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After 2010, the South/Southwest Gained Seats, the Midwest Lost Seats
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2020 Continues This Trend

Source: NY Times
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2030 Will Likely Supercharge It

Source: https://thearp.org/blog/apportionment/2030-forecasted-apportionment/

https://thearp.org/blog/apportionment/2030-forecasted-apportionment/
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The Trend

Source: NY Times
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• Districts are drawn either by the state legislature or by 

a non-partisan commission

• But there are a number of limitations on how 

congressional districts are drawn:

– Districts must have only one representative (by 

law)

– Districts must the same population (Baker v. Carr, 

Wesberry v. Sanders)

– Districts must be contiguous and compact 

(Reynolds v. Sims, 1964)

• Most of these are intuitive

Redistricting Rules
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… But What does Contiguous Mean?
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Contiguous?
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Or Compact?
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Redistricting Methods Vary By State

Source: Ballotpedia
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Source: https://youtu.be/mS_REJktLLY

Redistricting Varies a Lot by State!

https://youtu.be/mS_REJktLLY
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Gerrymandering
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• Districts are drawn either by the state legislature or by 

a non-partisan commission

• In states where state legislatures do the drawing, the 

possibility for manipulation is large

• This is called gerrymandering, and it can take many 

forms:

– Pro-incumbent

– Partisan

– Racial

Gerrymandering
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Source: Wikipedia

Gerrymandering
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Pro-Incumbent Gerrymanders Protect Both Parties
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Racial Gerrymandering Can Be to Enhance Minority Voting 
Power…
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…Or Suppress It
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Source: The Washington Post

Partisan Gerrymandering is the Most Common
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Utah’s 2010 Redistricting
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In 2016, Republicans got 53% of the Vote and 77% of the 
Seats in North Carolina
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Source: https://youtu.be/KpamjJtXqFI

2018 Was a Similar Affair

https://youtu.be/KpamjJtXqFI
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Democrats Do It Too!
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The Consequences of 

Gerrymandering
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• What effect does redistricting actually have?

• There is widespread consensus that it give more seats at 

the state-level to the party that successfully wields it

• But it also gets blamed for 

– Uncompetitive elections

– Polarization

– Gridlock

• How well supported are these claims?

• What other explanation is there? 

Gerrymandering
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Senate Reelection Rates Are Also High

Link: https://www.opensecrets.org/elections-overview/reelection-rates

https://www.opensecrets.org/elections-overview/reelection-rates
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Link: https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/ending-gerrymandering-wont-fix-what-ails-america/

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/ending-gerrymandering-wont-fix-what-ails-america/
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Q&A


