
history of gerrymandering in wisconsin
history of gerrymandering in wisconsin is a complex and contentious topic that has
shaped the political landscape of the state over the years. Gerrymandering, the practice of
manipulating electoral district boundaries to favor a particular political party, has deep
historical roots in Wisconsin, influencing elections and governance. This article delves into
the evolution of gerrymandering in Wisconsin, examining its origins, key events, and the
legal battles that have ensued. Additionally, we will explore the implications of
gerrymandering on voter representation and the ongoing efforts to reform the
redistricting process. By understanding the history of gerrymandering in Wisconsin, we
can better appreciate its impact on democracy and electoral integrity.
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Introduction to Gerrymandering

Gerrymandering is a political strategy that dates back to the early 19th century, named
after Elbridge Gerry, a Massachusetts governor who signed a bill that created a district
resembling a salamander. This practice has evolved significantly over the years, becoming
a contentious issue in many states, including Wisconsin. The manipulation of district
boundaries has profound effects on electoral outcomes, often resulting in a lack of fair
representation for voters. In Wisconsin, gerrymandering has been particularly
pronounced, with various political parties utilizing the tactic to secure advantages in
elections.

Historical Context of Gerrymandering in
Wisconsin

The history of gerrymandering in Wisconsin can be traced back to the post-Civil War era



when political power struggles intensified. As the population of Wisconsin grew, so did the
complexity of its electoral districts. The first significant instance of gerrymandering
occurred in the 1870s, when Democrats and Republicans alike began to draw district lines
that would favor their respective parties.

The Early Days of Gerrymandering

In the late 1800s, the first attempts at gerrymandering were primarily motivated by the
desire to maintain political power amidst changing demographics. The growing immigrant
population and shifting political affiliations made it crucial for parties to adapt their
strategies to retain influence. As a result, district maps became tools for partisan
advantage, with boundaries being drawn to include or exclude certain populations.

The 20th Century and the Rise of Partisan
Gerrymandering

Throughout the 20th century, Wisconsin witnessed several notable instances of
gerrymandering, particularly during the post-World War II era. The redistricting process
became increasingly partisan, with both major parties engaging in the manipulation of
district boundaries. The introduction of advanced mapping technologies allowed for more
precise and effective gerrymandering strategies, further entrenching partisan divides in
the state.

Key Events in Wisconsin's Gerrymandering
History

Several key events have marked the evolution of gerrymandering in Wisconsin. These
events highlight the ongoing struggle between political parties and the impact of
gerrymandering on the state's electoral landscape.

The 2011 Redistricting Controversy

One of the most significant events in recent history occurred during the 2011 redistricting
process. Following the 2010 census, Wisconsin Republicans gained control of the state
legislature and drew a new set of district maps that were widely criticized as excessively
partisan. The maps were designed to maximize Republican seats while minimizing
Democratic representation, leading to significant public outcry.



The 2016 State Supreme Court Decision

In 2016, the Wisconsin Supreme Court upheld the 2011 redistricting maps, which sparked
further debate about the legality and fairness of gerrymandering. The court's decision was
controversial and highlighted the complexities of determining what constitutes unfair
manipulation of electoral districts. This ruling set a precedent for future cases and raised
questions about the role of the judiciary in addressing gerrymandering.

Legal Challenges and Court Cases

The legal battles surrounding gerrymandering in Wisconsin have been intense and
multifaceted. Various organizations and individuals have challenged the redistricting
process, seeking to establish legal standards for fair representation.

Key Legal Cases

Several landmark legal cases have shaped the discourse on gerrymandering in Wisconsin:

Gill v. Whitford (2017): This case reached the U.S. Supreme Court, where the
justices were asked to consider whether the Wisconsin legislative maps were
unconstitutional due to partisan gerrymandering. The court ultimately dismissed the
case on technical grounds, leaving the issue unresolved.

League of Women Voters v. Wisconsin Elections Commission (2018): This case
challenged the 2011 maps, asserting that they violated the state constitution. The
court ruled against the plaintiffs, but the case highlighted the ongoing struggle for
electoral fairness.

Impact of Gerrymandering on Voter
Representation

The impact of gerrymandering on voter representation in Wisconsin cannot be overstated.
The manipulation of district boundaries has led to significant disparities in electoral
outcomes, often resulting in a lack of competition in elections and diminished
accountability among elected officials.



Voter Disenfranchisement

Gerrymandering can lead to voter disenfranchisement, where certain groups are
systematically underrepresented. For example, in Wisconsin, urban areas with higher
concentrations of Democratic voters have often been divided among multiple districts,
diluting their electoral power. This practice undermines the principle of equal
representation and can discourage voter participation.

Polarization and Political Divides

Another significant consequence of gerrymandering is the increase in political
polarization. By creating districts that favor one party, gerrymandering exacerbates
ideological divides, leading to more extreme candidates and less bipartisan cooperation.
This polarization can hinder effective governance and contribute to public disillusionment
with the political system.

Current Efforts for Redistricting Reform

In light of the ongoing issues surrounding gerrymandering, there have been concerted
efforts in Wisconsin to reform the redistricting process. Various advocacy groups and
lawmakers are pushing for changes that would create a more impartial and transparent
system.

Proposals for Independent Redistricting Commissions

One of the most discussed solutions involves the establishment of independent
redistricting commissions, which would take the power of drawing district lines out of the
hands of partisan legislators. Such commissions could help ensure that district maps are
drawn fairly, reflecting the actual demographics and political affiliations of the population.

Public Engagement and Advocacy

Public engagement has also been crucial in the push for redistricting reform. Grassroots
movements and advocacy organizations have mobilized voters to demand fair
representation, raising awareness about the negative effects of gerrymandering. These
efforts aim to hold elected officials accountable and foster a more equitable electoral
process.



Conclusion

The history of gerrymandering in Wisconsin is a reflection of broader national trends and
challenges faced in the political landscape. From its early days to the contemporary legal
battles, gerrymandering has significantly influenced electoral outcomes and voter
representation. As the state moves forward, ongoing discussions about redistricting
reform will be essential in addressing the injustices perpetuated by partisan manipulation.
Recognizing the historical context and current implications of gerrymandering can
empower citizens to advocate for a more democratic and representative political system.

FAQ Section

Q: What is gerrymandering?
A: Gerrymandering is the practice of drawing electoral district boundaries in a way that
gives one political party an advantage over others. This manipulation can dilute the voting
power of specific demographics, leading to unfair representation.

Q: When did gerrymandering start in Wisconsin?
A: The practice of gerrymandering in Wisconsin began in the 1870s, with both major
political parties using boundary manipulation to secure electoral advantages as the state's
demographics shifted.

Q: How did the 2011 redistricting process in Wisconsin
impact elections?
A: The 2011 redistricting process led to the creation of district maps that favored
Republicans, resulting in significant disparities between the percentage of votes received
by each party and the number of seats won in the legislature.

Q: What was the outcome of the Gill v. Whitford case?
A: The U.S. Supreme Court dismissed Gill v. Whitford on technical grounds in 2017,
leaving the issue of partisan gerrymandering unresolved and highlighting the challenges
of establishing legal standards for fair representation.

Q: What are independent redistricting commissions?
A: Independent redistricting commissions are bodies established to draw electoral district
lines without partisan influence. The goal is to create fairer, more equitable district maps
that accurately reflect the population.



Q: How does gerrymandering affect voter turnout?
A: Gerrymandering can lead to voter disenfranchisement and lower turnout by creating
districts where one party is so dominant that voters feel their votes do not matter,
discouraging participation in elections.

Q: What are some current efforts to combat
gerrymandering in Wisconsin?
A: Current efforts include advocating for independent redistricting commissions and
public engagement campaigns aimed at raising awareness about the impacts of
gerrymandering and pushing for legislative reforms.

Q: Can gerrymandering be eliminated?
A: While completely eliminating gerrymandering may be challenging, reforms such as
independent redistricting commissions and stronger legal standards can significantly
reduce its prevalence and impact on elections.

Q: Why is gerrymandering considered detrimental to
democracy?
A: Gerrymandering is viewed as detrimental to democracy because it undermines fair
representation, increases political polarization, and can lead to voter apathy by creating
uncompetitive electoral environments.

Q: What role does technology play in gerrymandering?
A: Technology has enhanced the ability of political parties to analyze demographic data
and draw precise district lines that maximize partisan advantage, making gerrymandering
more effective and difficult to challenge.
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