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The Art of the Dummymander:

The Impact of Recent Redistrictings
on the Partisan Makeup of
Southern House Seats'

Bernard Grofman and Thomas L. Brunell

Effective gerrymandering can increase/decrease the number of seats cap-
tured by a particular party, but gerrymandering cannot produce miracles; it
cannot turn water into wine, or Republicans into Democrats. A lifeboat
metaphor is useful in understanding districting.

The carrying capacity of any lifeboat is limited. If you try to overload it, the
boat may sink, or at least tip over, washing a number of people overboard.?
The carrying capacity of a party’s voting strength is limited. If you try to make
it carry too much weight (spread the party’s voting strength too thin among
too many districts) the lifeboat will probably go under in bad (electoral)
weather, even if it is afloat when skies are blue and the ocean calm. More-
over, if some of the logs holding up the lifeboat are going to be knocked
away by the waves (i.e., realignment trends are reducing a party’s voting
strength, key incumbents who play a vital role in holding on to marginal
seats are likely to retire), then a party that fails to take such uncomfortable
longer-term realities into account will discover that, even if the lifeboat does
not sink initially, it is bound to founder later in the decade.

Since blacks are such loyal Democrats, the creation of black majority seats
that soak up blacks (and also often have substantial proportions of white
Democrats in them, who live in close proximity to black areas) has been
blamed for a good patt of the Democratic congressional losses after the
1990s round of redistricting. Yet black-majority seats are really not that dif-
ferent from other seats that are packed with Democrats. If you waste Demo-
cratic votes in some districts that means that you have to be very careful
about how you parcel out the remaining Democratic strength, Especially
when margins are thin, the effect of electoral tides on partisan representation
is nonlinear. There can be a huge tipping effect in a particular election; a
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high proportion of those on the lifeboat can be washed away (i.e., if you try
cutting the margins too thin, the partisan balance in a state can change very
rapidly).

Both foresight and ruthlessness are needed. If a party overestimates the
carrying capacity of its lifeboat, it risks having it sink, thus ending the (polit-
ical) lives of all (or most) on board. But recognizing the problem is not
enough. Party leaders must be ruthless enough (and have enough palitical
clout) to sacrifice some people (loyal party members, often with years of
sterling service) who are desperate to get on board the lifeboat. In Spock-
speak: “The good of the many must outweigh the good of the few.”

We can illustrate these points with a discussion of congressional districting
in the Deep South in the 1990 and 2000 rounds of redistricting, focusing on
Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, and South Carolina. We will
argue that, in a number of these states, the result of failing to understand the
carrying capacity of the lifeboat on the part of the party controlling the dis-
tricting process and/or its reluctance or inability to take the appropriate mea-
sures, is what we will call a dummymander. A dummymander is a gerry-
mander by one party that, over the course of the decade, benefits the other
party, and actually looks as if it was designed by that party rather than the
party in power,

ALABAMA

The Alabama congressional plan adopted in 1992 was proposed by Repub-
licans and ordered into effect by a federal court. Tt created a 68 percent black
majority in a new 7th district. Barone and Ujifusa blame this district for the
subsequent victories of Republicans in two seats, “the once-competitive 2nd
and the previously Democratic 6th, from which tens of thousands of blacks
had been removed to raise the black percentage in the 7th.”3
The probable partisan outcomes over the course of the 1990s can be prog-
nosticated by the distribution of the 1992 presidential vote across the seven
Alabama House districts shown in table 8.1 (the first two columns).* The
1992 plan creates a very packed Republican seat in the 6th and a reasonably
safe Republican seat in the 2nd, as well as two other likely Republican seats,
the Ist and the 4th; the Democrats, in contrast, have the certainty of only one
seat, the black majority 7th, and a shot at holding two more of the seven
House seats in the state, the 5th and the 3rd. Over the course of the decade,
Democratic losses mounted. In 1990 the split was 6D, 1R; in 1992 and 1994
it was 4D, 3R; by 1998 it was 2D, 5R. In 2000 it stayed 2D, 5R, with all in-
cumbents retaining their seats,
' In the 2000 round of redistricting the size of Alabama’s House delega-
tion remained at seven. Now the Democrats controlled the process. Hop-
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Table 8.1. 1992 and 2000 Presidential Results by Congressional District: Alabama

1992 Presidential 2000 Presidential
Clinton Percent- Gore Percent-
District Bush Percent District Bush Percent
1 -15 1 -23
2 -18 2 —24
3 -6 3 -5
4 -1 4 —24
5 -3 5 -10
6 -38 6 —49
7 43 7 34

ing to improve on their performance in the 1990s, they passed a congres-
sional redistricting plan that targeted the 3rd congressional district as a
possible Democratic pick up by doubling the number of African Amerj-
cans in that district.’ Paralleling our analysis for the 1990 redistricting
round, we break down the presidential vote from the 2000 election by the
new congressional district lines, From the table we can see that the Dem-
ocrats still have one safe (packed) district, the 7th; however, in 2002 they
continued to control the Sth congressional district, even though the dis-
trict leaned Republican.

From table 8.1 we can also see that Democrats in the 2000 round did not
go far enough in reshaping the 3rd congressional district in a Democratic di-
rection in the light of the fact that support for Bush 43 in 2000 was greater
than what it had been for Bush 41 in 1992, in that the district was only mi-
nusculely less pro-Republican than before (and assuming that the majority of
Perot supporters would otherwise have voted Republican). Prior to the 2002
election, Bab Riley, the incumbent in the 3rd, vacated his congressional seat
to run for governor. The Republicans ran Mike Rogers, who won the seat
with 51.1 percent of the vote. His opponent was Joe Turnham, who is a
white Democrat and a long-time Alabama Democratic Party activist. {In 2000,
in the old district 3, Riley, the Republican incumbent, had won with no Dem-
ocratic opposition.)

After the 2002 election, in the 108th Congress, the delegation remained
5 to 2 in favor of the GOP. 2002 was probably the Democrats’ best oppor-
tunity to pick up a seat, in that Representative Rogers will now, as the in-
cumbent, have an opportunity to increase his visibility in the 3rd, and the
3rd is the only district that might realistically be a pickup for the Demo-
crats. Thus we expect that, over the course of the decade the Alabama del-
egation will remain with a 5 to 2 Republican edge, although a further loss
of one seat for the Democrats is not out of the question in an especially
good Republican year.
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GEORGIA

Writing before the 1994 Republican takeover of the House, Barone and Uji-
fusa’s discussion of Georgia's 1992 congressional redistricting specifically
blames the Voting Rights Act (VRA) for Democratic congressional losses in
Georgia in the 1992 election, and anticipates more such losses in the fu-
ture.® They characterize the VRA as ‘requiring the maximum number of
majority-black districts.” In Georgia, the Department of Justice insisted that
that a third black-majority seat be drawn when the state legislature submit-
ted for preclearance a plan that only had two black-majority seats in it.7 In
Georgia, Barone and Ujifusa assert that the VRA, “required the mainte-
nance of the black majority 5th in Atlanta and the creation of a new black
majority 11th, stretching from Atlanta to Savannah, which diverted Demo-
cratic voters from the 1st district, subsequently captured by a Republican.
It also required the maximization of the black percentage in the 2nd district
in southwest Georgia, siphoning off Democratic votes from the 3rd District,
which went Republican.” They go on to note that, in 1992, “of nine Demo-
cratic incumbents, three were reelected, three retired, and three were de-
feated.”

Barone and Ujifusa end their discussion of 1992 congressional redistricting
in Georgia with the prescient observation: “All eight of the white-majority
districts could conceivably be seriously contested by Republicans some time
in the decade,”® In fact, all eight of these seats went Republican in 1994, so
that the partisan balance in Georgia’s congressional delegation went from
9D, 1R in 1990 1o 7D, 4R in 1992 to 3D, 8R in 1994.” It was 3D, 8R again in
1998. The Georgia delegation stayed 3D, 8R in 2000, with all incumbents
winning reelection. In 1994 and throughout the rest of the decade, the only
Democratic House members in Georgia were African-Americans elected
from the three districts that were drawn as black majority in 1992 (albeit two
of these were redrawn with considerably lower black percentages later in
the decade!®.

But are the Democratic defeats in Georgia really to be blamed solely on
the VRA? Well, in our view, not really. A good part of the blame must be at-
tached to the white Democrats in Georgia who suffered from two psycho-
logical ailments common among the young: the belief that because you
seem healthy now, you'll never get sick, and the belief that it is good to be
as thin as possible as long as you still remain breathing. Democrats doing the
congressional redistricting in Georgia may be said to have suffered from
what we will call “bulimia-inducing anorexia,” i.e., a regurgitation reflex in
which districts designed to be won by slim margins (so as to maximize the
number of seats under party control) are then tossed into the waiting hands
of members of the other party in a year when the electoral tides (or incum-
bent resignations) run against you.
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If you look at the distribution of Democratic support in Georgia's eleven
congressional districts (table 8.2) as shown by 1992 election resuits, you will
see that the 1990s Georgia congressional districting plan appears to be a clas-
sic Republican gerrymander. Based on the presidential vote in 1992, we
would expect that three districts would be won by Democrats in a runaway
(thus packing the Democratic vote); one seat (held in 1990 by Newt Gingrich)
should be a very safe Republican seat; three districts ought to be Republican
seats (but with some chance of staying Democratic if there was a popular
Democratic incumbent in place and a weak Republican challenger), and four
seats should be competitive seats near certain to trend Republican over the
course of the decade (although some of these seats might be held onto by the
Democrats as long as popular Democratic incumbents are running in them).
et this districting was not done by Republicans or by a court; it was done in
a state with Democrats running both chambers of the legislature and holding
the governorship! Thus, in substance, the 1990s Georgia congressional redis-
tricting plan looks like a dummymander—a pro-Republican partisan gerry-
mander that was actually drawn by Democrats.

Why did this dummymander happen? Well, one reason, but far from the
only reason, is that this was a plan subject to the important legal constraint
of needing to draw three black-majority seats to obtain DOJ preclearance ap-
proval.!! One way to make sense of this districting from a Democratic per-
spective is to see it as looking at things from the most optimistic perspective
possible—an attempt to hold on to a maximum of 10 seats in the short run
and 7 seats in the long run. But such optimism risked the downside possi-
bility of being held to only 3 seats (the black-majority seats) if electoral tides

Table 8.2. 1992 and 2000 Presidential Results by Congressional District: Georgia

1992 Presidential 2000 Presidential

Clinton Percent- Gore Percent-

District Bush Percent District Bush Percent
1 ~11 1 -29
2 41 2 -2
3 -11 3 -5
4 ) 4 41
5 42 5 42
b —26 6 —-38
7 -8 7 —44
8 -5 8 —40
9 —-14 9 -35
10 -8 10 —42
11 43 11 -4
12 12 9
13 13 16
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went against the Democrats. With the advantage of hindsight, it is obvious
that redistricting as if the 1990s were going to be as good for Georgia Dem-
ocrats as the 1980s had been was not a smart move! Indeed, it doesn’t take
hindsight to see the Democrat’s folly. Any realistic look at the steady decline
in Democratic support among white southerners over the past 40 or so years
should have revealed how badly such optimism was misguided.

Georgia Democrats would have been far better off to concede 4 seats to
the Republicans (and to pack them with Republicans to the greatest extent
possible), and to put as many Democrats as possible in the remaining seven
seats, Had they done this they could, in my view, have held on to a 7 to 4
advantage for the rest of the decade. Even if you do not believe that Demo-
cratic strength could have sustained 7 seats, it surely was concentrated
enough to have sustained 6 seats, keeping a Democratic majotity in the del-
egation,

Why wasn't this “casting pearls before elephants™'? a feasible strategy for
the Georgia Democrats? Well, in a nutshell, they had too many incumbents
to protect. Of the nine Demoacratic incumbents in 1990, only three retired.
This meant that Democrats had to try to draw districts to reelect these six in-
cumbents (5 white, 1 black) at the same time as they were putting large num-
bers of black (and some white) Democrats in the two new black-majority
seats. In short, they had to try to draw at least 8 Democratic seats (3 with
black-majorities) if they were both to keep their incumbents happy and sat-
isfy the Department of Justice. Yet, as the top-down realignment in the South
worked its way down to the level of U.S. House seats, given the partisan
trends among white voters, Georgia Democrats simply did not have the elec-
toral support base to hold on to eight (of their previous nine) House seats for
ten more years,

And, if they did not have the votes to hang on to eight (of their previous
nine) seats, they certainly did not have the votes to hang on to all nine of
these seats, And, if they didn’t have the votes to hang on to nine seats, they
certainly didn’t have the votes to hang on to their previous nine seats and
pick up a new seat as well. Yet, from the distribution of Democratic voting
strength across districts, it appears that Democrats attempted not just to hold
on to the nine seats they held in 1990, but to give themselves the possibility
of picking up a tenth seat. The only seat they truly conceded to the Repub-
licans was the seat held by Newt Gingrich.

The only way to describe the Georgia Democrats’ congressional redistrict-
ing leading to a dummymander is in terms of “criminal optimism,” To return
to our lifeboat metaphor, the carrying capacity of the Democratic lifeboat in
Georgia was limited. If you tried to overload it, it would eventually tip over.
At least one white Democratic incumbent had to be sacrificed of the five run-
ning for reelection. If this incumbent were not thrown overboard (i.e., his dis-
trict made heavily Republican), and if Democratic strength were not concen-







