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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Gerrymandering and voter suppression are not separate or new problems in American democracy. They 
are historically connected strategies that have evolved together to manage political power as the electorate has 
changed. When Black Americans and other marginalized communities have gained access to the ballot and begun to 
translate that access into political influence, political systems have repeatedly adapted to dilute, deter, or neutralize 
that power. From the early republic, through Reconstruction, Jim Crow, the Civil Rights Movement, and into today’s 
era of algorithm-driven redistricting, the same pattern has repeated. The methods change, but the objective 
remains to preserve political control by reshaping who counts and whose votes matter.

This policy brief traces the historical roots of gerrymandering and voter suppression, explains how 
they became structurally linked, and analyzes the Supreme Court’s redistricting jurisprudence from 
Colegrove v. Green (1946) through Baker v. Carr (1962), Gray v. Sanders (1963), Reynolds v. Sims (1964), 
and Wesberry v. Sanders (1964). It also details the central role of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965 in reshaping American democracy.

The brief then examines the modern rollback of federal protections and the consequences visible today in Texas, 
Florida, Alabama, and Louisiana. This analysis culminates in the Supreme Court’s consideration of Louisiana v. 
Callais, a case that could significantly weaken Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act and fundamentally alter the federal 
government’s ability to remedy racial vote dilution.

The evidence is clear. When federal protections weaken, old patterns re-emerge under new legal language and 
modern technology. Without strong legislative action, particularly the passage and modernization of the John R. 
Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act, the United States risks repeating the structural exclusions of the past in more 
technical and less visible forms. This is not simply a voting rights issue. It is a democracy issue.

INTRODUCTION
A System That Adapts to Preserve Power
Gerrymandering and voter suppression are often framed as technical disputes over maps, election rules, or 
administrative procedures. But history tells a different story. These practices are not isolated tactics. They are part 
of a broader system that has repeatedly adapted to preserve political power when the electorate has expanded.

When Black Americans gained political rights after the Civil War, new barriers emerged. When civil rights victories 
expanded access in the 1960s, the Ku Klux Klan and white racists committed even more violent acts toward Black 
Americans. When federal enforcement weakened in the 21st century, long-standing patterns returned in updated 
form. This is not a coincidence. It is a structural response to change.

Understanding today’s redistricting battles and voting restrictions requires seeing them as part of a long historical 
continuum. The disputes in Texas, Florida, Alabama, and Louisiana are not anomalies. They are modern expressions 
of a political system that has consistently reshaped itself to manage demographic and political transformation.

Redistricting Before “Gerrymandering”: Power Without a Name
Long before the term “gerrymandering” entered American political vocabulary, states manipulated district 
boundaries to protect entrenched political power. In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, states such as Virginia, 
North Carolina, South Carolina, Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania routinely adjusted district lines in ways 
that favored dominant political coalitions.

These early redistricting practices were often framed as administrative necessities. In reality, they reflected a 
growing recognition that geography could be used strategically to shape political outcomes. As population centers 
shifted and new communities gained influence, district boundaries were drawn to minimize the political impact of 
those changes.
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In Southern states in particular, where plantation elites dominated political life, redistricting was used to preserve 
rural political control even as towns and cities grew. This insulation of political power through geography 
established an early precedent: redistricting was not a neutral exercise. It was a tool of political management. This 
early history matters because it shows that gerrymandering did not begin as a racial strategy. It began as a power 
strategy. Race would later become one of its most consequential applications.

The Naming of a Strategy: Elbridge Gerry and the Normalization of Map 
Manipulation
The modern concept of gerrymandering became publicly visible in 1812, when Massachusetts Governor Elbridge 
Gerry approved a redistricting plan designed to benefit his political party. One of the resulting districts was so 
irregularly shaped that it was compared to a salamander, giving rise to the term “Gerry-mander.” This moment 
is significant not only because the term was coined, but because it reflected a broader normalization. From this 
point forward, it became widely accepted that district maps could be intentionally designed to produce specific 
political results.

Initially, this logic was framed primarily in partisan terms. But as the electorate changed, particularly after Black 
Americans gained formal political rights, this same logic was applied to race.

Reconstruction, Black Codes, and the Racialization of Gerrymandering
The ratification of the Reconstruction Amendments fundamentally altered American 
democracy on paper. The Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed citizenship and equal 
protection under the law, and the Fifteenth Amendment prohibited denying the right to vote 
on the basis of race. For the first time, large numbers of Black men entered the electorate 
and gained formal political standing in the United States.

This expansion of legal rights occurred alongside a parallel system of racial control designed to limit Black freedom 
in practice. In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, Southern states enacted Black Codes, laws rooted 
in earlier slave codes that had governed the lives of enslaved people. Under chattel slavery, enslaved people 
were treated as property and denied basic legal rights. Slave codes functioned as mechanisms of surveillance, 
punishment, and social control, enforced through corporal punishment and widespread violence. The Black Codes 
adapted these same logics to a post-emancipation context.

The Black Codes were explicitly designed to secure a steady supply of cheap Black labor and to reassert racial 
hierarchy. Vagrancy laws criminalized unemployment and informal labor, allowing Black individuals to be arrested, 
fined, and forced into labor if they could not pay. In Mississippi, for example, Black men and women could be 
declared vagrants for lacking “lawful employment” or for associating with white people on terms of equality. 
Failure to pay imposed fines allowed sheriffs to hire out Black individuals to private parties, recreating conditions 
that closely resembled involuntary servitude.

Apprenticeship laws further extended this system of coercion. Courts were authorized to bind Black children 
to white employers, often their former enslavers, under the justification of providing care and training. Other 
provisions restricted Black firearm ownership, limited property and occupational rights, barred Black testimony 
against white people in most court cases, and excluded Black people from skilled trades. Together, these laws 
worked to constrain Black mobility, economic independence, and legal standing.

These legal regimes operated alongside, and in direct tension with, the formal expansion of Black political 
participation. Despite the Black Codes and widespread violence, Black voters helped elect Black representatives at 
every level of government. During Reconstruction, Black Americans served in state legislatures, the U.S. House of 
Representatives, and the U.S. Senate. This unprecedented expansion of Black political power triggered organized 
white resistance that sought to preserve political dominance without openly violating the new constitutional 
amendments.
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As direct racial exclusions became more legally vulnerable, states increasingly turned to structural and geographic 
strategies to blunt Black political influence. Gerrymandering emerged as one such tool. Rather than denying Black 
citizens the right to vote outright, states began experimenting with district designs that weakened the political 
impact of Black voters while maintaining the appearance of constitutional compliance.

South Carolina provides one of the earliest and clearest examples. In the 1870s, the state 
attempted to create non-contiguous districts to isolate Black voters. When federal authorities 
rejected these maps, state officials adapted by drawing highly irregular and winding districts that 
technically satisfied contiguity requirements but achieved the same underlying goal. Black voters 
were concentrated into a single district while white majorities were preserved elsewhere.

These so-called “boa constrictor” districts marked a critical shift from overt exclusion to structural 
dilution. The logic mirrored that of the Black Codes. Where criminal and labor laws constrained Black mobility, 
economic independence, and legal standing, district maps constrained Black political power. Together, these 
systems reveal a consistent pattern. When direct racial control becomes legally risky, governance systems evolve 
toward indirect methods that reproduce the same outcomes. Gerrymandering thus developed not as a neutral 
technical practice, but as part of a broader architecture of racial control that transformed geographic boundaries 
into tools for maintaining political hierarchy.

Jim Crow: From Dilution to Exclusion
By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Southern political systems increasingly relied on direct 
disenfranchisement rather than district manipulation. Poll taxes, literacy tests, grandfather clauses, and racial terror 
dramatically reduced Black voter registration and participation.

The Wilmington coup and massacre of 1898 in North Carolina illustrates how violence and political restructuring 
worked together. A multiracial, democratically elected government was violently overthrown. Black political 
participation was systematically dismantled, and Black citizens were pushed out of meaningful civic life for 
generations. Once Black voters were largely excluded from the electorate, elaborate gerrymandering became less 
necessary in many areas. When only white citizens could vote, maintaining white political control required fewer 
geographic manipulations.

This reinforces a central truth: gerrymandering and voter suppression are interchangeable tools within the same 
system. When one becomes unnecessary or legally constrained, another takes its place. 

The Redistricting Revolution: From Judicial Refusal to Constitutional 
Enforcement
For much of the early 20th century, federal courts refused to intervene in redistricting disputes. This position was 
formalized in Colegrove v. Green (1946), when the Supreme Court declined to address severe malapportionment, 
warning against entering what it called the “political thicket.”

The practical effect of Colegrove was to entrench unequal representation. Rural districts with shrinking populations 
retained disproportionate political power, while growing urban areas, where Black Americans were increasingly 
concentrated due to the Great Migration, were systematically underrepresented. This imbalance had racial 
consequences. Political power was preserved in areas that were whiter and more rural, while urban and more 
racially diverse communities were underweighted in state and federal legislatures.

The Court reversed course in Baker v. Carr (1962), holding that redistricting claims could be heard under the Equal 
Protection Clause. This marked a fundamental shift: federal courts could now review and correct representational 
inequality. That shift was strengthened in Gray v. Sanders (1963), where the Court articulated the constitutional 
principle of “one person, one vote.” The Court made clear that democratic legitimacy requires that each voter’s 
ballot carry equal weight. The principle was fully institutionalized in Reynolds v. Sims (1964) for state legislatures and 
Wesberry v. Sanders (1964) for congressional districts. Together, these cases forced states to redraw districts based 
on equal population.
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These decisions corrected extreme population disparities. But they did not eliminate racial vote dilution. States 
could comply with population equality while still drawing district lines that minimized Black political influence. This 
gap made federal civil rights legislation essential.

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965: Structural 
Protection for Political Power

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 strengthened federal authority to combat discrimination, 
including in voter registration and election administration. It represented federal recognition 
that states could not be trusted to self-police civil rights when they had long been the source 
of discrimination.

However, it was the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) that fundamentally transformed American democracy. The 
VRA recognized what decades of litigation had demonstrated: case-by-case challenges were inadequate in the face 
of systematic resistance. States could replace one discriminatory practice with another faster than courts could 
respond.

The VRA created a structural enforcement framework. It shifted the burden away from individual voters and toward 
the federal government and covered jurisdictions. It directly targeted practices that diluted or denied Black voting 
power and prevented states from implementing discriminatory changes without federal review. For decades, the 
VRA dramatically increased Black voter registration, turnout, and representation. It did more than protect access to 
the ballot. It reshaped political power.

The Modern Rollback and Its Consequences
The weakening of the Voting Rights Act in the modern era did not create new discrimination. It removed the 
structural barriers that had prevented older patterns from re-emerging. Shelby County v. Holder (2013) eliminated 
the preclearance coverage formula of the VRA, effectively disabling one of the most powerful tools for preventing 
discriminatory changes before they took effect. Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee (2021) narrowed the 
scope of Section 2 vote-denial claims, making it more difficult to challenge discriminatory rules.What followed 
has been historically consistent: States redraw maps that reduce minority political influence. Voting rules are 
framed as “neutral” while producing racially predictable outcomes. Remedies for discrimination are attacked as 
unconstitutional. This is not a departure from history. It is history adapting.

The Present Crisis: Texas, Florida, Alabama, and Louisiana
Across multiple states, the same structural patterns are visible. In Alabama, courts found that congressional 
maps diluted Black voting strength, requiring the creation of an additional Black-opportunity district. The state’s 
resistance and litigation posture reflect a broader strategy: comply minimally, delay, and challenge the legitimacy of 
remedies.

In Florida, the dismantling of a North Florida district associated with Black electoral opportunity illustrates how 
minority-opportunity districts are increasingly framed as constitutionally suspect, even when they have long been 
recognized as necessary to ensure fair representation. In Texas, aggressive redistricting practices and mid-decade 
map changes demonstrate how demographic change is met with rapid political engineering designed to preserve 
control. In Louisiana, the stakes are national.

Louisiana v. Callais: A Turning Point for the Future of Voting Rights
Louisiana v. Callais is not simply a dispute over one state’s congressional map. It is a test of whether the federal 
government can still meaningfully enforce protections against racial vote dilution. Louisiana is roughly one-
third Black. For decades, it had only one majority-Black congressional district. Federal courts found that this 
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configuration likely violated Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act and remedied this by ordering the creation of a second 
majority-Black district. The challenge in Callais does not merely contest the original discriminatory map. It contests the 
legitimacy of the remedy.

If the Supreme Court accepts the argument that race-conscious remedies are themselves unconstitutional, the logic of 
the Voting Rights Act collapses. Discrimination can be identified, but not effectively corrected. This would represent a 
profound shift: from debating whether discrimination exists to debating whether the government is allowed to fix it.

Navigating These Constraints In The Legislative Landscape: 
The John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act

H.R. 14, The John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act, sponsored by Congresswoman Terri Sewell, 
seeks to restore and modernize federal voting rights protections by updating preclearance coverage and 
strengthening enforcement tools. This legislation is not symbolic. It is structural. In a legal environment 
where courts have narrowed federal authority, Congress must reassert its constitutional role in 
enforcing the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Without legislative action, federal voting rights 
protections will continue to erode through litigation and state-level experimentation.

Policy Recommendations

	 	Pass the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act.

	Clarify and strengthen Section 2 standards to ensure meaningful remedies for vote dilution.

	Establish national redistricting transparency and fairness standards.

	Incentivize independent redistricting commissions.

	Expand DOJ enforcement capacity.

	Require enhanced oversight in jurisdictions found to have violated voting rights protections.

CONCLUSION - The Same Fight, A New Generation
Black women have been central to the economic, cultural, and civic fabric of the United States for centuries. From 
aGerrymandering is not just drawing lines. It is drawing boundaries around who counts. Voter suppression is not just 
a policy dispute. It is a decision about whose citizenship is fully recognized. Every generation is told that progress is 
permanent but history shows otherwise. When federal protections weaken, systems that once enforced exclusion 
return, often under new language, new technology, and new legal theories. The fight for voting rights has never 
been a straight line. It has been a cycle of progress followed by retrenchment, inclusion followed by engineering. 
The question before Congress and the nation is not whether Black Americans will continue to fight for the franchise. 
History answers that clearly. They will.

The real question is whether this generation will finally build protections strong enough that future generations 
are not forced to fight the same battle again, just with more sophisticated software and more polished legal 
arguments. Democracy does not disappear all at once. It is reshaped map by map, rule by rule, and case by case until 
representation becomes conditional. This moment is not just about Louisiana. It is not just about Texas or Florida 
or Alabama. It is about whether American democracy will remain responsive to the people or if it will continue to be 
quietly engineered to manage them.
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