
ZIP Apportionment: Restoring Proximity,
Accountability, and Scale in Maryland
Representation

A Note on Purpose

This  essay  advances  a  single  institutional  claim:  that  legislative  representation  functions  best  when  it
operates  at  a  human  scale,  and  that  Maryland’s  current  population‑based  apportionment  system  has
exceeded that scale. ZIP‑code–based apportionment is offered not as a partisan remedy, but as a structural
correction aimed at restoring proximity between representatives and the communities they serve.

This document is written to be read by skeptics. It assumes disagreement in good faith and focuses on
mechanics, incentives, and design rather than moral accusation.

I. The Problem of Scale in Modern Representation

Representative government depends on proximity. Not intimacy or familiarity, but a realistic possibility of
contact, pressure, and accountability between the represented and the representative. As constituencies
grow, this proximity collapses.

In  Maryland,  as  in  most  states,  legislative  districts  are  apportioned  by  population.  Over  time this  has
produced districts  large  enough that  representation becomes abstract.  Representatives  must  rationally
prioritize broad narratives,  organized interests,  and media‑visible issues over local,  particular problems.
This is not a failure of character. It is the predictable outcome of scale.

When  a  representative  is  responsible  for  tens  of  thousands  of  constituents  spread  across  diverse
communities,  responsiveness  becomes  episodic  rather  than  continuous.  Elections  remain,  but
accountability thins. Voters are formally represented but practically distant from power.

This mismatch between scale and accountability is the core defect this essay addresses.

II. Population Apportionment as a Structural Incentive System

Population‑based apportionment is often defended as neutral or democratic by definition. In practice, it
produces several reinforcing incentives that undermine representative legitimacy.

A. Gerrymandering Becomes Rational

When representation is tied to population totals, political boundaries become instruments of advantage.
The  drawing  of  districts  becomes  a  recurring  contest,  regardless  of  who  controls  the  process.  Even
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independent  commissions  cannot  remove  the  incentive  to  manipulate  lines;  they  merely  relocate
decision‑making authority and accountability.

The  result  is  a  system in  which  legitimacy  is  continually  contested  and representation  is  perceived  as
engineered rather than earned.

B. Factional Consolidation

Large districts increase the relative power of organized interests. Money, endorsements, and institutional
pipelines become decisive. Grassroots pressure becomes inefficient. Political outcomes converge toward
actors capable of operating at scale.

This dynamic was anticipated by Madison and later formalized by public‑choice theorists. As constituencies
grow, collective action by ordinary citizens becomes more difficult, while organized minorities gain leverage.

C. Loss of Local Differentiation

Population districts routinely combine distinct communities with divergent needs. Local cultures, economic
conditions,  and  priorities  are  aggregated  into  a  single  representative  channel,  diluting  specificity.  The
representative becomes a manager of averages rather than an advocate for a place.

III. ZIP Codes as Lived Representation Units

ZIP codes offer a practical alternative representation unit grounded in lived geography rather than abstract
optimization.

ZIP codes are not perfect, and they were not designed for political representation. That is precisely their
strength.  Because  they  originate  outside  the  political  process,  they  are  less  susceptible  to  partisan
manipulation.

A. Lived Geography

Most residents can identify their ZIP code and recognize it as a meaningful descriptor of where they live.
ZIPs correlate with daily life:  mail  delivery,  schooling patterns,  commuting routes,  local  commerce,  and
shared services.

B. Community Coherence

While imperfect, ZIP codes frequently align with towns, neighborhoods, and recognizable communities of
interest. They preserve distinctions that population‑based districts routinely erase.
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C. Resistance to Gerrymandering

ZIP boundaries are administered for logistical purposes, not electoral advantage. While they can change
over time, they do so for reasons unrelated to partisan outcomes. This removes a powerful incentive from
the political system.

The design principle is straightforward: a representation unit is effective if it limits the ability of political
actors to select their voters and increases the ability of voters to know and pressure their representative.

IV. Addressing the Equality Objection

The  most  common  objection  to  ZIP‑based  apportionment  is  that  it  violates  population  equality.  This
objection assumes that numerical equality is the primary measure of democratic legitimacy.

In practice, extreme scale undermines accountability. A system that treats voters as numerically equal but
functionally  distant  may  satisfy  mathematical  criteria  while  failing  the  core  purpose  of  representation:
securing consent through responsiveness.

American constitutional practice has never required perfect population equality at all levels of government.
Variance has long been tolerated where it serves stability, representation, or federal balance. At the state
level, Maryland possesses wide latitude to design its internal structures.

ZIP‑based apportionment accepts population variance as a tradeoff in exchange for proximity, diffusion of
power, and resistance to capture.

V. Constitutional and Practical Plausibility

This proposal does not depend on novel constitutional theory. States retain broad authority to structure
their legislatures, subject to their own constitutions and federal constraints.

Administratively,  ZIP‑based apportionment  is  straightforward.  ZIP  boundaries  are  publicly  documented.
Voter residence already determines precinct assignment. Election administration would require adjustment,
not reinvention.

Concerns about ZIP changes can be addressed through fixed reference dates per cycle, just as population
snapshots are used today.

VI. What This Proposal Is — and Is Not

ZIP‑based apportionment is not a partisan project. It does not guarantee any particular electoral outcome.
It is a design intervention aimed at restoring scale.
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It is not a rejection of democracy, but a recognition that democratic mechanisms degrade when pushed
beyond human limits. Representation must be close enough to be felt, or it becomes symbolic.

VII. Conclusion: Proximity as a Republican Safeguard

In engineering, efficiency is a virtue. In politics, unchecked efficiency concentrates power. Friction — in the
form of smaller constituencies and dispersed authority — is a safeguard.

ZIP‑based apportionment  offers  a  concrete  way to  reintroduce that  safeguard.  It  reduces  the distance
between citizens and their representatives, diffuses power, and constrains manipulation.

If representation exists to secure consent, then proximity matters. Where proximity collapses, legitimacy
thins. Maryland has the opportunity to reconsider scale — not for advantage, but for durability.

ZIP Apportionment Initiative · zipinit.org

No tracking · No analytics · No advertising
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