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INTRODUCTION:
WHY CALIFORNIA
POLITICS MATTERS

For anyone seeking to
understand  the  pulse
o f  A m e r i c a n
governance,  there  is
no better place to start
than  California.  The
Golden  State  is  not
only the most populous
in  the  Union,  wi th
near l y  39  m i l l i on
residents,  but  it  also
boasts the world’s fifth-
largest  economy.  Its
pol it ical  decisions
ripple  far  beyond  its
borders, setting trends
in  env i ronmenta l
regulation, technology,

h e a l t h c a r e ,  a n d
immigrat ion.  This
California  Politics  A
Primer  offers  a
comprehensive look at
the  state’s  unique
political system, its key
players, and the major
issues  that  define  its
landscape.  Whether
you  are  a  student,  a
n e w c o m e r ,  o r  a
seasoned  observer,
this guide will help you
navigate  the  complex
and  often  influential
world  of  California
governance.

THE FOUNDATION
OF CALIFORNIA’S
POLITICAL SYSTEM
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The State
Constituti
on and
Governm
ent

Structure
California  operates
under  a  constitution
that  was  adopted  in
1879  and  has  been
amended  hundreds  of
t i m e s  s i n c e .  T h e
document  outlines  a
system of government
with  three  distinct
branches:  executive,
legislative, and judicial.
What  sets  California
apart  is  i ts  strong
tradit ion  of  d irect
democracy,  which
a l lows  c i t i zens  to
bypass  the  legislature
through  initiatives,

referendums,  and
recalls. This framework
gives  voters  immense
power ,  but  i t  a l so
creates a complex and
sometimes  chaotic
policy  environment.
The  state  government
is  headquartered  in
Sacramento, a city that
has grown from a Gold
R u s h  h u b  i n t o  a
bust l ing  po l i t i ca l
center.  The  California
State  Capitol  building
h o u s e s  b o t h  t h e
legislative  chambers
and  the  governor‘s
office,  symbolizing  the
c l o s e  i n t e r p l a y
b e t w e e n  t h e s e
branches.

The
Executive
Branch:
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Governor
and
Other
Elected

Officials
T h e  g o v e r n o r  o f
California serves as the
c h i e f  e x e c u t i v e ,
wielding  significant
authority  over  the
s t a t e  b u d g e t ,
appointments,  and
policy direction. Unlike
the U.S. president, the
California  governor
shares  execut ive
power  with  several
independently  elected
officers,  including  the
lieutenant  governor,
at torney  genera l ,
secretary  of  state,
treasurer,  controller,
super intendent  of
public  instruction,  and

i n s u r a n c e
commissioner.  This
“plural  executive”
structure  can  lead  to
f r i c t i o n  b e t w e e n
officials,  but  it  also
provides  checks  on
gubernatorial  power.
Recent governors have
come from both major
parties,  reflecting  the
s t a t e ’ s  e v o l v i n g
political landscape. The
governor’s  veto power
is formidable, as a two-
thirds  vote  in  each
legislative  house  is
required  to  override
i t—a  h igh  bar  in  a
divided legislature.

The
Legislativ
e Branch:
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Assembly
and

Senate
The  California  State
L e g i s l a t u r e  i s  a
b i c a m e r a l  b o d y
consisting  of  an  80-
member Assembly and
a  40-member  Senate.
Assembly  members
serve  two-year  terms,
while  senators  serve
four-year  terms  with
half  the  seats  up  for
election  every  two
years.  Legis lat ive
sessions are held year-
round  in  Sacramento,
w i t h  m o s t  b i l l s
introduced  in  the  first
few  months  of  the
year.
Committees  play  a
cruc ia l  ro le  in  the
legislative  process,
acting  as  gatekeepers
for proposed laws. The

s p e a k e r  o f  t h e
Assembly  and  the
president pro tempore
of  the  Senate  hold
considerable  power  in
setting  the  agenda.
Because  California
u s e s  t e r m  l i m i t s
(enacted  by  voters  in
1 9 9 0  a n d  l a t e r
modified),  lawmakers
cannot  serve  longer
than  12  years  in  the
legislature,  whether  in
one  chamber  o r  a
combinat ion.  This
creates  a  constant
t u r n o v e r  o f
experienced  members
but  also  opens  doors
for new voices.

The
Judicial
Branch
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and the
Role of

Courts
California’s judiciary is
the  la rgest  in  the
nation, with a Supreme
C o u r t ,  C o u r t s  o f
Appeal,  and  Superior
Courts  across  the
state’s  58  counties.
The California Supreme
Court,  composed  of  a
chief  justice  and  six
associate  justices,
hea rs  appea l s  on
significant  legal
questions  and reviews
decisions  from  lower
courts.  Appointments
to the bench are made
by  the  governor  and
confirmed  by  a
commiss i on ,  and
justices  face  retention
elections  to  remain  in
office.
The courts have often

b e e n  c e n t r a l  t o
California  polit ics,
especially  on  issues
like same-sex marriage
(which  was  legalized
by the  state  Supreme
Court  before  being
upheld  nationwide),
criminal justice reform,
and  property  rights.
Judicial  decisions  can
override  legislative
actions,  making  the
judiciary  a  powerful
check  on  the  other
branches.

A HISTORY OF
SHIFTING
POLITICAL
ALIGNMENTS

The
Progressi
ve Era
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and
Direct
Democra

cy
California’s  political
identity  was forged in
the early 20th century
by  the  Progressive
movement.  Reformers
like  Hiram  Johnson,
w h o  s e r v e d  a s
governor from 1911 to
1917 ,  pushed  f o r
measures  that  would
reduce the influence of
railroad  monopolies
and  corrupt  par ty
machines.  The  result
was the adoption of the
initiative,  referendum,
and  recall  processes
via  a  constitutional
amendment  in  1911.
T h e s e  t o o l s
empowered  ordinary
citizens  to  propose

laws, reject legislation,
and  remove  elected
officials  from  office.
T h e  l e g a c y  o f
progressivism  remains
strong  in  California.
Voters regularly weigh
i n  o n  b a l l o t
propos i t ions  that
address  everything
from  tax  po l icy  to
criminal justice reform.
This  direct  democracy
often makes California
politics  volatile  and
unpredictable,  but  it
also  ensures  that  the
public has a direct say
in major decisions.

Post-War
Growth
and the
Rise of
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the
Republica

n Party
F o r  m u c h  o f  t h e
mid-20th  century,
C a l i f o r n i a  w a s  a
competitive  two-party
state.  Republ ican
governors  l ike  Earl
Warren  and  Ronald
Reagan  led  the  state
during periods of rapid
population growth and
economic  expansion.
The  state’s  defense
industry,  agriculture,
and  entertainment
sectors  c reated  a
diverse  economy  that
attracted  people  from
across the country.
During  this  era,  the
Republican  Party  held
s w a y  i n  m a n y
suburban  and  rural
areas, while Democrats
domina ted  u rban

c e n t e r s  l i k e  L o s
A n g e l e s  a n d  S a n
Francisco. The political
b a l a n c e  s h i f t e d
gradually, however, as
demographic  changes
and  national  party
real ignments  took
hold.

The
Modern
Democrat
ic
Dominan
ce
Starting  in  the  1990s,
California  began  its
steady  march  toward
becoming  one  of  the
m o s t  r e l i a b l y
Democratic  states  in
the  nation.  Growing
L a t i n o  a n d  A s i a n
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American  populations,
combined  with  the
increasing liberalism of
white voters in coastal
a r e a s ,  c r e a t e d  a
powerful  coalition.
S ince  2003,  every
statewide  elected
office has been held by
a  Democrat,  and  the
p a r t y  h o l d s
supermajorities in both
legislative chambers.
Yet  internal  divisions
r e m a i n .  T h e
Democratic  Party  in
California is a coalition
o f  p r o g r e s s i v e s ,
m o d e r a t e s ,  a n d
b u s i n e s s - f r i e n d l y
centrists.  Factional
fights  over  issues  like
housing policy, criminal
justice  reform,  and
taxation  are  common,
and they often play out
in legislative votes and
primary elections.

KEY PLAYERS IN
CALIFORNIA

POLITICS TODAY

Current
Governor
and Their
Agenda
G o v e r n o r  G a v i n
Newsom,  a  Democrat
first  elected  in  2018,
has been a prominent
figure  in  California
politics. His tenure has
b e e n  m a r k e d  b y
amb i t i ous  po l i c y
proposals  on  climate
change, homelessness,
a n d  h e a l t h c a r e .
Newsom’s  ability  to
command  national
media attention makes
him a powerful voice in
Democratic  politics,
t h o u g h  h e  f a c e s
criticism from both the
left and the right over
issues  like  pandemic
response  and  the
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state’s cost of living.
The governor’s budget
proposals  are  closely
watched,  as  they  set
priorities for education,
infrastructure,  and
s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s .
Newsom’s  2025-2026
budget,  for  example,
included  significant
investments in climate
resilience and housing
programs,  reflecting
the  state‘s  ongoing
challenges.

Influential
Legislator
s and
Committe
es
Legislative  leaders,
such as  the  Assembly
Speaker  and  Senate
President pro Tempore,

hold  enormous  sway
over  which bills  reach
the  floor.  Committee
chairs,  especially  in
budget  and  fiscal
committees, can kill or
advance  legislation
with  their  decisions.
Notable  current  figures
inc lude  Assembly
Speaker  Robert  Rivas
and  Senate  President
pro  Tempore  Mike
M c G u i r e ,  b o t h
D e m o c r a t s  w h o
n a v i g a t e  t h e
complexities  of  their
caucuses.
Key  committees—like
t h e  A s s e m b l y
A p p r o p r i a t i o n s
Committee, the Senate
Judiciary  Committee,
a n d  t h e  J o i n t
Legislative  Budget
Committee—act  as
chokepoints for policy.
Understanding  which
c o m m i t t e e s  a r e
h a n d l i n g  a  b i l l  i s
essential  for  anyone
t r y i n g  t o  f o l l o w
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California  polit ics.

The Role
of
Interest
Groups
and
Lobbyists
Given  the  state’s  size
and  economic  power,
interest  groups  spend
heavily  to  influence
policy  in  Sacramento.
Major  players  include
labor unions (especially
the California Teachers
A s s o c i a t i o n  a n d
Service  Employees
International  Union),
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
organizations (such as
t h e  S i e r r a  C l u b
California),  business
associations  (like  the

California  Chamber  of
C o m m e r c e ) ,  a n d
advocacy groups on all
sides  of  issues  l ike
housing,  guns,  and
healthcare.
Lobbyists must register
with  the  state,  and
their  expenditures  are
public record. In 2023,
lobbyists  reported
spending  over  $400
million  to  influence
California  government.
This  spending  often
targets key committee
v o t e s ,  c a m p a i g n
contributions,  and
grassroots  campaigns
to build public support.

MAJOR POLICY
ISSUES SHAPING
CALIFORNIA

Housing
Affordabil
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ity and
Homeless

ness
Few  i ssues  a re  as
pressing  in  California
as the cost of housing.
The state has some of
the  most  expensive
rea l  es ta te  in  the
country,  driven  by  a
combination  of  high
demand,  restrictive
zoning  laws,  and  a
chronic  shortage  of
new homes. The crisis
has  led  to  a  visible
homelessness problem,
particularly  in  major
cities like Los Angeles,
San  Francisco,  and
Oakland.
State  lawmakers  have
responded with a flurry
o f  l a w s  a i m e d  a t
streamlining  housing
approvals, encouraging
denser  development

near  t rans i t ,  and
imposing mandates on
c i t i e s  t o  p l a n  f o r
growth. Proposition 13,
the  landmark  1978
measure  that  limited
property tax increases,
remains  a  contentious
factor ,  as  i t  g ives
h o m e o w n e r s  a
powerful  incentive  to
stay in place and resist
new development. The
tension  between  local
cont ro l  and  s ta te
mandates  is  a  central
theme  in  California
housing  politics.

Environm
ental
Policy
and
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Climate
Change
California  has  long
b e e n  a  l e a d e r  i n
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
r e g u l a t i o n .  T h e
C a l i f o r n i a  A i r
Resou rces  Boa rd
(CARB)  sets  some  of
the  most  stringent
emissions standards in
the  world,  and  the
state  has  ambitious
g o a l s  t o  a c h i e v e
carbon  neutrality  by
2045.  Policies  include
mandates  for  zero-
emission vehicle sales,
i n v e s t m e n t s  i n
renewable energy, and
programs  to  reduce
greenhouse gases from
i n d u s t r y  a n d
agriculture.
However, the state also
faces  challenges  from
w a t e r  s c a r c i t y ,
wildfires,  and  coastal
e r o s i o n — a l l

exacerbated by climate
change.  Balancing
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
p r o t e c t i o n  w i t h
economic  growth,
especially  in  sectors
l i k e  f a r m i n g  a n d
energy,  is  a  constant
p o l i t i c a l  b a t t l e .
Environmental  justice
g r o u p s  p u s h  f o r
policies  that  address
p o l l u t i o n  i n
d i s a d v a n t a g e d
communities,  adding
another  layer  to  the
debate.

Education
and
Public
Schools
California’s  public
education  system  is
the  la rgest  in  the
nation, serving about 6
million  K-12  students
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and  over  2  mi l l ion
s t u d e n t s  i n  i t s
community  colleges,
C a l i f o r n i a  S t a t e
U n i v e r s i t y ,  a n d
University of California
systems.  Funding  for
s c h o o l s  c o m e s
primarily  from  state
r e v e n u e ,  w i t h  a
complex  formula  that
allocates  additional
resources  to  districts
with  high  numbers  of
low-income  students,
English  learners,  and
foster  youth.
Political  debates  often
revolve around teacher
pay,  charter  schools,
curriculum  standards,
a n d  t h e  g r o w i n g
influence  of  parents‘
r ights  groups.  The
California  Teachers
A s s o c i a t i o n  i s  a
powerful political force,
and  legislative  battles
over education funding
a n d  r e f o r m  a r e
perennial.

Healthcar
e and
Immigrati
on
C a l i f o r n i a  h a s
expanded  hea l t h
coverage  through  its
state-based  exchange,
Covered California, and
by extending Medi-Cal
(the  state’s  Medicaid
p r o g r a m )  t o
u n d o c u m e n t e d
residents, a move that
sets it apart from most
states.  The  cost  of
healthcare,  insurance
premiums,  and  the
availability of providers
in  rural  areas  remain
concerns. Proposals for
a  single-payer  system
have  been  introduced
but have not advanced
d u e  t o  c o s t  a n d
political opposition.


