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On June 8, California voters enacted Prop. 14, which fundamentaly changes the function of
primary elections in California. Beginning in 2012, the primary election will no longer determine
party nominees for office. Instead, the primary election will determine candidates for office. While
the impact of this change on the partisan nature of California politics has yet to be determined,
Prop. 14 will dramatically change how California ballots look. Whether you think this change is
good or bad depends on your beliefs about the role of political parties. Prop. 14 is unlikely to
change the nature of politics in California, though.

This distinction between party nominees and candidates for office needs some explanation. Pri-
maries are intra-party contests. Party members (variously defined, sometimes including unaffiliated
or decline-to-state voters) choose who their party’s nominees will be for the different elected offices.
Republicans pick who the Republican candidates will be. On their ballots, Republican voters (and
those decline-to-state voters who have requested Republican ballots) see only those candidates vy-
ing for the Republican nomination. They do not see any candidates from any of the other parties
recognized by the state of California. Similary, Democrats pick the Democratic candidates, Greens
pick the Green candidates, and so forth. The winners of each of these party contests become their
respective party nominees, with all the rights and privelges thereof, and go on to face each other
in the November general election. As long as a party is recognized by the state of California, that
party’s nominees will appear on the ballot.

Prop. 14 obliterates the party nomination process in three ways. First, all of the potential can-
didates for a given office (e.g., governor) are listed together on the ballot, and voters can vote for
whomever they want—regardless of their own party affiliation or that of the candidate. A Demo-
cratic voter will see the names of—and can vote for—all the Republicans (as well as candidates
from other parties) seeking office. The intra-party nature of primaries thus no longer exists since
anyone can vote for anyone.

Second, each party is no longer guaranteed a line on the general election ballot. Currently,
there can be up to six candidates for governor (one each from the six recognized political parties in
California). In the future, only the top two vote getters—regardless of their party affiliation—will
appear with no option for write-in candidates. Since the Republican and Democratic parties attract
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the most voters, generally these two parties will have representation on the general election ballot
while other parties will not. In the 2010 gubernatorial primaries, for example, the third party
candidate recieving the most votes was American Independent Chelene Nightingale with 17,847
votes—but this total was 500 fewer votes than the least successful Republican candidate (David
Tully-Smith with 18,310 votes). Jerry Brown, in contrast, won the Democratic nomination with
almost 1,500,000 votes, and Meg Whitman won the Republican nomination with 1,100,000 votes.

The presence of candidates from two different parties in any given contest is not guaranteed,
however. It is possible for the top two vote getters to be from the same party, so that, for example,
both candidates for an Assembly seat are Republicans or both are Democrats. If either major party
fails to field a candidate in that contest, then a third party could be on the ballot in the general
election. (As we will see, both of these outcomes happened in the 2010 primaries.)

Third, under the rules set up by Prop. 14, candidates for office do not have to declare their
party affiliation. Instead of clearly indicating whether a candidate represents the Republican,
Democratic, Green, or some other party, the ballot will now include a supplementary statement be-
low each candidates name: “My party preference is the XX Party.” If candidates desire it, however,
that statement will be omitted. While most candidates will likely choose to include the statement,
some will not.

Instead of the primary election selecting explicit party nominees for office, then, the new “pri-
mary” really becomes the first stage of a run-off election between individual candidates who may
or may not choose to affiliate with a political party. There are no longer any party nominees, only
candidates for office.

How different would the November 2010 general election ballot look if the newly enacted Prop.
14 were in force? To answer this question, I examined the primary election results reported on the
California Secretary of State’s website (http://vote.sos.ca.gov/) and applied Prop. 14’s rule about
who would be on the ballot in the fall election. To be sure, doing so is not a completely accurate
test of the initiative’s impact. Some voters who are registered as Democrats might have chosen to
vote for a Republican candidate. Nonpartisan decline-to-state voters, who currently cannot vote in
any party’s nomination contests, would be able to participate. Including these voters might change
the results, although the experience of California’s blanket primary indicates that generally there
is relatively little cross-over voting.

The first difference would be that despite having potential nominees for most offices, third party
candidates would appear in just four of 165 contests (2.4 percent) and only when either the Repub-
lican or Democratic Party falied to field a candidate in that contest. American Independent Shawn
Hoffman (3,369 votes) would face off against Democrat Jerome Horton (216,604 votes) for the
Board of Equalization Seat 4. Libertarian Edward Gonzalex (195 votes!) would compete against
Democrat Zoe Lofgren for the 16th congressional district. Green Jack Lindbald (47 votes!) would
face Democrat Felipe Fuentes for the 39th Assembly district. Finally, Green Cynthia Santiago (55
votes!) would face Democrat Steven Bradford in the 51s Assembly district contest. Every other
partisan contest would be between Republicans and/or Democrats.
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The second difference would be that a handful of elections—three congressional seats, one State
Senate seat, and seven Assembly seats—would be intra-party or run-off contests rather than inter-
party contests. Voters in each of these eleven contests would only be able to choose candidates
from one party. In three of these ten contests, only one party fielded candidates. In the other eight,
the first-place finisher of one party received fewer votes than the second-place finisher of the other.

• In the 19th congressional district, there would be no Democratic candidate. The top two vote
getters, Jeff Denham with 19,001 and Jim Patterson with 15,870, were both Republicans.
The top Democratic candidate, Loraine Goodwin, recieved just 15,275 votes.

• In the 36th district there would be no Republican candidate. The top Republican, Mattie Fein,
received 13,964 votes compared to the second-place Democratic candidate, Marcy Winograd,
who received 15,732.

• In the 42nd district, there would be no Democratic candidate. Republican second-place
finisher Phil Liberatore received 504 more votes than the only Democratic candidate, Michael
Williamson.

• In State Senate District 22, both candidates would be Democrats as only Democratic candi-
dates contested a primary. There were no candidates from any other party in this seat.

• Assembly District 2 would be a run-off between Republicans Jim Nielson and Charlie Schaupp,
the only candidates contesting the seat.

• Assembly District 9 would be a run-off between Democrats Roger Dickinson (9,667 votes) and
Kevin McCarty (9,634 votes) despite the fact that Republican Rick Redding received 8,191
votes.

• Similary, Assembly District 20 would be a run-off between Democrats Bob Wieckowski (12,534
votes) and Garret Yee (11,484 votes) despite the fact that Republican Adnan Shahab received
8,179 votes.

• Assembly District 25 would be a run-off between Republicans Kristin Olsen (9,800 votes) and
Bill Conrad (7,777 votes) as only Republicans contested the seat.

• Assembly District 28 would be a run-off between Democrats Louis Alejo (9,726 votes) and
Janet Vivian Barnes (6,575 votes) despite the presence of two Republican canidates (Robert
Bernosky received the most Republican votes, 5,875).

• Assembly District 47 would be a run-off between Democrats Holly Mitchell (13,171 votes)
and Reggie Jones-Sawyer (11,294 votes) despite the presence of Republican Lady Cage (4,006
votes).

• Assembly District 50 would be a run-off between Democrats Carmen Avalos (4,007 votes)
and Ricardo Lara (5,809 votes) despite the presence of two Republican candidates (Gladys
Miller “won” with 2,503 votes).

What do we make of these changes? How important are they? The normative answer to these
questions depends in large part on you opinion of parties. If you think that parties are generally
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good for governance and that voters ought to have more than just two choices, then these changes
are probably bad in your eyes. If you think that parties and partisan conflict are generally bad for
governance, then these changes are probably good in your eyes.

Empirically, however, not much is likely to change with the passage of Prop. 14. One thing
that will not change much is which party ultimately wins elections. First, in the fourteen contests
in which either the Democratic or Republican Party would not appear in the general election, the
party that does appear in all probability would have won even if they had. Each of those districts
is heavily skewed toward one party. Second, in every other contest, the race would boil down
to the leading Republican candidate and the leading Democratic candidate anyway—third party
candidates almost never win election in California.

Why? Contrary to common perception, voters are largely affiliated with one of the two major
parties (there are very few pure independents, and they tend not to vote), and the importance
of their party affiliation in voting is growing. Candidates know it and are therefore not likely to
throw away the one thing that distinguishes them from their opponents on the ballot—their party
affiliation. A Democrat is not going to be able to sneak her way into winning what would otherwise
be a Republican seat by leaving omitting her party affiliation.

What about reducing the levels of paritsanship and ideological conflict in the state government?
The experience of the two states that employ a similar system—Washington and Louisiana—provide
little hope that California politics will become less partisan or less ideolgically extreme. Political
scientist Boris Shor has estimated the ideological composition of all fifty state legislatures. Ac-
cording to his estimates, the ideological difference between Republicans and Democrats in the
Louisiana state legislature is smaller than most other states but larger than average in Washington
(http://bshor.wordpress.com/blog/).

Finally, in a recent study Eric McGhee of the Public Policy Institute of California draws on
California’s recent experience with the blanket primary as well as other states’ experiences with
open primaries to estimate the potential impact of Prop. 14 (http://www.ppic.org/). His finding?
“Nationwide, the effect of open primaries has been more ambiguous, with the outcome of House
elections sometimes more moderate and sometimes more extreme.” John Sides at George Washing-
ton University takes things further: any effect will be “(1) not big enough to do anything near what
the proponents of primary reform claim, and (2) not big enough to affect the day-to-day dynamics
of policymaking” (http://www.themonkeycage.org/). Hardly the stuff post-partisan dreams are
made of.
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