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ABSTRACT 

 

In 1980, Ronald Reagan became the fortieth president of the United States following an 

election that was said to have presaged a political turn to the right in that country. This 

thesis identifies three broad historical themes that characterised the period in the 

immediate aftermath of the 1980 election. Firstly, there was the notion that the voting 

public was becoming more conservative in its choices in federal politics. This is tested 

by looking at voter behaviour in the 1982 midterm elections. Secondly, the idea that the 

liberal-conservative dialectic was becoming less important in United States politics is 

examined using as a framework the actions and statements of prominent liberals. 

Thirdly, the thesis examines the accuracy of prognoses that were being made about 

liberalism as a viable political entity in the wake of the 1980 elections.  

 

These themes are examined via a series of parallel, occasionally overlapping narratives, 

following the main strands of liberal activity and thought in one state – California – in 

the early 1980s. Many of the sources used were derived from commentary that was 

being made as events unfolded. The debate about the meaning of the 1980 election 

therefore changes and this change is part of the story told here. Answering some 

questions also involved using source material that was more reflective. Hence, parts of 

the thesis are historiographical.  

 

Despite its political content, this thesis is a work of history. It examines the drama of 

men and women acting within their time, bound by the world around them, but also 

trying to change that world. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 

It has been stated by numerous historians that from about 1968 liberalism as a political 

force in the United States began to decline from the position of political dominance it 

had held between 1934 and 1964. Several commentators have held that the period 1978 

to 1980 in particular saw a move to the right in American politics. This thesis examines 

the reported rightward shift and the response of the left, an exercise that has not 

previously been conducted. The focus is on liberalism rather than the broader left 

because mainstream political liberalism has a historical lineage that allows for 

comparisons between different eras.1  

 

It is not the intention of this thesis to offer a critique of liberalism as a political 

philosophy, but to examine the behaviour of a set of individual liberal players and a 

number of liberal-leaning electorates. 

 

Definition of the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ 

 

The terms ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ are used throughout this thesis, a use that requires 

explanation. Political theorist Ronald Dworkin defined political ‘liberalism’ as a 

government treating all citizens as equal by making decisions independent of the 

competing conceptions of different groups of those citizens,2 but also used the term to 

refer to the loosely ‘progressive’ or ‘left’ side of American politics.3 Richard DeLeon 

stated, “In American politics, the ‘liberal-conservative’ dichotomy is preferred to the 

Left-Right terminology in discussions of political beliefs and ideologies.”4 It is in these 

latter contexts that the terms ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ are used throughout this thesis:5 

                                                 
 
1 That is, the relative strength of mainstream liberalism can be measured by electoral successes over a 
period of time. 
2 Ronald Dworkin, “Liberalism,” in Michael J. Sandel (ed), Liberalism and its Critics, Basil Blackwell, 
Oxford, United Kingdom, 1984: 64-65 
3 Anthony Arblaster, The Rise and Decline of Western Liberalism, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, United 
Kingdom, 1984: 337 
4 Richard Edward DeLeon, Left Coast City: Progressive Politics in San Francisco, 1975-91, University 
Press of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas, U.S.A., 1992: 32 
5 Two more specific colloquial definitions from the time this thesis examines are also useful, because 
they indicate how the participants in the political arena of the time used the term. DeLeon added that San 
Francisco’s liberals, 
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that is, in practice the terms refer to the left side of mainstream American politics that 

advocates redistributive policies, equal opportunity and the protection and expansion of 

civil liberties and civil rights. For the purposes of this study, liberal and conservative 

can be seen as political opposites. They are treated as such in the political discourse.  

 

Historical background 

 

Government activism in America’s domestic economy increased markedly with the 

implementation of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal programs from 1934. 

Liberalism, a multi-faceted concept, then reigned through the Second World War and 

the Cold War of the 1950s and 1960s.6

 

In 1964, Vice President Lyndon Johnson soundly beat the archconservative Arizona 

senator Barry Goldwater in the presidential election. The following year marked the 

peak of political liberalism in the United States.7 The Great Society legislative program 

enacted by President Johnson and the Eighty-ninth Congress expanded the scope of 

government to a hitherto unknown level.8 From that point, liberalism’s fortunes 

declined. America’s growing involvement in the Vietnam War began the process. 

Although it has been claimed liberal intellectuals were the first to turn against the 

 
 

support government redistributive programs and active intervention in the economy to 
promote social equality and individual opportunity. Liberals also champion the protection 
and expansion of individual liberties and civil rights. They give highest priority to the goal 
of equal economic opportunity for poor people and ethnic-racial minorities, particularly in 
the areas of jobs, housing, and education (see DeLeon, Left Coast City: 33). 
This is true of the state as a whole. In the political commentary National Journal in 1982 it was 

stated, “Liberals picture themselves as the true friends of the poor, fighting for government programs to 
improve their lot” (see National Journal, 23 October 1982: 1806). 
6 In the Strange Death of American Liberalism, H. W. Brands argues that the American people have 
always been conservative at heart and that liberalism was a result only of the particular conditions of the 
Cold War: the fact that as Americans came to entrust their government with keeping them secure through 
foreign policy they concomitantly gave their trust to the government to manage domestic affairs (see H. 
W. Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism, Yale University Press, New Haven, Connecticut, 
2001: especially 172-73). 
7 Although at the same time, conservatism was re-emerging. Alan Brinkley credits specifically the 1964 
Republican convention as starting the resurgence of the New Right (see Alan Brinkley, Liberalism and 
Its Discontents, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1998: 254). 
8 Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism: 99. The 1964 Economic Opportunity Act, 
providing employment and training for youth from low-income backgrounds was introduced, as was the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act to aid poor students, and Medicare, to help the elderly (see 
Robert Buzzanco, Vietnam and the Transformation of American Life, Problems in American History, 
Blackwell Publishers, Massachusetts, U.S.A., 1999: 155-56). The Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC) program also grew significantly during Johnson’s years (see Buzzanco, Vietnam and 
the Transformation of American Life: 158). While the credit may not be due to these programs alone, it 
is notable that in 1959, about 40 percent of the aged lived below the poverty line, by 1970 only 25 
percent did, and in 1974 the percentage was down to 16 percent (see Buzzanco, Vietnam and the 
Transformation of American Life: 158-59). 
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America’s involvement in Vietnam,9 the war was begun by liberals and remained 

primarily a liberal effort.  

 

Several historians have claimed 1968 was the liberals’ annus horribilus10 (and hence 

the Democratic Party’s11). The Tet offensive of February dealt a serious blow to the 

credibility of the Johnson Administration, which had just run a campaign telling the 

American public how well the war effort was going.12 Soon after, Johnson announced 

he would not renominate for the presidency. As the year progressed, the well-publicised 

disaster that was the Democratic Party’s 1968 convention was followed by former 

Republican Vice President Richard Nixon’s defeat of Hubert Humphrey.13

 

Liberals were under attack from both ends of the political spectrum. The United States 

economy was coming under stress from the costs of running the war; a condition 

marked by increasing deficits and inflation.14 This made funding its domestic political 

programs increasingly difficult and provided fertile ground for conservative criticism of 

Great Society liberalism.15 Then, between 1964 and 1972 liberals moved to the left,16 

redefining welfare as an entitlement, and in doing so losing the support of many 

voters.17 At the same time, the growing antiwar movement and the associated New Left 

 
 
9 Alan J. Matusow, The Unraveling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 1960s, HarperCollins 
Publishers, New York, 1984: 376. Despite his criticisms, Matusow’s language reveals some sympathies 
for liberals. They “watched in horror” at Vietnam war casualties; they decried the moral folly of ongoing 
involvement in the war; 1968 represented “the agony of the liberals;” and when violence broke out at the 
Chicago convention liberal Democratic leaders watched in “helpless horror” (see, respectively, Matusow, 
The Unraveling of America: 385, 398 and 420). 
10 Matusow, The Unraveling of America: 398, Buzzanco, Vietnam and the Transformation of American 
Life: 182 
11 In the context of American politics the Democratic Party has been described as “the near exclusive 
vehicle of liberalism” (see Alonzo L. Hamby, Liberalism and Its Challengers: From F.D.R. to Bush, 
Oxford University Press, New York, 1992: 389). 
12 Matusow, The Unraveling of America: 391 
13 The 1968 elections represented, according to Matusow, “the rout of the liberals” (see Matusow, The 
Unraveling of America: 395). 
14 Buzzanco, Vietnam and the Transformation of American Life: 175 
15 Ibid: 173, 176. Liberals themselves perhaps exacerbated this process. Liberal historian Arthur 
Schlesinger claimed the aim of liberalism in the immediate post-war era was to create a ‘vital centre’ (see 
Ibid: 150). 
16 John Rawls’s influential critique, A Theory of Justice, published in 1971, may have played a part in 
this. Rawls argued that the concept of justice was central to liberal philosophy (see John Rawls, A 
Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1971). Matusow has said 
“Where liberal intellectuals led, liberal politicians usually followed” (see Matusow, The Unraveling of 
America: 379), suggesting Rawls had a considerable influence on political liberalism in the 1970s. 
Liberalism has perhaps continued its leftward movement: for example, where the New Left was 
accusatory of ‘corporate liberalism,’16 liberalism since came to develop within it an “antimonopoly 
critique of corporate power” (see Scott R. Bowman, The Modern Corporation and American Political 
Thought, Pennsylvania State University Press, Pennsylvania, 1996: 5-6). 
17 Hamby, Liberalism and Its Challengers: 365-66 and Gareth Davies, From Opportunity to Entitlement: 
The transformation and Decline of Great Society Liberalism, Lawrence, Kansas, 1996: 158-60. Russell 
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provided further criticism of the liberal elite for its foreign misadventures and economic 

management.18 However, neither critique was fatal to liberalism. As Barone notes, at 

the end of the 1960s, the United States Senate was more liberal than it had ever been, 

and liberalism had found new succour in the state governments.19 It is also evident that 

the public continued to support aspects of the New Deal.20

 

Liberalism was further eroded in the 1970s. The anti-Vietnam War protests created a 

backlash, a demand for law-and-order that Nixon exploited to attack liberals.21 By 

1972, reforms in the Democratic Party process of delegate selection and a broadening 

of the primary base led to far greater involvement by women and minorities.22 

Republicans labelled George McGovern as a very liberal candidate, and when he was 

defeated in a landslide, liberalism looked decidedly weakened.23

 

The legacy of Watergate heavily influenced the elections of 1974 and 1976 and perhaps 

many Democrats were elected less for what they stood for than because they were not 

Republicans. Seventy-six new Democrats were elected to Congress in 1974 (compared 

to just 16 new Republicans), all bar two of whom held their seats in 1976.24 However, 

Democrats soon realised they had no reason to crow. Watergate (and the uncovering of 

decades of government duplicity that followed its exposure) was added to the Vietnam 

 
 
Jacoby makes the point that over the longer term – the second half of the twentieth century – the United 
States has become more culturally uniform even while pluralism is one of liberalism’s foundation stones 
(see Russell Jacoby, The End of Utopia: Politics and Culture in an Age of Apathy, Basic Books, New 
York, NY, 1999: 47-48). 
18 Buzzanco, Vietnam and the Transformation of American Life: 159 
19 Michael Barone, Our Country: The Shaping of America from Roosevelt to Reagan, The Free Press, 
New York, NY, 1990: 458-60 
20 Thomas Ferguson and Joel Rogers, Right Turn: The Decline of the Democrats and the Future of 
American Politics, Hill and Wang, New York, U.S.A., 1986: 13 and Davies, From Opportunity to 
Entitlement: 217-18 
21 Brinkley, Liberalism and Its Discontents: 245, 257, Buzzanco, Vietnam and the Transformation of 
American Life: 159. This backlash would help create the neo-conservative movement and would 
underpin American conservatism for the next quarter of a century (see Gary Dorrien, The 
Neoconservative Mind: Politics, Culture, and the War of Ideology, Temple University Press, 
Philadelphia, 1993: 2-3, Brinkley, Liberalism and Its Discontents: 245, 257, Buzzanco, Vietnam and the 
Transformation of American Life: 159). 
22 Brinkley, Liberalism and Its Discontents: 260 
23 Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism: 131 
24 Michael Barone’s assessment follows: 

The result of the 1976 election was Democratic government as far as the eye could see. It 
was almost universally expected that the Democrats would hold onto the executive branch 
for eight years; it was considered unthinkable that they could lose either house of 
Congress; their chances of nominating a majority of Supreme Court justices and the large 
majority of federal judges in the next few years seemed excellent; the state governments 
were as heavily and solidly controlled by Democrats as at any time in history. The 
Republican Party was, if not defunct, then certainly dispirited (see Barone, Our Country: 
559). 
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War and the economic problems (exacerbated by the Arab oil embargo of 1973 and 

other changes to the economy) to jolt further the public’s faith in government.25 This 

faith was the bedrock of liberalism. Without it, and with traditional liberal economic 

policies seemingly out of favour, liberalism as a political alternative seemed hobbled by 

the end of the 1970s.26 In the early 1980s, as Californian liberals groped for answers to 

solve the apparent unpopularity of their cause, New Left leader Tom Hayden would 

note that over the previous decade liberals “lost God, the flag, national defense, tax 

relief, personal safety and traditional family values to the conservatives” and ask how 

liberals could “explain why they should be entrusted with the authority to govern.”27  

 

In 1978, the ballot initiative Proposition 13 had passed in California. Designed to 

reduce property taxes by 60 percent28 – taxes that provided much of the income for city 

and county governments – the measure was greeted with alarm by liberals, and sparked 

new debate about the role of government. There was, however, no real sign in the 

November 1978 midterm congressional elections to suggest Proposition 13 had 

presaged a further turn to the right. The Democrats lost fifteen seats in the House, but 

this was from a very high, and probably unsustainable,29 total of 292.  

 

The 1980 election of former two-term Californian governor Ronald Reagan to the 

presidency, and the Republican Party success in taking control of the Senate for the first 

time in twenty-five years therefore came as a surprise.30 It has been suggested Reagan 

offered voters hope at a time when, for many, economic and social changes seemed to 

be threatening them,31 but he was also the most conservative mainstream candidate 

since Goldwater.32 This caused some commentators to hail his election as marking a sea 

change in American politics. Most, though, claimed Carter was defeated not because he 

was a liberal (whether he was or not is debatable33), but because of his foreign policy 

 
 
25 Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism: 116, 125 
26 See, for example, Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism: 100-01, Barone, Our Country: 
562, 565 and Matusow, The Unraveling of America: 439. Matusow went furthest, arguing that after 
1968, “it soon became clear… that a long-term trend towards conservatism had indeed set in.” 
27 The Nation, 21 February 1981: 209 
28 The Economist, 17 January 1981: 31 
29 Barone, Our Country: 576 
30 Ibid: 595-96 
31 Hedrick Smith, Adam Clymer, Leonard Silk, Robert Lindsay and Richard Burt, Reagan the Man, the 
President, Pergamon Press, New York, NY, 1980: 38-39 
32 Matusow, The Unraveling of America: 439 
33 See, for example, Barone, Our Country: 561 
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failures and the sluggish economy – for which his administration was blamed.34 One of 

the central themes of this thesis is to examine these claims.  

 

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, California was a Republican 

stronghold.35 In 1952, Democrats did not even bother to nominate a candidate for the 

United States Senate seat.36 Adlai E. Stevenson’s 1952 presidential campaign spurred 

Democrats, and specifically liberal Democrats, into action. The California Democratic 

Council (CDC) was formed the following year, and during the 1950s came to dominate 

the California Democratic Party.37 CDC endorsement was important for a California 

Democratic politician, and in turn liberals dominated the CDC. By the 1970s, liberals 

made up the largest bloc of the California Democratic congressional delegation, and the 

State Democratic Party had also developed a reputation for being very liberal.38 Then, 

the California Democratic congressional delegation was hit hard by the election of 1980 

– reduced from twenty-six of the state’s then forty-three seats to twenty-two. 

 

At the same time, conservatism also remained potent in California, as shown by the 

successful campaigns for governor of Ronald Reagan in 1966 and 1970.39 Thus, 

California during the thirty years to 1980 had changed from a politically conservative 

state to a much more polarised one.40 The duality shows up in the elections results in 

the 1970s and 1980s. It will be seen that voters were at ease with the notion of voting 

for markedly more conservative candidates in the presidential elections and for very 

liberal Representatives. This occurred partly because the issues that dominated the 

different elections were not always the same. However, it was also the case – as 

discussed in this thesis – that many Republican Representatives ran strongly as Reagan 

acolytes; national issues were very important in the 1982 elections. 

Intention and structure of this thesis 

 

 
 
34 Ibid. 
35 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 19 November 1983: 2428 
36 Ibid: 2428 
37 Ibid: 2428 
38 Los Angeles Times, 8 March 1982: 14. This mirrors the scene nationally. Matusow claimed that 
liberals moved to the left after 1964 (see Matusow, The Unraveling of America: 379). 
39 Smith et al, Reagan the Man, the President: 39-40. Hamby also claimed “[Reagan] succeeded in 
turning the overall direction of California politics to the right” (see Hamby, Liberalism and Its 
Challengers: 350). This thesis will show that this statement is too narrowly focussed to be accurate. 
40 Those charting the rise of conservatism note a long-term ‘drift to the right’ (see, for example, John 
Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge, The Right Nation: Conservative Power in America, Penguin 
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Certain questions were asked repeatedly about the 1980 results. Had the elections really 

been a referendum on the New Deal, as many claimed, and, if so, what were the 

consequences for liberalism? Was it spent as a political force? These questions will be 

addressed in this thesis, but within a specific context, by concentrating on the political 

debate in California, the state with the largest and most diverse electorate in America. 

To examine liberalism in the United States as a whole would be too great a task. On the 

other hand, to take a smaller state with a more homogeneous electorate could restrict 

the significance of the study. Using this approach also means that the questions can 

only be answered for California itself and any extrapolation to the United States as a 

whole could only be, at best, tentative, and is therefore rarely attempted here. 

 

Much of the early 1980s analysis of the condition and future of liberalism was 

conducted in the print media and through the congressional debate, and was then 

distilled in the results of the 1982 midterm elections. Hence there are three subjects 

under review; the liberal print media, the politicians and other prominent individuals 

who embodied liberalism, and the 1982 election results.  

 

Several questions are posed: how did the liberal media (re)define liberalism in response 

to the 1980 elections and the Reagan Administration? To what extent did California 

liberal politicians defend New Deal/Great Society programs and policies and was the 

focus of their liberalism changed? If so, what effect did this have on the constituencies 

traditionally represented by liberals? That is, had the broad populace rejected political 

liberalism? Finally, did other prominent liberals act in the early 1980s as though their 

ideology had been rejected?  

 

The next chapter focuses on the first of these questions by examining the liberal print 

media’s reaction to 1980 in detail. Chapter three then discusses the process whereby 

California’s liberal congressional delegation set up for the 1982 elections. Chapter four 

is an introduction to, and historical contextualisation of, this delegation. 

 

Chapters five, six, seven and eight look at the individual liberal Representatives and 

their districts. The writers who have claimed there was a move to the right during the 

1970s, either by the Democratic Party or the electorate as a whole, have provided 

 
 
Press, New York, 2004) even while others say the opposite happened (see, for example, Ferguson and 
Rogers, Right Turn). 
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different models: for example, Ferguson and Rogers state the party was forced to the 

right by business elites, Barone and others blame economic conditions for an overall 

right turn, Matusow and others say the Vietnam War created the conditions that led to 

the downfall of liberalism, while Brands and Brinkley argue from opposite sides of the 

debate and say it was the breakdown of the Cold War consensus.41 These chapters put 

to the test the idea that the Democratic Party and the electorate moved to the right. 

 

The campaigns of the four Democratic candidates for statewide office in 1982 will then 

be examined in chapter nine. These were Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley, running for 

governor; Governor Jerry Brown, who was seeking the vacant United States senate 

seat; John Van de Kamp, the Democratic candidate for attorney general and Leo 

McCarthy, running for lieutenant governor.42

 

Chapter ten will discuss the 1982 reconfirmation vote on four of the state’s seven 

Supreme Court justices, campaigns that revealed much about liberalism’s limits in 

California at the time. Chapters eleven, twelve and thirteen look at the four major 

initiatives on the 1982 ballot.43 These initiatives were Proposition 11, legislating for a 

deposit on drinking containers; Proposition 12, the nuclear freeze initiative; Proposition 

13, which would provide for greater water conservation; and Proposition 15, intended 

to tighten controls on handguns. 

 

Both Bradley’s and Brown’s 1982 candidature and the nuclear freeze campaign have 

been examined elsewhere (see the respective chapters). However, there has not been a 

focus on the liberal debate during these campaigns. This thesis will maintain a narrow 

focus on that aspect and will not re-evaluate material already in existence. 

 

Bibliographic essay on the sources used 

 
 
41 See, respectively, Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn, Barone, Our Country, Matusow, The Unraveling 
of America, Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism and Alan Brinkley, “Dilemmas of 
Modern Liberalism,” Prologue, vol. 22, Fall 1990: 292 
42 State government and the politicians and political discussions involved there will be left out of this 
study. To examine these would add a very large extra dimension without the prospect of significant 
further elucidation of the issues. The 1980 election did not change the political balance in the state 
Senate and Assembly and the governorship was not contested. Democrats still held control of both 
houses and were not in danger of losing that majority. 
43 There were two other lesser ballot initiatives which will not be examined closely but which provide an 
indication of voters’ ideologies. They were more narrowly focused and less affected by emotive 
campaigns than the major initiatives. Proposition 1, which allowed for the issuing of $500 million in 
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This section analyses the liberal Californian newspapers that are both a source for and a 

subject of this study. It is in chapter two in particular that they are a subject of this 

thesis, while for the remainder the press is used more as a source.  

 

Newspapers defined themselves as ‘liberal’ by the content of their editorials and 

opinions, by general reportage and through their political endorsements. In addition, in 

August 1979, the political commentary California Journal printed a list rating 35 of the 

more than 80 newspapers in the state, based on their endorsements in the 1978 

elections.44 In October 1981, the journal repeated the exercise, this time rating 47 

newspapers on their endorsements for the 1980 elections.45 The largest newspapers, 

ranked by circulation, are shown in table 1.1. 

 

 

Table 1.1: Circulation and liberal ranking of the major Californian newspapers 

 
Newspaper Circulatio

n (1982) 

Liberal ranking 

 (1978) 

Liberal ranking 

 (1980) 

Los Angeles Times 1 081 050 8 = 9 

San Francisco Chronicle 530 672 21 = 27 

Los Angeles Herald Examiner 283 779 = 13 = 9 

Orange County Register 253 514 n.a. 47 

San Jose Mercury News 226 829 5 = 5 

Sacramento Bee 219 216 = 1 = 1 

San Diego Union 216 252 32 20 

Oakland Tribune 209 608 25 = 7 

San Francisco Examiner 155 298 n.a. = 20 

Fresno Bee 137 699 = 1 = 1 

 

Notes to table 1.1:  
The minor papers (based on circulation) have been left out. Thus, the San Francisco Examiner actually 

ranked twenty-fifth and the San Francisco Chronicle thirty-second. 

 

Sources: California Journal, August 1979: 287, California Journal, October 1981: 365 

                                                                                                                                               
 
bonds for schools could be seen as the most purely economically liberal. Proposition 4, which sought 
protections for Lake Tahoe, was the most narrowly environmental measure. 
44 California Journal, August 1979: 287 
45 Ibid, October 1981: 365. California Journal did not rate the papers in 1982. 
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The following facts are noteworthy. Six of the ten largest papers in California were also 

among the ten most liberal in 1980. Five of these – the Los Angeles Times, the Los 

Angeles Herald Examiner, the San Jose Mercury News, the Sacramento Bee and the 

Oakland Tribune – are the major newspapers examined in this study, because of their 

size and liberal ranking.46 The sixth newspaper, the Fresno Bee, shared joint ownership 

with the Sacramento Bee and most of their editorials were shared. Hence the smaller 

Fresno Bee is mentioned less often than its liberalism would otherwise warrant.  

 

The other four papers that made up the ten most liberal were all relatively small. These 

were the Modesto Bee, published in the Central Valley; the Redlands Daily Facts, 

which came from the eastern edge of San Bernadino; the San Luis Obispo Telegraph-

Tribune, from the central Californian coast; and the Van Nuys News, published in the 

San Fernando Valley.  

 

Every issue of the Los Angeles Times for the period 1974 to 1986 was examined. Every 

issue of each of the other major papers was examined for the years 1981 and 1982, and 

in some cases outside that time period. Several of the smaller dailies were also 

examined in their entirety for the two years 1981 and 1982. However, as they almost 

always used the wire services or larger papers for their stories and opinion pieces on 

state and federal politics, they are not quoted extensively. 

 

Source material is also drawn from the more conservative newspapers on the list, in 

particular the San Francisco Chronicle, every issue of which was examined for the 

period 1981 and 1982. (Occasionally, footnotes cite the San Francisco Chronicle and 

Examiner. These were two newspapers that ran a joint Sunday edition.) 

 

Three weekly papers were used throughout. These were the Sun Reporter, the San 

Francisco Bay Guardian and the Los Angeles Weekly. They were not rated by 

California Journal but had very liberal editorial policies, as their 1980 and 1982 

endorsements suggest. They generated their own stories and editorials. All issues of 

these for the years 1981 and 1982 were also examined.  

 
 
46 They were not all equal. In terms of size and quality, the Los Angeles Times and the Sacramento Bee 
were the standout papers, while the second tier major liberal papers were the San Jose Mercury News, the 
Oakland Tribune and the Los Angeles Herald Examiner. This rating is made in California Journal, 
October 1982: 94 and ibid, May 1984: 200. It also becomes evident when reading the newspapers. 
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In addition, every issue of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal was 

examined for the period 1981 and 1982. 

 

A full list of the newspapers consulted can be found in the bibliography. 

 

Contemporary studies of California’s newspapers found that their editorials played an 

important role in the political process, especially explaining a complex or unpopular 

issue;47 their endorsements on ballot propositions were more influential than those on 

candidates; endorsements had twice as much impact on non-controversial initiatives, 

where voters did not know much about the issue; liberal newspapers appeared to have 

had more influence with their endorsements than moderate and conservative papers; 

and the liberal newspapers’ endorsements appeared to add 3.1 percentage points to 

proposition votes, which in a few instances could be large enough to determine the 

outcome of a contest.48 Their endorsements on statewide contests were thought to have 

very little effect.49 (Unfortunately, in neither study was an examination done of the 

effect of endorsements on congressional races, which is of immediate concern to this 

thesis.) Nevertheless, whatever the influence of press endorsements, they serve to help 

identify the political leanings of particular newspapers. 

 

The electronic media were not considered for this study. It was not possible to research 

the content of television broadcasts for the period 1981-82, but nor was this considered 

necessary. Few of California’s television stations covered political matters in any 

depth,50 certainly to nowhere near the extent the newspapers did, and they made few 

political endorsements.51 Newspaper articles and editorials were often inserted into the 

Congressional Record by politicians; television pronouncements were not. 

 

 
 
47 Ibid, January 1984: 15 
48 Ibid, October 1981: 366 
49 Ibid, August 1979: 287. The newspapers themselves were not overly confident of the impact of their 
endorsements. In 1982, the Los Angeles Herald Examiner admitted, “the much ballyhooed power of the 
press – at least in terms of political endorsements – may prove to have been overrated” (see Los Angeles 
Herald Examiner, 2 November 1982: 7). Likewise, a Los Angeles Times editor noted, 

The influence of the Times’s editorial pages... is cumulative, say, over the period of a 
generation. We are influential not so much in the positions we take, but in the way we 
think about things. Which is fair. Reasonable. Moderate. Educative (see California Journal, 
October 1982: 156). 

50 California Journal, May 1984: 200. As a specific example, commercial television stations in Los 
Angeles did not carry the 1982 debates between United States senatorial candidates (see Los Angeles 
Times, 10 October 1982: IV5). 
51 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 2 November 1982: 7 
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Los Angeles Times 

 

By virtue of its size,52 influence,53 quality of political reporting and liberal ranking,54 

the Los Angeles Times is central to this thesis as both source and subject.55 Its stature in 

the early 1980s was a recent development. Over the preceding two decades it changed 

from a conservative and parochial newspaper to become more internationalist in 

outlook, more liberal, and more influential.56 The newspaper saw itself as being in 

competition with the New York Times and the Washington Post, not cross-town rival the 

Herald Examiner.57  

 

Despite its reputation for quality, the Times was on occasion criticised because of its 

size, content and focus. However, it must be recognised that without its wealth and 

power, the paper could not have provided the newsgathering and opinion service it did, 

which was indeed extensive – it was the major source of information in the state. 

 

The paper could be considered inseparable from the city it served, and its owners were 

leaders of the Los Angeles power elite. This raises questions about its impartiality – it 

would seem to be an unlikely candidate to attempt to shake up the establishment with 

criticisms or exposés.58  

 

 
 
52 It was claimed the Times was “bloated with advertising... more than L.A.’s twelve commercial 
television stations put together, more than any other newspaper on the planet” (see California, October 
1982: 88). 
53 Over the half-decade to the end of 1982, California Journal wrote several articles about the Times. The 
only other paper to be examined individually, and then to a much less extent, was the Sacramento Bee. 
The Times was also the only paper to be accorded an article in California between 1980 and 1982. 
54 Mike Davis described the Los Angeles Times as being more liberal than the New York Times (see Mike 
Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles, Vintage, London, U.K., 1992: 140). 
Representative Henry Waxman’s aide Howard Elinson was less sure, saying, “I see it as a moderate 
newspaper, as a mainstream newspaper... I don’t call [their journalism] liberal or conservative. I call [it] 
the high road of the L.A. Times” (Howard Elinson, personal interview, 28 January 1995). 
55 The difficulty of separating its role as a source from that as a subject is not new. In City of Quartz, his 
book on the history and power structure of Los Angeles published in 1990, Mike Davis made at least 29 
references to the Times and cited it as a source on a further 21 occasions (see Davis, City of Quartz). 
56 This process is documented in book length form in Jack R. Hart, The Information Empire: The Rise of 
the Los Angeles Times and the Times Mirror Corporation, University Press of America, D.C., 1981, and 
in shorter form in Davis, City of Quartz and California, October 1982. See also California Magazine, 
January 1981: 88. As the Times developed its internationalist outlook and shifted its marketing toward 
the college-educated middle-classes, its stranglehold on the newspaper market in Los Angeles increased. 
There were three major daily newspapers competing with the Times in the late 1950s. By 1980, the only 
other major citywide daily paper in Los Angeles was the Herald Examiner, and the trend was completed 
when this too closed in 1989. 
57 California Journal, April 1979: 122, California Magazine, October 1982: 91 
58 Hart, The Information Empire: 374-77 
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On occasion, such as with the inclusion of articles on the Opinion Editorial pages, the 

Times could include comment which was more liberal than its own editorial policy. The 

most celebrated and consistent example of this came through the work of dual Pulitzer 

Prize winning cartoonist Paul Conrad, considered the premier cartoonist in California, 

and perhaps the nation.59. Conrad’s work appeared in newspapers across the state and 

nation and he was also the subject of examination in both California Magazine and 

California Journal. He is not quoted in this thesis, but his presence must be 

acknowledged because he was very liberal, highly visible, widely read and influential.60 

Reading the Times from the early 1980s shows that in the overwhelming majority of 

cases the subject of Conrad’s cartoons was Reagan; the cartoonist invariably criticised 

and ridiculed the president’s policies.61 With the potential to be seen by hundreds of 

thousands of readers six days a week, and using an easy to absorb format, Conrad’s 

views reached the voters with far greater consistency than those, for example, of a 

liberal congressman who might be just as staunchly opposed to Reagan. Liberal 

columnists such as Phil Kerby also had widespread exposure in the Times and he and 

others are quoted on a number of occasions in this thesis. 

 

The improvement in the paper’s quality had, according to some commentators, come at 

the cost of developing an overly cautious style of journalism.62 This was reflected in its 

national coverage. At one stage, editorial pages editor Anthony Day was accused of 

omitting an opinion piece that satirised Reagan and those who had voted for him 

because he “considered the piece too vulgar and inflammatory for his dignified 

pages.”63 This deference to Reagan is relevant in the discussion that follows in chapter 

two. The Times was more likely to call for a moderation of the Reagan Administration’s 

policies than to be dragged into openly criticising the administration itself.  

 
 
59 California Journal, December 1980: 465 
60 It was claimed that Conrad’s “strong style and huge audience give him the power to mold public 
opinion far more effectively than any editorial writer,” and one of his cartoons was credited with having 
more impact that the hundreds of newspaper articles on the 1978 gubernatorial race (see California 
Journal, December 1980: 465). 
61 The Times had received so many complaints from its readers about the way that Conrad depicted 
Reagan when the latter was governor, that Chandler had felt it necessary to write what Conrad called the 
“Reagan disclaimer” (see California Journal, December 1980: 465). The editorial worried that Times 
readers might confuse “the voice of the Times with the pen of Conrad” (see California Magazine, 
October 1982: 90). Partly as a result, in 1974 Conrad was removed from the editorial page to the Opinion 
Editorial page. He was later described as being not only the “Scourge of the GOP,” but also a “perennial 
embarrassment to the militant centrists who employ him” (see California Magazine, October 1982: 90), 
which says a lot about the Times as well as Conrad. 
62 The paper’s editorials were described as being “erudite, exquisitely balanced little essays, long on 
hand-wringing, short on bold solutions...” (see California Magazine, October 1982:  156). 
63 California Magazine, October 1982:  156 
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The Times’s policy of what was deemed newsworthy had a direct bearing on 

congressional as well as presidential politics. According to Representative Henry 

Waxman’s aide Howard Elinson, 
Waxman had a stormy meeting with the editorial board of the Los Angeles Times because 

he felt – he had clippings that indicated that a lot of the things that he was doing in health 

and the environment that he felt were very important, were being covered much more fully, 

at much greater length, in the Washington Post, than in the Los Angeles Times, in the New 

York Times national edition, which is skinny, than in the Los Angeles Times.64

Elinson added that the Times had replied that they considered themselves a national 

newspaper and the mere fact of Waxman’s representing a Los Angeles congressional 

district was not of significance to them. They would base their coverage on whether 

Waxman’s actions were of national significance. If they were deemed not to be, 

coverage would be restricted to the paper’s bi-weekly regional insert, in this case, the 

Westside edition. Elinson stated, “The congressman felt that that was debatable 

journalism.”65  

 

Finally, and critically, the Times was said to underreport local issues, especially those 

relevant to minority groups, a large component of Los Angeles’ population.66 Its 

liberalism could therefore be seen as elitist and disconnected from blue-collar and 

minority groups. This theme reoccurs in this study.  

 

Sacramento Bee and Fresno Bee 

 

The Sacramento Bee was founded in 1857 and was still owned by the founding 

McClatchy family in the early 1980s. It had a daily circulation almost twice that of its 

only local competitor, the conservative Sacramento Union.67 As did the Times, the Bee 

adopted a liberal editorial stance but was more conservative in its policy on what news 

got covered and reserved in its presentation and manner. It too maintained a strong 

 
 
64 Howard Elinson, personal interview, 28 January 1995 
65 Elinson, 28 January 1995. The Times’s attitude to congressional politics was reciprocated. Members of 
Congress were in the habit of inserting newspaper articles into the Congressional Record to support their 
various positions. During the early 1980s, members of Congress, including California Representatives, 
were much more likely to use either the Washington Post or the New York Times than the Los Angeles 
Times. 
66 According to California Journal, Times publisher Otis Chandler had stated, “We don’t really care what 
sex or race our readers are; we do care about their income” (see California Magazine, October 1982: 
156). 
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focus on federal politics. Also like the Times, the Bee was criticised for not acting 

according to the general principles it espoused. This occurred most notably during a 

1978 strike by unions that affected the paper.68  

 

The Fresno Bee was the only daily paper serving the agricultural city and county of 

Fresno in the Central Valley and it was clearly more liberal than the area. This in itself 

suggests a degree of integrity and independence. Like its sister paper, the Fresno Bee 

was seen as a community-minded paper whose image benefited from being family 

owned. 

 

San Jose Mercury News 

 

The San Jose Mercury News, like the city it served, received little attention from media 

commentators, although it was, by most standards, a large and liberal paper. It also had 

a good reputation, particularly for conducting investigative stories.69 It provides a 

commensurate portion of the source material in this thesis, and was particularly useful 

for its coverage of the area around the south of the San Francisco peninsula. While most 

major Californian dailies were owned by Californian-based businesses, the Mercury 

News was owned by a Florida-California company, Knight-Ridder Newspapers. 

 

Los Angeles Herald Examiner 

 

Overshadowed by the Times, the Los Angeles Herald Examiner was still the third 

largest newspaper in the state in 1982. Interestingly, although owned by the arch-

conservative William Hearst, the Herald Examiner was equally liberal to the Times. In 

fact, it perhaps suffered for attempting to compete for a similar readership, though the 

more compelling reason for its 1989 closure was more likely the competition for 

advertisers. Although not in the league of the Times, and despite generally receiving 

less than ringing endorsement from media commentators, the Herald Examiner 

compared well for the purposes of this study. In several instances, it provided liberal-

leaning editorial direction quite different from the other papers. 

Oakland Tribune 

 
 
67 The Union was ranked thirty-eighth most liberal of the 47 newspapers profiled in 1981 (see California 
Journal, October 1981: 365). 
68 California Journal, November 1980: 422 
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The most obviously unique feature of the Oakland Tribune was its relationship with the 

African American community. The 1980 census showed the ethnic make-up of the city 

of Oakland to be 45.4 percent African American and 40 percent white compared to 

statewide figures of 7.7 percent and 76.2 percent respectively, while almost twenty 

percent of Alameda County, also served mainly by the Tribune, was African 

American.70 The Tribune’s readership reached out beyond Oakland into areas with a 

racial balance closer to the state average, but it could still be presumed to have a higher 

ratio of African American readers than the other major Californian papers. The paper 

was sometimes criticised for being too focused on news that related primarily to this 

minority group.71

 

The Tribune’s editor in the early 1980s, Bob Maynard, was also African American. 

Collectively, African Americans had little stake in the Republican Party and were more 

opposed to the Reagan administration than any other group. Mirroring this, the Tribune 

was a strident critic of the Reagan Administration, sometimes through Maynard’s 

personal column (as opposed to editorial). However, the Tribune had repositioned itself 

even prior to the 1980 elections. Judged by its political endorsements, the paper had 

moved sharply leftward over the preceding two years, a shift at odds with conventional 

wisdom about politics at the time. 

 

Sun Reporter 

 

The first of the three weeklies used in this thesis, the Sun Reporter, published in San 

Francisco, was the largest African American owned newspaper in California. It almost 

always boosted the cause of African American politicians, as exemplified during Tom 

Bradley’s 1982 gubernatorial campaign. The Sun Reporter had been quite critical of 

Bradley for taking for granted the support of California’s African American voters. Yet 

in the week before the election, without any apparent shift in Bradley’s campaign 

approach, the Sun Reporter swung in behind him with a strong endorsement. 

Throughout Reagan’s tenure, the paper was highly critical of his Administration. 

San Francisco Bay Guardian and Los Angeles Weekly 

 
 
69 California Magazine, October 1982: 94 
70 1980 Census of the Population, Volume One: Characteristics of the Population, United States 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., 1983 
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The city of San Francisco was (and is) among the most liberal places in the United 

States but was not served by a mainstream liberal paper. This apparently paradoxical 

situation was somewhat offset by the existence in the city of a liberal/left weekly, the 

San Francisco Bay Guardian. City and magazine were therefore well matched, and in 

fact the overtly partisan liberal approach the Bay Guardian often took makes it 

compelling for this study. It provided political news, and in the early 1980s it could 

claim that it was the largest circulation newsweekly in northern California.72

 

In Los Angeles, the Los Angeles Weekly served a similar function. It adopted a liberal 

editorial policy and included numerous lengthy interviews with political figures that 

were valuable sources in this study. 

 

Congressional Quarterly, California Journal and Congressional Record 

 

These two regular political commentaries were especially useful. Congressional 

Quarterly focuses on federal politics but regularly features stories on individual 

Representatives and states. California Journal is a privately owned periodical that 

provides a monthly analysis of the state’s political scene. During the period of this 

thesis, it also included several articles on the California print media. Since the Journal’s 

area of interest coincides with much of the topic of this thesis it has been used quite 

extensively for background. 

 

Given the Journal’s standing as the reputable provider of analysis of government and 

politics in California, ostensibly on a non-partisan basis, and its usefulness in providing 

background for this work, the possibility of editorial slant needs to be examined. This 

process is helped by a survey conducted by the Journal itself in August 1982 that 

examined its own readership. It was noted that 85 percent of those readers who 

responded to the survey had at least a college degree, while 59 percent of them were 

registered Democrats. This at least suggests the readership of the journal was likely to 

include a greater percentage of liberals than the overall populace.73  

 
 
71 California Magazine, October 1982: 94 
72 This was stated on the front cover of each issue. 
73 Liberals are more likely to be Democrats than Republicans and it is also true that people with a college 
degree are more likely to be liberal, at least on social issues, than those with less education. It could 
therefore be presumed that the percentage of California Journal readers who consider themselves to be 
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The Congressional Record, which contains the transcripts of the United States 

Congress, was very important for analysing the liberalism of California’s Democrat 

congressional representatives. 

 

California Magazine 

 

A second useful source was the monthly magazine California (referred to throughout as 

California Magazine, to avoid confusion). At times its position was similar to 

California Journal, in that it was part of the print media but also attempted to isolate 

itself by analysing and criticising other components of that media. Like the two city-

oriented weeklies discussed above, California Magazine attempted to meet several 

distinct rationales; it focused in part on the arts and entertainment industry in California 

but also included long and detailed articles on various other subjects considered worthy 

of interest. During the two-year period that is the focus of this thesis these included 

articles on governor Brown, left-leaning senatorial candidate Gore Vidal, the nuclear 

freeze issue and the Los Angeles Times. Unlike the city-based weeklies, California had 

no overt political leaning. It made no endorsements or recommendations and did not 

editorialise. 

 

National Left/Liberal Press and others 

 

Several other print sources were also used for source material, among them the national 

left-leaning journals Dissent, the National Review, National Journal and the Nation, 

and the general news periodicals the Economist and Time magazine. All issues of these 

publications for 1981 and 1982 were examined. 

 

 
 
liberals is higher than for the population as a whole, and this may reflect in the editing of the publication. 
As a possible example of this, in an article on Los Angeles Times political cartoonist Paul Conrad, it was 
noted that  

Before the liberal Conrad joined the Times, the newspaper had a reputation as one of the 
most conservative publications in the country. Until [publisher] Otis Chandler modernized 
the Times by bringing people like Conrad on board... 

The inference seems to be that the Times was modernised, in other words, improved, by being 
liberalised. 



19 
 

                                                

Book sources 

 

A number of books that gave various overviews of the political situation in California 

in the early 1980s were consulted consistently in the writing of this thesis. Among these 

were Racial and Ethnic Politics in California edited by Byron O. Jackson and Michael 

B. Preston, Politics in the Golden State, by Terry Christensen and Larry N. Gerston,74 

Power and Politics in California, by John H. Culver and John C. Syer,75 The American 

Elections of 1982 edited by Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein,76 Left Coast City 

by Richard DeLeon,77 City of Quartz by Mike Davis,78 and Politics in Black and White: 

Race and Power in Los Angeles by Raphael J. Sonenshein.79  

 

National Journal’s Almanac of American politics was particularly useful for giving 

statistics of Representatives and their districts.80

 

The publications of a number of historians informed the overall state of liberalism in 

the United States in the early 1980s. Foremost among these were Michael Barone’s Our 

Country: The Shaping of America from Roosevelt to Reagan,81 Liberalism and Its 

Discontents, by Alan Brinkley,82 The Unravelling of America: A History of Liberalism 

in the 1960s, by Alan Matusow,83 and From Opportunity to Entitlement: The 

transformation and Decline of Great Society Liberalism, by Gareth Davies.84 Barone’s 

account is focussed on congressional politics through to the end of the 1980s, while 

Brinkley, Davies and Matusow chart the ‘downfall’ of liberalism especially in the late 

1960s and early 1970s.  

 

 
 
74 Larry N. Gertson and Terry Christensen, Politics in the Golden State: The California Connection, 2nd 
edition, Addison-Wesley, Boston, Massachusetts, 1988 
75 John H. Culver and John C. Syer, Power and Politics in California, 3rd Edition, Macmillan Publishing, 
NY, New York, 1988 
76 Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein (eds), The American Elections of 1982, American Enterprise 
Institute for Public Policy Research, Washington, D.C., U.S.A., 1983 
77 DeLeon, Left Coast City
78 Davis, City of Quartz
79 Raphael J. Sonenshein, Politics in Black and White: Race and Power in Los Angeles, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, U.S.A., 1993 
80 Michael Barone and Grant Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: The President, the 
Senators, the Representatives, the Governors, Their Records and Election Results, Their States and 
Districts, National Journal, Washington D.C., 1983 
81 Barone, Our Country
82 Brinkley, Liberalism and Its Discontents
83 Matusow, The Unraveling of America
84 Davies, From Opportunity to Entitlement
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Since 1980, there have been numerous books written by conservatives attacking 

liberalism.85 Some of these were consulted, but not all, as their central themes tended to 

be similar. Several of them had the same flaw that they proclaimed the ‘death of 

liberalism’ while ignoring liberalism’s ongoing strength in such places as the United 

States Congress. 

 

Other sources 

 

Numerous political science articles were consulted for this thesis, though their 

methodological approaches are not those used here. They have generally relied on 

statistical models, while no study has concentrated on the dramatic interaction of 

individual characters as is done in this thesis. Such an examination of key players has 

not been attempted previously: indeed, even long-serving and prominent members of 

Congress such as George Miller and Henry Waxman have not been the subjects of book 

length biographies. 

 

Other valuable primary sources include the Phillip Burton papers at the University of 

California, Berkeley, and the Augustus Hawkins papers at the University of California, 

Los Angeles. These were examined in their entirety. 

 

Personal interviews were also conducted with retired Senator Alan Cranston, with 

Congressman George Miller, and with Keiko Shimabukuro and Howard Elinson, aides 

to Congressman Henry Waxman. 
 

Methodology of congressional ratings 

 

In order to study the behaviour of the liberal Representatives it was first necessary to 

identify who was liberal. As the research progressed it became apparent that it was also 

necessary to discuss how liberal were the districts of each of those Representatives. The 

following explains how the definition of a ‘liberal’ Representative was arrived at, and 

 
 
85 For example, Charles Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980, Basic Books, New 
York, 1984, Robert H. Bork, Slouching Towards Gomorrah: Modern Liberalism and American Decline, 
Harper Collins, New York, 1996, John Kekes, Against Liberalism, Cornell University Press, Ithica, New 
York, 1997, Lee Edwards, The Conservative Revolution: The Movement that Remade America, Free 
Press, New York, 2002 
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how the relatively liberalism of their districts was identified. This information is then 

used mainly in chapters five, six, seven and eight. 

 

Rating the most liberal members of Congress 

 

Various liberal groups regularly rate members of Congress according to the way those 

members cast votes on issues of interest to the groups. These ratings were used to 

calculate the rankings of the most liberal California Representatives. Their use as an 

indicator of liberalism has been established by political scientists.86

 

The organisations used were the liberal interest groups Americans for Democratic 

Action (ADA) and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the organised labour 

umbrella group the AFL-CIO’s Committee on Political Education (COPE), the 

environmental umbrella group the League of Conservation Voters (LCV), and the 

political journal National Journal, which rated members of Congress on economic, 

foreign and cultural issues. Some overlap of the criteria used by each organisation 

occurred, but the interests of the organisations and the National Journal categories are 

sufficiently different for the combined ratings to be a good indicator of overall 

liberalism.  

 

Table 1.2 shows these ratings. It includes only those Representatives who were 

incumbent going into the 1982 elections. Hence senior liberal Phillip Burton was not 

included. Because of his death soon after the 1982 elections he was not rated by 

National Journal, the ACLU or the LCV. 

 

 

 
 
86 See, for example, W.R. Shaffer, “Rating the Performance of the ADA in the House of 
Representatives,” Presented at the annual meeting of the Southern Political Science Association, 
Birmingham, Alabama, 1983, W.R. Shaffer, “Rating the Raters: The ADA and the Substantive Content 
of Liberalism in the United States Senate,” Presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political 
Science Association, Chicago, Illinois, 1983, James McCormick, “Congressional Voting on the Nuclear 
Freeze Resolutions,” American Politics Quarterly, vol. 13 and L. Marvin Overby, “Assessing 
Constituency Influence: Congressional Voting On the Nuclear Freeze, 1982-83,” Legislative Studies 
Quarterly, vol. 16, 1991. The first three were cited in Overby, who summarises, “I use[d] members’ 
ADA scores… as the best measure for ideology… While these scores are not without their critics… they 
are widely accepted as a reasonable measure of liberal ideological orientation among members of 
Congress” (see Overby, “Assessing Constituency Influence:” 301). 
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Table 1.2: The interest group ratings of the fifteen most liberal California 

congressional incumbents leading into the 1982 elections 

 
Member 

of 

Congress 

1982 

ADA 

rating 

1982 

COPE 

rating 

1982 

ACLU 

rating 

1982 

LCV 

rating 

1982 

National 

Journal  

economic 

rating 

1982 

National 

Journal  

cultural 

rating 

1982 

National 

Journal  

foreign 

rating 

 

Av. Rank-

ing 

Edwards 100 95 100 100 96 93 92 96.6 1 

Stark 95 100 100 90 96 99 95 96.4 2 

Miller 95 95 100 91 82 98 96 93.9 = 3 

Roybal 95 100 100 86 87 93 96 93.9 = 3 

Dellums 85 95 100 99 79 88 96 91.7 5 

Beilenson 95 84 96 96 86 99 85 91.6 6 

Waxman 95 90 75 96 86 86 74 86.0 7 

Brown 75 94 92 78 95 89 76 85.6 8 

Dixon 85 100 83 61 81 85 89 83.4 9 

Matsui 85 95 83 83 83 79 75 83.3 10 

Hawkins 70 100 83 79 80 85 79 82.3 11 

Dymally 65 100 92 69 93 74 82 82.1 12 

Mineta 80 90 92 75 83 68 80 81.1 13 

Fazio 80 90 83 77 83 68 70 78.7 =14 

Lantos 80 89 71 73 81 79 78 78.7 =14 

 

 

Rating California’s most liberal congressional districts 

 

Each of California’s 45 congressional districts in 1982 was rated from most to least 

liberal. The rating was determined by averaging the vote in each district for the 

following: The ‘Yes’ votes on Propositions 1, 4, 11, 12, 13 and 15, a vote that indicated 

the liberal choice on the major initiatives on the 1982 general election ballot; the vote 

for Democratic candidate Tom Bradley for the State’s gubernatorial contest in 1982; 

and the vote for Democratic candidate Jerry Brown for the vacant Californian United 

States Senate seat in 1982. The 1980 vote for Democratic President Jimmy Carter was 

also used. This was added to introduce a measure of control – that is, a vote that was 

less influenced by local Californian conditions than were the other contests. Together 
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these contests cover a range of issues that helped correct the imbalances that occurred 

when otherwise liberal districts voted conservatively in certain contests.87  

 

The 1982 vote for each district’s Representative was not used, for two reasons. Local 

factors were considered too influential in these contests, and districts such as the Third 

and the Twenty-fifth did not have a Republican candidate, so the result for the 

Democrat candidates there cannot be accurately compared with other districts. The vote 

for each district’s Representative is, however, shown in the tables for each 

congressional district in chapter five to chapter eight.  

 

For the purposes of this thesis, it was decided, conveniently, that fifteen – one third – of 

California’s 45 congressional districts could be referred to as the ‘liberal’ districts, 

clearly a relative term. Table 1.3 shows these districts, and adds the next fifteen most 

liberal, as some of these were held by the liberal Representatives referred to above. No 

seat outside these 30 was held by a liberal Representative. 

 

 

 
 
87 Two contests stood out in this regard; Proposition 11, the bottle deposit initiative, and Proposition 15, 
the gun control initiative. Some congressional districts massively rejected gun control but were moderate 
or even liberal on other issues. Similarly, some otherwise very liberal districts, such as the largely 
African American districts in Los Angeles, overwhelmingly rejected Proposition 11. These districts 
therefore were placed lower down the list of liberal districts than might otherwise reflect their ideological 
make-up. 
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Table 1.3: California congressional districts ranked according to votes on select 

1982 propositions 

 
 

District 
 

P. 11
 

P. 42
 

P. 113
 

P. 124
 

P. 135
 

P. 156
1982 
vote 
for 
TB7

1982 
vote 
for 
JB8

1980 
vote 
for 
JC9

 
Av. 

Rank
-ing 

Twenty-
eighth 

69.8 62.2 35.2 67.5 52.9 45.3 76.9 75.6 68 61.5 1 

Eighth 62.4 69.6 61.0 71.0 60.7 58.8 63.6 61.0 52 62.2 2 

Fifth 56.2 69.6 62.0 70.8 62.0 59.7 63.1 63.9 51 62.0 3 
Twenty-
ninth 

67.2 58.2 26.5 61.9 48.7 36.6 75.6 74.8 68 57.7 4 

Sixth 52.9 66.3 56.2 67.0 53.6 52.3 60.3 57.0 47 57.0 5 

Twenty-
fourth 

60.0 61.6 50.5 64.5 49.7 57.0 60.1 60.9 45 56.9 6 

Twenty-
fifth 

62.4 57.6 41.0 62.5 43.2 46.0 66.2 67.3 57 55.9 7 

Twenty-
seventh 

59.2 62.6 51.2 61.2 46.8 50.9 56.3 53.2 41 53.6 8 

Twenty-
third 

57.4 62.2 49.9 61.8 45.9 55.9 55.2 52.1 38 53.2 9 

Thirty-
first 

60.7 53.2 31.0 55.7 42.7 35.9 67.1 66.7 59 52.4 10 

Eleventh 50.4 62.3 52.9 60.8 47.2 48.9 53.5 49.5 39 51.6 11 

Twenty-
sixth 

51.8 56.8 43.2 56.4 39.8 44.3 52.1 50.6 38 48.1 12 

Tenth 50.1 54.4 46.9 55.5 35.0 38.0 56.8 53.4 41 47.9 13 

Seventh 49.6 57.6 46.5 55.1 43.9 38.5 49.6 47.3 41 47.7 14 

Ninth 50.7 56.8 43.8 55.0 36.9 37.4 49.3 50.7 42 47.0 15 

Thirteenth 45.0 57.7 52.5 55.8 37.1 43.0 52.0 44.8 34 46.9 16 

Sixteenth 50.2 52.6 52.2 55.6 33.2 40.3 52.4 44.5 36 46.3 17 

Third 54.0 60.5 45.6 53.6 27.6 34.9 44.9 47.0 41 45.5 = 18 

Thirtieth 52.7 50.2 34.4 52.4 35.2 36.7 51.9 53.3 43 45.5 = 18 

Forty-
fourth 

51.6 49.0 33.5 49.2 33.7 35.0 58.7 55.7 41 45.3 20 

Twelfth 45.0 57.5 55.4 52.8 40.4 44.6 44.1 37.4 30 45.2 21 

First 46.5 48.8 52.7 55.2 34.0 30.4 49.4 41.3 36 43.8 22 

Thirty-
second 

51.8 51.4 36.7 50.7 35.3 35.2 45.4 48.0 38 43.6 23 

Fourth 52.0 54.4 43.0 50.2 26.9 30.2 46.2 45.6 41 43.3 24 

Thirty-
fourth 

48.9 49.1 31.1 49.1 32.2 30.9 51.3 51.3 40 42.7 25 

Forty-first 50.9 54.3 41.0 47.0 35.0 42.4 44.3 37.7 26 42.1 26 

Eighteenth 50.2 48.4 42.0 50.9 21.8 25.6 45.9 47.2 43 41.7 27 

Thirty-
sixth 

49.7 44.1 35.5 48.7 26.1 26.1 52.6 49.8 40 41.4 28 

Nineteenth 51.1 53.3 52.4 55.4 35.7 36.7 49.4 42.9 34 40.9 29 

Forty-
second 

47.2 52.0 43.1 46.8 34.8 40.2 34.7 32.5 25 39.6 30 
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Notes to table 1.3 
1 The ‘Yes’ vote for Proposition 1, the State School Bond. 

2 The ‘Yes’ vote for Proposition 4, the Lake Tahoe Bond Act. 

3 The ‘Yes’ vote for Proposition 11, the beverage containers measure. 

4 The ‘Yes’ vote for Proposition 12, the weapons freeze measure. 

5 The ‘Yes’ vote for Proposition 13, the water resources measure. 

6 The ‘Yes’ vote for Proposition 15, the handgun control measure. 

7 The vote for the Democrat candidate for the State’s gubernatorial contest, Tom Bradley. 

8 The vote for the Democrat candidate for the vacant Californian United States Senate seat, Jerry 

Brown. 

9 The vote for the Democrat candidate for President in 1980, Jimmy Carter. 

 

Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second General Election – 

Countries within Political Districts: various pages 

 

 

Although all analyses of the way people voted are done by congressional district, it is 

also useful to know which were the most liberal of California’s counties. Based on the 

same votes as above, the most liberal counties in 1982 were San Francisco, Alameda, 

Marin, Santa Cruz, Yolo, San Mateo and Santa Clara. There was little to separate the 

last two but a clear gap between Santa Clara and the next most liberal county. The 

seven most conservative counties were Modoc, Colusa, Glenn, Del Norte, Sutter and 

Tehama and Yuba. These were uniformly small and rural counties. Orange County was 

the most conservative of the urban counties. 

 

For the purposes of comparison, the district votes on the individual ballot proposition 

listed above are shown in appendix one. 

 

Tables that show liberal ratings of Representatives and districts 

 

The actions and statements of the most liberal incumbent Representatives and a number 

of successful liberal challengers are analysed in chapter five to chapter eight. The 

discussion of each Representative and his/her district is accompanied by a table that 

shows the degree of liberalism of both Representative and district, as measured by 

various figures. The left side of these tables sets out the candidate’s interest group 

ratings and how the candidate ranked because of those ratings. On the right are the 

district’s votes and the rankings derived from those votes. Explanations of the rankings 

can be found in the notes to each table. The vote for each Representative from his 
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district is given but not ranked, because it was not considered to be a valid exercise for 

the reason given above. 

 

In the summaries at the bottom of each segment of each table, ‘very liberal’ means the 

ranking was in the top three of the 45 congressional districts in the State, ‘liberal’ 

means the ranking was between fourth and fifteenth, ‘moderate’ means the ranking was 

from sixteenth to thirtieth, and ‘conservative’ from thirty-first to forty-fifth.  

 

Use of opinion polls 

 

Several opinion polls taken by the organisation California Poll during the course of the 

1982 campaign have been used throughout this study. For the two major statewide 

contests, these were; a poll on voter attitudes toward governor Jerry Brown, released on 

April 14, 1982; a poll on preferences in the gubernatorial contest, including reasons for 

support for each candidate, released on September 8, 1982; a poll on preferences in the 

senatorial contest, including reasons for support for each candidate, released on 

September 9, 1982; a poll on preferences in the gubernatorial contest, including a 

breakdown by region, party affiliation, ideology, sex and race, released on October 8, 

1982; and a poll recording the importance of issues and preferences in the senatorial 

contest, released on October 8, 1982. 

 

In addition to these, California Polls were conducted in August, and over the periods 1-

4 October, 24-26 October and 29-31 October. These measured voter attitudes toward 

confirmation of each of the four Supreme Court justices on the ballot; and for the five 

major ballot initiatives, Propositions 11 through to 15. These polls were considered at 

the time to be a good gauge of public opinion88 and are accepted as historical source 

material without further analysis in regard to statistical accuracy et cetera. 

 

Other opinion polls have been used and these are cited within the work. 

 

Two exit polls taken immediately after the 1982 vote, by the Los Angeles Times and by 

the San Francisco Chronicle, have also been used. The Times poll was published on 

November 3, 1982.89 The newspaper interviewed 2940 voters throughout the state. 

 
 
88 New York Times, 27 October 1982: 20 
89 Los Angeles Times, 3 November 1982: 1, 14 
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These respondents were asked which issues were most important to them in 

determining how they would vote. They were allowed to select up to two answers. The 

Times also broke down the vote for governor by sex, by isolating Anglo and African 

American voters, and by separating Northern and Southern Californian voters.  

 

The Chronicle exit poll, published on the third of November 1982, asked 5000 voters 

how they had voted.90 They were profiled by region, race, income, religion, party 

membership, age, education standard and union membership. Voters were asked why 

they had voted for or against Propositions 11, 12 and 15. They were allowed to cite up 

to three reasons. They were also asked why they had voted for their chosen candidate in 

the gubernatorial and United States senatorial contests. Here they were allowed to give 

up to four reasons. 

 

Unless otherwise noted, all voting figures come from the Statement of the Vote: 

General Election, November 2, 1982 and supplements. Also unless otherwise noted, all 

statistics of population come from the 1980 United States census. 

 

All dollar amounts refer to United States dollars. 

 
 
90 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE IMAGE OF LIBERALISM IN CALIFORNIA IN THE 

EARLY 1980s AND THE REACTION TO THE 1980 ELECTIONS AND THE 

REAGAN ADMINISTRATION 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the portrayal and actual condition of liberalism in California in 

the early 1980s, following the reported political ‘turn to the right’ in the United States. 

This is followed by an analysis of the reaction of the California liberal press to the 1980 

elections and the first budget of the new Reagan Administration. The expectations of 

the way Congress and the Democratic Party would respond to Reagan are looked at. 

Finally, the rise of grassroots alternatives is examined. 

 

The image of liberalism 

 

The meaning of ‘liberal’ has changed over the last fifty years in the United States.1 In 

recent times it has been used by some as a term of derision – at its worst, to describe 

someone advocating big government, the shifting of resources from the middle-class to 

the ‘shiftless’ poor, and a cultural relativism that allows for any standards of 

behaviour.2  

 

In 1972, Nixon accused McGovern, and by extension liberals in general, of favouring 

‘amnesty, acid, and abortion.’ By the early 1980s, the New Right had begun to perfect 

tactics that remain part of the American political landscape until today. The epithet 

‘liberal’ was demonised; liberals were referred to firstly as being weak – ‘bleeding 

hearts.’3  

 

Hence a motif of liberal representation in the early 1980s was the issue of ‘toughness.’ 

Examples came courtesy of a couple of California’s liberal congressmen. Don Edwards 

                                                 
1 Buzzanco, Vietnam and the Transformation of American Life: 17-18 
2 See chapter one for a discussion on the way the term is used in this thesis. 
3 For example, in 1984, Virginia Governor Charles Robb would tell the Washington Post “I’m tired of 
hearing this party and those who represent this party described as wimps” (see Washington Post, 15 July 
1985: 15). Michael Sandel notes liberalism brought this upon itself by assuming a position between the 
radical who demands maximum equality, even at the expense of liberty, and the extreme conservatives 
who ask for maximum liberty. The result, he says, is that the liberal is seen as the “the man in the middle, 
which explains why liberalism is so often now considered wishy-washy, an untenable compromise 
between two more forthright positions” (see Michael J. Sandel (ed), Liberalism and its Critics, Basil 
Blackwell, Oxford, U.K., 1984: 60). 
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was invariably described in interviews as a kind person, but care was usually taken to 

show that he also had a politically tough edge. Colleague George Miller said of him, 

“many people have made the mistake of confusing kindness with weakness,”4 an echo 

of Congressional Quarterly’s 1980 statement that, “Despite his friendly demeanour, 

Edwards will play tough on the issues.”5 When the Herald Examiner endorsed liberal 

John Van de Kamp for the position of California Attorney-General, the editors wrote: 
In welcome relief from the approach taken by many ‘anti-crime’ candidates... Van de 

Kamp has consistently represented a voice of reason and responsibility. Yet he has also 

demonstrated toughness.6

Running for Attorney General, another source claimed, meant Van de Kamp “Has to 

look and sound tough”7 Interestingly, it seemed that while politicians of Edwards’s or 

Van de Kamp’s ideological leanings had to be described as liberal but tough, 

conservatives such as Reagan did not need such qualification. They were conservative 

and tough. To be liberal and tough in an age when, supposedly, macho conservatives 

held the centre stage and liberals were cowering, was seen as paradoxical. 

 

When Phillip Burton redesigned California’s congressional district boundaries (the 

subject of the following chapter) he created controversy with his partisanship. He was 

described as a liberal playing tough politics and succeeding. His actions, the Bee’s 

political editor Martin Smith noted, was “the kind played with a hard ball.”8 A 

California Magazine article added, “Burton has dedicated his life to reform, but there is 

an uneasy tension between the humanitarian ends he pursues and the ruthlessness with 

which he plies his trade.9” In 1982 he was described as having a reputation for being 

“tough with industries and others he opposed on environmental, labor and other 

issues.”10 The belligerence did not end with Burton. State Democratic party chairperson 

Nancy Pelosi was perhaps affected by the way conservatism was being portrayed as the 

‘tougher’ ideology when she declared that the Republicans “were acting like 

crybabies,” in their protests over redistricting.11 For their part, Republicans seemed 

surprised to find liberal politicians still had such teeth. Republican representative Bill 

                                                 
4 California Journal, April 1987: 203 
5 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 14 June 1980: 1614 
6 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 27 October 1982: 10 
7 California Journal, October 1982: 363 
8 Sacramento Bee, 13 September 1981: F2 
9 California Magazine, November 1981: 95 
10 San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, 26 September 1982: B7 
11 San Francisco Chronicle, 17 September 1981. Pelosi had a history of such belligerence. For example, 
she stated of Republican Party protests over the Democrats’ redistricting efforts in 1982 (see chapter 
three), “What we’re hearing from the Republicans… are the squeals of sore losers”(see San Francisco 
Chronicle, 7 October 1982: 13). 
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Thomas claimed his party was victim of a “very hard-nosed, cynical liberal 

reapportionment.”12

 

A second strand of conservative attack was to portray liberals as being less patriotic.13 

In 1981 James Watt famously said, “I don’t use the words ‘Democrats’ and 

‘Republicans’… it’s liberals and Americans.”14 Finally, liberalism was portrayed, and 

not just by conservatives, as being equated with a ‘misguided past.’ Two examples from 

political journals illustrate this. The first occurred when Congressional Quarterly wrote 

of an “intriguing new bloc” emerging in Congress, the ‘human needs’ Democrats.15 

However, these were not ‘new’ Democrats. While admitting that they did propose some 

new solutions, the article claimed “they sometimes sound like old-fashioned liberals.”16 

They wanted the Democratic Party to refocus on its traditional values rather than 

seeking new policies,17 a clear reaffirmation of New Deal and New Society liberalism.18 

Furthermore, they were critical of the neo-liberals, claiming the latter’s search for new 

ideas involved asking questions but not providing answers.19 In 1983, they were 

described as being “determined to write a ‘Democratic’ budget and take it as far as it 

will go.”20 Congressional Quarterly seemed somehow surprised to find that “their view 

may be in the majority on the Democratic side,”21 that most California Democrat 

members remained ideologically liberal. A year later, the journal deemed it necessary to 

tell its readers there remained, “Members such as… George Miller of California [who] 

believe first in drawing up a budget that expresses the Democratic Party’s traditional 

social values.”22 (Interestingly, during the 1982 elections, Democratic Party interests 

sent out a voter guide that had across the top portraits of Presidents Kennedy, Franklin 

                                                 
12 Sacramento Bee, 10 September 1981: 22 
13 Ronald Dworkin stated the reason for liberalism’s vulnerability to these attacks is that as a political 
philosophy it is caught between two “two more forthright positions;” the conservative who places liberty 
above equality and the radical for whom equality is pre-eminent. Occupying the middle position, 
liberalism is this seen as “wishy-washy” (see Ronald Dworkin, “Liberalism,” in Michael J. Sandel (ed), 
Liberalism and its Critics, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, U.K., 1984: 60). 
14 Los Angeles Times, 8 November 1981: V2 
15 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 February 1983: 359 
16 Ibid: 359 
17 Ibid: 359 
18 For example, the Economist stated of the United States in 1981, “where once and present liberals draw 
the line is at ending the federal government’s role in promoting redistributive justice” (see The 
Economist, 4 July 1981: 57). Although prominent political commentator Michael Barone stated, “by 
1977 the faith that government could solve all problems was vanishing, and both voters and politicians 
were increasingly sceptical of the efficacy of government action and open to arguments against it” (see 
Barone, Our Country: 562) this was demonstrably untrue of a large minority of California’s 
Representatives (see chapters four to eight). 
19 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 February 1983: 359 
20 Ibid: 359 
21 Ibid: 359 
22 Ibid, 11 February 1984: 291 
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D. Roosevelt and Truman, an implicit endorsement of the party’s New Deal and New 

Society legacy.23) 

 

The second example occurred when Phillip Burton died in 1983. In eulogising him, 

California Journal wrote, “his brand of liberalism was regarded as out of date and out 

of fashion.”24 But it might be asked, who considered it out of date? Burton was a 

powerful and effective legislator in Congress. His effect on national affairs was 

considerable; it was widely believed that few could have used the position so 

effectively. Every two years, his district returned him to Congress with a very large 

majority. Within Burton’s electorate the Bay Guardian wrote in 1982, “Phil and John 

Burton have consistently upheld the city’s banner as a center of progressive political 

concerns.”25 Moreover, when Burton was challenged for re-election in 1982, an 

umbrella of progressive groups rallied to give him massive grassroots support.  

 

The level of this support (which is detailed in chapter five’s examination of Burton’s 

1982 re-election bid) was quite extraordinary. The messages of support for Burton went 

beyond the normal exchanges that might be expected between powerful members of 

Congress and lobbying groups. They came from progressive groups who felt threatened 

by Reagan and who understood the importance of Burton’s efforts on their behalf. 

There was no indication that any of the progressive groups who supported him were 

pushing him to take new directions. Letters from the National Women’s Political 

Caucus and the Sierra Club show this.26 To the largest and most influential progressive 

interest groups in the country, Burton’s was a relevant and valued liberalism, and in this 

case the media was presenting a situation that did not exist in practice. 

 

Two questions need to be asked in relation to this media pressure on the Democrats to 

rethink their philosophical underpinnings. Firstly, did it reflect a similar pressure from 

the various electorates? In other words, were the voters really expecting a less liberal 

approach from the Democrats? Secondly, how did liberal Democratic politicians in 

California respond? These questions are addressed in chapters five to eight. 

                                                 
23 Mailer from Californians for Democratic Representation, 1435 S. La Cienega Blvd., LA, 90035, n.d., 
Institute of Government Studies, U.C. Berkeley 
24 California Journal, August 1983: 307 
25 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 17 March 1982: 7 
26 Michael McCloskey, letter to Phillip Burton, undated, Phillip Burton Papers, University of California 
at Berkeley and National Women’s Political Caucus San Francisco Chapter, letter to Phillip Burton, 
dated 22 September 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, University of California at Berkeley 
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Some accounts suggested the attack on liberalism’s image was successful.27 By the 

1980s, formerly avowed and prominent liberals were assiduously avoiding the term 

liberal.28 There is evidence of this in California. Los Angeles Representative Henry 

Waxman lamented in the 1970s that politicians were avoiding describing themselves as 

‘liberal,’ even though he and a handful of his colleagues continued to use the label to 

describe their own political philosophy.29 In mid 1981, California Journal made the 

point that State Assembly Speaker “Willie Brown is one of the few Democratic leaders 

these days willing to expound a liberal view on issues.”30 According to the San Jose 

Mercury News, not one of the Democrat candidates interviewed by the editorial board 

in 1982 had admitted to being a liberal.31 All preferred being described as ‘moderate.’ 

The News editor thought the political middle-ground had shifted: “What seems to have 

happened, however, is that the middle isn’t where it used to be; it’s way over on the 

right, relatively speaking, thanks to Ronald Reagan and neo-conservatives who have 

succeeded in making ‘liberal’ a dirty word.”32  

 

However, the News did not say who was interviewed. The reality was that numerous 

California Representatives continued to describe themselves as liberals; for example, 

Don Edwards called himself a “classical liberal,”33 while others such as Miller, Mervyn 

Dymally and Phil Burton did not shy away from the description,34 and clearly many of 

California’s Democratic Representatives remained very liberal into the 1980s (see 

chapters four to eight). Yet, at this time, California’s liberalism was often overlooked. 

 

Sunbelt conservatism 

 

In the post-Second World War years many thousands of Americans migrated from the 

mid-West and Northeast of the country to the South and Southwest. In 1969, political 

strategist Kevin Phillips coined the term ‘Sun Belt’ (now usually written ‘Sunbelt’), 

                                                 
27 Alan Brinkley has been a prominent arguer that the problems of liberalism lie in its image, not the 
reality, which is that on several levels it remains a successful political movement in the United States (see 
Brinkley, “Dilemmas of Modern Liberalism:” 289). 
28 Ibid: 286 
29 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 4 January 1975: 8
30 California Journal, June 1981: 194 
31 San Jose Mercury News, 1 October 1982: 6B 
32 Ibid. Even within the Republican Party the term was used derogatorily. In the 1982 campaign, 
senatorial candidate Pete Wilson derided his primary opponent, fellow Republican Paul McCloskey, as a 
‘liberal’ during public debate (see San Francisco Chronicle, 5 June 1982: 30). 
33 San Jose Mercury News, 20 October 1982: 10B 
34 See, for Miller, Oakland Tribune, 18 October 1982: 8, Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 31 
March 1984: 701; for Dymally, Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 19 May 1984: 1160 and for 
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referring to an area stretching from Florida across to southern California.35 The Sunbelt 

grew in political strength as reapportioning after each ten-yearly census transferred 

seats in the House of Representatives from the north to the south and southwest. 

California, which had 38 seats in the House in 1961, would send a delegation of 45 in 

1983. (By contrast, over the same period, New York’s congressional representation 

dropped from 43 to 36.)  

 

The perception was that the Sunbelt states were more conservative by nature than their 

northern counterparts and that therefore the migration of voters would increase the 

overall conservatism of the United States. Certainly Phillips believed this was the case 

but the feeling was evident right across the political sphere. In 1975, liberal journalist 

Kirkpatrick Sale claimed that the population shift to the Sunbelt threatened progressive 

politics in the United States.36 His book was popular and the thesis widely credited. 

Then, just before the 1982 midterm elections Tim Rutten, the editor of the Los Angeles 

Times opinion section, wrote that “Republican power has shifted decisively to the Sun 

Belt and, therefore, to California.”37 Writing years later, historian Brinkley claimed, 
the dramatic rise of the right in the last half century may owe more to the West than any 

other region. Of the most successful national conservative leaders of the postwar era—

Barry Goldwater, George Wallace, Richard Nixon, and Ronald Reagan—all but Wallace 

were westerners.38

 

Offering further explanation for Reagan’s election, Phillips published a column in the 

Los Angeles Herald-Examiner in January 1981. He wrote, “Northern city after Northern 

city has been drained as citizens flee the Four Horsemen of persisting liberal policy 

failures.”39 For both the earlier broad assessments and this new, more specific one, 

Phillips’s implication was that since the population of the Sunbelt was growing, its 

political power was increasing and since it was a politically conservative region, this 

growing political power would be conservative.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
Burton, Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report: 16 April 1983: 739 where he was said to be “An 
unabashed liberal… a close ally of organized labor and a champion of the poor and elderly.” 
35 Kevin Phillips, The Emerging Republican Majority, Arlington House, New York, U.S.A., 1969 
36 Kirkpatrick Sale, Power Shift: The Rise of the Southern Rim and its Challenge to the Eastern 
Establishment, Vintage Books, New York, 1976 
37 Los Angeles Times, 31 October 1982: IV2 
38 Brinkley, Liberalism and Its Discontents: 285 
39 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 10 January 1981: 11. The migration of which Phillips wrote was 
apparent in the 1980 census, which showed that 55 percent of California’s residents had been born out of 
the state and 20 percent were foreign born (see New York Times, 27 October 1982: 20). 
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This idea seemed to come to fruition in California at the beginning of the 1980s with 

the defeat of three long-serving Democrat congressmen – Lionel Van Deerlin in San 

Diego and Jim Lloyd and James Corman in the suburbs around Los Angeles. In each 

case the losses could be attributed to local causes. However, they were also seen as 

symptomatic of the declining fortunes of the Democratic Party which, rightly or not, 

was tied to liberal issues from the broad (government spending), to the specific (for 

example, bussing, which had a negative impact on Corman in particular). California 

Journal wrote that the defeats of Van Deerlin and the most senior Democratic state 

senator, liberal Albert Rodda, “sent additional shock waves” through a Democratic 

Party already shaken by the election of Reagan and the loss of control of the senate.40 

California’s Democratic Party chairman, Richard O’Neill, ended up forecasting the 

possibility of a decade of Republican ascendancy.41

 

Thus, as the new Congress was convening in Washington, the impression held by many 

in California was that the 1980 election results revealed a major conservative shift in 

voter sentiment in that state. The implication was that deeper factors were at play than 

just the personal negative perception of Carter that led to the landslide vote in favour of 

Reagan in the presidential election. The political debate was therefore affected as the 

liberal crisis assumed its own reality. 

 

This was evident in the national left-liberal press. Writing in Dissent, Dennis Wrong 

answered the question he had posed himself, “How critical is our condition?” by 

saying, “I do not recall a time when the prospects for the left in American have looked 

quite so dim.”42 A year later, in the same periodical, Michael Harrington stated “The 

American welfare state is in a profound crisis...”43 Liberal economist and former Carter 

adviser, Alfred Kahn, wrote in March 1981 “It was already clear, long before the 

debacle of November 4th, that America’s Democratic party, and especially its liberal 

wing, was in for a long period of soul-searching.”44 A few months later, The Nation 

argued that there was concern Governor Jerry Brown could not carry California “in 

today’s ultraconservative climate.”45 On the other hand, Gary Orren and E.J. Dionne 

argued that the 1980 vote was influenced not by an ideological shift but mainly by 

                                                 
40 California Journal, vol. 12, no. 2, February 1981: 71 
41 San Francisco Chronicle, 9 November 1980: 13 
42 Dennis H. Wrong, “How Critical is Our Condition: A Look at the Left and Liberals in America,” 
Dissent, vol. 28, no. 4, Fall 1981 
43 Michael Harrington, “A Path for America: Proposals from the Democratic Left,” Dissent, vol. 29, no. 
4, Fall 1982: 405 
44 The Economist, 7 March 1981: 23 
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economic conditions and disapproval of Carter’s performance.46 Liberalism looked to 

be in poor shape because, rightly or wrongly, Republicans had linked it successfully 

with the Carter Administration.47 They concluded that the electorate was in a process of 

de-alignment, rather than realignment.48

 

Liberal representation in Sunbelt California 

 

The evidence suggests the forecasts for California at least were astray in the longer 

term. Historically, it has not always been the case that immigrants are naturally imbued 

with the politics of the region to which they move.49 Clearly, many people moving to 

California took with them, and kept, liberal attitudes. Phillips wrote of fleeing citizens 

but simplified the reasons for their flight. People who move home are both emigrants 

and immigrants. In the Herald Examiner article, Phillips saw only emigrants, ascribing 

the migration to just one ‘push’ factor. Many moved for more prosaic reasons, the ‘pull’ 

factors such as the weather and job opportunities.50  

 

Authors, like Phillips, offering political definitions have included conservatism as an 

intrinsic characteristic of the Sunbelt.51 In other words, they have made it a political 

concept as much as geographic or economic. However, the approach should be from the 

other direction. Using internally consistent historic, geographic, climatic and economic 

definitions parts of the Sunbelt can be shown to be politically different from what was 

stated. For instance, the famously liberal San Francisco and the Bay Area must be 

included in the Sunbelt, and although many authors do not do so it can be shown they 

are tailoring the definition to suit themselves. Put simply, they exclude such areas 

because they do not fit the political definition they wish to project for the Sunbelt even 

though they fit every other definition. Significantly for this study, in 1982 Rutten 

                                                                                                                                               
45 The Nation, 9 May 1981: 563 
46 Gary Orren and E.J. Dionne, “The Next New Deal,” Working Papers for a New Society, vol. 8, no. 3, 
1981: 26 
47 Ibid: 27 
48 Ibid: 27 
49 For example, white southerners took their racial attitudes into the West with them in the nineteenth 
century, so that several states passed racial exclusion laws in the 1880s and 1890s on the back of an 
influx of immigrant votes. 
50 Interestingly, historian H.W. Brands, writing on the decline of liberalism, notes, perhaps inadvertently, 
“white Southerners… were the key to the Republicans’ emerging Sunbelt majority” (see Brands, The 
Strange Death of American Liberalism: 114). This suggests Sunbelt conservatism was innate, and 
therefore the idea that by moving to the south and west disaffected northerners were adding to the 
political weight of that conservatism, and thus swinging the whole balance of United States politics, is 
not proved. 
51 For example, Phillips described the city of Los Angeles as ‘conservative’ (see Phillips, The Emerging 
Republican Majority: 439) yet as noted Carter carried it in 1980. 
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referred to all of California as being Sunbelt,52 and although not all commentators went 

that far, they all included southern California.53

 

If the Sunbelt is to be considered uniformly conservative, then vast populations within 

it must be excluded on very tenuous grounds, and this undermines the arguments about 

its growing political strength. Conversely, if the Bay Area region, along with much of 

Los Angeles and inner city San Diego, is considered part of the Sunbelt, as it should be, 

then clearly the Sunbelt contains hundreds of thousands of liberal voters. Although the 

                                                 
52 Los Angeles Times, 31 October 1982: IV2 
53 The Sunbelt is not an official region as defined by the United States Bureau of the Census. A clear 
geographic or socio-economic definition would be very helpful for this study but none exists. Rice and 
Bernard (1983) used the first seven pages of a book they wrote on the Sunbelt discussing a definition of 
the region (see Richard M. Bernard and Bradley R. Rice (eds), Sunbelt Cities: Politics and Growth Since 
World War II, University of Texas Press, Austin, Texas, U.S.A., 1983). They finally settled on including 
southern California in the Sunbelt, but not the north of the state. They also note that other definitions 
have included all of the state and that any definition is still open to interpretation. Exclusion of the Bay 
Area region in studies of the Sunbelt is not uncommon. By most definitions authors themselves have put 
forward – geographic, socio-economic and climatic – the southern Bay Area based around San Jose and 
Silicon Valley, the East Bay suburbs and the suburbs of Sacramento should all be included in the 
Sunbelt. It can be shown that many writings on the Sunbelt offer contradictory and inconsistent 
definitions of the region. 

Weinstein and Firestine define the Sunbelt as including Maryland, Delaware and Kentucky but 
allow only southern California (see Bernard L. Weinstein and Robert E. Firestine, Regional Growth and 
Decline in the United States: The Rise of the Sunbelt and the Decline of the Northeast, Praeger 
Publishers, New York, U.S.A., 1978). Yet both Maryland and Delaware are entirely north of San 
Francisco. Sawers and Tabb, on the other hand, specifically include the Bay Area, and their book 
contains a chapter studying the Silicon Valley (see Larry Sawers and William K. Tabb (eds), 
Sunbelt/Snowbelt: Urban Development and Regional Restructuring, Oxford University Press, New York, 
U.S.A., 1984). San Francisco receives the same average annual rainfall as, for example, Abilene in 
central Texas and less than half that of most states of the old South. Average summer and winter 
temperatures in the East Bay, Sacramento and the Central Valley north and south of Sacramento are the 
same as across much of the South from Arizona to the Carolinas. 

The same pattern applies when using socio-economic definitions of the Sunbelt that are based 
on rapid population and economic growth and reliance on high technology and defence industries. 
Between 1970 and 1980, the population of Sacramento grew by 26.7 percent; San Jose grew by 21.6 
percent; the Vallejo-Fairfield-Napa region around the north-east Bay Area by 34.3 percent; Santa Rosa, 
north of the Bay Area, grew by 46.3 percent. Booming a little earlier, the population of the suburban 
fringe of the San Francisco-Oakland region grew by 31.9 percent between 1960 and 1970. The cities of 
Contra Costa County in the East Bay Area match these rates. In the decade to 1980, Concord grew by 
21.2 percent and Antioch by 52.1 percent. These are Sunbelt rates of growth.  

The economy of the region is also typically Sunbelt. Much of the economic power of the Bay 
Area region is based on defence expenditure and high-technology industries. The former includes the 
Oakland naval base and the Livermore research centre and the latter is, of course, based around the 
electronics industries of Silicon Valley. Here, too, there are inconsistencies of definition. For example, 
Rice and Bernard wrote of the sudden change in defence spending patterns which occurred during World 
War Two resulting in “warm weather coastal cities [becoming] centers of naval construction” (see 
Bernard and Bradley (eds), Sunbelt Cities: 12) They refer specifically to San Diego but while Oakland 
would seem to fit this category, they would exclude it because it is in the north of the state. The problem 
for conservatives was that using consistent definitions meant that their Sunbelt included vast liberal 
and/or poor areas, the kind of ‘welfare’ areas from which, not to which, voters were fleeing.  

It is true that one important economic feature that usually helps define the Sunbelt did not apply; 
most states in the Sunbelt were differentiated from those in the Northeast by their lower tax rates. 
California was considered a high tax state but obviously southern California was equally affected by state 
tax-rates so this did not disqualify the Bay Area. Proposition 13 in 1978, which may be seen as an 
attempt by voters to push for Sunbelt levels of taxation, was strongly backed in many of the Bay Area 
suburbs.  
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political commentary California Journal noted as early as April 1979 that politicians 

representing the Californian suburbs needed to mask their liberalism,54 many Sunbelt 

congressmen in California remained among the most liberal in the nation. For example, 

Democrat Don Edwards campaigned in 1980 as “a traditional Democrat,” who 

“believe[d] in equal opportunities for women and minorities, for good education, for 

world peace, for the United Nations.”55 He represented a southern Bay Area seat that 

was typically Sunbelt (in terms of economy, population growth and climate) yet he won 

62.1 percent of his district’s vote.  

 

Furthermore, the claims made about the Sunbelt seem to exclude the possibility of there 

being large minority populations within.56 The climate, the influx of migrants during the 

middle years of the twentieth century, the reliance on high-tech jobs – in this case in 

aerospace industries – are all as true for the African American-dominated parts of Los 

Angeles as for the rest of the Sunbelt. Jimmy Carter carried Los Angeles in 198057 – 

winning overwhelmingly in four minority districts and narrowly in several others. In 

all, Reagan lost in eight of California’s 45 congressional districts, and won narrowly in 

three others.   

 

Ironically, as Phillips was making his pronouncements there is reason to believe 

California was becoming more liberal, not conservative. Chapter four will show how 

the California Democratic congressional delegation became more liberal in the late 

1970s. It is also notable that California voted for the Republican presidential candidate 

in ten of the eleven elections up to and including 1988 (the exception was 1964) but 

voted for the Democratic candidate in the next four elections, 1992 to 2004.58 Even 

archetypically Sunbelt, conservative Orange Country became relatively less 

conservative due to immigration during the 1970s (albeit some of it intrastate).59 One 

explanation for the growing liberalism of the West, an explanation entirely overlooked 

by Phillips, is the strength of the environmental movement, which began in the West,60 

and continued to play a major role in the region’s politics, influencing the national stage 

                                                 
54 California Journal, April 1979: 132 
55 San Jose Mercury News, 5 November 1980: 6 
56 Phillips mentions the presence of “local Negro, Latin-American and Jewish minority groups” (see 
Phillips, The Emerging Republican Majority: 440) but does not consider that these populations were also 
expanding, and influencing Southern California’s politics. 
57 Los Angeles Times, 16 November 1980: VI1 
58 New York Times, 19 January 1981: IV11, New York Times 27 October 1982: 20 and website 
http://www.presidentelect.org/index.html; access gained on 30 January 2006 
59 California Journal, February 1981: 80, Los Angeles Times, 7 July 1982: II1 
60 Smith, et al., Reagan the Man, the President: 38 

http://www.presidentelect.org/index.html
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(see also chapter eleven). Reagan may have carried California in 1980 but by the 

middle of the next year, and following Interior Secretary James Watt’s decision to grant 

offshore oil exploration leases, Republican popularity was “plummeting” in the West.61 

Such was the strength of feeling, that when polled in September 1982 a large majority 

of Californians took the decidedly liberal position of saying they favoured protecting 

the environment even at the cost of slowing the economy and losing some jobs.62

 

Although the defeats of the three Representatives described above looked like 

vindication for Phillips, this was not how it was read prior to the election. For example, 

judging by the 1980 campaign neither political party saw ahead of the election the 

potential electoral re-alignment of Van Deerlin’s Sunbelt seat. An eighteen-year veteran 

of Congress, Van Deerlin was well-entrenched, winning re-election with 76 percent in 

1976 and 73.7 percent in 1978. Until the last weeks of the 1980 campaign he was 

considered almost certain to be re-elected. A good indicator of this was that in a pre-

election analysis published on the eleventh of October, Congressional Quarterly 

assessed Van Deerlin’s district as “safe Democratic,”63 and even afterwards it was 

stated, “the GOP establishment did not consider [Republican challenger Duncan 

Hunter’s] campaign a good investment until the final weeks.”64 Hunter was forced to 

largely finance his own campaign, and he made comments that indicate that the state’s 

Republican Party leadership was not anticipating increasing conservative strength in the 

state. According to Hunter,  
It was tough trying to convince the Republicans I could beat Lionel Van Deerlin... Too 

many Republicans don’t realize that you can win in these areas if you get out and talk to 

the people... I told them back in March that I could win... When they finally came in, we 

were already ahead.65

 

As a result of looking at Sunbelt migration in a narrow frame, Phillips, like other 

commentators before and since, seemed oblivious to the strength and influence of 

pockets of liberalism in the largest state toward which the citizens were ‘fleeing.’ 

Prognoses of Sunbelt politics made in the 1970s can be shown to be not always 

accurate, but as suggested by Sale’s comments, liberals themselves were often blind to 

                                                 
61 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 11 July 1981: 1258 
62 San Francisco Chronicle, 23 September 1982: 60 
63 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 11 October 1980: 2998 
64 California Journal, February 1981: 73 
65 Ibid. 
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the strength of Sunbelt liberalism.66 Brinkley’s claims about leadership may be true but 

do not address whether the support they received also came most strongly from the 

West.  

 

Other examples show how California’s liberalism was misdiagnosed. When the 

American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) won a 

significant 1983 election it was largely ignored, because, by one account, “It took place 

in the ‘Sunbelt,’ where unions are supposedly ineffective and unpopular.”67 In 1982, the 

Sacramento Bee had written of the nuclear freeze campaign (see chapter twelve), 
An important facet of the peace movement has been the degree to which Boston and 

Cambridge have been its breeding ground... That is a traditional role for an area that has 

long been a center of liberal political thought and activity.68

Yet California provided the lead in bringing the nuclear freeze issue into the public 

consciousness. Despite the strength of liberalism in California that will become 

apparent in this thesis, Los Angeles resident Ralph Sonenshein, writing on his city’s 

politics in 1992, stated “New York City is the spiritual center of American 

liberalism.”69

 

In 1983, National Journal described minority congressman Ronald Dellums, who 

represented inner-city Oakland and Berkeley, as “a self-styled radical.”70 However, the 

legislative records of George Miller, Pete Stark and Don Edwards, who represented the 

largely middle- to upper middle-class white suburbs of the East Bay, were at least as 

liberal (see chapter four, in particular table 4.4). Clearly, despite equalling the voting 

record of Dellums, they could not be described as ‘radical’ because white suburbs do 

not elect radicals to Congress. 

 

Robert Matsui and Vic Fazio from the Sacramento area and Tom Lantos and Norman 

Mineta, who represented South Bay districts, were not as liberal as the four 

congressmen named above but by national standards they were still very liberal. After 

the 1982 election, Los Angeles would send thirteen Democrats to Congress. Some of 

                                                 
66 Not everyone was blind to the strength of liberalism in California at this time. For example the Harvey 
Milk Gay Democratic Club sent out messages in support of Phillip Burton in 1982 that noted California 
“is one of the most liberal states in the country” (see Gay Vote: News from the Harvey Milk Gay 
Democratic Club, Special Issue, October 1982: 1). 
67 Dissent, Fall 1983: 423 
68 Sacramento Bee, 11 June 1982: 14 
69 Sonenshein, Politics in Black and White: 231. Writing three years earlier, Michael Barone gave a 
differing perspective. He declared that New York’s problems in the 1970s saw it retreat from the 
liberalism it had once led (see Barone, Our Country: 567). 
70 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 98 
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these could not be considered liberals and some represented inner-city constituents. 

However, Tony Beilenson, Howard Berman, Mel Levine and George Brown all had 

white Sunbelt suburbs within their districts and all were very liberal. These 

congressional Democrats showed the way to liberal Sunbelt representation.71 They were 

able to do this partly through reapportionment (the change in political representation 

brought about by changing populations) and the benefits of personal reputations, but 

equally as important, they were a force because more voters were more liberal than was 

credited. Reagan remained personally popular in California in the early 1980s, but his 

economic policies were opposed by a majority of voters72 – hardly a vindication of 

Phillips’s theories.73

 

The California liberal press, the 1980 elections, the Reagan Administration’s first 

budget and the ‘future of liberalism’ 

 

Of California’s liberal dailies the Bee papers and the Oakland Tribune endorsed Carter, 

the Los Angeles Times and the Los Angeles Herald Examiner made no presidential 

                                                 
71 The perception that liberalism was more of a northeast phenomenon and that a welfare bureaucracy 
was more necessary and even more natural there had very real effects on government policy and the 
country’s economics. For example, at the end of the 1970s, in response to the second oil shortage of that 
decade, Congress passed a landmark bill to help poor people pay their power bills. Across the Midwest 
and Northeast, welfare recipients were slated to receive up to $250 each. In California, there was less 
demand for oil (for heating), but even then there was an expectation that welfare clients there would 
receive $85 each. Instead, they go $44. The result was that the state, with ten percent of the nation’s 
poor, received four percent of the $1.8 billion allocated (see California Journal, January 1980: 43). At the 
start of the Carter administration’s four years in office, California was receiving back $1.13 for each tax 
dollar paid to the federal government. When Carter left office in 1981, that figure had been reduced to 98 
cents. This was due to more than the tenacity of ‘Frostbelt’ – the nation’s North East and Mid West – 
legislators fighting for their constituents. While the Californian delegation might lobby well for subsidies 
to agribusiness and aerospace industries, it was less effective in fighting for federal dollars for the poor. 
As California Journal noted wryly; “Californians are not at ease with poverty; it goes against some of 
their most cherished myths” (see Ibid, October 1980: 407). California was therefore affected by the 
variance between the image and the reality of liberalism. Evidently, it was somehow believed that the big 
Sunbelt cities had less need for programs of government assistance. 
72 New York Times, 7 May 1982: 31, Los Angeles Times, 28 October 1982: 7 
73 Phillips now claims that after 1980 he was “generally acknowledged as the Republican party’s 
principal electoral theoretician” and that in 1993 in reviewing his 1993 book, Boiling Point, the New 
York Times Book Review noted that “through more than 25 years of analysis and predictions, nobody has 
been as transcendentally right about the outlines of American political change as Kevin Phillips” (see the 
websites http://www.americandynasty.net/kp.htm and http://www.americantheocracy.net/; access gained 
on 4 April 2006).  
Interestingly, Phillips has resiled from his claims about California. Repeatedly in The Emerging Majority 
he claimed that California was the key to the Sunbelt’s conservatism. For example, he said, “California’s 
sun precincts have more influence than most because of their solidifying control over the destinies of the 
largest state in the Union (see Phillips, The Emerging Republican Majority: 436) and “Nowhere in the 
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endorsement, while the San Jose Mercury News endorsed John Anderson.74 Not 

surprisingly, the Sun Reporter was responsible for one of the more unusual 

endorsements before the 1980 election, urging a vote for the Citizen’s Party presidential 

nominee, Barry Commoner, who ran with a socialistic platform. The Bay Guardian was 

notably pragmatic. Despite the fact that progressives were dismayed over Carter’s turn 

to the right through 1978 and 1979, the paper declared itself ‘reluctantly’ for Carter, 

claiming that, “Ronald Reagan must be defeated.”75 Democrat senator Alan Cranston 

and the incumbent Democratic congressmen around the state also received near-

unanimous support from the liberal papers. 

 

Generally the liberal papers did not concede that Republican successes in 1980 were 

proof of a seismic shift in American politics. An early post-1980 election editorial in 

the Oakland Tribune claimed, 
Except among hard-core conservative voters, Ronald Reagan did not inspire great 

enthusiasm... it would be a mistake for Reagan and his supporters to jump to the 

conclusion that they have won a mandate to try to swing the country to the right.76

The editors of the Sacramento Bee tended to agree: 

However much the [presidential] candidates differed on issues, there seems to be little in 

the campaign or the voters’ response to the candidates that can now be regarded as a clear 

signal to those whom they elected about the things that matter most, the economy, national 

security, energy, foreign policy.77  

Then followed a clarification of the issues the paper considered important; reform of 

the political system to make it more effective and accountable, the re-establishment of 

America’s influence abroad and security at home, the restoration of social and 

economic justice as a national priority and a setting of priorities for government 

expenditure. Most of all, the editors wanted “to reinvent the future that we seem to have 

lost so irretrievably in the past few years.”78 While the Sacramento Bee did not declare 

its feelings about Reagan’s victory her sister paper the Fresno Bee made its feelings 

very clear: “Ronald Reagan was not our candidate; we had deep misgivings about him, 

and we can’t pretend that we don’t have misgivings now.”79

 

                                                                                                                                               
However, in advertising his most recent books, Phillips claims he “predicted a new era of GOP control of 
the presidency based on the realignment of the South” with no mention that when he coined the term 
‘Sun belt’ in 1969 he focussed on the South and the West.  
74 California Journal, October 1981: 365, San Jose Mercury News, 2 November 1980: 10B 
75 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 23 October 1980: 5 
76 Oakland Tribune, 5 November 1980: 14 
77 Sacramento Bee, 5 November 1980: 8 
78 Ibid: 8 
79 Fresno Bee, 6 November 1980: 10 
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The Los Angeles Times stated that economic factors had been the main determinant of 

the 1980 vote and insisted that the results did not constitute a mandate for the New 

Right.80 A year later, when the policies of Interior Secretary James Watt created 

widespread controversy, the editors added that his views were also not given voter 

approval in November 1980.81 Nevertheless, the paper conceded that liberals, and 

particularly African American liberals, were “consumed with gloom and despair” at the 

prospect of the Reagan Administration’s tenure.82 The San Jose Mercury News read the 

results differently. The editors noted that there had been a decisive change in the 

political landscape: “we have changed course as a nation. The manifestations of that 

change certainly will be major. Possibly they will be historic, a watershed in how we 

run the country...”83  

 

In the months that followed, editors began to write in much more pessimistic terms on 

the state of liberalism. The San Francisco Bay Guardian started the trend. In mid 

November 1980, journalist Alan Kay declared that the New Deal coalition was dead 

and argued that progressives, at least in San Francisco, had been too disorganised, at 

odds with one another. He declared “single-issue liberal politics in the Eighties will 

be... a face-saving, seemingly pure way of admitting defeat” (although he noted “a 

sense of energy in the air”).84 The following week the paper printed an article by Tom 

Hayden heralding the “Death of New Deal Liberalism.”85  

 

Hayden was everywhere in 1980-81 prognosticating on the state of liberalism, and a 

brief synopsis of his assessment follows.86 First, he was unequivocal:  
What the conservatives called ‘bleeding heart liberalism’ finally hemorrhaged and died in 

1980… 

[The] liberalism of the Democratic Party, the New Deal, the Great Society, the Americans 

for Democratic Action, the A.F.L-C.I.O., and the American Civil Liberties Union… finally 

fell before Reagan’s conservative army.87

 

                                                 
80 Los Angeles Times, 19 November 1980: II10 
81 Ibid, 8 November 1981: V2 
82 Ibid, 11 November 1980 
83 San Jose Mercury News, 6 November 1980: 10B 
84 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 13 November 1980: 7 
85 Ibid, 20 November 1980: 9 
86 Brief, because for the most part Hayden remains outside the subject matter of this thesis. Although his 
star as a state politician was on the rise (he ran successfully for the State Assembly in 1982) it is not the 
intention of this thesis to look at state politics, and although he was moving towards the mainstream of 
liberal politics (see California Journal, January 1982: 13), he was not yet there. 
87 The Nation, 21 February 1981: 206, 209 
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Hayden stated the reasons for liberalism’s demise were firstly that conservative forces 

had superior finances, organisation and control of the media, but also, and more 

importantly, liberalism clung to outmoded programs and an anachronistic world view.88 

Hayden challenged the Democratic Party to adopt new policies and programs in order 

to become relevant again. He claimed that liberals had lost control of important issues 

to the conservatives while alienating suburban taxpayers by continuing to advocate the 

expansion of government programs and blue-collar voters by failing to guarantee 

economic security.89 He then warned that a return to New Deal liberalism would further 

hobble the Democratic Party.90 Significantly, early in 1981, Southern California 

Democratic Party chairman Peter Kelly gave an analysis not much different to 

Hayden’s: “We used the same old issues and ignored the economy, crime and 

inflation.”91

 

Another prominent analysis of the state of liberalism in the immediate aftermath of the 

1980 elections came from Jerry Brown, who provided his own forum in his publication 

Cornerstones. Brown was asked specifically (and may well have set up the question 

himself) whether the 1980 election signalled the rejection of liberal doctrine, as many 

commentators were suggesting.92 He did not think so, saying that liberalism was too 

multifaceted for the 1980 results to be a clear indication that liberal philosophy was 

rejected. Instead, he thought the election of Reagan and the Republican congressional 

triumphs owed more to prevailing economic conditions. Interestingly, while Brown 

believed that liberalism had evolved greatly since the 1930s he stated the New Deal 

model could remain as a guiding principle for liberalism in the 1980s, but at least one 

liberal California Representative was quoted as having rejected the underlying 

principles of the New Deal. In 1980, the San Jose Mercury News noted a campaign 

claim from local congressman Norman Mineta: “he has put aside some of his earlier 

New Deal liberalism and taken a more pragmatic stand on economic issues.”93  

 

Soon after, in March 1981, the Los Angeles Times wrote of the “shock” of the 1980s 

elections, and called the Democrats the “Petrified Party,” asking if it could ever re-

                                                 
88 The Wall Street Journal, 14 November 1980 
89 Ibid
90 Ibid. In both the Wall Street Journal and the Nation, Hayden offered his alternative prescriptions, but 
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establish itself.94 It strongly implied that for the Democratic Party the past adherence to 

the Great Society programs formulated in the 1960s was no longer viable, saying that 

the one position that held the party together, “economic protection,” had been 

destroyed. With this destruction, the Democratic Party had lost the support of the 

majority of blue-collar voters.95

 

Finding “abject fear” among congressional Democrats, it opined that they “really have 

no alternative to offer.”96 The Oakland Tribune followed soon after by asking “What 

happened to Liberalism?”97 It answered its own question: “the well-nigh universal view 

of the [1980] elections [was a] victory for conservatism, a defeat for liberalism.”98 

While many blamed a changing economy for the problems of liberalism, the Tribune 

article looked at deeper causes, and gave a bleak assessment:  
[Liberalism’s] idealism, which once raised hope and exalted the spirit, seems transformed 

into a hopeless utopianism, nurturing and nurtured by an insatiable discontent. Sympathy 

for the down-trodden and oppressed seems to have evolved into bitter envy of the 

successful and the well-to-do... Instead of healing the body politic, liberalism now appears 

to sow dissension, setting female against male, black against white, renter against landlord, 

employee against employer, as if there were no common good in which all could share 

alike... liberalism has become as disheartening as it is disheartened.99

These articles suggested that the public image of both liberalism and Democrats in 

Congress were at their lowest ebb since the 1930s. 

 

The smaller liberal press was not so awestruck. The Bay Guardian positioned itself 

from the outset to elucidate an opposition to the New Right. In January, it editorialised:  
Today, as Reagan assumes the presidency with plans for precipitously increasing military 

expenditures and drastically cutting federal urban and social service programs, we are 

renewing our commitment to address the coming crises and help provide the political 

alternatives to carry us through the 1980s.100  

The Guardian’s counterpart the Los Angeles Weekly vented its spleen at Reagan’s 

advisers and financial supporters. In a very partisan and personalised attack, but also 

one that firmly supported the welfare system, the editor declared:  
they are the people most of us grew up despising... We knew that their social visions were 

contemptible, that their economic theories produced a bad economy and human misery, but 
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we felt safe because they weren’t our visions or those of our neighbours. They weren’t us. 

Except now, of course, judging by the polls, they are us. Collectively, we have bought 

their vision and champion their champion... What Reagan is doing is, in some 

immeasurable part, the vengeance of the powerful against the weak for trying to protect 

themselves (with their votes) by supporting the creation of government institutions that 

channel survival money to them.101

 

Gradually the bigger liberal-moderate papers followed suit in reacting to Reagan’s 

economic proposals, if not in the same style as the Weekly. Something of a turning 

point was reached when Reagan’s first budget was presented in March 1981. Although 

drastic enough that it seemed to be the scenario liberals had feared, it also made the 

New Right agenda more concrete and offered a target. This was evident in the press, 

which began to articulate alternatives to the new administration’s policies. 

 

Most of the major California newspapers championed the poor against the effects of 

Reagan’s economic programs. For instance, the Sacramento Bee cited surveys that 

showed that hunger in America had virtually disappeared between the introduction of 

the program in 1969 and a second survey conducted in 1979. The editorial noted the 

need for a centralised policy to combat hunger; “if a choice must be made between 

hunger and deficit spending, a humane government would choose debt every time.”102 

Later editorials decried cuts to food programs and other proposed changes to the 

welfare system.103  

 

The Oakland Tribune argued, “The country did not get into its present economic mess 

because the poor stole from the rich. It would be a bad idea, then, and a cruel one, to 

heap on them the burden of getting the economy in motion again,”104 and then 

editorialised against cuts to programs that benefited the poor while those for the 

middle-class were left untouched, noting that “Reagan’s budget puts cruel burdens on 

those who can bear them least.”105 The Sun Reporter urged America’s 26 million 

African Americans into “A struggle against the Republican Party,”106 while the Los 

Angeles Herald Examiner stated that Reagan’s recent indictment of the ‘Great Society’ 

went “too far,” by ignoring “the many positive contributions of the Great Society to the 

                                                 
101 Los Angeles Weekly, 8 May 1981: 3, 56 
102 Sacramento Bee, 7 February 1981: B10 
103 Ibid, 2 January 1982: B6 and Ibid, 1 April 1982: B6 
104 Oakland Tribune, 20 February 1981: 14 
105 Ibid, 12 March 1981: 10 
106 Sun Reporter, 19 February 1981: 9 



46 

great American experiment.”107 The Bay Guardian wrote that, “Ronald Reagan’s 

budget proposals… are simple and they are bad.”108 When Reagan handed down his 

second budget in early 1982, the Bee called it a “Budget of Illusions”109 and the 

Oakland Tribune declared it was, “a dream document. It will comfort the sleep of 

generals and admirals but give nightmares to the rest of the country.110  

 

Social Security, the mainstay of the New Deal and virtually untouchable politically 

since the 1930s, came under attack from a number of liberal papers. The Mercury News 

advocated bringing into the system almost six million employees of government and 

non-profit organisations, tying future increases to wages rather than the Consumer Price 

Index, ending certain subsidies and consideration of raising the retirement age. The 

Tribune called for closer examination of the growing expenditure on both Social 

Security and defence programs, (the two components of the federal budget that were the 

most politically insulated), but also of Medicare and veterans’ benefits.111 The paper’s 

editor described the latter two programs as welfare for the middle-class and noted they 

were more expensive and growing faster than programs designed explicitly to help the 

poor. He also argued that Reagan’s agenda represented a radical, not conservative, 

ideology.112  

 

Coinciding with the first Reagan budget, the Los Angeles Times conducted a poll on 

attitudes to Reagan’s policies. Half of those interviewed believed that people earning 

less than $10 000 per year should be helped the most and only three percent believed 

that those earning over $30 000 should be the main beneficiaries. It did not appear that 

too many people were convinced by the supply-side, trickle down economic theory. 

Just over half of the respondents thought that it was the people earning over $30 000 

who would actually benefit most, compared to six percent who said the poorest (earning 

less than $10 000) would receive the greatest benefit. Despite this, 56 percent of those 

polled indicated their approval of the Reagan proposals, compared to only 19 percent 

who expressed outright disapproval. If only one in five voters viewed Reagan’s 

proposals negatively, the ramifications for a congressional opposition were clear. Those 

in Congress who held marginal seats were at risk of alienating voters if they were seen 
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as blocking the president’s agenda unnecessarily,113 a fact that was significant for a 

number of Californian congressional Democrats who were clearly to the left of their 

electorates (see chapters five to eight). 

 

Tellingly, the reaction to Reagan’s proposals to remove many of the regulations which 

had been legislated to protect consumers and the environment was more widespread, 

with criticism coming from less overtly liberal sectors (this theme will be returned to in 

chapter eleven). The Mercury News asked, “How much is a clear blue sky or the 

exhilaration of rafting down a free-flowing river worth? How high a price should we 

put on the crystal-clear waters of Tahoe?”114 In no way could these be constructed as 

issues affecting the ‘working poor.’ The News’s editors wanted these intangibles to be 

considered when economic cost-effective arguments were being made about 

government regulation. Under a sub-heading “The People’s Rights,” they noted: 
We believe American society has reached a consensus that people have a right to air that is 

safe to breathe, water that is safe to drink and food that is safe to eat; that consumers have a 

right to be protected from defective products that will injure or kill them; and that workers 

have a right to be protected from avoidable hazards on the job. It’s legitimate to seek the 

most effective ways of securing these essential rights, but the rights themselves must not be 

discarded simply because they create costs for government or inconvenience for 

business.115

 

It was well removed from the Los Angeles Weekly’s support for ‘survival money.’ 

According to the Mercury News, claims that regulation had a major negative impact on 

productivity were exaggerated. “To put the evils of over-regulation in perspective,” it 

noted, “it’s helpful to remember the evils of non-regulation.”116 Concern over the 

quality of the urban environment was becoming an increasingly important issue for 

middle-income earners and acted to dampen enthusiasm for reducing the government’s 

role in the economy. 

 

There was also a call by the Mercury News to maintain federal subsidies for urban 

projects like sewers and light transport.117 The paper acknowledged that some people – 

lower-middle income families – would be seriously disadvantaged by the new 

economic realities. It offered Reagan’s hope that a buoyant economy would help 
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protect these people and then left the subject alone. The paper had also expressed the 

idea that America must rid itself of its dislike of means-testing and adopt such a 

measure as a way to bridge the difference between the problem of avoiding unnecessary 

welfare expenditure and that of ensuring the most deserving still received help. 

 

Some of the positions the papers took in relation to the 1981 budget may have isolated 

them from their economic base of advertisers and readers. The Tribune and the Bee 

called for cuts in those government programs that in essence distributed money to the 

middle class, such as the low-interest home loan scheme.118 Both papers also called for 

an end to subsidies to business and the price supports the government offered 

farmers.119 To this the Bee added a call for the ending of federally funded water 

projects.120 Here again, its position was clearly at odds with the interests of some of its 

readers and, presumably, advertisers. As Sacramento is in the heart of the world’s 

richest agricultural belt, one dependent on irrigation, these suggestions would hardly 

have been universally supported.  

 

However, countering the producers’ opposition to the removal of price supports, 

consumers would presumably benefit from the freer market in agricultural commodities 

and could therefore be expected to back calls for an end to this scheme. This seems to 

fit a pattern, developing through the 1970s, where progressivism took on an 

increasingly consumer orientation, exemplified, for example, in Ralph Nader’s drive for 

the regulation of business to provide for consumer protection. It could also perhaps be 

seen as a triumph of middle-class 1960s liberalism over that of the New Deal. Price 

supports had been introduced in the 1930s to aid farmers impoverished by plummeting 

commodity prices, though by the 1980s they were more likely to be benefiting large 

agricultural businesses. It was, nevertheless, the consumer, whose purchasing power 

had been hard hit by inflation in the late 1970s and early 1980s, of whom the Bee and 

other papers were thinking. An essential component of the New Deal coalition, small-

scale farmers and rural workers did not have their interests represented by these papers 

as did the suburban readers. 

 

The first Reagan budget came into effect on the first of October 1981. A few days 

earlier, the Economist reported on the quarter of a million people who gathered in 
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Washington to protest Reagan’s economic policies, saying they were ‘visible evidence 

that there is still life in America’s liberal-left.’121 In November, the Los Angeles Times 

began a series of articles assessing the new administration’s effect on the nation. They 

were particularly personal accounts. Often accused of under-playing city news in favour 

of national and international stories, the paper now tried to show how national policy 

was affecting poorer individuals in selected parts of Los Angeles. 

 

The Sunday, fifteenth of November 1981, edition of the Times included a long article 

surveying the effects of the recession and cuts in government spending on the major 

Californian cities.122 The article used writers from different sources and generally the 

tone of each section reflected the origin of the writer. For example, a business writer 

from the conservative Sacramento Union wrote the overview of Sacramento and noted 

merely a slowing in growth in the region. Perhaps not surprisingly, the story with the 

strongest human impact angle came from San Francisco and was written by an official 

of the Catholic Social Service.123 Bill Boyarsky, the Times City-County Bureau Chief 

wrote on Los Angeles. In a sign of things to come, he noted that among Reagan’s 

economic changes, welfare reductions were having the greatest impact on people’s 

lives, and in particular that the poorest segment of society was suffering the most.124

 

In November too, Robert Lekachman, a member of the Times Board of Economists, 

wrote a strongly worded attack on the Reagan administration’s economic policies.125 In 

his opinion, the only policies of the new Administration which were successful were 

those which were driving wages down, and he wondered whether some within the 

Administration thought that pushing down labour costs could be a more effective way 

of producing a surge in business investment and profits than the much-heralded supply-

side tax cut. If so, he declared, “the strategy is morally callous.”126 Claiming that the 45 

percent of blue-collar workers who had voted for Reagan in 1980 were not likely to do 

so again, Lekachman also wrote, “As a social contract among rich, poor and middle 

income Americans, this Administration’s economic policies are a Marxist’s delight.”127
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Further detailed analysis of the effects of Reagan economic policies were delivered 

early in 1982. The editors of the Sacramento Bee opened the year with a strongly 

worded denunciation of Reagan’s economic prescriptions: 
What we seem to have started to relearn in 1981 is that just as the slogans of liberation of 

the ‘60s were oversimplifications, so were the slogans of conservatism in the late ‘70s. We 

will not recreate economic vitality by destroying social services or by shifting burdens 

from the rich to the poor. We will not become prosperous with underfinanced schools and 

public budgets insufficient to maintain bus systems or repair sewers and maintain water 

pipes.128

 

On the third of January 1982, in one of the longest editorials of this two-year period, the 

Times proclaimed that, 
a recent survey by The Times and other analysts shows that the supply-side policies so far 

have not led to a rising tide but to an abrupt division of Americans into groups of winners 

and losers.129

The editorial continued by noting that half the nation’s people were now being told they 

were using too much of the nation’s wealth and must surrender some to the ‘winners.’ 

Critical of the relatively large sacrifice expected from many for the relatively small 

benefit to the federal budget, the editorial offered instead such tax reforms as an 

increase in gasoline taxes and the removal of the deductions for interest on home 

mortgages. 

 

Another long article came on the eighteenth of January. This time, there was an 

examination of the residents of the suburb of Gardena, under the front-page headline, 

“Reagan Era: Lost Hopes, New Fears,” not the fence sitting of which the paper was 

accused.130 In Gardena, it was noted, “nearly everyone is feeling the pressure.”131 A 

notable aspect of the ensuing article was the apparent determination to counter certain 

impressions Reagan gave. Both as governor and as president, Reagan often told 

anecdotes of welfare recipients living well off government handouts. In a third of a 

page, the Times article profiled six of the suburb’s residents who were receiving 

government assistance. It included twenty-five specific dollar amounts; amounts 

received, amounts that would be lost, and amounts of living expenses. A second article 

on single mothers followed the same pattern, listing monthly income and weekly 
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expenses.132 All of this made clear that none of these people was coping well with the 

resources available to them. 

 

The editorial that followed these articles by a few days allowed that Reagan’s policies 

had yet to receive final judgement, but two prescriptions for economic improvement 

were offered; selected tax increases and re-examination of the defence budget.133 

Stating that Reagan did not win the mandate he believed he had, the editor noted his 

opposition to many of Reagan’s major decisions; the depth of the tax and spending cuts, 

military decisions, most notably, the go-ahead for the B-1 and the appointment and 

policies of Interior Secretary James Watt.134 Opposition to the B-1 bomber, constructed 

mostly in southern California, was the most controversial of these preferences. Later 

Los Angeles Times and San Jose Mercury News editorials also suggested the MX 

missile program be put on hold.135 More importantly, by denying that Reagan had won a 

mandate, the editors were obviously undermining the legitimacy of his policies. When 

Reagan announced the possibility of raising taxes in August 1982, the Times referred to 

the tax cuts of the previous year and claimed the perceived inconsistency was “another 

illustration of the bankruptcy of his original economic plan.”136

 

In the March 1981 articles, the Times, referring to “New Politics liberals” – a term that 

soon vanished, to be replaced by ‘neo-liberals’ – wrote,  
New Politics liberals are also talking about moving the party back to the ‘center…’ Many 

New Politics liberals want to give up the pro-labour, social-welfare-oriented “big 

government” tradition that used to hold the Democratic Party together but now seems such 

an encumbrance. But they want to hold onto the social, cultural, foreign-policy 

commitments of New Politics liberalism—feminism, affirmative action, a non-

interventionist foreign policy and the like… Theirs is an affluent, upper-middle-class, 

suburban liberalism, not the working-class, labour-oriented liberalism of the old party.137  

Several points of relevance arise from this encapsulation. In chapters ten to thirteen, 

which analyse the initiatives on the 1982 ballot in California, the idea that liberalism 

was reconstituting as a preserve of the upper-middle-class will resurface. (The 

initiatives were described as neo-liberal issues.138) Chapter four in particular discusses 

the extent to which California’s Democratic Representatives were refocussing their 
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liberalism on social rather than labour-oriented issues. Finally, in light of the earlier 

discussion on the Sunbelt, it cannot go unnoticed that California’s largest and most 

reputable newspaper had identified the ‘New Politics liberalism’ as a suburban 

phenomenon. 

 

Expectations of Congress 

 

The next step for the liberal press was to assess the role of Congress in providing an 

opposition to the Reagan Administration’s economic policies. Some looked to Congress 

in desperation, seeing it as the thin line protecting the country from Reagan. Others 

believed its role should be simply technical, tinkering at the details of Reagan’s 

program.  

 

Generally, the more liberal paper, the more scathing it was of the actions of Congress. 

The Mercury News cheered presidential “Leadership at last,” and encouraged 

congressional Democrats to realise that Reagan was correct, overall, and to understand 

the urgency that they act to support him.139 However, it added the proviso that the 

extreme action some conservatives were urging on Reagan should be avoided: “It falls 

to the liberals in Washington to challenge the administration’s proposals when they 

believe the spending knife has cut too far,”140 but then noted there was no immediate 

likelihood of this: “Liberals, however, are, for the time being, a rather unorganised and 

dishevelled group.”141  

 

Relatively mild criticism came from the Bee, which noted, 
Congressional Democrats, still shell-shocked from the November elections, are hanging on 

the ropes – worried more about survival in 1982 than in pursuing a firm opposition 

strategy in 1981.142

Yet this was not necessarily an accurate reading of the state’s Democratic congressional 

delegation. Chapter four will show that members of this delegation remained very 

liberal and provided some of the most trenchant and belligerent opposition to Reagan. 

Nevertheless, the comment reflects the Bee’s view that leadership of the opposition to 

Reagan may need to come from outside Congress. It also suggests an assumption that 
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liberalism was, at least temporarily, spent as a force and that in Congress, liberal 

ideology had given way to political pragmatism.  

 

Early the following year the Bee’s editors lamented, 
the most notable feature of the political landscape is the total lack of an organized, loyal 

opposition offering anything coherent either in the way of criticism or alternatives to the 

president’s program.143

Within three weeks the Bee seemed to make a turn about on the issue of political 

opposition to Reagan. The paper then editorialised its hopes for an economic alternative 

to Reagan’s policies:  
It is finally dawning on Congress that the emperor has no clothes. President Reagan’s 

intransigent optimism about his economic program – in the face of sky-high interest rates, a 

recession, rising unemployment and a growing deficit – seems at last to have lost its charm. 

Even Republicans have been lined up outside his door pleading with him to recognize the 

failures of his programs, if not to change course entirely.  

The Democrats, too, have been emboldened by the blatant inadequacy of the 

administration’s new budget proposal... the line of disbelievers outside the president’s door 

is certainly heartening.144

 

The Tribune declared it was up to Congress to address the “defects” in the 

Administration’s economic policies.145 A few weeks later, when the Democrats’ 

alternative budget was released in April 1981, the paper expressed disquiet: “the 

remarkable thing about the alternative budget is how much of the new religion the 

Democrats have got,” implying, of course, that the Democrats in Congress had adopted 

the tenets of the Reagan administration.146 By then, the Tribune had backed away from 

its earlier pronouncements doubting the depth of the change wrought in the 1980 

elections. Claiming that House Democrats were “now championing the economics of 

Herbert Hoover,” it suggested an acknowledgement that November 1980 had marked a 

real shift.147 However, the editorial generally supported the Democrat budget. 

 

The Sun Reporter was harsher, lashing out that; 
the manner in which the House Democrats laid down their championship of the Roosevelt, 

Kennedy, Johnson and Carter contributions to the national weal was a shameful abdication 

of the Democratic Party’s constructive role, successfully pursued for fifty years.148  

                                                 
143 Ibid, 27 January 1982: B6 
144 Ibid, 18 February 1982: B10 
145 Oakland Tribune, 12 March 1981: 10 
146 Ibid, 9 April 1981: 14 
147 Ibid: 14 
148 Sun Reporter, 7 May 1981: 7 
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In a very similar vein, the Bay Guardian declared: “Never has there been a moment in 

the last 50 years when the Democratic Party has so utterly abandoned its 

constituency.”149 Finally, in November 1981, a year after the 1980 elections, California 

Journal commented on the lack of resurgence among congressional Democrats, saying 

that instead,  
Democrats are still in shock from the 1980 debacle and bereft of ideological bearings. 

Traditional Democratic constituencies – blacks, labor, environmentalists – are staging anti-

Reagan demonstrations not so much to vent their spleen against the White House but in 

hopes of putting some backbone into wishy-washy Democratic officeholders. Democrats 

are stumbling behind – not leading – grassroots disenchantment with Reagan policies.150

 

Perhaps the real significance of assessments like the ones above was not so much 

whether they were accurate but how widespread they were, what purpose they served 

and what effect they might have had. This begs an analysis of whether a strong liberal 

element remained within the Democrat Party. 

 

The California Democratic Party 

 

In California the state Democratic Party looked strong on paper. When registrations 

closed for the June 1982 primaries there were 11 090 694 registered voters in the state: 

52.8 percent of them Democrats compared to 34.9 percent Republican-registered.151 A 

registration drive during 1982 was expected to net a further 600 000 Democrats (though 

there was scepticism even within the party about achieving that number).152 The drive 

concentrated on areas that had previously demonstrated high party loyalty153 – the 

                                                 
149 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 4 March 1981: 1 
150 California Journal, November 1981: 407 
151 San Francisco Chronicle, 13 September 1982: 6. In fact, party registration gives further evidence 
cautioning against proclaiming a turn to the right. In 1982, both parties’ registration figures in California 
were near all time lows. California Journal concluded, “The people of California are busily rejecting 
both of their major political parties” (see California Journal, September 1982: 347). 

In October 1982 unofficial party registration figures for the major Californian counties were as 
follows (see Los Angeles Times, 26 October 1982: 20):  
   Democrat Republican  
 
Los Angeles  1 928 193 1 052 761 
Orange   413 226  488 105 
San Diego  408 969  400 450 
Riverside  154 452  128 811 
Ventura   114 701  102 784 
Fresno   133 724  78 054 
Sacramento  262 898  136 773 
San Francisco  238 827  73 111 
Santa Clara  327 694  209 329 
152 San Francisco Chronicle, 13 September 1982: 6, 8 
153 Ibid: 6, 8 
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Democratic Party leadership exhibited the scars from 1980 when so many registered 

Democrats had voted for Reagan.  

 

Yet the Democratic Party also had structural problems. It was far behind the 

Republicans with its use of computer technology and in funding,154 and the system in 

California discouraged unity.155 Democratic Party politicians there gave fewer resources 

to the party than did their counterparts in other states.156 Equally important was the 

sense that the party had stagnated. By 1982, the Democrats had been in control of the 

House of Representatives for almost thirty years (although the Democratic Party margin 

of 51 seats was their smallest in many years157). This incumbency, in the face of a 

resurgence of the Republican Party at the presidential level, was often seen as an 

indication that the party needed to be reinvigorated.  

 

Between the elections of 1980 and 1982, there was a concerted effort on the part of the 

Californian media and political commentators to pressure for a change in philosophical 

direction among Democrats,158 or at least to find evidence of a change, or to create the 

impression of such a change by concentrating on some Democrats at the expense of 

others. In the Cornerstones interview quoted earlier in this chapter Brown also stated 

his prescriptions for the Democratic Party.159 These were based on the party redefining 

its political agenda to give pre-eminence to commitments to “technological innovation, 

resource efficiency and manpower training and education programs.”160 In doing so the 

Democratic Party could again appeal to former constituents – those people in marginal 

positions who would be the first to feel the brunt of an economic downturn. 

 

In September 1982, the San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle claimed in an editorial 

that, 
a good many congressional Democrats of influence seem to have taken a sharper turn than 

anyone ever expected, away from the old party orthodoxy that has brought the country into 

a dangerous crisis of debt and deficit.161

                                                 
154 Ibid: 8 
155 Ibid: 6 
156 Ibid: 6 
157 Ibid, 13 November 1980: 22 
158 Initially, the consensus was that the party must move to the right (see Ferguson and Rogers, Right 
Turn: 8-9). 
159 Cornerstones, published by the Brown Committee, January/February 1981: 5 
160 Ibid: 5 
161 San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, 26 September 1982: B8 
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Connecting the “old party orthodoxy” to “a dangerous crisis” obviously made the 

comment judgemental but the implication was that leading Democrats were rejecting 

the traditional liberal policies that characterised the party to that time. Such sentiments 

were not surprising in the conservative Chronicle but the more liberal papers expressed 

similar opinions. In October 1981, Los Angeles Times political writer Robert Shogun, 

covering the national Democrats’ mid-term convention, wrote that “More than 100 

Democratic leaders spent the weekend... trying to blaze a new ideological trail for their 

party.”162 The following day, the Times published an article by local political consultant 

Harold Kwalwasser. Under a subheading proclaiming “Party Line Must Be Changed to 

Accept Unpopular Ideas,” Kwalwasser opened his argument by asserting: “Since the 

beginning of the year, a consensus has been building in Democratic Party circles that 

it’s time to rethink what the party stands for.”163  

 

There is some evidence the pressure to change affected the Californian Democratic 

Party. The party’s 1982 election manifesto included concessions to the apparently 

conservative times. California’s Democrats would “address the moral crisis of crime 

and the social hazards of unchecked bureaucracy” and aim to reinvigorate the economy, 

the foundation of liberal successes in preceding years.164 It spoke too in ideological 

language, warning of the “danger of capital becoming increasingly concentrated in the 

hands of a privileged few,” and pledged to renew “our party’s age-old commitment to 

caring for the poor, the disadvantaged, and the unemployed.”165

 

The conservative viewpoint portrayed the election of 1980 as a step forward; an 

election that helped rid the country of an outmoded economic doctrine.166 Perhaps not 

surprisingly, California’s Democratic congressmen did not see it that way. Instead, 

many of them set themselves the task of minimising Reagan’s impact during the time he 

was in office after which they intended to continue in the direction the Democrats had 

been heading. Congressman Henry Waxman summed up the feeling in a 1982 interview 

with Michele Willens:  

                                                 
162 Los Angeles Times, 12 October 1981: 6 
163 Ibid, 13 October 1981: II7 
164 Nancy Pelosi, Yvonne Burke and William Shapiro, Victory for the Democrats Lies in Fashioning 
Policies That Lead to the Economic Independence of Every Californian, California Democratic Party, 
Los Angeles, California, U.S.A., 1982: 1 
165 Ibid: 1 
166 San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, 26 September 1982: B8 
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It’s a maddening time for someone like me who loves to legislate... All I’m doing is going 

around trying to save programs since there is no chance of initiating any new ones. We’re 

in a holding pattern, waiting for a Democratic administration.167  

 

In 1994, after another sharp change in the nation’s political direction, Congressman 

George Miller remarked on the likely legislative successes of the incoming 

conservative Republicans, “this is a much longer term debate than that. I didn’t come to 

Congress to get an immediate victory and leave. This is much longer term than that.”168 

Clearly, neither Waxman nor Miller expected they would be ejected from office 

because they were liberals, so presumably did not see 1980 as a strong turn to the right 

in their districts. 

 

Grassroots organizations and the initiative process 

 

If the Democratic Party was proving to be a disappointment to liberals another avenue 

to political action was available – the initiative process. The Los Angeles Times called 

this process “a grass-roots political phenomenon;”169 in California in 1982 it was 

liberals who were responsible for placing the major (in terms of money spent and 

interest generated) initiatives on the ballot. The campaigns for these initiatives are 

discussed in chapters ten to thirteen. 

 

Another reaction to the rise of the New Right and the apparent Democratic inertia came 

from a number of wealthy California liberals. Several of them, such as television 

producer Norman Lear, were behind the gun control and nuclear freeze initiatives, and 

this too is discussed in later chapters. It is worth mentioning at this point – as an 

indication of the existence of an undercurrent of liberal activity – Lear also helped 

found a progressive organisation, People for the American Way. This was proclaimed 

as a direct counter to the New Right/Moral Majority, and attempted to take on board the 

kinds of lessons Hayden had given. The name, and their pamphlets and bumper stickers 

– in red, white and blue – were designed to replicate the patriotic imagery of the 

right.170 The organisation sent out half a million letters in late 1980 and early 1981, 

receiving $2.5 million in donations and signing up 20 000 members.171

 

                                                 
167 California Journal, vol. 13, no. 8, August 1982: 271 
168 Miller, 19 December 1994 
169 Los Angeles Times, 28 October 1982: I-B6 
170 Ibid, 13 December 1981: 3 
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Midway through 1981, a progressive grassroots political organisation, Santa Monicans 

for Renters’ Rights (SMRR), won control of the Santa Monica City Council.172 The 

organisation remained a local level one and cannot be considered in depth in this study. 

Nonetheless, it had some relevant impact. Firstly, it received considerable coverage in 

the Times (albeit concentrated in the Westside edition, where the issue was obviously 

very topical). Secondly, it provided an example of a quintessential part of the Sunbelt 

voting liberal or further left.173 Thirdly, it helped liberals recognise and articulate 

positive projections for the electoral prospects of liberalism post-1980.174

 

Portentously, when the Los Angeles Times first wrote of a developing grassroots 

opposition to the Reagan Administration, just two weeks after the 1980 election, it 

noted that liberalism was re-emerging in a tightly focused manner through the agency 

of grassroots organisations.175 These organisations were focussed on consumer and 

environmental issues. As this thesis will show, such focus contributed to the break-up 

of the liberal consensus by neglecting the older coalition with labour interests. 

 

Summary 

 

In their immediate aftermath, the 1980s elections in California seemed to provide proof 

that the United States electorate had turned to the right. This in turn gave credence to 

Kevin Phillips’s structural analysis that the migration of millions of Americans 

disaffected with the ‘liberal policy failures in the North East’ – to what he claimed were 

inherently conservative Sunbelt regions – was behind a rightward shift in American 

politics. However, he did not take into account all the complexities of the Sunbelt. 

Much of the Bay Area and the suburbs of Los Angeles were part of the Sunbelt and 

voted for very liberal Members of Congress. Phillips was not the only one to misread 

this. Despite the evidence that there was a strong very liberal presence in California, 

even Californians saw the North East as the home of liberalism and failed to 

acknowledge how liberal some of their own Representatives were. 

                                                                                                                                               
171 Los Angeles Weekly, 1-7 May 1981: 10 
172 Maurice Zeitlin, “Tenant Power to Political Power,” The Nation, 4 July 1981: 16 
173 Although some conservatives labelled members of the Campaign for Economic Democracy, the 
organisation that coordinated the SMRR, as ‘socialists,’ they were referred to as ‘liberals’ by the Los 
Angeles Times and The Economist (see Los Angeles Times, 16 April 1981: II1 and The Economist, 9 
May 1981: 57). 
174 Maurice Zeitlin would write in The Nation, “The [City Council] election confirmed, at least in Santa 
Monica, what many polls show: on specific issues many voters remain progressive despite the supposed 
right turn signalled by the 1980 elections” (see Zeitlin, “Tenant Power to Political Power:” 16). 
175 Los Angeles Times, 18 November 1980: 8 
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The liberal press in California was generally pessimistic discussing the meaning of 

Reagan’s election, some going as far as to herald the demise of the New Deal. When 

the Reagan Administration handed down its first budget, the liberal press began to 

chronicle what it saw as the injustices of the new economic programs. The most liberal 

papers were very critical of the Democrats in Congress for not providing resistance to 

Reagan’s economic agenda. The Times and others urged the Democrat Party to reform 

to accept the ‘new realities’ of the post-1980 political condition. Yet liberal Democrats 

were surprisingly resistant to the idea of ideological change. The following chapters 

will show how liberal the California Democratic congressional delegation was prior to 

1980 and how liberal it remained. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE 1981 REAPPORTIONMENT PROCESS AND 

PROPOSITION 14 OF 1982 

 

Introduction 

 

The 1982 elections saw the Californian Democratic delegation increase considerably in 

size and deepen its overall liberal commitment. Several factors accounted for the 

growth in size. Among them were an economic downturn for which Republicans took 

the greater share of the blame, and the pattern whereby the party of the president 

usually fares relatively poorly in mid-term elections. The increased liberalism resulted 

in part from a determination by individual congressmen to resist Reagan’s legislative 

agenda, a theme that is further examined in the following chapters.  

 

Another factor that had a major influence on both the increase in size and in the liberal 

commitment of the California Democrat delegation was the way the boundaries for the 

state’s congressional districts were redrawn in 1981. This process, known as 

redistricting or reapportionment, is required every ten years in the United States, both 

nationally and within most states, to take into account population changes revealed by 

the decennial census.1 Population growth in the decade to 1980 meant that the 1981 

reapportionment would give California two new congressional seats, among a total of 

seventeen which would be shifted from the Northeast and Midwest to the South and 

West. 

 

In each state, responsibility for redrawing electoral boundaries is in the hands of the 

state legislature. The legislature can, however, designate others to do the work. In 

California in 1981 the responsibility for planning the new congressional districts was 

given to Democratic congressman Phillip Burton, in recognition of the mastery he had 

shown in the process previously. Though reapportionment is often contentious, Burton 

made the 1981 process especially partisan because of his manipulation of the political 

system. This chapter explores the drafting of Burton’s plan, the reactions it engendered, 

and the results that occurred. It concludes with an examination of the 1982 ballot 

initiative which allowed the voting public to judge his plan. 

 

Background to California’s 1981 reapportionment process 

                                                 
1 The exception was those small states that have only one congressional seat. The process is also required 
for electoral districts for the state legislature. 
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An explanation of the mechanics of the reapportionment process can be found in Bruce 

Cain’s book, Reapportionment,2 which is based on his personal involvement in the 

1981 process in California. However, this book discusses the reapportionment of the 

state Senate and Assembly in that year, while Burton’s plan for redrawing 

congressional seats, which was being developed simultaneously, is mentioned only 

once.3 It is clear from Cain’s book that he was not privy to Burton’s planning and other 

sources suggest that Burton worked in great secrecy.4 Although many people with 

vested interests lobbied Burton, the only outsiders who appear to have had more than 

minimal input in actually drawing the map were his political allies in the unofficial 

organisation centred on Democratic congressman Henry Waxman, Democratic state 

assemblyman Howard Berman and his brother, political consultant Michael Berman. 

 

The most relevant factors to this thesis noted by Cain are as follows. Firstly, 

reapportionment is required to follow certain principles. The redrawn districts must be 

as near to equal in population as possible while respecting community and regional 

boundaries and recognising minority interests. There were also differing views on what 

the ends should be. Some Democrats – those who believed the notion that support for 

their party might be in decline – considered that reapportionment should be used to 

create fewer but more secure Democratic seats. Other Democrats were sure that support 

for Reagan was waning or about to wane (largely as a result of the 1981-82 recession). 

They wanted a plan that would maximise possible Democratic gains. There was also 

argument within the Democratic Party that the reapportionment process in California 

should be used to retaliate against Republican gains from redistricting elsewhere.5

 

Although Democrats controlled the procedure, Californian Republicans had high 

expectations for the 1982 reapportionment. Firstly, they demanded spoils because they 

believed that the new Democratic Speaker of the State Assembly, Willie Brown, owed 

his position to Republican support given to him during a bitter factional fight within the 

Democratic Party. Republican optimism was encouraged by early results in other states, 

where Republican control of redistricting had adversely affected local Democratic 

                                                 
2 Bruce E. Cain, The Reapportionment Puzzle, University of California Press, Berkeley, U.S.A. 1984 
3 When Cain does analyse Burton’s redistricting his stated aim is “to test whether it had the pattern of a 
partisan strategy.” He does not examine the reaction to the plan in the public sphere, as is the intention of 
this study, (see Bruce E. Cain, “Assessing the Partisan Effects of Redistricting,” American Political 
Science Review, vol. 79, no. 2, June 1985: 324). Cain did, however, write an Op Ed piece against 
Proposition 14 (see Los Angeles Times, 10 October 1982: IV3). 
4 California Journal, September 1984: 366 
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congressional delegations. Leading Republicans believed that pressures on Burton from 

various interests groups and colleagues seeking safer seats would work to their 

advantage. In June 1981, the conservative Republican John Rousselot, one of Burton’s 

staunchest opponents and the most influential of the Californian Republican delegation, 

declared, “The Democratic delegation lacks unanimity... They’re not going to walk 

lockstep with Burton. I’m somewhat encouraged by the way things are going.”6

 

Republicans also argued that there was a clear trend in voter preference toward their 

party and therefore they were due greater representation in both the state legislature and 

the congressional delegation. The extra congressional seats allocated to Sunbelt states 

brought to the fore misconceptions discussed in the previous chapter. Some Republican 

officials evidently believed that the new seats were theirs almost by definition. 

According to Kevin Phillips, expectations were for Republicans to win twelve to fifteen 

of the seventeen new Sunbelt seats.7  

 

However, even if the 1980 elections had given Republicans control of enough state 

governments to allow them to redesign congressional districts in their favour, their 

optimistic predictions were still somewhat unjustifiable. The party of the president had 

lost seats in the House in every mid-term election bar one since the Civil War. In 

California, Republican optimism failed to take into account further factors. In 

particular, officials of that party underestimated Burton’s extreme liberal partisanship, 

skill at reapportionment and ability to resist the pressures upon him by keeping the 

whole process hidden under his personal control.8 They also seemed to misjudge the 

extent to which voters in California would still support liberal Democratic 

congressional candidates. 

 

Certainly Republican optimism was not matched by corresponding pessimism within 

California’s Democratic leadership. In July 1981, Democrat Don Edwards noted that 

his party might struggle to retain control of the House, but he claimed that 

reapportionment would make Democratic gains in California possible the following 

year, irrespective of the situation nationally.9 California Journal’s assessment 

                                                                                                                                               
5 Ibid, August 1981: 299 
6 Sacramento Bee, 18 June 1981: 28 
7 San Francisco Examiner, 30 September 1981: B2 
8 Thus Burton’s actions could be seen to embody what Arblaster called the “dark side of liberalism… its 
typically bourgeois fear of ‘the masses’, and even of democracy itself” (see Arblaster, The Rise and 
Decline of Western Liberalism: 347). 
9 San Jose Mercury News, 9 July 1981: 7B 
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supported Edwards: “To Democrats who are looking for a come-back after their 1980 

debacle, California is a particularly inviting battle-ground.”10 However, before Burton 

could put a plan that might make this happen into effect, he had to meet insistent 

pressures from various interest groups, most especially the state’s Hispanic leadership. 

 

Hispanics then made up 19.2 percent of California’s population,11 but held only one of 

the state’s 43 congressional seats. By comparison, after the 1980 election there were 

four African American congressmen from California while African Americans 

comprised just 7.7 percent of the state’s population.12 The imbalance in representation 

had Hispanic leaders demanding a greater share of seats in the state legislature and in 

Congress. The 1981 reapportionment was seen as an opportunity for redressing political 

grievances that could not be missed. 

 

Hispanic lobbying 

 

In March 1980, Hispanic political observer Richard Santillan wrote an article in the Los 

Angeles Times on gerrymandering and the Hispanic community.13 He suggested that 

Hispanics were becoming more politically active and perhaps more inclined to vote 

Republican. This view was countered by John E. Huerta, a prominent official with the 

Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), who had testified 

before an Assembly committee, claiming that the dilution of the Hispanic vote was 

creating apathy.14 In the post-1970 reapportionment Democrats had engineered districts 

that split Hispanic communities so that white Democratic office-holders shared 

Hispanic voters among their electorates. Santillan also noted this was unacceptable, 

making clear what was expected of the Democratic Party: 
I would concede that on most issues the Democratic Party has been more sensitive to the 

needs of the Chicano community than has the Republican Party. The exception is 

redistricting. Fragmentation of the Chicano community, a standard practice of the 

California Democratic leadership since the 1960s, has led to a deplorable lack of Chicano 

representation.15

 

                                                 
10 California Journal, August 1981: 299 
11 1980 Census of the Population, Volume One: Characteristics of the Population, United States 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., 1983, part 6: 7 
12 Ibid, part 6: 7 
13 Los Angeles Times, 5 March 1981: II7 
14 Cain, The Reapportionment Puzzle:  91 
15 Los Angeles Times, 5 March 1981: II7 
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The potential haemorrhaging from the Democrat Party of Hispanic votes, either to the 

Republicans or out of the electoral system entirely, would obviously hurt the 

Democrats. While Hispanics were not as loyal to the Democratic Party as were African 

American voters, they did vote strongly Democratic, and the hope among Democrats 

was to create stronger bonds. What made the issue of Hispanic political activity of 

crucial importance to both major political parties was that even if Hispanic turnout was 

low, the growing Hispanic population promised an increasingly larger pool of voters. 

 

For their part, Republican strategists believed that if they offered Hispanic leaders 

redistricting data and other resources, thus allowing them to draw their own ideal 

districts, Hispanic groups would then develop expectations that Democrats could not 

meet or would not be prepared to meet.16 This would, according to the plan, drive a 

wedge between the Democratic Party and the Hispanic leadership. Hispanic support 

was critical to whichever party wished to claim the mantle of fairness in the 

reapportionment process. Democrats could not reasonably expect to table a 

reapportionment plan and claim it was just if a minority as large as the Hispanic 

community in California was strongly opposed.17

 

Burton had in mind doing more than anyone imagined. His new plan would provide 

extra Hispanic seats while at the same time protecting incumbent Democrats and 

creating new seats for several of his allies.  This would be difficult. The political power 

of the Californian African American population meant that Burton could not dilute their 

voting strength by splitting black voters into white districts, so in that regard, African 

American and Hispanic interests were potentially in conflict. In addition, the Hispanic 

population was spread more evenly than was the African American population, which 

made it more difficult to shape Hispanic seats.18 There was also considerable pressure 

on members of the California Assembly, who had to give final approval for the new 

                                                 
16 Cain, The Reapportionment Puzzle: 89-91 
17 Ibid
18 Cain noted that it is difficult to define a ‘Latino seat,’ and that Hispanic leaders themselves tried to 
avoid giving an exact definition (see ibid). A district in which the Hispanic population can determine 
who represents them can be referred to as a Hispanic seat but it is hard to define a population figure 
which can be said to achieve that aim. According to an article in California Journal, written 
anonymously by someone involved in the reapportionment process, whereas a district which was 45 
percent African-American could usually be expected to elect an African-American the figure for the 
Hispanic community was at least 55 percent (See California Journal, September 1984: 366). In what was 
a good year for Democrats, Esteban Torres won his 1982 general election with just over 57 percent, in a 
district 48 percent Hispanic. His winning percentage was low for a winning Democrat that year, though 
he had the disadvantage of not having name recognition. 
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congressional districts, from a variety of Democratic sources, in particular Democratic 

National Chairman Charles Manatt.  

 

This in turn was reflected on Burton though most accounts agree that pressure from 

Washington prevailed over intra-state concerns. Money from the national party was 

promised to help offset the creation of potentially more marginal Democratic seats, but 

for a hard-line pragmatic liberal like Burton appeared to be, maximising the number of 

potential Democratic seats in California was likely to be the first priority. If Burton was 

successful, he stood to gain allies in the House who would be personally obliged to 

him, and his position in his rivalry with congressional Democratic leaders such as 

House Speaker Tip O’Neill would also be greatly strengthened. 

 

Liberal and Hispanic gains 

 

In light of the various expectations, the plan Burton unveiled on the tenth of September 

1981 was, from a partisan liberal point of view, outstanding. It achieved a remarkable 

synthesis of a number of objectives that previously had been considered to be in 

conflict. Although it was claimed that the Democratic Party in the immediate post-1980 

period sought to reduce the influence of minorities within the party and to strengthen 

ties with business instead,19 Burton did not act this way. He managed to satisfy three of 

the pillars of the Democratic coalition; white liberals, African Americans and 

Hispanics,20 ahead of all other interests. Rather than shoring up the districts of 

incumbents,21 Burton’s map projected 28 Democratic seats, at least one more than even 

the most optimistic Democrats had forecast. That this strategy prevailed seems to 

                                                 
19 Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 144 
20 In light of the prominent demands for more equal political representation made by Hispanics in 
California in 1981, it is worth noting the starkly unequal gender representation. California was at the 
forefront of the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, yet not only were there no women among the 
forty-three member congressional delegation at the beginning of the 1980s but there appeared little sign 
of agitation to change that situation. 1982 saw the election of the state’s first female Representative but if 
John Burton had not resigned from Congress prior to the 1982 election, the delegation would have 
remained all male. This was despite the obvious trend of a split in male and female voting patterns in the 
early 1980s and the increasing awareness of a need to broaden the ethnic make-up of the congressional 
delegation.  

However, using reapportionment to manipulate numbers of legislative representatives requires 
uneven distribution of groups of voters and obviously women, as a ‘minority’’ group, do not meet this 
requirement. This may help account for the apparently muted lobbying for greater representation by 
women. Greater female representation has come about, but the process had not begun before 1982. 
21 Indeed, Burton’s new map in some cases reduced the benefits of incumbency, because he altered some 
electoral boundaries so radically that tens of thousands of voters were shifted to new districts (see, for 
example, Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 30 May 1981: 942). Thus, even though a 
Representative may have been in office for a decade, in some cases he found he no longer had strong 
name recognition with many of his voters. 
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indicate the triumph of the belief that voter sentiment was shifting back to the 

Democrats and that 1980 had represented a high water mark for Republicans.  

 

The new congressional map increased the number of California’s Hispanic 

Representatives from one to three after 1982,22 a considerable improvement on the 

effort simultaneously produced by the Republican-affiliated Rose Institute of State and 

Local Government. Thus, whereas Republicans might have been able to create a rift 

between Hispanics and Democrats, and build ties of their own, Burton effectively 

ensured the continuation and strengthening of the relationship between the Hispanic 

leadership and the Democratic Party. Burton’s private papers contain letters from 

Hispanic organisations thanking him for the effort. Huerta, for example, wrote to 

congratulate Burton on his “outstanding” efforts on behalf of Hispanics in California.23 

Esteban Torres, who was selected by Burton and his political allies Waxman and 

Berman for one of the three seats, wrote to Burton in September 1982, saying:  
With the winning of the June primary behind me, I took a moment of reflection to analyze 

the factors around my winning this new congressional seat... the most critical factor was 

the realignment of the congressional district lines. 

Simply put ... your 1982 reapportionment plan for California was the salient reason for 

making it possible for a Latino to win this seat. As a matter of fact it will provide a 

winning seat for [Democratic congressman] Marty Martinez as well... 

 

You are to be credited for this outstanding effort in demonstrating Democratic Party 

commitment towards increasing the number of Latinos in the House of Representatives. 

I know that millions of Latino voices commend you for your action and together with 

them, I join in thanking you.24

 

Torres had been chosen because he was experienced and liberal enough to meet 

Burton’s requirements as a future political ally,25 though he needed to be convinced to 

run.26 Burton, Waxman and the Bermans then helped Torres to raise the necessary 

money, which further discouraged other Hispanics who were considering running.27 In 

return, Torres had to agree not to run in the seat he had preferred but in the seat 

                                                 
22 Hispanics were equally successful in their efforts to gain favourable results in the state Assembly 
reapportionment. 
23 John E. Huerta, letter to Phillip Burton, 13 September 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, University of 
California at Berkeley 
24 Esteban Torres, letter to Phillip Burton, 29 September 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, University of 
California at Berkeley 
25 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 3 July 1982: 1635 
26 Maurilio E. Vigil, “Hispanics Gain Seats in the 98th Congress After Reapportionment,” International 
Social Science Review, vol. 59, no. 1, Winter, 1984: 25 
27 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 3 July 1982: 1635 
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designated for him.28 Burton had already designated Matthew Martinez for the second 

new Hispanic seat (the third was held by long-time Representative Edward Roybal). 

Both Torres and Matthew Martinez had been in positions of political leadership – 

Torres was a former Carter official and ambassador to UNESCO and Martinez was a 

state Assemblymen – but they were not well known.29  

 

The idea that Burton handpicked Hispanic candidates did not sit well with some later 

Hispanic commentators.30 However, Burton’s role is evident. In May 1982 

Congressional Quarterly wrote that “Torres’ (sic) entrance in the [primary] race raised 

the ire of local community leaders”31 and a further account in July makes it quite clear 

that Burton chose and backed Torres.32 It can be assumed there was agreement between 

Hispanic leaders and Burton and Waxman/Berman but Torres and Martinez do appear 

to have been imposed on the local political structure.33 Martinez and Torres suited 

Burton and Waxman/Berman and neither side could succeed without the support of the 

other. Burton could not get his map accepted without public Hispanic support and in all 

likelihood, Martinez and Torres would not have been the successful candidates without 

Burton’s political skills and the money Waxman and Berman raised. It is also notable 

that Michael Berman ran both Torres and Martinez campaigns.34 In this way, the liberal 

Democratic leadership of Burton, Waxman and Berman helped create a more visible 

Hispanic leadership and ensured that it had similarly liberal leanings and was partially 

indebted to them. 

 

Yet the concessions to Hispanics did not occur at a cost to other Democrat supporter 

groups. Echoing the congratulations from Hispanic leaders, H. Welton Flynn, president 

of the Black Leadership Forum in California, wrote to Burton thanking him for his 

commitment to both the African American and Hispanic political cause.35 The Sun 

Reporter’s support of Burton went well beyond approval for his reapportionment plan. 
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When he appeared to be facing problems in his 1982 re-election bid, the paper exhorted 

its readers to remember Burton as a champion of the African American community.36 

Otherwise, however, African Americans remained out of the spotlight during 

reapportionment. Victories in 1978 and 1980 had doubled the number of African 

American Californian Representatives to four and there were no demands for increasing 

that number further in 1982. 

 

White liberals, particularly Jewish, also fared well from Burton’s work. With very little 

fanfare, the 1981 reapportionment increased the number of liberal Jewish congressmen 

representing the Westside of Los Angeles from two to four, while moderate to liberal 

congressmen were elected in new districts in the north of the state, the Central Valley 

and San Diego. As a result, the Waxman/Berman organisation would begin to exert 

greater influence on the national stage. 

 

Republican losses 

 

Perhaps the greatest impact of Burton’s work was to show suddenly that the gains 

Republicans expected in the Sunbelt were not going to happen. Conservative state 

senator H. L. Richardson was quoted as saying to Burton, “You have effectively 

decapitated the Republican Party... You did it intentionally, delightedly and 

beautifully,”37 while incoming White House political director Ed Rollins noted, “We 

underestimated the total arrogance of Phil Burton.”38 As it transpired, the difference 

made by the extra seats won in California was not vital to the Democrats maintaining 

their majority in the House,39 but Burton’s political genius did help counter the 

Republicans’ nationwide financial advantages in congressional contests. Democratic 

congressman Miller claimed of the plan, “It did exactly what it was designed to do. 

[Burton] said at the outset it was to buy another decade of Democratic representation 

and it did.”40 Perhaps it also caused the Republican Party to undermine itself. Kousser 

argued that the effort Republicans put into repealing Burton’s plan may have served to 
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entrench a view that the Democratic districts were unassailable thus discouraging high 

quality Republican candidates and campaign donations.41

 

Burton’s personal motivations were complex but they are integral to understanding why 

he worked so hard to gain an advantage. At one level, he was engaged in a bitter 

personal rivalry with Rousselot. According to California Journal, the reason was that 

Rousselot had “violated a long-standing gentleman’s agreement that Republican 

incumbents wouldn’t meddle in election campaigns in Democratic districts – and vice 

versa.”42 Rousselot was due considerable credit for reducing the size of the Democratic 

delegation from a high of twenty-nine in 1978 to twenty-two in 1981 but liberals in 

California now felt better able to deal with the threat he posed. Before the redistricting 

plan was made public, Don Edwards stated: “In the past, Rousselot could breeze 

through without any real opposition. That’s not going to happen again.”43 With the aid 

of money from the national party, the Democrats in California announced their 

intention to challenge the Republicans in every seat. According to Edwards, “We want 

to pin them down in their districts to keep them from wandering around the state and 

harassing us,”44 a clear indication of increased liberal confidence. 

 

Rousselot had also been the force behind a 1980 challenge to Burton’s brother John 

which almost cost the latter his seat, and Phillip Burton took Rousselot’s actions to 

heart. California claimed, 
[Burton] cornered Rousselot in the House chambers last January and started in on his lapel 

with his index finger. “He told me ‘you’re expendable,’” Rousselot says. “‘You’re about to 

be taught a lesson in politics.’”45

According to this account, Burton approached Rousselot on a Potomac River cruise in 

Washington some months after the challenge to John Burton and told him he would pay 

a heavy price. Readers of California were placed at the scene as Burton told Rousselot 

“You’ve been bad for California, you’re in trouble.”46 Whether or not Burton was 

considering Rousselot’s conservatism, he was true to his word. In a move that seemed 

to belie the acknowledged political reality of the time, Burton, the liberal, ousted from 

Congress Rousselot, the popular conservative. When the reapportionment plans were 
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completed, Rousselot found that his seat had been dissolved, leaving him the only 

incumbent seeking re-election in California without a district. In the end, Rousselot was 

forced to run in Martinez’s heavily Hispanic district where he performed well, though 

not well enough to win (see chapter eight).  

 

Burton’s relationship with his fellow Democrats 

 

Burton’s secrecy, his belligerent attitude toward various Republicans – unnecessary if 

he was merely shoring up his own position – and his activities in the House (discussed 

in chapter five) also suggest he may have seen himself as something of a heroic figure 

defending liberalism against the Republican tide.  

 

The reactions to Burton’s reapportionment made it evident just how well Burton had 

worked the political system for his party. However, for the abrasive Burton, furthering 

his agenda also meant creating conflict within his own party. Newspaper reports 

claimed that Burton was settling personal scores with several individual Democrats as 

well as the Republicans. The print media examined some of the resulting clashes, 

particularly that which stemmed from congressman Anthony Beilenson’s apparent 

dissatisfaction with his proposed north-west Los Angeles district.47 Beilenson claimed 

Burton had engineered a seat that was “unnecessarily harmful” to his chances of re-

election.48 He declared that Burton was doing this in order to create safe seats for 

congressional newcomers – and Burton allies – Howard Berman and Mel Levine, and 

that this had robbed him of both voter and financial support. According to the 

Sacramento Bee, several anonymous Democratic congressmen said that Beilenson 

wanted a seat safe enough to require little campaigning,49 and that he was disgruntled 

because he was being asked to exchange wealthy Democrat voters in the Beverly Hills 

area for blue-collar Democrats.50 In somewhat lurid style California showed the depth 

of feelings involved:  
Burton’s anger took on an especially awesome cast when the name of Beverly Hills’s (sic) 

Democratic congressman Anthony Beilenson was mentioned...  Beilenson’s whining had 

made Burton angry... “Beilenson’s a shit,” Burton said... “That’s on the record.”51
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Beilenson’s splitting from the delegation on votes such as the energy subsidies 

discussed in the previous chapter had earned Burton’s animosity. Although Beilenson 

maintained close ties with members of the state Senate where he had once served, he 

was made to appear isolated from the rest of the congressional delegation. The anecdote 

reveals that the large liberal California congressional delegation was not particularly 

unified. 

 

In support of Beilenson’s claims, it was suggested that at least some Republican 

strategists agreed that his seat had become marginal enough to warrant a strong 

challenge. However, while Burton might have made Beilenson’s re-election more 

difficult, his liberal commitment and dislike of conservative Republicans make it 

difficult to support the idea that he would construct a district genuinely likely to see 

Beilenson lose. The conflict led to threats from within the state legislature to take 

control of the process away from Burton but finally these were averted by a 

compromise with Beilenson (unfortunately for Burton, he had to satisfy Beilenson to 

get the approval for his plan from Beilenson’s ally Californian Senate President Pro 

Tem David Roberti52). 

 

Other Democrats too suffered from Burton’s power plays, in particular, Long 

Beach/San Pedro congressman Glenn Anderson, whose complaint was similar to 

Beilenson’s, and former congressman Jim Lloyd. Lloyd had been defeated in the 

eastern suburbs of Los Angeles in the 1980 election and was seeking to make a 

comeback in the same area in 1982. However, this was the region in which Burton drew 

the extra Hispanic congressional seats. Burton intended that only a Hispanic could win 

in the primaries in either of the two seats that covered the general area of Lloyd’s old 

seat, and only a Democrat in the general election. Lloyd’s candidacy threatened his 

plans. Several reasons are given as to why Burton was intent on blocking Lloyd. Firstly, 

there was the obvious benefit to Burton of having Hispanic politicians personally 

indebted, as discussed earlier. Second was the benefit to the Democratic Party. Thirdly, 

several sources point to a personal bitterness Burton felt toward Lloyd which may have 

stemmed from what Burton saw as disloyalty in his attempts to win the House majority 

leadership vote in the 1970s. But newspaper columnist Martin Smith added another 

reason, claiming at the time that Lloyd’s voting record was more conservative than 
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Burton was prepared to accept.53 Much could be said about Burton’s Machiavellian 

ways, but it is no coincidence that Lloyd and Anderson were among the least liberal of 

California’s Democratic congressmen. Burton’s desire to make the delegation not just 

larger but more liberal was undeniable and the effect on the nation’s political arena a 

significant one. 

 

If the more moderate factions within the California Democratic Party had had control of 

reapportionment, the state’s politics probably would have developed differently. As it 

was, leaving it in Burton’s control helped ensure that the six new representatives 

elected from the state in 1982 were fellow liberals. But did it blur the reasons why 

liberal Democrats did well in California in 1982? There is no doubt that they performed 

well in the electoral marketplace, but it could be seen that they had also manipulated the 

conditions of that marketplace. There was a case for arguing that Democrats were over-

represented as a result of the Burton plan. Republican Representative Bill Thomas had 

noted immediately the plan became public, “[Burton] is trying to do through 

redistricting what Democrats can’t do at the polls.”54 In the 1982 general election, 

Democrats took 28 of California’s 45 seats – about 62.2 percent – yet across the state 

Democrats won only 51.8 percent of the votes that were cast for major party 

congressional candidates. Furthermore, 17 of the 28 Democrats were clearly liberals – 

about 38 percent of the state’s total congressional delegation. This figure was well in 

excess of the 27 percent of Californian voters who identified themselves as liberal in 

the Chronicle’s exit poll.55 On the other hand, having examined the 1982 

reapportionment, Morgan Kousser concluded that Democrat successes in California’s 

1982 congressional elections were due to more than just Burton’s mapping skills.56

 

Balanced against the liberal success were problems Burton had created by engendering 

anger in the electorate. Republicans made use of that anger by collecting signatures for 

a petition to overturn his plan. The response was better than expected and left them with 

a grassroots organisation in place for future attacks on the Democrats – and the state 
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Supreme Court if it approved the plan. From the petitions, the GOP picked up a mailing 

list of over a quarter of a million voters, including 56 000 motivated enough to include 

donations to the cause.57 These figures came from Martin Smith, who saw liberal 

programs endangered by a liberal arrogance he saw even in this ‘post-liberal’ period: 
Democratic lawmakers helped the Republicans gain this power. By fighting the way they 

did to preserve their power and to keep liberal programs in place through gerrymandering, 

the Democrats have increased the likelihood of their own decline and placed in even 

greater danger the programs they had hoped to protect.58

 

The press reaction 

 

Smith aside, other members of the media seemed fascinated with the way Burton 

operated. The process of drawing political maps normally might not have interested a 

glossy magazine such as California, but the intentions and personality behind the 

process seemed irresistible. Burton, the magazine declared, 
is known as a domineering man who has pursued his twin goals of power and populist 

reform with such intensity that he has invariably worn down most of those who stood in his 

way.59  
 

It is clear that each of the reapportionment plans drawn for California in 1981 contained 

districts that were drawn in ways that would invite accusations of gerrymandering. 

However, it appeared the media could forgive or at least understand such political 

motives. A Sacramento Bee editorial declared the plans for the State Assembly and 

Senate were ‘blatantly flawed’ but complied with constitutional requirements and 

should be approved.60 In fact, the congressional plan met the requirement of equality of 

population better than the other two plans. Widespread praise from minority leaders 

clearly shows that it also met the condition of respecting minority groups. Finally, it 

satisfied the courts with regard to the criteria of respecting communities and regions of 

interest.  

 

Nevertheless, it was the plan singled out by the liberal media for greatest criticism 

(though, as Cain noted, in contrast to the political parties the media wants to see more 

marginal seats contested, not less61). The partisan nature of the plan sharpened 
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reactions, but it was the seat Burton drew for his younger brother that created the single 

greatest controversy. Equally liberal, but more flamboyant in style than Phillip, John 

Burton had become a prime target for Republicans. In 1980, a concerted challenge had 

held him to 51.1 percent of the vote, and his 1980 opponent, Republican Dennis 

McQuaid, was gearing up for a rematch in 1982. Phillip Burton intended to protect his 

brother but the new district he produced was an oddly shaped one that took in four 

counties, separated from one another by the San Francisco Bay. The shape of the 

district and the motives behind its creation were the major focus of discontent. 

 

The day after Burton’s plan was revealed, a Mercury News editorial referred to it as 

“pious fraud,” and called for it to be rejected (while conceding “Residents in San Jose 

and the immediately surrounding communities... are not bitten too badly by the Burton 

gerrymander”).62 The Bee declared it was “so marred by gerrymandering, so lacking in 

public interest that it must be rejected,”63 although Smith offered backhanded support. 

Immediately after the plan was released, he noted that it was “a masterpiece of its 

kind;”64 in that it would offer Democrats immediate electoral rewards. He followed up 

with an article in the Fresno Bee that sought to remind readers that reapportionment 

was inherently partisan: 
Despite the outrageous contours of some new districts, Republican protests have had a 

hollow ring in view of patently unfair reapportionments conducted under GOP direction 

prior to 1960 and also in view of GOP gerrymandering in other states this year.65  
In an article printed in the Ventura County Star-Free Press, Smith added: “Would the 

Republicans perform the reapportionment task any differently if they held the majority? 

Not at all.”66 This, of course, was exactly what professional Democrats were saying. 

 

The Los Angeles Times agreed that the Democrats in charge of reapportionment were 

no more blameworthy than their opposition,67 but it was the Sun Reporter that made the 

boldest statement on reapportionment, giving ideological imperative to a partisan 

process: 
[Burton] realizes how important it is to the nation that the Democratic Party maintain its 

majority in the lower house and thereby retain the speakership, the only voice the have-

nots still have in Washington...68  
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The Tribune made no specific judgement on the plan, nor how it affected the Oakland 

area. Its editorial on reapportionment simply referred to “veteran political observers” 

reacting in awe to Burton’s plan and noted, “nothing awed them more than the district 

Phil had drawn for his brother John...”69  

 

Other sections of the media also voiced their disapproval. San Francisco television 

station KRON, for example, issued an editorial stating; “The reapportionment bills 

smack of the worst kind of politics.”70 Somewhat surprisingly, strong criticism was 

often absent from the moderate and conservative papers. The San Diego Union did have 

a complaint about its locality but stopped short of rejecting the plan outright:  
San Diego County’s congressional districts would become a jumbled pattern of strange 

shapes and combinations of communities in an effort to create a safe Democratic seat with 

the reapportionment plan revealed yesterday.71

In the Central Valley, the Merced Sun-Star made no mention of the congressional plan, 

yet in an editorial noted, “the reapportionment plans advocated by Democrats in both 

the California Senate and Assembly are detrimental to Merced County.”72 The equally 

conservative Eureka Times-Standard ran an editorial which stated, “We on the North 

Coast would not be hurt by the plan proposed by Rep. Phil Burton... But the issue goes 

far beyond what would happen specifically to our district.”73 Orange County’s Santa 

Ana Register, one of the most conservative newspapers in the state, noted, 
[The] Redistricting plan would bolster the county’s influence in Congress... Initial reaction 

to the proposal from Orange County congressmen included little, if any, opposition to the 

part of the plan for Orange County. But among GOP congressmen there is substantial 

opposition based on the overall statewide picture.74

 

Burton’s personal papers show that he had copies of all the press reports on his 

reapportionment so he was well aware of the adverse response,75 but he seemed unfazed 

and made little effort to defend his work in the press. 

 

Several factors helped Burton’s plan survive this kind of initial criticism. As noted, 

only half the electorate disapproved of it, and he had won minority support. Just as 
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importantly, many Democrats within the political system understood the value of what 

Burton had done and were clearly prepared to ride out the controversy. A letter from 

staff assisting Michigan congressman William Brodhead revealed how party 

professionals nationally felt about Burton’s efforts: “Dear Mr. Burton: There has been 

precious little of late for which Democrats can cheer. We Democrats would like to 

thank you very much for this piece of news. We love it!76” Burton also managed to 

create a degree of disunity among Republicans. He had collapsed or changed the seats 

of three Republican congressmen who were quitting the House to run for the Senate in 

1982. This had further concentrated Republican voters, making the surviving 

Republican seats safer for their incumbents. As a result, there was some trepidation 

among these incumbents at the idea of challenging the Burton plan and risking the 

substitution of a map less favourable to themselves. 

 

The final advantage Burton had engineered was that he had devised figures that gave 

the plan a lower population deviation than had been achieved in any prior 

reapportionment in a major state. As a result, it met the letter of the law as determined 

by the United States Supreme Court in 1962, and was thus well equipped to meet the 

inevitable legal challenge. When it was duly passed in the state Supreme Court the 

Sacramento Bee reported from Washington that 
Jubilant Democrats welcomed the... [decision] as a crucial political breakthrough that 

smashes the GOP’s last hopes of taking control of the House after the November 

elections.77  
The Bee concurred, calling it “a stunning victory.”78  

 

According to Californian Democratic congressman Tony Coelho, “The Republicans 

had computers and money... We had smart politicians like Phil Burton.”79 This certainly 

reinforces the picture of Burton as the heroic figure alone capable of halting the 

conservative tide, but it also neatly dodges the question of where voter sentiment lay in 

1982. By Coelho’s reckoning, the two parties were trading advantages almost oblivious 

to voter support. Coelho went further, saying that the decision,  
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completely thwarts GOP efforts to capitalize on a major national shift of House seats from 

traditional Democratic strongholds in the Northeast and Midwest to more conservative 

bastions in fast-growing areas of the Sunbelt.80  
For Kevin Phillips, who had made bold predictions about Sunbelt conservatism, this 

was grist for the mill. Only political chicanery could have prevented a Republican 

takeover of the region: 
a funny thing happened to those ambitions on the way to the bank. They got mugged and 

robbed. And the leading robbers are a pair of brothers named Burton who live in 

California.81

 

Public interest liberalism 

 

Despite the apparent triumph, liberals had further fences to mend. The public interest 

group Common Cause, comprising many liberals who were offended by Burton’s 

actions, almost immediately began efforts to have the plan overturned, effectively 

aligning themselves with conservative Republicans. The Bay Guardian printed an 

article from the organisation’s executive director, Walter Zelman, in which he rejected 

the plan as “a blatant gerrymander of unsurprisingly vicious proportions.”82

 

While Common Cause claimed non-partisanship, it was a product of the post-Watergate 

demands for political reform and it had tended to find itself more often than not siding 

with reformist liberals. In reporting the Common Cause stand on reapportionment, radio 

station KRON referred to it as “the usually liberal lobbying group.”83 The phrase 

suggests that in this case Common Cause’s stance was not a liberal one because it was 

tied to the Republican position. The organisation’s California chairperson, Susan 

Rouder, noted later of the organisation’s coalition with the Republican Party on the 

issue, “So often we’re perceived as being in bed with the Democratic Party that it’s nice 

for us once to say... we are coalescing with the Republican Party.”84 Indeed, Common 

Cause’s stance on the issue was so much at odds with both the pragmatic liberalism of 

Phillip Burton and Henry Waxman and the Sun Reporter’s plea for liberals to support 

Burton that it suggests the issue was capable of creating a major split between liberal 

constituent groups. 
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In the June primaries, three Republican-backed referenda had appeared on the ballot. 

These asked voters to pass judgement on the Democrats’ maps for the reapportionment 

of the state’s Assembly and Senate districts and congressional seats. In each case, the 

maps were declared invalid for future elections by a two-to-one margin. However, they 

were to remain in effect for the 1982 general election. Beyond that, as the system itself 

had not been changed, the Democrats would be given another chance to draw the maps, 

assuming they retained control of the state legislature, which was likely.  

 

The alternative proposed by Common Cause was that instead of leaving the 

redistricting process in the hands of the political party in power it should be given to an 

independent bipartisan commission.85 In letters sent out to members early in 1982, the 

organisation claimed that such a move would “encourage electoral competition, 

maintain communities of interest, and promote individual and group political 

activity.”86 Thus initiated by Common Cause and then organised by the Republican 

Party, this proposal would appear on the November 1982 ballot as Proposition 14. 

 

The Californian liberal and moderate papers were split over the concept of an 

independent commission. Firstly, the Los Angeles Times, sympathetic to the cause of 

increased Hispanic representation, was strongly against Proposition 14.87 The Times 

had expressed concerns elsewhere over the effect of vested interests interceding 

between the will of the people and their elected officials. Now it raised both pragmatic 

and ideological issues: “Not only would [the independent commission] short-circuit the 

lines from voters to legislators, it would not work.”88 Instead, the editors stated, “We 

think the courts are the proper arena for settling this year’s outraged claims.”89 This was 

significant because the state Supreme Court was finding itself increasingly under 

partisan attack and for it to be forced to take on the responsibility of deciding such a 

partisan case would increase the level of that attack. 

 

The Sacramento Bee, despite its disapproval of the Burton plan, still agreed with the 

system of having control of reapportionment in the hands of politicians: “It isn’t a very 

good system. But no one has devised anything better. Not even Common Cause...”90 
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The smaller but equally liberal Telegram Tribune in San Luis Obispo was also opposed 

to the non-partisan commission: “An insulated, anonymous commission whose 

members have their own axes to grind could wreak mischief, too, and voters could do 

little about it.”91 The Los Angeles Weekly, the Herald Examiner, the Tribune and the 

Bee papers all expressed their opposition. In giving its own reasons, the Herald 

Examiner editorialised that “because [Proposition 14] would surrender one of the 

people’s most important political acts to an appointed commission, the measure is 

clearly undemocratic and should be defeated.”92

 

Among the major newspapers, the only endorsements for Proposition 14 came from the 

Bay Area. Both the San Jose Mercury News and the San Francisco Chronicle were in 

favour of it. In fact, the Mercury News was in such complete agreement with the 

Common Cause proposal that in an editorial supporting the idea the paper gave the 

address and phone number of the organisation and urged the public’s support.93 Given 

its greater conservatism, the Chronicle’s support might have been expected, but the 

large Hispanic community in San Jose would probably not have welcomed the Mercury 

News’s endorsement. 

 

Perhaps the most notable endorsement for establishing an independent commission 

came from the Bay Guardian, which noted, 
Whatever our particular party sympathies, district boundaries should not be subject to the 

whimsical impulses of politicians motivated by partisan loyalty, or vindictiveness, or 

private interests.94  
This seemed somewhat uncharacteristic because the Bay Guardian had been one of the 

few papers in June to express opposition to the Republican-sponsored referenda and 

therefore support the Burton map. The paper was also usually supportive of Phillip 

Burton. In June, it had made no secret of its partisan sympathies. In urging support for 

the Democrats’ maps, the paper noted then, 
because the new district lines favor Democrats over Republicans, it is likely that 

Democratic representation will increase. In the times of Ronald Reagan, we will all 

probably fare better as a result.95
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Supporting Proposition 14 in November therefore represented a considerable shift in 

position, and provides another indication of the conflicting factors at work within this 

issue. On the one hand, the blatantly partisan nature of the Democratic maps 

strengthened the liberal position. Balanced against that was the strand of reform 

liberalism which consistently opposed conflict-of-interest politics. Middle-class urban 

liberals had long fought to reform machine politics in American cities and states, often 

through the voice of crusading newspapers. The progressive tradition in California, 

which the Bay Guardian embodied, had for a century challenged the state’s politicians 

when they were considered to be unresponsive. Consequently, the paper, like others 

within the committed liberal community, found itself caught between motives of self-

interest and moral ideology. In the end, this most progressive of newspapers supported 

a position antithetical to minority interests, though these were the kinds of actions 

which often drove a wedge between white liberals and minority groups. 

 

Among the voting public, the Common Cause proposal seemed to have broad support. 

According to a poll released in November 1981, eight out of ten voters were opposed to 

the fact that the system allowed politicians to draw their own boundaries. Nevertheless, 

only a bare majority of 51 percent, a seemingly low figure, indicated they disapproved 

of these latest reapportionment plans and would vote against them in a referendum.96 

The somewhat surprising discrepancy between these two figures seems to offer some 

support to the contention that Californian voters were in a stage of electoral de-

alignment. Since respondents barely disapproved of a plan that clearly, and perhaps 

unfairly, favoured the Democrats, it appears the electorate was becoming distrustful of 

the whole political system, rather than defecting en masse to the Republican Party. The 

test on this would come in the 1982 general elections when Proposition 14 was on the 

ballot. In order to break Democratic control of the reapportionment process, 

Republicans needed to win voter approval for Proposition 14. A vote against 

Proposition 14 indicated a desire to leave the reapportionment process in the hands of 

the majority party in the state legislature.  

 

The campaign for Proposition 14 

 

Common Cause had provided some of the initial impetus for Proposition 14, but it soon 

became identified as a Republican initiative. The state Republican Party had put great 

                                                 
96 Los Angeles Times, 18 November 1981: 3 
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effort into qualifying Proposition 14 for the November 1982 ballot, collecting several 

hundred thousand more signatures than required. After Burton’s plan had been made 

public, 2.6 million pamphlets were sent out to Republican voters around the state 

urging them to oppose it. The pro argument in the ballot handbook was written by 

Susan Rouder from Common Cause, former president Gerald Ford, and former 

Californian Supreme Court Chief Justice Donald Wright, a Reagan appointee. 

Effectively, the Democratic Party provided the opposition. The authors of the argument 

against Proposition 14 were the state’s Democratic leaders; state treasurer and former 

Speaker of the Assembly Jesse Unruh; the current Speaker Willie Brown; and Roberti. 

All official and unofficial Democratic mailers also urged a ‘No’ vote. Hence, a vote 

against the initiative could be considered the anti-conservative or at least anti-

Republican position. 

 

The issue was nationalised and further split along party lines when President Reagan, in 

a very media-conscious event, added the first signature to the petition to overturn 

Burton’s plan. Members of the California Democratic congressional delegation 

attempted to divest some of the prestige and impartiality of the executive office, saying 

the president was playing a partisan game. They made a point of publicly urging 

Reagan to apply standards of ‘fair play’ in those states where Republicans held control 

of the reapportionment process: Burton himself held a press conference in Washington, 

declaring “I wish the president had discovered how Republicans savaged Democratic 

incumbents in Indiana, Washington and Colorado.”97

 

Interestingly, in an indication that the New Right drive sometimes faltered badly, after 

committing over $300 000 to qualify Proposition 14 the Californian Republican Party 

could manage to find just $88 260 to spend backing it in the crucial period between 

June and November.98 The controversy engendered also could not alter the fact that 

reapportionment remained an arcane process. It may have inflamed partisan feelings 

among professional politicians, but a significant proportion of the population remained 

oblivious or uninterested. By the time of the 1982 election, fourteen months after the 

Burton plan had been made public, the issue had died down somewhat, and the 

Proposition 14 campaign did not have nearly the profile of the other major initiatives on 

the ballot. In August 1982, a poll showed that 52 percent of the electorate were not 

                                                 
97 Sacramento Bee, 24 September 1981: 4 
98 California Journal, December 1982: 442. The party’s National Committee did worse, reneging on a 
promised $300 000 for the Proposition 14 campaign (see Kousser, “Reapportionment Wars:” 155). 
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aware of Proposition 14.99 The weekend before the November election, that figure was 

still a very high 36 percent, with support for the measure leading by just three points, 28 

to 25 percent.100

 

Yet, Proposition 14 was more substantive for liberals than the other ballot issues – 

partly because minority representation and political strength were at stake and partly 

because of the number of liberals likely to be elected to Congress under Burton’s plan. 

In addition, the results of the ballot help show the state and nature of the political 

coalition that is essential to the empowerment of the progressive movement in 

California.101 An analysis of the vote is therefore essential. 

 

The Proposition 14 vote 

 

Proposition 14 was defeated by 55 to 45 percent in November 1982. The loss was the 

preferred result for liberals (because it left control of the redistricting process with the 

Democratic dominated state Assembly), but it was also an ironic one, given that a 

majority of voters were so opposed to Burton’s plan. It passed in only ten congressional 

districts. Five of these were very conservative white districts in southern California and 

the other five were majority white liberal to moderate white districts around the San 

Francisco Bay. Liberal Democrats represented four of the Bay Area districts, while the 

other was a Republican district, as were the five in the south.  

 

Table 3.1 shows the Proposition 14 vote in five Californian congressional districts and, 

for comparison, that for the respective Representatives in 1982 and for Reagan in 1980.  

Table 3.1: 1982 Proposition 14 vote and two comparison votes in select 
congressional districts 

 
Congressional District 
and description 

‘Yes’ Vote on 
Proposition 14 (%)

1982 vote for Democratic 
Representative (%) 

1980 Vote for 
Reagan (%) 

    
Sixth  
- Liberal/moderate, white 
dominated 

54.0 52.4 37 

Fortieth  
- Conservative, white 
dominated 

53.4 26.1 69 

Fifth  
- Liberal, mixed-race 

50.5 57.5 33 

                                                 
99 Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, August 1982 
100 Ibid, 29-31 October 1982 
101 See Sonenshein, Politics in Black and White and Rufus P. Browning, Dale Rogers Marshall and 
David H. Tabb, Protest Is Not Enough: The Struggle of Blacks and Latinos for Equality in Urban 
Politics, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1984 
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Twenty-third  
- Liberal, white dominated 

42.5 59.6 49 

Twenty-fifth  
- Liberal/moderate, 
heavily Hispanic  

34.8 85.5 34 

Twenty-ninth  
- Liberal, heavily African 
American  

27.7 79.8 28 

     
Notes to table 3.1 
1 The congressional districts were deliberately chosen to show extremes.  

2 Both a ‘Yes’ vote on Proposition 14 and a vote for Reagan indicate a conservative position. 

 

 

The Proposition 14 vote of the first three districts in table 3.1 is quite at odds with the 

voting figures for the respective Democrat representatives and for Reagan. That is, 

while the three districts were poles apart in their support for Reagan and the relative 

support they gave the Democrat candidate, they found common ground on Proposition 

14.  

 

According to Ralph Sonenshein’s model for Los Angeles, African Americans vote at 

the left of the political spectrum and conservative whites at the right, with Hispanics 

and white liberals in the middle or slightly to the left.102 The 1980 vote for Reagan and 

the 1982 Democratic congressional candidates shown in table 3.1 confirm a similar 

pattern statewide. However, the Proposition 14 vote does not follow this pattern. The 

strongest opposition to Proposition 14 across the state came from the districts with the 

largest African American communities, which is consistent. The three African 

American congressional districts in Los Angeles recorded the highest ‘No’ vote in the 

state. 

Thereafter, the model breaks down. The next highest percentage of votes against the 

initiative came in the three Los Angeles Hispanic districts, including the two Burton 

had created. Clearly, Hispanics recognised that they benefited from Burton’s plan,103 

and took a very liberal position. If the reapportionment process were taken out of the 

hands of the legislature and given to an independent commission, minorities risked 

being the biggest losers. In the legislature, minority representatives can maximise their 

influence by acting as a bloc. Since this bloc may be vital in developing a majority, they 

can trade their votes on one issue for concessions on another. It would be much harder 

to pressure an independent commission. (The difference between the strongest vote in 

                                                 
102 Sonenshein, Politics in Black and White
103 See Los Angeles Times, 10 October 1982: IV3 and ibid, 28 October 1982: II11 
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an African American district and the weakest in a Hispanic district was almost ten 

percentage points. The possible explanation is that, as noted, this issue was closely 

identified with the Democratic Party, and African Americans have a stronger 

ideological attachment toward the Democratic Party than do Hispanics. They also have 

a more consistently liberal voting record, so this vote suggests African American voters 

were aware of the importance of Proposition 14 to liberal representation.) 

 

The evidence of table 3.1 also suggests there existed an ad hoc coalition of conservative 

and white liberal voters (perhaps excluding white Jewish voters, as the Twenty-third 

district contained many of these and the Proposition 14 vote there was lower) against 

minorities. No doubt white liberals had reacted on a reformist impulse to Burton’s 

blatant political manipulation, but it was also true that the effective result was that, 

faced with a situation where minority interests were being advanced strongly, many 

liberal whites appeared to have abandoned minority interests. This was important, 

because the issue was one that determined political representation. 

 

However, further evidence might alleviate this picture of white desertion of the 

progressive coalition in the face of strong self-interest. As noted above, the liberal 

newspapers were not uniform in their endorsements. Bay Area newspapers, ranging 

across the political spectrum, went against the general trend to favour Proposition 14. 

Equally, it can be shown that geographic factors influenced the vote. The white liberal 

and moderate vote was not uniform across the state, and in fact there is evidence that 

the same holds true of the minority vote. 

 

The heavily Jewish white liberal districts in west Los Angeles rejected the initiative, in 

other words, supported Burton’s plan. In those districts, the ‘No’ vote ran strongly, 

between 57.3 and 61.4 percent, well above the state average of 55 percent. In states that 

were losing population and therefore congressional seats, like New York, 

reapportionment usually meant conflict between various groups. Conflict between 

whites and minorities was less likely in California because the population increase 

allowed for several competing interests to be satisfied. The place where minority gains 

were most obvious was Los Angeles, and yet white liberals in that city voted against 

Proposition 14 at much higher rates than they did in the Bay Area. This means white 

voters in Los Angeles gave great support to the minority position. In turn, this suggests 

that it was not simply the threat of minority empowerment that was dictating the white 

liberal vote. 
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Population growth around the Bay Area had not been as great as in the south of the 

state,104 and the new districts there were grossly gerrymandered in order to maintain the 

existing number of liberal seats.105 The results were clear. The 54 percent approval 

garnered by Proposition 14 in the Sixth District, the most obtuse of all Burton’s 

districts, was higher than the vote it received in the very conservative districts south of 

Los Angeles, even though the Republican Party strongly pushed the ‘Yes’ vote. Just as 

tellingly, the initiative almost passed in the Eighth District around Oakland. Here, a 

quarter of the population of this district was African American and a further six percent 

Hispanic.  

 

A strong vote against the initiative was also recorded outside the major metropolitan 

areas. After the six minority districts in Los Angeles, the five congressional districts 

giving the next highest percentages of rejection were three in the Central Valley, one 

east of Los Angeles and one in Orange County (which recorded a 61.8 percent ‘No’ 

vote). Interestingly, for such a partisan issue, two of the Central Valley districts 

produced identical results, a 61.7 percent rejection. One of these was a strongly 

Republican district and the other was one of the new districts tailor-made by Burton for 

a liberal/moderate Democratic ally. These were mostly white districts yet they recorded 

an anti-Proposition 14 vote nearly as high as the minority-dominated areas of Los 

Angeles.  

 

The pattern therefore suggests that geography had skewed the vote. The Bay Area Sixth 

District, drawn with a strange shape and nepotistic motive, became the major symbol of 

the Republican argument against the Legislature’s control of reapportionment. The 

symbolism was more effective the closer a voter was to this district. The most affected 

areas were San Francisco, the counties north of the Bay that were within the Sixth 

District, and to a lesser extent the East and South Bay areas. The resentment towards 

Phillip Burton, which influenced the Mercury News and the Bay Guardian, was also 

evident among voters. Republican Party leaders exploited this resentment. In Burton’s 

own district they sent out mailers that said “You have a chance to tell Phil Burton that 

                                                 
104 Over the whole Bay Area, the large population increases in the satellite cities around the south, north 
and east of the Bay were offset by very low or zero growth in San Francisco and Oakland.  
105 The above, combined with the fact that the average population of a congressional district was raised 
between 1970 and 1980 and Burton’s spreading Democratic voters thinner, meant that despite there 
being regions of rapid growth in the Bay Area, there was no increase in the number of seats. 
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you don’t accept his treatment of you and of San Francisco by voting YES on Prop. 

14.”106 The mailer claimed that Burton’s plan was, 
A naked, cynical abuse of the democratic process... An attempt to deny San Franciscans 

fair representation... A callous and arrogant violation of the public trust... [and] A 

dehumanizing exercise in political mathematics.107  
Significantly, the pamphlet did not include a map of the Fifth District in which it was 

being mailed but one of the neighbouring Sixth.108

 

There was no real pattern of voting along party lines. Four Democratic congressional 

districts voted for Proposition 14; twenty-four voted against it. Six of the seventeen 

Republican districts voted for the measure. Among white voters there was not a strong 

identifiable ideological split; the districts which voted for Proposition 14 included very 

conservative ones in the south but also included what was probably the most liberal 

Republican district, the Twelfth District in the southern Bay Area. On the other hand, 

conservative districts north of Los Angeles voted against Proposition 14.  

 

Summary 

 

In the hands of Phillip Burton, redistricting in California in 1982 provided liberals with 

greater success in the November elections than might have otherwise been expected. 

California had picked up two extra congressional seats based on the 1981 census data, 

which made Burton’s task easier, but he was under considerable pressure from various 

vested interests, in particular to increase the state’s Hispanic representation. Burton 

attempted, with some success, to tie growing Hispanic political strength to his own 

cause, and to liberalism. The move of the seats to California had implications for 

Sunbelt politics, since they became in effect liberal seats. Public interest liberals joined 

Republicans in an attempt to have Burton’s plan defeated by putting Proposition 14, a 

proposal to remove redistricting from the hands of politicians, on the November ballot, 

but it was soundly defeated. 

                                                 
106 Republican party election pamphlet, 1982, Institute of Government Studies, University of California 
at Berkeley 
107 Ibid
108 Ibid
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE CALIFORNIAN DEMOCRATIC CONGRESSIONAL 

DELEGATION IN HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT 

 

Introduction 

 

The chapters that follow this one examine the behaviour of California’s individual 

liberal Representatives in the early 1980s, their reactions to the 1980 elections and the 

Reagan administration and their re-election campaigns in 1982. This chapter serves as 

an introduction by looking at California’s Democratic congressional delegation in broad 

historical and political contexts. 

 

The first part of this chapter looks at the ideological nature of that delegation and the 

changes in the delegation that occurred between the mid-1970s and the mid-1980s. The 

focus will be on three factors in particular; the nature of the delegation in what was seen 

as a period of liberal ascendancy in the mid 1970s, the effect on the delegation of the 

apparent conservative surge in the late 1970s, and the effect of the 1982 election. 

 

The purposes of this chapter are to determine what happened to California’s overall 

liberal congressional delegation in the period in question, that is, whether it grew or 

shrank, whether it became more or less liberal, and whether it became more or less 

effective. To achieve these aims, measurements of the liberalism of the delegation are 

required. As discussed in chapter one, these are provided by the interest group ratings 

of the members of Congress. Ratings for the period from 1975 to 1986 are utilised here. 

This begins with the influx to Congress of new Democrats who were elected in 1974, a 

year in which many liberal candidates were successful, and ends with the elections of 

1986. The latter year was chosen because it allows for two full terms of Congress in 

which to assess the effect of the 1982 elections on the Californian Democratic 

delegation.  

 

These ratings are shown below in tabular form. Table 4.1 shows the ADA ratings for 

the period 1975 to 1986 while table 4.2 shows the COPE ratings for the same period. 

Each figure represents the approval rating of the relevant organisation for the 

Representative for the given year. Where a congressional district changed 

representation during this period, the second Representative and his/her ratings are 

shown in bold type.  
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Table 4.1: Ratings of Californian Democratic Representatives by Americans for 

Democratic Action, 1975 - 1986 

 
Representativ

e 

Year Av. 

 ‘75 ‘76 ‘77 ‘78 ‘79 ‘80 ‘81 ‘82 ‘83 ‘84 ‘85 ‘86  

Bosco1 - - - - - - - - 80 70 65 70 71.2 
Johnson2 58 55 30 45 68 67 - - - - - - 58.8 
Moss/ 
Matsui 

89 
- 

90 
- 

80 
- 

60 
- 

- 
89 

- 
94 

- 
70 

- 
85 

- 
85 

- 
80 

- 
90 

- 
95 

79.8 
86.0 

Leggett/ 
Fazio 

95 
- 

75 
- 

75 
- 

65 
- 

- 
84 

- 
89 

- 
80 

- 
80 

- 
80 

- 
75 

- 
75 

- 
80 

77.5 
80.4 

J. Burton/ 
Boxer 

95 
- 

90 
- 

100 
- 

80 
- 

84 
- 

94 
- 

85 
- 

40* 
- 

- 
95 

- 
95 

- 
95 

- 
90 

89.7 
93.8 

P. Burton3 / 
S. Burton 

89 
- 

90 
- 

90 
- 

95 
- 

95 
- 

83 
- 

90 
- 

95 
- 

- 
92 

- 
90 

- 
95 

- 
55 

90.9 
83.0 

Miller 100 95 85 85 84 94 100 95 90 100 95 90 92.8 
Dellums 100 100 95 95 95 100 95 85 95 100 95 100 96.2 
Stark 89 95 80 95 84 94 95 95 90 90 90 95 91.0 
Edwards 100 95 95 80 95 100 95 100 100 100 100 100 96.7 
Ryan/ 
Lantos4

89 
- 

65 
- 

75 
- 

55 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
70 

- 
80 

- 
85 

- 
85 

- 
70 

- 
70 

71 
76.7 

Mineta 95 95 80 80 79 83 80 80 95 90 80 95 86.0 
McFall5 68 65 65 45 - - - - - - - - 60.8 
Sisk/ 
Coelho 

42 
- 

40 
- 

35 
- 

15 
- 

- 
58 

- 
72 

- 
55 

- 
65 

- 
75 

- 
80 

- 
80 

- 
70 

33 
69.4 

Panetta6 - - 75 50 84 67 90 75 90 75 75 85 76.6 
Lehman - - - - - - - - 80 85 80 75 80.0 
Krebs7 89 80 70 60 - - - - - - - - 74.8 
Corman8 95 90 85 70 89 78 - - - - - - 84.5 
Rees/ 
Beilenson 

74 
- 

45 
- 

- 
90 

- 
80 

- 
100 

- 
94 

- 
90 

- 
95 

- 
85 

- 
90 

- 
95 

- 
80 

59.5/ 
89.9 

Waxman 89 80 80 90 95 83 85 95 95 100 95 95 90.2 
Roybal 95 100 85 85 84 89 95 95 95 100 95 95 92.8 
Berman - - - - - - - - 95 95 100 95 96.2 
Levine - - - - - - - - 90 90 100 85 91.2 
B-Burke/ 
Dixon 

89 
- 

100 
- 

85 
- 

40
* 
- 

- 
79 

- 
94 

- 
80 

- 
85 

- 
90 

- 
95 

- 
80 

- 
85 

91.3 
86.0 

Hawkins 84 70 60 75 74 89 85 70 85 75 85 85 78.1 
Danielson/ 
Martinez 

68 
- 

75 
- 

60 
- 

60 
- 

84 
- 

67 
- 

75 
- 

- 
80 

- 
70 

- 
95 

- 
80 

- 
85 

69.9 
82.0 

Wilson/ 
Dymally 

63 
- 

50 
- 

45 
- 

30 
- 

37 
- 

22* 
- 

- 
55 

- 
65 

- 
85 

- 
85 

- 
90 

- 
100 

45.0 
80.0 

Anderson 58 85 65 60 63 72 50 55 85 80 70 75 68.2 
Hannaford9 79 75 50 60 - - - - - - - - 66.0 
Torres - - - - - - - - 90 95 75 90 87.5 
Lloyd10 68 50 35 45 58 56 - - - - - - 52.0 
Brown 89 80 80 70 84 94 85 75 90 95 85 95 85.2 
Patterson 79 60 65 60 63 72 70 65 90 75 - - 69.9 
Van Deerlin11 79 80 60 60 84 72 - - - - - - 72.5 
Bates - - - - - - - - 85 90 80 90 86.2 
Yearly 
Averages 

82.4 77.5 71.6 66.1 79.7 83.2 80.7 81.7 90.8 88.4 85.7 85.7  
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Notes to table 4.1
In reference to these tables it should be noted that failure to vote lowered the Representatives’ ratings. 

During the period between 1975 and 1986, there were three occasions when participation by a member 

of the California Democratic delegation fell below fifty percent due to extenuating circumstances. In 

each case the participation rate fell well below this mark – 34 percent or lower. In 1978, Braithwaite 

Burke was campaigning for other office. Wilson in 1980 and John Burton in 1982 were unavailable for 

many votes due to illness. These three figures have been marked by an asterisk in the above table and 

have been removed from all calculations because of their distorting influence. 

 

Where a district changed representation during this period, the second representative and his/her ratings 

are shown in bold type.  

1 Bosco defeated a Republican in 1982. 

2 Johnson was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

3 Phillip Burton died during 1983 and was replaced by his wife Sala Burton. As this occurred 

early in the legislative session and Sala Burton still participated in 91 percent of the votes for that year, 

her score has been included. Phillip Burton participated in 88 percent of the votes for which he was 

eligible. 

4 The Ryan/Lantos seat was held by a Republican between 1978 and 1980. 

5 McFall was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

6 Panetta replaced a Republican in 1977. 

7 Krebs was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

8 Corman was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

9 Hannaford was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

10 Lloyd was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

11 Van Deerlin was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

 

Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 

 

 

The social issues liberalism of the California Democratic House of Representatives 

delegation in historical context 

 

The point was made in chapter two of this thesis that California, an integral part of the 

Sunbelt, contained a greater degree of liberalism than was recognised in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s. This section will demonstrate that a major part of that liberalism was 

embodied in the Democratic congressional delegation, a body that was, by 1980, very 

liberal.  

 

The information presented in table 4.1 suggests several relevant points can be made 

about the California Democratic congressional delegation for the years 1974 – 1986. 
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Firstly, the delegation as a whole behaved most conservatively in 1977 and particularly 

1978; that is, prior to the alleged shift to the right triggered by and following the 

November 1978 elections. Secondly, the elections of 1978 and 1980 caused the 

numbers in the delegation to shrink from 29 in 1977 to 22 in 1981. This reflected the 

national trend whereby conservatives did well in congressional elections in those years. 

Yet as the delegation shrank after 1978, its overall liberal rating rose. The explanation 

is likely to lie in the fact that another national trend in those years saw many Democrats 

who represented moderate to conservative districts being replaced by Republicans. 

Seven of the eight Democrats who left office in 1978 and in 19801 (Ryan, McFall, 

Krebs and Hannaford in the first of these elections, Johnson, Lloyd and Van Deerlin in 

the second) were not particularly liberal. The exception was Corman, who was defeated 

in 1980, and who was clearly more liberal than were the others. Interestingly, although 

the voting pattern of congressmen such as McFall, Krebs and Hannaford became 

steadily more conservative in the period ending in 1978 this did not save them from 

defeat by Republicans.  

 

The figures in table 4.1 also show that of the seven Democrats who replaced retiring 

Democrats in the six years before the 1982 elections, four were much more liberal than 

their predecessor (Coelho, Beilenson, Martinez and Dymally) and two were slightly 

more liberal than their predecessors (Matsui and Fazio). Only Dixon appeared less 

liberal than was his predecessor, but this was a very slight difference. No retiring 

Democrat was succeeded by a more conservative Democrat. Furthermore, Lantos, who 

won a previously Democratic seat off a one-term Republican, was more liberal than that 

district’s previous Democratic Representative. Thus, despite the loss of several 

Democrats with solidly liberal records to Republican victories, the overall effect of the 

defeats, deaths and retirements of Democrats between 1974 and 1982 was to make the 

state’s Democrat delegation more liberal. This trend became even more marked when 

the delegation began to grow again after 1978. 

 

Heading into the 1982 election, fifteen of California’s twenty-two Democratic 

congressmen had an average ADA approval rating of over 80 percent (seven of these 

actually rated over ninety percent). These fifteen were Matsui, Fazio, John and Phillip 

Burton, Miller, Dellums, Stark, Edwards, Mineta, Beilenson, Waxman, Roybal, Dixon, 

Martinez, Dymally and Brown. A sixteenth, Hawkins, had an average of 78.1. Other 

                                                 
1 Tom Lantos broke the trend to win a seat for the Democrats in 1980, hence the net loss of seven seats in 
1978 and 1980 although eight Democrats were defeated or retired. 
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criteria in this and the following chapters will reinforce and further refine the definition 

of these individuals as being ‘liberal’ (and will show why Hawkins should be among 

the group). This leaves five other Democrats – Lantos, Coelho, Panetta, Anderson and 

Patterson – who had moderate records and who will therefore not be a major focus of 

this study.2  

 

The elections of 1982 gave the California Democratic delegation an even greater liberal 

commitment. Six of the seven Democrats elected for the first time in 1982 had an 

average ADA rating of 80 percent or more by the end of 1986, three of them registered 

over 90 percent.  

 

The following table shows the Californian Democratic congressional delegation ratings 

from the American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations’ 

Committee on Political Education. These ratings show the degree of support individual 

members of Congress gave organised labour interests. 

 

 

                                                 
2 There is further anecdotal evidence to show these Representatives were more moderate. For example, 
Panetta’s Californian colleagues were said to be distrustful of his ‘fiscal conservatism’ (see California 
Journal, January 1982: 31). Although not a main subject of this thesis, Coelho played a significant role 
for the Democratic Party in the 1980s. As chairman of the Democratic Campaign Committee, he is 
credited with defeating Republican efforts to monopolise PAC contributions. According to legend, 
Coehlo visited hundreds of PAC offices personally, reminding potential contributors that Democrats held 
every House committee and subcommittee chair in the House, and threatening, “we keep score” (see 
Barone, Our Country: 624-25). 
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Table 4.2: Ratings of Californian Democratic Representatives by the AFL-CIO 
Committee on Political Education, 1975 - 1986 

 
Representativ
e 

Year Av. 

 ‘75 ‘76 ‘77 ‘78 ‘79 ‘80 ‘81 ‘82 ‘83 ‘84 ‘85 ‘86  
Bosco1 - - - - - - - - 80 70 63 100 78.2 
Johnson2 96 87 95 85 65 84 - - - - - - 85.3 
Moss/ 
Matsui 

100 
- 

91 
- 

86 
- 

87 
- 

- 
90 

- 
79 

- 
87 

- 
95 

- 
94 

- 
92 

- 
94 

- 
79 

91 
88.8 

Leggett/ 
Fazio 

100 
- 

91 
- 

95 
- 

89 
- 

- 
79 

- 
79 

- 
87 

- 
90 

- 
100 

- 
85 

- 
82 

- 
93 

93.8 
86.9 

J. Burton/ 
Boxer 

96 
- 

86 
- 

86 
- 

100 
- 

100 
- 

88 
- 

78 
- 

100 
- 

- 
100 

- 
92 

- 
100 

- 
100 

91.8 
98.0 

P. Burton3/ 
S. Burton 

95 
- 

87 
- 

87 
- 

94 
- 

89 
- 

89 
- 

86 
- 

100 
- 

- 
100 

- 
100 

- 
100 

- 
100 

90.9 
100 

Miller 96 86 83 94 94 88 87 95 94 85 80 91 89.4 
Dellums 95 87 86 95 95 89 80 95 94 85 100 86 90.6 
Stark 95 87 83 95 88 83 87 100 93 77 94 77 88.2 
Edwards 96 87 78 84 95 89 93 95 100 85 100 93 91.2 
Ryan/ 
Lantos4

91 
- 

73 
- 

71 
- 

68 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
71 

- 
89 

- 
100 

- 
100 

- 
94 

- 
100 

75.8 
92.3 

Mineta 100 82 87 84 85 68 93 90 100 100 94 79 88.5 
McFall5 91 96 100 80 - - - - - - - - 91.8 
Sisk/ 
Coelho 

85 
- 

90 
- 

85 
- 

54 
- 

- 
65 

- 
71 

- 
87 

- 
90 

- 
100 

- 
85 

- 
88 

- 
100 

78.5 
85.8 

Panetta6 - - 70 63 68 58 80 90 82 54 71 85 72.1 
Lehman - - - - - - - - 100 77 88 100 91.2 
Krebs7 87 70 78 80 - - - - - - - - 78.8 
Corman8 100 87 81 80 89 83 - - - - - - 86.7 
Rees/ 
Beilenson 

73 
- 

76 
- 

- 
78 

- 
79 

- 
83 

- 
68 

- 
80 

- 
84 

- 
76 

- 
62 

- 
88 

- 
50 

74.5 
74.8 

Waxman 96 86 76 90 94 89 77 90 94 77 94 92 87.9 
Roybal 95 87 91 79 94 89 93 100 88 92 94 85 90.6 
Berman - - - - - - - - 88 77 94 92 87.8 
Levine - - - - - - - - 94 92 94 75 88.8 
B-Burke/ 
Dixon 

96 
- 

91 
- 

91 
- 

94 
- 

- 
95 

- 
88 

- 
100 

- 
100 

- 
100 

- 
83 

- 
100 

- 
100 

93 
95.8 

Hawkins 100 96 90 82 93 88 93 100 100 100 100 92 94.5 
Danielson/ 
Martinez 

91 
- 

96 
- 

91 
- 

85 
- 

85 
- 

88 
- 

92 
- 

- 
100 

- 
100 

- 
92 

- 
100 

- 
100 

89.7 
98.4 

Wilson/ 
Dymally 

95 
- 

80 
- 

79 
- 

60 
- 

73 
- 

73 
- 

- 
91 

- 
100 

- 
94 

- 
92 

- 
87 

- 
93 

76.7 
92.8 

Anderson 83 91 77 80 61 67 80 80 88 92 88 79 80.5 
Hannaford9 82 83 76 89 - - - - - - - - 82.5 
Torres - - - - - - - - 100 100 94 93 96.8 
Lloyd10 91 83 91 75 68 47 - - - - - - 75.8 
Brown 100 79 90 79 74 82 86 94 100 82 93 92 87.6 
Patterson 95 82 90 94 73 67 93 74 94 77 - - 83.9 
Van Deerlin11 91 91 90 77 84 76 - - - - - - 84.8 
Bates - - - - - - - - 88 82 75 86 82.8 
Yearly 
Averages 

93.2 86.0 84.9 82.6 83.2 78.8 86.4 93.2 94.6 85.0 90.7 89.3  
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Notes to table 4.2
Where a district changed representation during this period, the second representative and his/her ratings 

are shown in bold type. Failure to vote did not lower scores; therefore, all scores are included in 

calculating averages regardless of the level of voter participation.  

1 Bosco defeated a Republican in 1982. 

2 Johnson was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

3 Phillip Burton died during 1983 and was replaced by his wife Sala Burton. 

4 The Ryan/Lantos seat was held by a Republican between 1978 and 1980. 

5 McFall was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

6 Panetta replaced a Republican in 1977. 

7 Krebs was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

8 Corman was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

9 Hannaford was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

10 Lloyd was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

11 Van Deerlin was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

 
Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 

 

 

California’s congressional liberals’ support for organised labour interests 

 

The information in table 4.2 suggests a number of important points, most obviously that 

the California Democrat delegation overall was very sympathetic to organised labour. 

The delegation voted very strongly in favour of labour interests in the immediate post-

Watergate period of 1975 and 1976 but this level gradually declined to 1980. Two 

factors might account for this. Firstly, a number of pro-labour Democrats were defeated 

in 1978 and 1980. The ADA ratings of the seven Representatives who lost seats to 

Republicans in those years (excluding Ryan who was ultimately replaced by Lantos, 

another Democrat) were between 52.0 and 84.5 percent. The COPE ratings for the same 

Representatives were much higher, between 75.8 and 91.8 percent. A small part of 

these differences can be accounted for by the different methods of calculating the 

ratings, for example, COPE did not lower its ratings because of failure to vote. 

However, in almost all cases, voting participation by these Representatives was in 

excess of 90 percent, so the ADA ratings would have been only slightly affected.  

 

The delegation was also affected by retirements. Some of those who retired before 1982 

were far more progressive on labour issues. Most notably, Sisk had an ADA rating for 

the period 1975 to 1978 of 33 percent compared to a COPE rating of 78.5 percent and 
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Wilson was rated at 45 percent on social issues but voted 76.7 percent in favour of 

labour interests. Hence, the Representatives who lost or left their seats were much more 

liberal on labour/economic issues than on social issues. This reflected the changing 

nature of liberal representation in those years. Labour groups would have felt the losses 

of these Representatives more strongly than would other groups under the progressive 

umbrella.  

 

Worsening the situation for organised labour was the fact that among those Democrats 

who remained in the House during the time the delegation was shrinking between 1978 

and 1980 there was a declining sympathy toward labour issues. Representatives such as 

Patterson, Beilenson, Van Deerlin, Wilson, Dymally, Danielson, Lloyd and Mineta 

showed a marked decline in their COPE ratings from highs in 1975-76 to 1980, the year 

that the pro-labour votes reached their nadir.3

 

However, this situation changed from the 1980 elections, so that in the longer term the 

replacement of members created little net change. Two of the seven Democrats who 

replaced retiring Democrats in the six years before the 1982 elections were less 

disposed to vote for labour interests than their predecessor (Matsui and Fazio). On the 

other hand, three were more pro-labour (Coelho and Dymally, who replaced Sisk and 

Wilson respectively, and Martinez), and two were about the same (Beilenson and 

Dixon). Lantos also voted more favourably toward labour interests than Leo Ryan, the 

Democrat who had previously represented his district.  

 

Following the election of Reagan and the beginnings of the implementation of his 

agenda we see a clear and dramatic response by the Californian Democratic 

congressional delegation. After 1980, the average COPE rating increased rapidly. This 

was partially due to the election of new Representatives who voted consistently in 

favour of labour, but the major reason was that many incumbent congressmen showed a 

marked increase in their ratings in 1981 and 1982. The extent to which this occurred is 

evident in the 1982 figures, where eight of the twenty-two California Democratic 

congressmen scored a perfect rating from the AFL-CIO. In 1980, no Representative had 

rated higher than 89 percent. 

 

                                                 
3 Michael Barone stated that nationally the AFL-CIO’s influence in Congress decline during the 1970s 
(see Barone, Our Country: 561). 
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Prior to 1982, California’s minority Representatives provided organised labour with its 

strongest support within Congress. Five of the six Californian minority members of the 

House in 1982 voted 100 percent in favour of the labour position (Roybal, Dixon, 

Hawkins, Martinez, Dymally and Torres; the exception was Dellums). Only three of the 

other sixteen Democrats recorded that figure. After the 1982 election, support was more 

evenly spread, with non-minority Representatives regularly matching the ratings of 

minority Representatives. Barbara Boxer and Sala Burton became two of the most pro-

labour members of Congress while Lantos, Mineta, Edwards, Coelho and Lehman also 

showed regular 100 percent ratings after 1982. Congressional Quarterly noted the 

younger liberal Democrats in Congress, “are more passionate in their manner, closer to 

organised labor in outlook [than the neo-liberals elected in the 1970s4] and defiant in 

their attitude toward the Reagan economic program.”5 The patriarchal Burton, too, was 

described in 1982 as “an unreconstructed, old-fashioned, labor Democrat.”6  

 

California’s congressional liberals’ support for environmental issues 

 

The League of Conservation Voters (LCV), an umbrella environmental organisation, 

also rated members of Congress, but the only relevant available figures are for the years 

1980 to 1982. This short period and the fact that without explanation there are no 

figures for several Representatives in some years call for caution in assessing the LCV 

ratings. Nevertheless, the information in table 4.3 should be provided and analysed, as 

environmentalism was clearly a major strand of liberalism in the early 1980s. 

                                                 
4 Barone claimed that northern Representatives elected in the 1970s were not as blindly pro-labour as 
were their predecessors (see Ibid: 561), but COPE’s ratings suggest that this was less true of California’s 
liberal Representatives who maintained a very strong commitment to labour interests. 
5 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 February 1983: 359 
6 Los Angeles Times, 3 May 1982: 27 
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Table 4.3: Ratings of Californian Democratic Representatives by the League of 
Conservation Voters, 1980-1982

 
Representative 1980 1981 1982 Average 
Matsui 76 57 83 72 14th

Fazio 58 45 77 60 19th

J. Burton n.a. 84 n.a.   84 = 7th

P. Burton n.a. 84 n.a. 84 = 7th

Miller 88 100 91 93 5th

Dellums 92 100 99 97 1st

Stark 87 99 90 92 6th

Edwards 96 92 100 96 3rd

Lantos n.a. 76 73 74.5 13th

Mineta 72 61 75 69.3 15th

Coelho 45 50 78 57.7 21st

Panetta 63 71 71 68.3 17th

Beilenson 99 93 90 94 4th

Waxman 94 99 96 96.3 2nd

Roybal 61 79 86 75.3 = 10th

Dixon 62 61 69 64 18th

Hawkins 70 79 77 75.3 = 10th

Dymally n.a. 69 69 69 16th

Anderson 44 64 67 58.3 20th

G. Brown 72 82 78 77.3 9th

Patterson 67 76 81 74.7 12th

     
Average 73.3 77.2 81.6  
 

Notes to table 4.3: 

1 Figures were only available for the years 1980 to 1982.  

2 It is not clear why no figures were offered for the Burtons, Lantos and Dymally in 1980. The 

Burtons were not rated for 1982 as by the time the ratings were published (1983) both were no longer in 

Congress. 

3 Danielson was not rated for any of these years. 

 

Source: Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: various pages, Congressional 

Quarterly Weekly Report, 3 July 1982: 1618 

 

 

Several points of interest emerge from the information in table 4.3. Firstly, although 

environmentalism was a significant movement (as will be seen in chapter eleven in 

particular), it appears that these congressional liberals gave relatively less support to 

environmental issues than to other liberal issues. The average LCV ratings are 

noticeably lower than either the ADA or COPE ratings (for 1980-82, the average ADA 

ratings for the Democrat delegations were 83.2, 80.7 and 81.7; for COPE they were 

78.8, 86.4 and 93.2; and for the LCV, 73.3, 77.2 and 81.6). It should be noted that a 

direct comparison of the numbers is not necessarily valid since the three organisations 

were rating on different votes. However, it is still obvious that environmental 
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organisations received support on fewer votes that mattered to them than did the other 

organisations. 

 

Secondly, Barone stated the influence environmentalists enjoyed over Democrats at the 

federal level weakened during the 1970s.7 The LCV ratings do not provide sufficient 

evidence to contest that, but it is notable that, in keeping with the other indicators of 

liberalism, the commitment of California’s Democrat Representatives to environmental 

issues increased from 1980 to 1982.8 Finally, the LCV figures show that among 

California’s Democrats, with the exception of Dellums, the strongest environmental 

commitment came from the white liberals of the Bay Area and West Los Angeles, and 

the weakest support from the more moderate white Representatives and the minority 

Representatives. 

 

Comparison between the California Democratic congressional delegation and 

conservatives in Congress 

 

Even in isolation, the figures in tables 4.1 and 4.2 suggest that the Californian 

Democratic congressional delegation was very liberal. Comparison with the state’s 

Republican delegation offers a stark contrast and shows how far apart the ideological 

leanings of the Representatives of the respective parties were. Throughout the period 

1974 to 1986, the Democratic delegation collectively usually averaged between 70 and 

95 percent in their ADA and COPE ratings. Using the election years of 1978, 1982 and 

1986 as examples, the Republican delegation received average ratings of 12.8, 6.0 and 

5.3 from ADA and 13.6, 6.3 and 12.1 from COPE. Even then, in most cases, one or two 

moderate Republicans received ratings that skew these averages. For example, the 1978 

ADA rating of 12.8 would be lowered to 8.8 with the removal of just one of the 

eighteen Republicans, the relatively liberal Paul McCloskey, who received a rating of 

65. In the key year of 1982, when eight of the twenty-two Democrats received a one 

hundred percent rating from COPE, and a further ten received ninety percent or higher, 

eleven of the twenty-one Republicans received a rating of zero, and a further six 

received ratings of ten percent or less. 

 

                                                 
7 Barone, Our Country: 561 
8 The gap between the Democratic and the Republican delegations was also apparent: A few of the 
Republicans LCV ratings were in single figures. 
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Claims that Democrats acquiesced to the conservative agenda in the early 1980s were 

not applicable to the Californian Democratic delegation. Evidence of the ideological 

distance between the delegation and all the conservatives in Congress is given in table 

4.4. This shows the percentage of votes on which California’s Democratic 

Representatives opposed the positions of the conservative coalition of Republicans and 

southern Democrats in Congress. 
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Table 4.4: Percentage of votes on which Californian Democratic Representatives 
opposed the conservative coalition in the House of Representatives by year, 1975 - 

1986 
              
Representativ

e 
Year Av. 

 ‘75 ‘76 ‘77 ‘78 ‘79 ‘80 ‘81 ‘82 ‘83 ‘84 ‘85 ‘86  
Bosco1 - - - - - - - - 61 63 56 50 57.5 
Johnson2 65 59 57 73 59 73 - - - - - - 64.3 
Moss/ 
Matsui 

79 
- 

76 
- 

64 
- 

59 
- 

- 
89 

- 
89 

- 
63 

- 
81 

- 
76 

- 
88 

- 
89 

- 
82 

69.5 
82.1 

Leggett/ 
Fazio 

70 
- 

70 
- 

77 
- 

58 
- 

- 
77 

- 
83 

- 
64 

- 
67 

- 
72 

- 
68 

- 
65 

- 
64 

68.8 
71.8 

J. Burton/ 
Boxer 

85 
- 

83 
- 

85 
- 

79 
- 

77 
- 

81 
- 

76 
- 

29* 
- 

- 
92 

- 
92 

- 
93 

- 
82 

80.9 
89.8 

P. Burton3/ 
S. Burton 

86 
- 

90 
- 

87 
- 

82 
- 

90 
- 

77 
- 

88 
- 

92 
- 

- 
79 

- 
86 

- 
89 

- 
54 

86.5 
77.0 

Miller 91 78 82 67 79 84 93 90 75 86 84 80 82.4 
Dellums 91 85 90 86 89 84 87 96 91 100 91 92 90.2 
Stark 85 87 89 87 75 84 83 88 83 83 91 92 85.6 
Edwards 95 91 95 88 90 91 95 93 89 98 93 94 92.7 
Ryan/ 
Lantos4

65 
- 

68 
- 

75 
- 

63 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
53 

- 
66 

- 
76 

- 
85 

- 
71 

- 
60 

67.8 
68.5 

Mineta 94 88 85 89 79 87 71 67 88 97 85 80 84.2 
McFall5 67 70 77 74 - - - - - - - - 72.0 
Sisk/ 
Coelho 

32 
- 

38 
- 

32 
- 

24 
- 

- 
55 

- 
72 

- 
52 

- 
59 

- 
64 

- 
71 

- 
69 

- 
46 

31.5 
61.0 

Panetta6 - - 60 64 59 66 55 63 78 75 71 66 65.7 
Lehman - - - - - - - - 79 71 71 68 72.2 
Krebs7 75 67 71 74 - - - - - - - - 71.8 
Corman8 81 83 85 80 81 68 - - - - - - 84.5 
Rees/ 
Beilenson 

66 
- 

52 
- 

- 
90 

- 
80 

- 
90 

- 
88 

- 
80 

- 
82 

- 
84 

- 
88 

- 
84 

- 
80 

59.0 
84.6 

Waxman 85 82 90 78 85 79 88 86 85 93 84 92 85.6 
Roybal 87 90 86 90 81 80 87 92 89 90 84 74 85.8 
Berman - - - - - - - - 88 88 85 82 85.8 
Levine - - - - - - - - 76 88 91 86 85.2 
B-Burke/ 
Dixon 

86 
- 

94 
- 

85 
- 

41
* 
- 

- 
84 

- 
79 

- 
71 

- 
73 

- 
80 

- 
75 

- 
67 

- 
70 

88.3 
74.9 

Hawkins 82 68 69 74 84 79 80 73 72 64 65 80 74.2 
Danielson/ 
Martinez 

62 
- 

71 
- 

78 
- 

79 
- 

81 
- 

77 
- 

71 
- 

- 
73 

- 
73 

- 
85 

- 
76 

- 
70 

69.9 
75.4 

Wilson/ 
Dymally 

52 
- 

48 
- 

42 
- 

29 
- 

28 
- 

15* 
- 

- 
65 

- 
74 

- 
78 

- 
66 

- 
82 

- 
86 

39.8 
75.2 

Anderson 67 71 64 71 58 55 51 41 54 58 62 68 62.0 
Hannaford9 72 73 70 66 - - - - - - - - 70.2 
Torres - - - - - - - - 85 95 82 84 86.5 
Lloyd10 58 57 61 60 45 56 - - - - - - 56.2 
Brown 76 69 78 79 75 77 75 79 82 81 76 76 76.9 
Patterson 78 76 76 81 65 72 71 67 74 59 - - 71.9 
Van Deerlin11 66 73 73 79 76 76 - - - - - - 73.8 
Bates - - - - - - - - 78 78 73 76 76.2 
Yearly 
Averages 

74.9 73.5 74.9 71.9 74.0 77.4 73.5 76.3 78.6 81.0 78.9 75.3  
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Notes to table 4.4
Where a district changed representation during this period, the second representative and his/her ratings 

are shown in bold type. Failure to vote lowered scores. Scores marked with an asterisk have been 

removed from both individual and groups averages.  

1 Bosco defeated a Republican in 1982. 

2 Johnson was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

3 Phillip Burton died during 1983 and was replaced by his wife Sala Burton. 

4 The Ryan/Lantos seat was held by a Republican between 1978 and 1980. 

5 McFall was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

6 Panetta replaced a Republican in 1977. 

7 Krebs was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

8 Corman was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

9 Hannaford was defeated by a Republican in 1978. 

10 Lloyd was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

11 Van Deerlin was defeated by a Republican in 1980. 

 
Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 

 

 

Between 1975 and 1981, there was not a great deal of variation in the average 

percentage of times the delegation was opposed to the conservative coalition. However, 

opposition increased markedly between 1981 and 1984. It is apparent that there 

occurred both a growing resistance to the conservative majority in Congress from 

incumbent Representatives and an influx of new liberal-leaning members in 1982. 

 

The average ratings for the delegation as a whole from the LCV, COPE and ADA, as 

well as the average opposition to the conservative coalition are shown together in graph 

4.1. This graph provides clear evidence of the trends discussed earlier. California’s 

Democratic congressional delegation was very liberal throughout this period, but 

became even more so after 1978. The retirements and defeats that occurred between 

1976 and 1982 increased the average liberal rating but also changed the nature of that 

liberalism. At the beginning of the period, the delegation was more committed to labour 

interests than to liberal social issues. After 1978, there was a dramatic increase in the 

ADA ratings and the commitment to social issues matched and even surpassed 

commitment to labour issues. The elections of 1982 increased considerably the 

commitment to social issues. 



102 

Graph 4.1: Ratings of the Californian Democratic House of Representatives 
delegation by ADA and COPE and average percentage of votes on which the 

conservative coalition was opposed by year, 1975 - 1986 
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Note to graph 4.1: 
 
The ADA averages have been calculated by omitting those figures as referred to in the notes to table 4.1. 
 
Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 
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The Californian Democratic delegation’s role in opposing presidents’ agendas 

 

Having shown how liberal the Californian congressional delegation was, but also how it 

was not always cohesive, the next step is to examine how effective it was, firstly in its 

own right, and then compared with the delegations from other liberal states. This will 

further demonstrate that liberalism in California had an image that was sometimes at 

variance with the historical and geographic reality. 

 

The increasingly liberal nature of the California Democrat delegation held significance 

for national politics. Consider the ADA ratings for 1982, the key year in this study. The 

average rating for Californian Democrat Representatives that year was 81.7. By 

comparison the Democratic ratings for the next five most populous states were as 

follows: New York scored 86.8; Texas, 30.8; Pennsylvania, 69.2; Illinois, 75.0; and 

Ohio, 64.0. Since the California delegation was easily the largest of these, it can be seen 

the state had assumed the mantle of the most important force in defending liberal 

policies. 

 

Graph 4.2 shows the relative support given by Californian members of Congress to the 

position favoured by the president on votes where the president took a position, 

between the years 1975 and 1986. It provides an indication of one way California’s 

liberalism affected national politics.  
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Graph 4.2: Average percentage of votes on which the Californian Democratic and 
Republican delegations in the House of Representatives supported the President’s 

position on selected votes by year, 1975 - 1986 
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Note to graph 4.2:
The average line (heavy black type) represents the overall support for the president's position from all 

Californian members of Congress. 

 

Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 
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Even though the relationship was sometimes strained, as for example during the turn to 

the right executed by the Carter administration in 1979, members of Congress more 

often than not support the position of a president of their own party. Graph 4.2 shows 

that, because of its size, the Californian Democratic delegation acted as a millstone 

around the neck of Republican presidents. The years in which the total support for the 

president from the California delegation was at the lowest were during the Republican 

presidencies of Ford and Reagan. While Republican opposition to the president jumped 

when Carter was in office, California still provided Carter with more support than it had 

the two Republican presidents. As a state, California was therefore very important to 

the president’s legislative agenda, liberal or otherwise.9  

 

Here again, all Democrats were tarred with the same accusation of colluding with 

conservatives. Ferguson and Rogers stated,  
Given their behaviour during the late days of the Carter Administration, the first reaction 

of most leading Democrats to the Reagan onslaught was entirely predictable. Seeking to 

recapture business support, they acquiesced in, and in many cases helped promulgate, the 

right turn in public policy… [congressional Democrats] were prepared to buy into major 

elements of the ‘Reagan’ program.10  

This is clearly not true of the California Democrat Representatives, many of whom 

were intransigent in their opposition to Reagan. The following chapters contain 

statements from individual Californian Representatives criticising other Democrats who 

did acquiesce to the Reagan agenda, and the transcripts in the Congressional Record 

contain many examples of California’s Democratic congressmen criticizing Reagan’s 

economic policies. 

 

On many instrumental congressional votes, such as the Reagan Administration’s 1981 

budget and proposed tax cut, the nuclear arms freeze and the balanced budget 

amendment all, or the overwhelming majority, of California’s Democratic 

Representatives, voted for the liberal position and against the Administration’s 

preferred position. Two other points are worth making about California’s congressional 

                                                 
9 When the legislative success of the seven presidents from Eisenhower to Reagan is examined it 
becomes evident that the three Democratic presidents enjoyed greater success than did the Republicans. 
With the exception of Eisenhower’s first two years, the most successful years for any president were 
during Kennedy’s administration and the first two years of Johnson’s administration. These successes 
were sandwiched in between low rates of success in the later Eisenhower years and for Nixon and Ford 
from 1971 to 1976. The success rate then climbs again for the Carter administration and Reagan's first 
year before dropping away sharply. This trend continues into recent times. While Bush suffered success 
rates as low as the later Nixon and the Ford years, the success rate jumped sharply for the first Clinton 
year. 
10 Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 138, 139 
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liberalism – derived from examining the individual rather than bloc voting. Both relate 

to funding for aspects of Reagan’s military build-up. More moderate members of the 

delegation – the already identified figures like Lantos, Coelho, Panetta, Mineta, 

Anderson and Patterson – voted in favour of the MX missile program.11 The liberal 

position was to vote against funding, but the added imperative was that the MX missile 

would provide jobs in California. The second point is an amplification of this: almost 

all white California Democrat Representatives voted against extra funding for the B-1 

bomber.12 The minority Representatives, all ultra-liberal in many regards, were 

unanimously in favour of funding,13 knowing it meant employment in their districts. 

Clearly compromises had to be made. (At issue here were greater stakes. California 

benefited greatly from defence expenditure, as well as federal subsidies to agriculture 

and spending on public works. An acknowledgement of the benefits of government 

spending in a given region may have some effect on attitudes towards taxation and 

other forms of government spending, although these are concepts which cannot be 

further developed here.) 

 

California’s congressional liberalism compared to that of the North East 

 

Obviously, the Californian delegation is only a part of the whole that is the House of 

Representatives and Californian liberals were part of what was only a liberal minority. 

However, in answering questions about the way liberalism is conceptualized in the 

United States, viewing the California delegation in isolation shows up some interesting 

points. By virtue of the sheer size of the Californian delegation, as far as legislation was 

concerned, it was of greater importance than were Massachusetts and New York, the 

two northeast states where liberalism was often seen as being the dominant ideology. 

This fact may be often overlooked when commentators consider the geographic 

locations of liberalism. 

 

Even compared to the traditionally liberal states of the North East, California was by 

the early 1980s far more important in promoting and defending liberalism. In 1983, the 

ten Democrats from Massachusetts, then seen as the most liberal state in the Union,14 

scored an average ADA rating of 86.1 percent. The same year, California sent to 

                                                 
11 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 11 July 1981: 1264 
12 Ibid, 20 June 1981: 1120 
13 Dellums was an exception who rarely acted like a minority Representative, as will be shown in chapter 
five. 
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Washington twenty-eight Democrats who averaged 90.8 percent from the ADA. 

Although the California delegation tended to lack unity throughout the 1970s,15 it was 

not only the largest but had become the most liberal in the country. Furthermore, it was 

beginning to sense its importance. Midway through 1983 Henry Waxman stated with 

evident pride that California was sending a large liberal group to Congress and that the 

Californians were developing the clout to move the entire Democratic Caucus in a more 

liberal direction.16

 

Graph 4.3 shows the average ratings by Americans for Democratic Action for the state 

Democratic congressional delegations from California and from the two ‘traditional’ 

liberal states of New York and Massachusetts. Graph 4.4 shows the same ratings by the 

AFL-CIO’s COPE. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
14 See, for example, David J. Bordua, “Adversary Polling and the Construction of Social Meaning,” Law 
and Policy Quarterly, July 1983: 356). 
15 There were “strong factional rivalries and some personal hostilities” (see National Journal, 30 July 
1983: 1586). 
16 Ibid: 1586 
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Graph 4.3: Average ratings by Americans for Democratic Action for Democratic 
Congressional Delegations from selected states, 1975 - 1986
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Note to graph 4.3:  
The Californian averages have been calculated by omitting those figures referred to in the notes to table 
4.1. For the same reason of falling below a fifty percent rate of voting participation, the score for 
Massachusetts Representative MacDonald for 1976 was omitted, as were the following Representatives 
and years from the New York average; Koch in 1977, Holtzman in 1980 and Chisholm in 1982. Speaker 
of the House O’Neill, who voted at his own discretion, was omitted from all averages for the 
Massachusetts delegation. 
 
Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 
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Graph 4.4: Average ratings by the AFL-CIO Committee on Political Education for 
Democratic Congressional Delegations from selected states, 1975 - 1986 
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Note to graph 4.4:  
Because COPE scores were not reduced by failure to vote, only one Representative has been omitted 

from calculations of average scores. Massachusetts Representative MacDonald died in office in 1976 and 

was consequently not rated for that year by COPE. 

 

Source: Congressional Quarterly, various years, various pages 
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Rated by either ADA or COPE, the California delegation concedes little to the other 

two states, seen as the traditional bastions of liberalism. Indeed, measured by the ADA, 

California’s Democrats are more liberal than New York’s for most of the post-1978 

period. In fact, the 1982 election made California the most liberal state according to the 

ADA ratings, until 1986 at least. 

 

Graph 4.4 makes clear how little separated the three delegations when rated on their 

stances on labour issues. It would be expected that Representatives from the older 

industrial states, where unionism is stronger, would be the most progressive on labour 

issues but, after 1980, the COPE ratings of the three delegations are very close. 

 

The comparison between New York and California is especially interesting because of 

their sizes and New York’s reputation as a liberal bastion.17 In 1976, both states sent 

twenty-eight Democrats to the House of Representatives; New York out of a total of 

thirty-nine Representatives and California out of forty-three. By 1981, the Democratic 

delegation from each state had been reduced to twenty-two. After the 1982 election the 

similarities ended. Partly due to reapportionment, but also to the state’s increasing 

liberalism, California’s Democratic delegation returned to twenty-eight, though now 

out of forty-five seats. Reapportionment reduced New York’s total number of seats to 

thirty-four, with only twenty Democrats. Throughout this period, the Massachusetts 

Democrats were a cohesive delegation of ten.18

 

Summary 

 

The size of the Californian Democratic congressional delegation, the degree of 

liberalism among its members and the powerful influence it exerted have not been 

given due credit. The delegation was adversely affected by the 1978 and 1980 elections, 

but those who held their seats maintained a very strong liberal commitment, while it 

was the least liberal Democrats who lost their seats. The delegation of the 1970s was 

very liberal on labour and economic issues but less so on social issues. The depth and 

                                                 
17 See, for example, Barone, Our Country: 567, where it is stated that liberalism had been strongest in 
New York City of anywhere in America to the mid 1970s. 
18 It may be useful to continue to examine very briefly the situation beyond the state boundaries that 
define this study. A superficial examination of the ADA and COPE ratings for 1983 suggests that four of 
Florida’s nineteen House members show very liberal ratings, as do three of Colorado’s six members, and 
eight of the twenty-seven in Texas. These are not high ratios but it is important to consider that these 
states have never been associated with strongly liberal traditions. Using Congress as a guide, there is 
reason to suggest that not only did a shift in conservatism occur, but in fact a shift in liberalism also 
occurred. 
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scope of the liberal commitment increased in the early 1980s. By 1982, the average 

liberal rating of the California Democrat delegation was greater than all but New York 

among the five largest states, but the California delegation was also the biggest. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE NORTHERN CALIFORNIAN LIBERAL 

CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATION IN 1982, PART ONE

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the liberal Democrats who represented the Bay Area Fifth, Sixth, 

Seventh, Eight, Ninth and Tenth congressional districts in the early 1980s. In two of 

these, the Fifth and Eighth, both district and representative were very liberal. The other 

districts were less liberal, but also had very liberal representatives. The Fifth, Sixth and 

Eighth Districts had a lot in common. Both the Fifth and the Eighth had their power 

base in very liberal inner-cities political structures; San Francisco and 

Oakland/Berkeley respectively. Some of the Sixth was within semi-rural and suburban 

Marin County; much of the rest took in the northern part of the city of San Francisco. 

The connection of representative John Burton and then Barbara Boxer to the Burton 

political organisation also tied it closely to the Fifth. All three were wealthy districts, 

and each had sizable minority populations.  

 

In each of these districts Republicans took advantage of dissatisfaction against the 

Democratic candidate in 1982. In the Fifth, it was dissatisfaction over the imperial style 

of the incumbent, Phillip Burton. In the Sixth, where there were pockets of Republican 

strength, there was a belief that the Democratic candidate was too liberal. The 

Republican challenger in the Eighth used both these arguments, telling the electorate 

that the incumbent, Ronald Dellums, was too radical and not responsive enough to the 

needs of the district. The result was that each district experienced a contest more 

closely fought than had been the case for many years.  

 

The most liberal portions of the East Bay – inner city Oakland and campus-dominated 

Berkeley – had been drawn into the Eighth District. The other three East Bay districts, 

the Seventh, Ninth and Tenth, had in common similar social, economic and, of course, 

geographic features. Each was in the most liberal third of Californian districts, although 

they were less liberal than the Eighth or Fifth. They had experienced Sunbelt-style 

suburban growth in the 1970s, characterised by an influx of usually white and middle-

class suburbanites, and by 1980 were conservative enough to support Reagan.  

 

The three Representatives in these districts – George Miller, Fortney “Pete” Stark and 

Don Edwards respectively – were all very liberal, a liberalism that did not diminish in 
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the 1970s and 1980s.1 Despite the majority vote for Reagan in each district, support 

from the three Representatives for the president’s legislative agenda in Congress was 28 

or 29 percent in 1981, compared to an average of 35.7 percent from the state’s 

Democratic congressmen.2 In 1982, this support was even lower, ranging between 23 

and 27 percent, while the average for the state’s Democrats overall was 32.7 percent. In 

1981, Miller recorded the highest percentage of any Californian in opposing the 

president’s position.3 Stark was equal third and Edwards equal sixth. In 1982, Miller 

was equal second, Edwards fourth and Stark fifth. 

 

Certain factors might help explain the continued willingness of these East Bay districts 

to vote for liberal congressmen while also voting for Republican presidents. It is 

evident that middle-class whites in wealthy Sunbelt suburbs could be persuaded to vote 

for liberal politicians on a number of quality-of-life issues.4 An important manifestation 

of this was the slow-growth movement, which was becoming an important issue in 

California at the time. Disturbed by the rate of suburban development and threats to the 

environment, a significant number of middle-class voters were becoming wary of the 

business elite and of pro-development policies. While it could be argued that the motive 

of slow-growth advocates was personal financial gain in the form of protection and 

enhancement of residential real estate prices, the movement had an environmentalist 

and anti-developer bias. 

 

Another group of usually loyal Democrat voters, blue-collar workers, had offered 

significant support in Reagan’s 1980 election, but not without reservation. As a group, 

these voters were not entirely receptive to Republican ideas of reducing government 

expenditure. Social Security and Medicare programs were considered beyond the range 

of programs that should be reduced or abolished.5 The Democratic Party in Congress 

                                                 
1 In 1994, upon retiring, Don Edwards admitted that he was more liberal than his district. He offered 
reasons why this situation could exist, even while the electorate was aware of their representative’s 
strong liberal leanings. Edwards stated he believed that his district trusted him, which helped alleviate 
possible ideological differences (see California Journal, May 1994: 48). He appears to have been right, 
undermining claims that events of the Vietnam-Watergate era destroyed public faith in government (a 
popular theory in histories of the ‘decline’ of liberalism – see, for example, Brands, The Strange Death of 
American Liberalism: 140). 
2 The evidence for this and the following sentences can be found in chapter four. 
3 On the seventy-six votes used by Congressional Quarterly to record support for the president. 
4 Despite the pronouncements of both conservatives, and liberal historians like Brinkley, who argued, 
“The failure of liberals to answer that question adequately… became painfully evident during the crises 
of the late 1960s, when almost overnight, liberalism lost large constituencies—workers, ethnic Catholics, 
much of the intelligentsia, and above all the heart of the suburban middle-class—that it had assumed 
were securely its own” (see Brinkley, “Dilemmas of Modern Liberalism:” 292). 
5 See, for example, Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism: 148 
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was still seen as the creator and protector of these programs. Electing liberals to 

Congress was one way to ensure there was a check on cuts in government services. 

 

Nevertheless, Republicans attempted to exploit the ideological gap between these East 

Bay congressmen and their districts, so that as with Dellums and Phillip Burton, in 

1982 Edwards and Stark were facing the most difficult re-election battles of their 

political careers.6 This might be seen as a symptom of the apparent conservative shift of 

the time yet each won handily. 

 

Some statistics from the six districts are shown in table 5.1. These are intended to give a 

general idea of the socio-economic characters of each district (they are 1983 figures and 

so are intended to be comparative only). The Seventh, in the east Bay Area, and the 

Tenth, at the southern end of the San Francisco Bay, had experienced rapid population 

growth throughout the 1970s. Both these districts had a high proportion of young 

families, as did the neighbouring Ninth. The Eighth District, which included the 

Oakland area, had the highest proportion of African American residents of any northern 

California district. The Tenth had a large Hispanic minority, while the Fifth had almost 

as large a proportion of Asian Americans.  

 

                                                 
6 San Francisco Examiner, 8 September 1982: F1 
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Table 5.1: Select characteristics of Californian Congressional Districts in which 
Democratic candidates won in the 1982 general election

 

Congressional 
District 

Fifth Sixth Seventh Eighth Ninth Tenth 

Percentage 
population increase 
1970-1980 

-3.1 1.1 15.2 0.5 2.4 37.4 

African American 
population as % of 
district’s total 
population 

7 13 10 24 10 5 

Hispanic population 
as % of district’s 
total population 

11 7 8 6 6 24 

Asian-American 
population as % of 
district’s total 
population 

20 12 4 8 6 10 

Median    value of 
owner-occupied 
homes 

$107 000 $114 200 $84 600 $108 000 $82 600 $88 800 

Median rent paid per 
month 

$285 $261 $261 $218 $258 $276 

Percentage of house-
holds with families 

50 57 72 57 71 76 

Percentage of house-
holds with children 
living at home 

21 29 40 29 38 48 

 
Source: All figures were provided by National Journal’s Almanac of American Politics 1984 

 

 

Phillip Burton and the Fifth District 

 

Table 5.2 below shows the ratings for Phil Burton and the Fifth District he represented. 

On the evidence, Phillip Burton and his district were evenly matched ideologically. The 

district’s high ranking in the 1982 vote on issues like gun control and the bottle deposit 

initiative support claims that San Francisco was among the most liberal places in the 

United States.7

 

Burton had a long history of liberal ideological commitment, and he immediately pitted 

himself against Reagan. Of course, in terms of advancing liberalism, he could hardly 

have topped the contribution of his reapportionment plan, which “stun[ned]” the GOP, 

                                                 
7 However, even in California it was not the most loyally Democratic. That honour went to the African 
American dominated districts in Los Angeles. 
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causing “Bitter disappointment”8 among Republicans. But Burton acted directly in 

Congress too. The month after the new President’s inauguration, Burton resigned from 

his position chairing the national parks subcommittee to take over the Labor-

Management subcommittee, declaring, “The new political climate in Washington 

makes it imperative for me to focus my primary efforts on the rights of the American 

worker.”9 He would go on to describe the Reagan Administration’s record on civil 

rights as “heinous’10 and its economic policies as having “ravaged the Nation.”11  

 

In 1976, Burton had failed narrowly in his bid to be elected majority leader in the 

House. In 1982, with the support of labour groups, environmentalists and congressional 

liberals, he tried again.12 The Bay Guardian enthused on the outcome if he succeeded: 
As majority leader, Burton would become the Reagan Administration’s most feared 

opponent, and the days of Democratic congressional capitulation to a media presidency 

might be numbered. That makes a vote in this race a vote for the future direction of 

national politics.13

 

Burton’s liberal credentials and anti-Reagan stance, his effectiveness as a legislator and 

his growing influence in Congress, particularly over the expanded Californian 

Democratic delegation as a result of his role in the redistricting process, made his a 

prize scalp. Both the Republican leadership in Washington and Republicans in 

California wanted him gone, while liberals understood his importance, so there was 

much at stake in his re-election bid.  

 

In 1982, resentment against Burton’s reapportionment efforts lingered. Worse for 

Burton, during the redistricting he had shifted heavily Democratic areas of his own 

district into his brother’s neighbouring district, attempting to shore up John Burton’s re-

election chances, but lowering the Democratic registration in his own district. These 

factors combined to ensure that for the first time since he was first elected to Congress 

eighteen years earlier, Phil Burton appeared to be vulnerable,14 with forty-nine percent 

                                                 
8 Congressional Quarterly 1982 Almanac: B12 and Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 19 
September 1981: 1797 
9 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 21 February 1981: 352 
10 Congressional Record, 6 April 1982: E1519 
11 Ibid, 16 September 1982: H7138 
12 San Francisco Chronicle, 13 November 1980: 22 
13 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 20 October 1982: 8 
14 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 29 May 1982: 1275 
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of voters saying they would vote against Burton because of reapportionment.15 As late 

as October, polls continued to show that Burton was in trouble.16

 

However, Burton still had cause for optimism. Sixty percent of registered voters in the 

new Fifth District were Democrats,17 and they tended to be loyal to their party. They 

also had a dislike for the symbols that Burton’s campaign advisers could link to the 

Republican Party’s nominated candidate, popular Republican state senator Milton 

Marks; Reagan, Interior Secretary Watt, and the more ephemeral spectre of 

Republican/big business interests.18 Even as he won the Republican primary Marks was 

being accredited with having New Right backing.19

 

Because Burton’s image was so tarnished and Marks could be identified with the 

Republican Party in one of its least profitable areas each side used emotive charges 

against the other. Such aspects of the campaign were considered unsavoury, but what is 

interesting, in light of the complaints made in regard to campaigning for the major 

ballot initiatives (see chapters ten to thirteen) is that such ‘dirty’ campaigning was in 

1982 seen as a new phenomenon. The San Francisco Chronicle was moved to say, 

“The Burton-Marks race was the most prominent local example of a growing national 

trend towards nastiness in campaigning.”20  

 

 

                                                 
15 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 17 March 1982: 7 
16 Los Angeles Times, 25 October 1982: 3 
17 California Journal, November 1981: 2 
18 See, for examples, Los Angeles Times, 25 October 1982: 21, San Francisco Chronicle, 5 October 
1982: 8 and mailer from Harvey Milk Gay Democratic Club, document 9, Phillip Burton Papers, 
University of California at Berkeley 
19 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 June 1982: 1415 
20 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: 6 



118 

Table 5.2: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Fifth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:                   Phillip Burton  
 
Liberal ranking:1                       n.a. 

District:  Fifth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                   3rd

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   90.9 = 6th

 
COPE2   90.9 7th

 
ACLU 1982  n.a.  n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a.  n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                 Vote for Ranking 

Contest                  Democrat  
                              candidate 

 

U.S. House   57.9 
 
U.S. Senate3   63.9  5th

 
State Governor3   63.1  6th

 
                               ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 153   59.7  1st 

 

very liberal on general issues; loyal Democratic 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 1982  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 43   69.6  = 1st

Proposition 113   62.0  1st

Proposition 133    62.0  1st

 
very liberal on environmental issues 

Measure of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating                Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Economic  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 13   56.2  9th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating                Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:4  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:5  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 123   70.8  2nd

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
very liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)6 Ranking 

 

33    = 3rd 

 
 
 
 
 
very low support for the President 

 

Notes to table 5.2: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among all candidates and districts in California. The 

lower the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. The lower the number, the more liberal. 
3 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
4 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
5 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
6 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Yet, the Burton-Marks campaign was not particularly ideologically driven. As shown in 

table 5.2 the Fifth District was a very liberal one (though less so in economic than other 

issues). Consequently, the Republican leadership deemed it necessary to field a 

candidate who was nearly as liberal as Burton. Republicans attempted to drive a wedge 

between several other Bay Area Democrats and their districts by stressing the 

ideological disparity between the two but this was not possible in the Fifth District. 

Burton’s problems stemmed from his personal image rather than his ideology, so that 

the candidate himself became the issue. Rather than campaigning on his own record, 

Marks placed pictures of Burton on billboards around the city with the phrase “The 

Arrogance of Power” written on them. The political consultancy organisation that 
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handled Burton’s campaign, Berman and D’Agostino (BAD), reasoned that the best 

response was to similarly undermine Marks’s image.21

 

Though Burton’s image had become tarnished in the eyes of many voters, his record as 

a member of Congress ensured that progressive interest groups, in particular, those 

representing labour and environmental groups, would support him. Early in 1981, 

labour leader Cesar Chavez wrote to Burton saying, “Your action [in accepting the 

chairmanship of the Labor-Management Relations subcommittee] is one bright ray of 

hope in an otherwise depressing picture developing in Washington with the ascendancy 

of the new administration.”22 There was no doubting the support of the environmental 

movement; Burton was the first politician to be put on the cover of the Sierra Club’s 

magazine since it began publication in 1892.23

 

The level of support for Burton was quite extraordinary. In San Francisco, women’s 

groups, environmental and labour organisations, groups lobbying for homosexuals and 

ethnic minorities all rallied to give Burton enthusiastic endorsements and grassroots 

assistance.24 Support came from national progressive groups as well. Richard Murphy, 

the national political director of the powerful Service Employees International Union 

made clear Burton’s importance to both unionists and their opponents nation-wide:  
Phil is the greatest labor supporter we have on the Hill right now. He stands terribly high in 

labor circles. If I thought he faced a serious threat, I’d move out and live in the district to 

help him.25

 

In fact, the threat to Burton, following on from the election of Reagan, forced 

sometimes disparate progressive groups in San Francisco to rediscover some common 

ground. Chavez also told Burton, “We also hope to become more involved with major 

                                                 
21 Michael Berman and Carl D’Agostino, Campaign Memo, BAD Campaigns, 1982: 10. BAD had their 
own polls, which showed that 41 percent of voters in the Fifth District rated the way Burton was doing 
his job as only fair or poor. A memo from the organisation warned, 

As an example of how serious this is, we have never seen a poll on Henry [Waxman] – 
who has a much lower name recognition than Phillip – that’s ever shown more than 4% of 
the Democrats disliking him (see Berman and D’Agostino, Campaign Memo: 3). 

In the same poll, Reagan was rated as doing a poor or only fair job by 86 percent of those polled.  Only 
thirteen percent rated his performance as good and just two percent as excellent. The Democrats’ strategy 
was to capitalise on this by treating Marks as a pawn of the Republicans in Washington (see Ibid: 10). 
22 Cesar Chavez, letter to Phillip Burton, 28 February 1981, Phillip Burton Papers, University of 
California at Berkeley 
23 San Francisco Chronicle, 5 October 1982: 8. It was not difficult to see why Burton’s congressional 
activities inspired the loyalty of environmental organizations. For instance, he it was he who introduced a 
proposal to ban any oil and gas leasing in California wilderness into his subcommittee, where it was 
defeated by one vote (see Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 21 November 1981). 
24 See, for example, Sierra, November-December 1982: 43 
25 San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, 21 March 1982: B4 
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environmental issues as time passes,”26 while Michael McCloskey wrote from the 

Sierra Club, saying, 
You provided outstanding leadership in the Congress and enabled us to make 

unprecedented progress in expanding the National Park System. Future generations will 

owe you an immense debt for the good things you were able to accomplish.27  

Another group, the San Francisco chapter of the National Women’s Political Caucus, 

wrote to Burton saying they wanted “to congratulate you on your perfect voting 

record!”28 Letters expressing similar sentiments came from African American leaders, 

leaders of the city’s homosexual community, and others.29

 

The two progressive Bay Area newspapers supported Burton. The Bay Guardian 

endorsed him, praising his record on progressive causes, but it was not without 

reservations. An editorial in the paper referred to Burton’s “historical lack of 

communication with his constituents... his aloofness from his district and his role as a 

sometimes heavy handed Democratic power broker.”30 On the other hand, the Sun 

Reporter gave Burton unqualified support, praising Burton’s efforts in both economic 

and environmental spheres and concluding, “We take the position that there is only one 

liberal seeking election [in the Fifth District], and that is the incumbent Phillip 

Burton.”31 The paper had no problem with Burton’s efforts on behalf of his 

constituents, saying, “[he] has long fought the good fight for the welfare of the citizens 

of the City and County of San Francisco.32 The following week, just before the election, 

the Sun Reporter delivered a ringing endorsement: 
Any person who is a racial minority, a woman, aged, or impoverished, or jobless—the 

outsiders of the political system—who would question the need for continued support of 

Phil Burton… The three Burton brothers have more political know-how and commitment 

than the three Kennedy brothers in the process of using government to redress inequities 

against the people.33

(Burton had his opponents in San Francisco. For example, the San Francisco Examiner 

claimed his “hostility” to defence spending had cost jobs in Bay Area.34) 

                                                 
26 Cesar Chavez, letter to Phillip Burton, 28 February 1981, Phillip Burton Papers, University of 
California at Berkeley 
27 Michael McCloskey, letter to Phillip Burton, undated, Phillip Burton Papers, University of California 
at Berkeley 
28 National Women’s Political Caucus San Francisco Chapter, letter to Phillip Burton, dated 22 
September 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, University of California at Berkeley 
29 Phillip Burton Papers, University of California at Berkeley 
30 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 20 October 1982: 8 
31 Sun Reporter, 21 October 1982: 7 
32 Ibid: 7 
33 Ibid, 28 October 1982: 7. A third brother, Bob, was involved outside congressional politics. 
34 San Francisco Examiner, 24 October 1982: B8 
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The various Democratic clubs in San Francisco also rallied behind Burton, so that when 

the campaign proper began, he had the advantage both of an organisation of people 

working on the streets and endorsements from elected officials and organisations. 

Moreover, despite the support Marks received from Republicans in Washington and 

some business interests, it was Burton who had the superior campaign finances. He 

was, in particular, well funded by organised labour, environmental and women’s 

groups.35 Consequently he was able to meet successfully the challenges he faced. 

 

However, while Burton was returned easily, the way in which many liberals had come 

to view him may have had serious implications. Voter turnout in the contest was low, 

possibly a legacy of the machine-style politics that Burton operated in San Francisco. 

Despite efforts by the liberal elite to stimulate voter interest, forty thousand fewer 

people bothered to vote in the contest for the Fifth congressional seat than in the race 

for the Third District. Yet, in the latter, the incumbent had no Republican opponent and 

consequently this was a very low-profile election. In light of efforts by progressive 

groups to create an effective grassroots organisation in the city to support Burton, the 

higher-than-usual attention accorded the contest and the exhortations after the 1980 

results for liberals to fight back liberal voter apathy in San Francisco must have been 

even more worrying for liberal groups involved in some of the other contests. 

 

Burton’s premature death, in April 1983, aged 56, left a ‘what if?’ in the history of 

American liberalism. He was a realistic chance at assuming the position of House 

majority leader after 1982,36 and had, as noted in chapter three, a large group of 

indebted liberal Representatives to support him.37 He was also renowned for his 

legislative abilities, so that it can be presumed that had he lived he would have been a 

strong and effective liberal voice throughout the 1980s.38

 

The Sixth District 

 

The Sixth District was the seat that caused so much controversy when unveiled as part 

of Philip Burton’s reapportionment plan, because it was argued that he had manipulated 

                                                 
35 Los Angeles Times, 25 October 1982: 3 
36 See, for example, Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 15 October 1983: 2116 
37 See also ibid: 16 April 1983: 739 
38 One of Burton’s ‘friends’ said of him “He’s the most unpleasant man in American government… but 
he’s also the most competent congressman in the country” (see Los Angeles Times, 25 October 1982: 3). 
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its shape to incorporate voters that might help his brother John get re-elected (see 

chapter three).  

 

John Burton was not a major voice in Congress in the years 1981 and 1982, prior to his 

retirement, but when he was quoted it was inevitably brief, lacking respect, and 

personally directed at Reagan. For example, referring to allegations the administration 

was funding death squads in El Salvador, he told the House, “shame, Ronald W. 

Reagan, shame,”39 and on the budget impasse, he wrote that the President should “put 

up or shut up.”40 Although he did so in a more colourful manner than most, Burton 

elsewhere summed up the frustration many liberals felt with Reagan. Like several other 

of the state’s congressmen, John Burton had been in the state Assembly when Reagan 

was governor. Their relationship was renewed in 1981 when both were in Federal 

politics. In common with a number of others who had followed the path to Washington, 

John Burton’s opinions of Reagan suggested a very intense relationship, both 

personally and politically. Burton, stated that as California governor, 
Reagan had his head up his ass. He kept talking about some woman with eight kids from 

eight different fathers, driving a Cadillac and having a color TV--I mean just stupid stuff. 

He still talks about those people to this day, and nobody’s ever seen any of them... I 

thought he was a disaster. He was terribly uninformed, kind of like he is now, he was more 

ceremonial...41

 

In a further shock to the political world, three days before the close of filings to register 

for the congressional elections, John Burton announced he would not seek re-election. 

His former aide, Barbara Boxer, then declared her intention to run for the vacant seat. 

With Burton’s resignation, Boxer’s first problem was to secure endorsement as the 

seat’s Democratic candidate. Her main rival was another liberal Democrat, and not 

coincidentally another female, Louise Renne. Helped by the backing of the Burton 

political machine, Boxer won the Democratic primary. Her victory was seen as a 

triumph for the left,42 and was largely due to grassroots organisation from feminist, 

liberal, environmental and homosexual groups.43  

 

                                                 
39 Congressional Record, 4 February 1982: H203 
40 Ibid, 28 April 1982: H1629 
41 Julie Shearer and John John Burton, Oral History interview with Hon. John L. Burton by Julie Shearer, 
California State Archives, State Government Oral History Program 17 December 1986 and 12 March 
1987, Bancroft Manuscript, University of California at Los Angeles: 38, 43. 
42 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 June 1982: 1415 
43 San Francisco Chronicle, 20 October 1982: 11 
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In the immediate aftermath of victory in the 1982 primary, Boxer tried to position 

herself closer to the political centre. In doing so, she upset some of her earlier 

supporters. The Bay Guardian’s editors expressed disapproval, saying, “We were 

enthusiastic in our endorsement of [Boxer] in the June Democratic primary... but some 

of Boxer’s actions since the primary have been disappointing.”44 The main complaint 

was that Boxer had accepted the help of progressive groups in the primary, in 

particular, the Democratic Socialists of America, but had then asked them not to 

endorse her in the general election,45 indicating a rightward move by the candidate and 

a partial rejection of local grassroots support.  

 

The otherwise liberal Oakland Tribune actually opposed Boxer. Although the Tribune 

would not have sold many copies in the Sixth District, a recommendation for the 

district was among its five congressional endorsements. After pointing out similarities 

in the policies of the two major contestants, the paper recommended a vote for Boxer’s 

Republican opponent, Dennis McQuaid, as a way of expressing dissatisfaction with the 

reapportionment process.46

 

Like Marks in the Fifth District, McQuaid played down his Republican Party 

membership and positioned himself as a moderate.47 His main campaign leaflet did not 

mention his membership, and he was careful to disassociate himself from Reagan, to 

the extent of supporting the nuclear freeze and the removal of James Watt.48 This was 

undoubtedly a wise tactic, in light of the strong environmental leaning of the district, 

and the poor support Reagan had received in 1980, but it probably also served to make 

voters question the value of voting for a relatively liberal Republican over a liberal 

Democrat. 

 

Despite moving towards the centre, Boxer remained identified with broad progressive 

issues that helped her find adequate support to win the general election; feminism, 

environmental and the nuclear freeze. As the only woman running for Congress in 

California in 1982, Boxer was able to appeal to supporters who were sympathetic to 

feminist objectives.49 (An indignant Bay Guardian claimed that McQuaid was making 

“thinly veiled insinuations that a man is more qualified to work in Congress than a 

                                                 
44 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 20 October 1982: 8 
45 Ibid: 8 
46 Oakland Tribune, 18 October 1982: 8 
47 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 8 January 1983: 18 
48 San Francisco Chronicle, 14 October 1982: 13 
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woman.”50) While there were strong supporters of issues such as the Equal Rights 

Amendment among the all-male Californian delegation, those lobbying for women’s 

issues must have felt that they were relying on male good will.  

 

In 1982, California did not have a female congressional representative, and had not 

done so since 1979.51 As noted in chapter three, over the previous four years, and 

especially in 1981, the congressional profile of both African American and Hispanic 

minorities had been significantly increased. While there was little evidence of overt 

public pressure for an increase in female representation, such pressure may have been 

expressed within the Democratic Party. Hence, Boxer’s candidacy may be seen as a 

litmus test for further diversification of the California Democratic congressional 

delegation. For this, among vacant seats the Sixth district was perhaps the best one to 

contest. In 1982, it was ranked overall fifth most liberal in the state, and it was 

significantly more liberal on social and environmental than other issues, though some 

parts of the district, such as Marin County, were not very liberal. 

 

Ideally, a discussion of liberalism in California in 1982 should contain greater detail on 

the role of women, because it is clear that by then women were playing a major role in 

defining liberalism – in particular they were voting for liberal politicians and issues to a 

much greater extent then were men.52 However, liberalism in California was also 

defined in 1982 by a lack of female representation in federal politics (this was soon 

rectified). That is, there was little public discussion on including a greater female 

                                                                                                                                               
49 Ibid: 13 
50 Ibid, 20 October 1982: 8 
51 Five women had previously represented Californian districts. The only time more than one served 
concurrently was the years 1975 to 1979, when Yvonne Brathwaite Burke and Shirley Pettis, a Democrat 
and Republican respectively, were in the House of Representatives. 
52 For example, a Harris poll at the end of June 1982 showed that 53 percent of women in California 
were inclined to vote Democratic compared to 35 percent saying they would vote Republican (see Los 
Angeles Times, 8 October 1982: II7). In November 1982, women reportedly supported liberal candidate 
Leo McCarthy for Lieutenant Governor 60 percent to 37 percent and gave majorities to Brown and 
Bradley, “primarily on the strength of their overwhelming disapproval of Reagan (sic) economic 
policies” (see ibid, 3 November 1982: 14, Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 3 November 1982: 11 and 
chapter nine). Women ran five percentage points ahead of men in supporting the gun control initiative 
(see ibid: 11). Democrat candidates responded. For example, gubernatorial candidate Tom Bradley 
specifically reached out to women voters, stressing support for the Equal Rights Amendment, 
comparable pay, fully funded abortions, and emphasised his record of female appointments (see ibid: 
11). Representative Tony Beilenson’s campaign literature noted his support for women’s issues (see 
Alan Cranston, Letter, Beilenson Campaign Committee, Los Angeles, California, U.S.A., Public Affairs 
Service Library, University California at Los Angeles, 1982), while the ERA was supported in Congress 
by many California liberals and in general by liberal newspapers (see, for example, Congressional 
Record, 14 July 1982: H4066-H4078 and Sacramento Bee, 9 June 1982: B6). Finally, women were 
becoming more involved in grassroots progressive campaigns, such as the nuclear freeze (see chapter 
twelve and San Francisco Chronicle, 7 September 1982: 17). 
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presence in the congressional delegation, even though so many Representatives were so 

liberal on social issues. This has defined the approach taken here. 

 

As the information in table 5.3 shows, Boxer’s commitment to environmental policies 

in particular resonated in the Sixth District, although the nuclear freeze issue was 

significantly less popular. Her environmentalism, however, still cost her support 

because it alienated labour interests.53 This comment provides a neat microcosm of 

liberalism in the early 1980s, and is discussed in more depth in chapter eleven: as 

environmentalism became more and more the emphasis of liberalism, the liberal 

coalition with organised labour diminished, to the cost of achieving many liberal 

objectives. 

 

Boxer won despite losing Marin County. The San Francisco portion of the Sixth 

District gave Boxer a margin of victory, with 77.7 percent support and a margin of 

more than twenty-five thousand votes. This was greater than her district plurality of 

fourteen thousand, and shows that she appealed to liberals more than she did to the 

moderates of Marin County. Once in Congress, Boxer established herself as one of the 

most liberal members of the Californian delegation. 

 

 

                                                 
53 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 17 March 1982: 18 
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Table 5.3: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Sixth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

    
Candidate:                   Barbara Boxer  
 
Liberal ranking:1                   n.a.  

  

District:  Sixth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                  5th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA   n.a. n.a. 
 
COPE   n.a. n.a. 
 
ACLU 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a.  n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

1982                Vote for               Ranking 

Contest                 Democrat  
                             candidate 

 

U.S. House  52.4 
 
U.S. Senate2  47.3  8th

 
State Governor2  49.6  7th

 
                             ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 152  38.5  5th 

 

moderate on general issues; moderate support for 
Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 42  66.3  3rd

Proposition 112  46.5  3rd

Proposition 132   53.6  3rd

 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 12  52.9  11th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:3  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:4  n.a. 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 122 55.1  4th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a. 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)5 Ranking 

 

37    7th 

 
 
 
 
 
weak support for the President 

 

Notes to table 5.3: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among all candidates and districts in California. The 

lower the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
3 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
4 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
5 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Ronald Dellums and the Eighth District 

 

At first glance, the Eighth District looked different from the other Northern Californian 

Democrat seats in that it had relatively high minority populations and a minority 

representative, African American Ronald Dellums, who was portrayed by the media as 

a ‘radical.’54 However, while parts of the district were similar in socio-economic make-

up to the African American Los Angeles districts, it was not a typical ‘minority seat,’ 

and Dellums had more in common with his (white) fellow Democrat Bay Area 

representatives than he had with the other three African American representatives in 

Los Angeles. Furthermore, as will be seen, Dellums was no more ‘radical’ than some of 

his colleagues: in fact, the district was more liberal than he was (see table 5.4).  

                                                 
54 For instance, local newspaper the Berkeley Gazette stated in 1982 “the Eighth Congressional District… 
is perhaps the most liberal in California… Dellums is an anomaly in Congress, perhaps the most leftist 
member of that body” (see Berkeley Gazette, 19 October 1982: 1). Neither statement was strictly true 
(although the comment on the district was nearly so) – see table 5.4. 
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Table 5.4: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Eighth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:               Ronald Dellums  
 
Liberal ranking:1                 5th

District:   Eighth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                   2nd

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   95.6 1st

 
COPE2   90.2 9th

 
ACLU 19823  100 = 1st

 
NJ Cultural3  88  7th

 
 
 
Summary:       very liberal on general issues 
 

1982                Vote for Ranking 

Contest                 Democrat  
                             candidate 

 

U.S. House  55.9 
 
U.S. Senate4  63.9  5th

 
State Governor4  63.6  5th

 
                              ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154   58.8  2nd 

 

very liberal on general issues; loyal Democratic 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19823  99 2nd

 
Summary: very liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44  69.6  = 1st

Proposition 114  61.0  2nd

Proposition 134   60.7  2nd

 
very liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Economic3  79  15th

 
Summary: liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14 62.4  = 3rd

 
 
 
very liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Foreign3  96  = 1st 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary: very liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124 71.0  1st

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
very liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 

33    = 3rd  
 
 
 
 
 
very low support for the President 

 

Notes to table 5.4: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among all candidates and districts in California. The 

lower the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 
 

The total African American, Hispanic and Asian American populations ranged between 

62 and 75 percent in the three Los Angeles districts with African American 

representatives, but the equivalent figure was just 38 percent in the Eighth. African 

American voters were the largest single minority group in the Los Angeles seats, 

comprising between 31 percent and 46 percent of those districts’ populations. In the 

Eighth District the figure was just 24 percent. 

 

Another set of figures suggests further reasons why the Eighth did not fit the definition 

of a typical minority seat. The average value of an owner-occupied dwelling in the 

three Los Angeles districts in 1982 ranged between $57 400 and $79 800 (see table 8.1 

in chapter eight). In the Eighth, the figure was $108 000 (see table 5.1). While the 

Eighth District included inner-city poor in areas such as Oakland, it also included other 

components such as Berkeley’s wealthy white liberal population. This variety was not 
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duplicated in the Los Angeles minority districts. The Los Angeles districts had been 

created specifically for African American representatives during the 1971 and 1981 

reapportionments, while the Eighth was not. 

 

Dellums did not act as a minority representative to the extent his counterparts in Los 

Angeles did. For example, in 1982 Oakland’s African American mayor Lionel Wilson 

was quoted saying that for the first time he would not support Dellums in his re-election 

bid.55 Dellums was quite capable of reciprocating the sentiments, as when he castigated 

the lack of vocal opposition to the Reagan Administration from African Americans, 

claiming, “Black people in this country over the last two years have been docile to the 

point of embarrassment.”56  

 

In the light of this, it is perhaps not surprising that Dellums’s interest group ratings 

suggest that his liberalism differed from that of his three African American colleagues. 

As can be seen from the information in tables 3.1 and 3.2, Dellums was ranked much 

higher than the others in the ADA ratings over the period 1975 to 1986 and lower in the 

COPE ratings. This shows that Dellums was more liberal on social issues and less 

liberal on economic issues than the other three. The National Journal ratings support 

this. Dellums ranked the lowest of the four on the journal’s economic rating and highest 

on its cultural rating of liberalism (see table 4.4). Dellums was also more liberal on 

environmental issues. In 1982, his campaign literature included an enthusiastic 

endorsement from Friends of the Earth Founder David Brower, and his LCV rating for 

1982 was much higher than for the other African American Representatives. This was 

in keeping with the respective districts’ voting patterns. 

 

Dellums’s conscious attempts to polarise opinion by providing a visible alternative led 

to the perception that he was the most radical of California’s congressmen.57 He also fit 

a stereotype of the Afro-wearing Black political agitator,58 and in doing so he provided 

                                                 
55 Citizens’ Voice, 2 October 1982 
56 San Francisco Chronicle, 17 September 1982: 8. Dellums was concerned that as a consequence 
African Americans would be discounted as a political force. 
57 For example, it was noted in 1984 that, “Dellums perennially shows up on lists of incumbents who 
might be in danger, since he stands considerably to the left of many of his constituents” (see 
Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 13 October 1984: 2510). Yet, as will be made apparent in this 
chapter, standing considerably to the left of many of their constituents was also true of the other East Bay 
Representatives, yet they were not said to be perennially in trouble. He was also described as having 
entered Congress as a Vietnam War protester (see ibid, 6 November 1982: 2798) yet this was true also of 
Stark, though Stark was not subsequently described as a ‘radical.’ 
58 Dellums’s behaviour in Congress helped him earn the description. For example, during debate on 
televising proceedings of the House, he “openly attacked what he called the ‘white, male-dominated, 
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a focus for anti-Reagan sentiment. It seemed that whatever Reagan was, Dellums, 

proudly, was not. Yet, his record on labour issues was not as pronouncedly liberal as 

that of his colleagues and his 1982 National Journal rating of liberalism on economic 

issues was one of the lowest among California Democrats. In fact, this rating only just 

fitted him into the most liberal third of Californian Representatives, yet the Eighth 

District appeared to be very liberal on economic issues. 

 

Dellums first won his congressional seat in 1970, after defeating a liberal incumbent in 

the primary. His victory was largely due to his opposition to the Vietnam War. In the 

early 1980s, Dellums became one of Reagan’s most vocal opponents. By this time, he 

was a senior member of the House Armed Services Committee and from this platform 

he offered strong criticism of both the nuclear and conventional arms race. On the floor 

of the House during the course of 1982, he denounced the Reagan Administration in 

colourful language, declaring that, 
millions of Americans on an increasing basis are raising the question of the insanity of 

nuclear war and the absurdity of the arms race... because of the arrogance and the bizarre 

comments emanating from [the Reagan] administration and the policies that flow 

therefrom [and because of] the rather obscene nature of the increases in America’s military 

budget.59

 

Republicans often accused liberals of tax-and-spend policies. Dellums’s interest group 

ratings suggest that he was not advocating loose fiscal policies and he evidently 

accepted the need for some stabilisation of government spending. At the heart of his 

trenchant criticisms of Reagan’s military policies was a concern over the economic 

implications. His speeches in and out of Congress attacked the administration’s 

priorities but did not propose higher taxes. For example, in February 1982, he told the 

House, 
The money that we are pumping into the Pentagon at an ever-faster rate is being directly 

and blatantly transferred out of our social welfare programs. We are experiencing a 

relocation of Government resources to the most affluent sectors of the society and to the 

military, and away from those deserving of governmental assistance-the elderly the 

handicapped, the unemployed and the poor.60

In his campaign literature, Dellums continued to attack Reagan, clearly expecting the 

anti-Reagan sentiment to be effective in the district (the Eighth had given Reagan a 

                                                                                                                                               
chauvinist’ media. He charged that journalists frequently ignore statements made by ‘women, minorities, 
progressives, thinking people” (see ibid, 17 June 1978: 1554). 
59 Ronald Dellums, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 30 March 1982: 
H1217 
60 Ibid, 2 February 1982:  H165 
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mere 33 percent in 1980 – one of the lowest from any district in California). His 

pamphlets criticised Reagan for cutting funds for education, for the military budget, for 

its unfair tax program, anti-environmental record and for the high rate of 

unemployment. They also suggested that Reagan threatened social security. Like other 

Bay Area Democrats, Dellums used Senator Alan Cranston’s popularity among liberal 

voters by employing the senator’s endorsement in his campaign mailers. 

 

Demanding that cuts be made in the defence budget, Dellums declared that the 

administration’s military policies were “arrogant and absurd.”61 Such language worked 

on one level, with his more liberal supporters, but not surprisingly made Dellums 

vulnerable as well. During the 1982 congressional campaign Hutchinson accused 

Dellums of being no longer relevant62 and of neglecting his district because of his 

concern to provide national leadership to the Democratic left. A Republican mailer 

stated, “[Dellums’s] political antics are an embarrassment, his rhetoric is hollow, his 

effectiveness for the people of the East Bay is nil.”63

 

Dellums operated quite separately from the Democratic Party and his policy 

alternatives often came close to presenting a third party platform. Thus, in 1982, a 

group called Democrats for Hutchinson ran advertisements critical of Dellums.64 These 

letters quoted him saying that he remained in the party only to expose its hypocrisy. 

They noted that while Dellums was now critical of Reagan, he had failed to campaign 

for Carter and had therefore done nothing to prevent Reagan’s election. The 

Congressional Quarterly article on California’s “pragmatic liberals” had noted 
The Burton-Waxman school always has been scornful of the faction of the Democratic left 

that speaks with passion on the House floor, offers amendments doomed to failure and then 

curses the uncivilized quality of the institution.65

Given the timing – the interview was published just after the alternative military budget 

hearings – there is good reason to believe Burton had Dellums in mind when he was 

quoted in the article saying, “We don’t see the need to go out and wave the flag all the 

time... We’re suspicious of those who do.”66 However, despite Burton’s comments, on 

those issues that actually reached the floor of the House for a vote, there was very little 

difference between Burton’s voting behaviour and that of Dellums.  

                                                 
61 Ronald Dellums, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 30 March 1982: H1217 
62 Berkeley Gazette, 19 October 1982: 1 
63 Claude Hutchinson, election pamphlet, undated, Institute of Government Studies, University of 
California at Berkeley 
64 Oakland Tribune, 31 October 1982: C9 
65 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 3 July 1982: 1635 
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In January 1982, Dellums had formally petitioned the chairman of the House Armed 

Services Committee, Mel Price, to allow the committee to function as a public forum to 

air dissenting views on the Reagan Administration’s foreign and military policies.67 

Price refused his request so Dellums began his own hearings, saying that they were to 

be based on issues including the budget’s economic and moral implications. Dellums 

and his staff drafted an alternative military budget and scored an early victory by 

convincing the House Rules Committee to allow debate on the alternative bill. The 

chairman of that committee, Richard Bolling, said that while he had been a Vietnam 

War hawk, he felt that Congress should have allowed dissenting views to be heard.68  

 

Bolling’s willingness to allow the debate may have been partly due to the unlikelihood 

of Dellums having any legislative success. However, the hearings Dellums initiated in 

Congress were broadcast on National Public Radio and were credited with giving 

airtime to experts not otherwise heard, and to opening up the public debate on the 

amount and purpose of military spending.69 Dellums suggested a $50 billion reduction 

in Pentagon spending in the first year alone,70 a reduction in United States troop 

strength by five percent and the cancellation of most nuclear weapons programs, 

including the MX missile, Trident II, Pershing and cruise missiles. His bill was defeated 

by a large margin of 348 to 55. However, while Dellums’s proposed budget could have 

been labelled ‘radical,’ nine Californian liberals were among those who cast votes in 

support, including whites representing majority-white suburban Sunbelt seats, who 

were implicitly equally ‘radical’ (but of course never labelled such). 

 

The mainstream liberal media tended to ignore Dellums’s specific proposals. His 

strongly worded speeches on the floor of the House, like those of almost any other 

politician, were not reported. The most progressive papers gave him space to air his 

views and he had articles printed in the Nation, the Sun Reporter and the Tribune but 

only one major Californian paper (the Tribune) mentioned his alternative budget 

hearings.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
66 Ibid: 1635 
67 Ronald V. Dellums, “Defense Sense,” The Nation, 21-28 August 1982: 133 
68 Ibid: 133 
69 Berkeley Citizen, 2 November 1982: 9 
70 Ibid: 9 
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On the other hand, Dellums found strong support among local liberal newspapers. 

Replying to Hutchinson’s charges that Dellums neglected his district, the editors of the 

Berkeley student paper The Daily Californian wrote  
There are few people in the House of Representatives who have served their district and 

country better than... Ron Dellums... Dellums has won millions of dollars in federal aid for 

the district while voicing progressive cures for many of the nation’s social and economic 

ills.71

 

The Bay Guardian was distributed in the East Bay area although its presence there was 

not as strong it was in San Francisco. However, in Dellums the paper’s editors found a 

reason to get involved in East Bay politics. They had criticised Phillip Burton for 

neglecting their (and his) city, but wrote that Dellums’s leadership and representation 

benefited both his district and the nation.72 Their reasons for supporting Dellums so 

strongly were not reasons of local character: 
If Ron Dellums... is defeated in November, it would be a major blow to those who support 

saner defense policies, civil rights and equitable economic development. Dellums has been 

a ray of sun in an otherwise dismal Congress.73  

It should be said again that Dellums was less liberal on economic matters than other 

Bay Area Representatives not mentioned by the Bay Guardian. 

 

No doubt reflecting the progressive pessimism which followed the flexing of the 

financial power of the conservative PACs in 1978 and 1980, the paper warned that 

Dellums’s Republican opponent, Claude Hutchinson, would spend five times as much 

as would Dellums.74 This was based on the belief that Dellums was a high profile target 

of the national Republican Party and that Hutchinson would benefit accordingly. In 

fact, during 1981 and 1982, Dellums had received campaign contributions of almost 

one million dollars. By the time of the election, Hutchinson had just over half that 

amount.75

 

The two papers that could lay the strongest claim to representing the Eighth District 

were the Oakland Tribune and the smaller Berkeley Gazette. Both endorsed Dellums in 

1982. The Tribune suggested that Hutchinson’s criticisms of Dellums were 

unwarranted: “[Hutchinson] has few ideas of his own to offer a district that has plenty 

                                                 
71 Daily Californian, 28 October 1982: 14 
72 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 27 October 1982: 10 
73 Ibid: 10 
74 Ibid: 10 
75 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 99 
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of problems requiring public action.”76 The Tribune offered further support to 

Dellums’s anti-military stance:  
Dellums has been an important voice in Congress against the arms race. The alternative 

military budget he offered this year was a valuable step in educating the country and 

Congress to the hard choices they will have to make...77

 

The Berkeley Gazette had editorialised in 1980 that voters should elect “anyone but 

Dellums.”78 In 1982, the editors apologised for this attitude but were still not entirely 

convinced by Dellums: “Ron Dellums is not our idea of the perfect congressman... He 

styles himself as something of a congressman-at-large, the ‘conscience of the 

Congress.’”79 Finally, though, the fact that 1982 represented the first serious challenge 

Dellums had faced for several elections tipped the paper’s hand. The Gazette editorial 

concluded that Dellums had in fact provided the district with adequate representation. 

This opinion was based on the conclusion that Dellums’s ideology and that of his 

district were aligned: 
his liberal stances... are both well-taken and gibe with the beliefs espoused by the majority 

of his constituents. All of this must be taken into consideration when determining how 

‘effectively’ a legislator represents his district.80

 

In San Francisco, the Sun Reporter, in contrast to its effusive support of Phillip Burton, 

gave far less editorial coverage to Dellums. This does not appear to have been because 

of any reticence toward Dellums. The paper did endorse him, but only in half a 

sentence, along with Boxer.81 Since no other East Bay politician received electoral 

coverage or editorial comment, this seems to have been the policy of the newspaper, but 

it may also have been partially a result of the Sun Reporter’s narrow focus on African 

American issues. In this regard, Burton may well have been seen as a more valuable 

legislator than Dellums. 

 

In the 1982 general election, Dellums was held to 56 percent of the vote, the same 

figure as in 1980 and lower than that of almost any other California liberal. However, 

this probably represented dissatisfaction with his style rather than ideology, given that 

Dellums’s voting record showed that not only was he slightly less liberal than was his 

                                                 
76 Oakland Tribune, 18 October 1982: 8 
77 Ibid: 8 
78 Berkeley Gazette, 31 October 1982: 13 
79 Ibid: 13 
80 Ibid: 13 
81 Sun Reporter, 28 October 1982: 7 
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district, but he was also less liberal than were some of his colleagues who survived in 

more moderate seats.  

 

George Miller and the Seventh District 

 

George Miller, the Seventh District’s Representative, was by 1982 a high profile and 

committed liberal in Congress. His liberalism was not uniform; relatively he was less 

liberal on economic issues and more so on environmental ones (In 1986, Miller was 

described as a “rising star in the relatively small universe of [congressional] 

environmentalists”82). However, in both cases his liberalism outstripped that of his 

district. On the other hand, while the moderate nuclear freeze proposal received only 

lukewarm support it did get a clear majority in the Seventh District. This suggests that 

Miller’s votes on major military bills were consistent with the overall sentiments of his 

district’s voters. His ratings on general issues, from the ACLU, ADA and others cannot 

be equated with the one general issue on the 1982 ballot, Proposition 15. However, it is 

clear from the very high ratings he received on general issues that in a strict sense 

Miller was not ‘representative’ of the majority of his district’s voters. The disparity is 

shown in table 5.5. 

 

Miller’s liberalism was based on two specific pillars: that welfare spending should 

remain a government priority and that federal deficits were to be avoided. In the early 

1980s he defended the Great Society’s legislative achievements, arguing, “The 

[Reagan] administration would have us dismantle programs and policies for children 

and families that took 30 years to develop.”83 His political philosophy included 

recognition of “the duty of a responsible government and a civilized society” to assist 

and support the unemployed and to help create jobs,84 and he introduced legislation that 

would strengthen enforcement of the Fair Labor Standards Act by increasing penalties 

against what Miller called “unscrupulous employers.”85  

 

The 1980 election results had given Miller a new prominence. He gave the appearance 

of being one of the few Democrats offering new ideas even while he maintained his 

commitment to using the resources of government to redress imbalances in the 

                                                 
82 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 25 January 1986: 162 
83 Congressional Record, 2 February 1982: H162 
84 Ibid, 9 February 1982: H312-13 
85 Ibid, 6 April 1982: E1541 
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community. Miller was quotable, and very active in Congress, and sections of the 

media began to gravitate towards him.86

 

In Congress, Miller used his “high-visibility platform” on the Select Committee on 

Children, Youth and Families consistently to defend social welfare programs.87 He was 

a constant critic of the Reagan Administration,88 and some of his references involved 

harsh language. For example, he spoke of the American people being ‘deceived’ by the 

Administration.89 His speeches take up more of the Congressional Record in 1982 that 

perhaps any other California liberal Representative. These speeches also revealed an 

ongoing commitment to liberalism. For example, he decried that “the damages [of the 

Reagan Administration’s 1981-82 budget] are all borne by the poor of this country,”90 

he asserted the government’s responsibility to provide unemployment benefit, training, 

and assistance to find work for the unemployed,91 and he listed the achievements of 

Democratic governments over the preceding 50 years: “But today, somehow, that vision 

and that sense of history has been lost. Instead of serving as the catalyst for the 

improvement of society, government has been characterized as the enemy of the people 

it was created to serve.”92  

 

Miller gave no indication between 1980 and 1982 of moderating his voting record in 

Congress. Although the district had given a majority to Reagan, he opposed the 

President on major issues. It must be assumed from this that he read no danger signs in 

the conservative successes in the elections of 1978 and 1980. He gave this impression 

when he was asked whether the 1980 results meant that the electorate had turned to the 

right and consequently would see him as too liberal to be truly representative of his 

district. His reply was, 
I think with proper explanation of the issues that – you know I have a highly educated 

district and I think they’re tolerant of different views and in many instances believed in 

recommendations I made to them [of] how to solve these problems – that were different 

from Ronald Reagan’s, [and] maybe in the outset, somewhat even different from theirs and 

                                                 
86 As shown, for example, by the ‘Human Needs’ article (see Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 
February 1983: 359). 
87 Ibid, 25 January 1986: 162 
88 See, for example, Congressional Record, 4 March 1982: E788. Miller introduced legislation to prevent 
the establishment of sweatshops (see Ibid, 6 April 1982: E1541). 
89 George Miller, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 2 February 1982: H162 
90 George Miller, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 10 February 1982: H338 
91 George Miller, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 9 February 1982: H312 
92 George Miller, Ibid, 27 July 1982: E3514 
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in some cases they didn’t but that was sort of a continued back and forth exchange between 

me and my constituents.93

This does not explain why the voters in the Seventh district were more persuaded to 

Miller’s liberal viewpoint than to Reagan’s conservatism. 

 

When commenting on the fact that neo-liberals were willing to compromise with the 

Reagan administration and accept government expenditure if it was for education and 

high technology industries, but not otherwise, Miller sounded bitter: “Sometimes they 

would rather not deal with the unpleasantries of government such as the elderly and 

handicapped.”94 Looking back in 1994, Miller commented on Reagan’s policies, “I’ve 

never agreed with the [Reagan] agenda. I never threw my towel in and joined the team 

with the agenda.”95

 

According to Miller, the way to continue government assistance to the needy while 

avoiding deficits was to find the funds elsewhere.96 In the early 1980s, this meant 

opposing the new Administration by proposing cuts in defence spending and 

maintaining viable levels of taxation. As was noted earlier, Miller was one of the 

Californian liberals who constantly voted to delete funds for projects such as the MX 

missile, even though they found little support from other Representatives. In the same 

spirit, Miller and the other California liberals voted against Reagan’s 1981 tax cut, 

arguing it would mean “too much money going to the wealthy.”97 He also spoke 

disapprovingly of the fact that the share of taxes paid by corporations in the United 

States had dropped considerably over the previous two decades.98  

 

                                                 
93 Miller, 19 December 1994 
94 Richard E. Cohen, “Strains Appear as ‘New Breed’ Democrats Move to Control party in the House,” 
National Journal, vol. 15, no. 26, 25 June 1983: 1329 
95 Miller, 19 December 1994 
96 See, for example, Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 31 March 1984: 701. Here, Miller is 
described as a ‘liberal Democrat.’ 
97 Oakland Tribune, 22 February 1981: 10 
98 Congressional Record, 7 June 1982: E2630 
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Table 5.5: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Seventh District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:                  George Miller  
 
Liberal ranking:1                      = 3rd

District: Seventh 
 
Liberal ranking:1                 14th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   92.2 3rd

 
COPE2   90.4 8th

 
ACLU 19823  100 = 1st

 
NJ Cultural3  98 3rd  
 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                Vote for               Ranking 

Contest                 Democrat  
                             candidate 

 

U.S. House   67.1 
 
U.S. Senate4   47.3  20th

 
State Governor4   49.6  20th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154   38.5  17th 

 

moderate on general issues; moderate support  
for  Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19823  91 4th

 
Summary: liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44   57.6  = 12th

Proposition 114   46.5  14th

Proposition 134    43.9  10th

 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  82 11th

 
Summary: liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14   49.6  25th

 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  96 = 1st 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary: very liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124   55.1  18th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 

47    14th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 5.5: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

The reluctance to accept deficit financing – perhaps the concession to the economic 

conservatism of their districts referred to earlier – differentiated the so-called ‘human 

needs’ Democrats from the liberals of the earlier New Deal and Great Society periods. 

It meant setting new government taxing and spending agendas. Miller made two 

alternative proposals that would have rearranged patterns of government spending. In 

1980, he suggested a balanced budget amendment, though support for this was muted. 

For example, interviewed for their positions on a number of issues in 1982 liberal 

congressional candidates Beilenson, Waxman and Berman all indicated their opposition 

to the balanced budget amendment.99  

 

                                                 
99 Los Angeles Times, 31 October 1982: V6 
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By 1982 Miller had changed his approach, offering instead a ‘pay-as-you-go’ budget. 

This was intended to hold government spending at a fixed level and force those who 

advocated increased defence spending to have to say in public that this could only be 

done by cutting welfare programs. Miller expressed the idea of ‘pay-as-you-go’ as 

follows: 
We will tell our constituents that we will no longer hide from the true cost of running this 

Government. We will tell the taxpayers of this country the true cost of providing essential 

services and activities of this Government, instead of passing along a multibillion-dollar 

bill to future generations. 

 

No longer will we use the deficit to conceal excess waste, unpopular programs, special-

interest benefits, or outdated and lavish programs that the economy cannot afford, the 

voters do not support, or the Congress does not have the courage to pay for… 

 

Pay-as-you-go is based upon the fundamental principle that when the Congress creates 

new programs or expands existing ones, the final test is whether we have the courage of 

our convictions, to go to the American people and ask them to pay the cost of those 

programs up front. 

 

Pay-as-you-go tells a President that when he proposes a new program, be it a war-on-

poverty or an expansion-in-defense spending, he must be willing to propose ways to pay 

for that policy up front.”100  

 

Clearly, Miller was confident that voters wanted the social programs – perhaps the 

rapidly escalating freeze movement had convinced liberals that many people did not 

support the idea of a military build-up. Later, he reflected, 
Clearly, rather than raise taxes, the first effort would be to try to cut somebody else’s 

programs, something you don’t believe in. That’s true of the right or the left. Now we’re 

running out of room to do that and we’ll see whether or not the military budget now can 

live off of taking it out of the hides of children and education and social progress in the 

country. I’m not sure they can.101

 

Miller’s scheme met with solid support. It appealed to economic conservatives (Miller 

liked to point out that the Reagan Administration was spending as much or more than 

liberals did102), and it was adopted at the 1982 national Democratic conference. When 

the Tribune endorsed Miller, it called him a “fiscally responsible liberal,” and said his 

                                                 
100 Congressional Record, 24 May 1982: H2655 
101 Miller, 19 December, 1994 
102 George Miller, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 24 May 1982: 
H2655 
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plan “offers the best way to cope with federal deficits.”103 Miller’s desire to shift 

government spending from the wealthy to the needy also led him to fight against 

agribusiness water subsidies in California.104 This was a risky strategy for a Californian 

congressman and earned him considerable animosity from California agribusiness.105  

 

In 1982, all the major liberal papers in the Bay Area endorsed Miller. He was more 

liberal than his district, but if there were any doubts about his ideology they did not 

manifest in the form of serious and visible opposition and the district gave him a 

ringing endorsement. His 67.1 percent support was one of the highest among 

California’s liberal Representatives and showed the electorate was well satisfied with 

his record. He ran twenty percentage points ahead of Democratic statewide candidates 

Bradley and Brown in the district. This is partly a demonstration of the benefits of 

incumbency, like concentrated campaign finances and name recognition. However, 

Brown and Bradley had similar advantages, so it must be seen to be largely a result of 

personal reputation. Miller also had the support of the liberal press, which saw him as 

being strongly left-leaning. For example, the Oakland Tribune editors wrote of Miller, 

“he has been a leading opponent of the Reagan administration’s unfair attack on 

necessary programs for the poor, the young and the disabled.”106

 

Pete Stark and the Ninth District  

 

Pete Stark, in the Ninth congressional district, was Miller’s immediate neighbour to the 

south. Ideologically, Stark and Miller were closely aligned, while their districts were 

also similar. The disparity between district and representative that occurred in the 

Seventh District was mirrored in the Ninth. Stark, who had come into the Congress as 

an anti-war candidate in 1972, was one of the most liberal Representatives in the State, 

but his district barely made the most liberal third of California congressional seats seat 

(as the fifteenth most liberal it was the last of the state’s 45 seats to fit into the ‘liberal’ 

category – see table 5.6).107 In fact, the figures in table 5.6 show that the gap in liberal 

                                                 
103 Oakland Tribune, 18 October 1982: 8 
104 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 21 June 1981: 1772. Miller wrote a newspaper column of his 
own demanding an end to water subsidies (see Oakland Tribune, 18 March 1981: 11). 
105 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 25 January 1986: 162 
106 Oakland Tribune, 18 October 1982: 8 
107 On the surface, the Ninth District’s overall rating of fifteenth most liberal in California in 1982 looks 
surprising as it rated fifteenth or lower in the various categories used to calculate the ratings (see chapter 
four). However, the overall rating of fifteenth most liberal seat was achieved largely because of a strong 
level of support for Carter in 1980. The 42 percent vote for Carter was considerably higher than in the 
congressional districts that otherwise rated about the same overall as the Ninth. 
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ranking between Stark and his district was greater than in almost any other 

congressional seat in California, particularly on economic issues. 

 

The ACLU and National Journal rated Stark very highly. Notably, Stark was less 

liberal on environmental issues and, perhaps surprisingly considering his National 

Journal economic rating, he was least liberal on votes favouring organised labour.  The 

Ninth District, by contrast, was in the most liberal third in its votes for Proposition 4, 

but not for any other proposition on the November 1982 ballot. 

 

It could be argued that since a majority in the district supported the idea of government 

protection of Lake Tahoe (Proposition 4) and for the nuclear freeze (Proposition 12) 

there was some support for Stark’s record on environmental and military votes. On the 

other hand, the district had shown a preference for Reagan over Carter in 1980, but 

Stark voted against the president’s major economic policies. He constantly figured 

among the anti-defence spending Democrats, and this too might not have been viewed 

well by the district’s voters.  

 

Stark’s liberal commitment was consistently evident in Congress. He called Reagan’s 

economic program “a total disaster,”108 and declared, “The actions of the President and 

his men are making the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. That is a recipe for 

social disaster.”109 He frequently voted against military authorization and appropriation 

bills, arguing (including to his more hawkish constituents) they were unjustifiable and 

represented waste.110 He also argued against proposed federal cuts to higher education, 

saying they would save money short term but cost the economy long term.111 In a 

concession to liberalism’s new constraints, though, he supported Miller’s pay-as-you-

go principle. 

 

Stark’s liberalism would handicap him during the 1982 elections. His first problems 

came during the Democratic primaries, when the little known John O’Donnell, backed 

by conservative Democrats, won 22 percent of the vote against him.112 Political 

commentators considered this a high number for an incumbent to concede. In the 

                                                 
108 Pete Stark, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 20 October 1982: 
E4713 
109 Pete Stark, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 14 June 1982: E2779 
110 Ibid, 1 October 1982: E4632 
111 Ibid, 19 May 1982: E2300 
112 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 June 1982: 1415 
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general election, Stark was again opposed to Republican Bill Kennedy, who had held 

him to just 55.3 percent in 1980,113 by arguing that he was too liberal for the district.114

 

However, while Kennedy was better equipped for the rematch, the recent redistricting 

helped Stark. He also benefited by the economic problems of the district, especially 

among blue-collar workers; problems that were attributed to the Reagan administration. 

Another factor that helped Stark, and one which helped other liberal Democrats such as 

Don Edwards, was the inability or unwillingness of the national Republican Party to 

involve itself in the Republican primaries. Kennedy’s success in 1980 discouraged 

other Republican contenders in 1982, and he won the party’s primary in that year 

unopposed. That was not necessarily advantageous for the party because he was an 

ultra-conservative who did not appeal to moderates.115 Presumably, conservative voters 

would have voted against Stark regardless of who was his Republican opponent, but 

moderate voters who were also discontented with the liberal incumbent needed a 

representative with whom they felt more comfortable, and Kennedy did not fit this 

description. 

 

Evidence supporting this comes from the San Francisco Chronicle, which gave 

endorsements for the seventeen northernmost congressional districts.116 Only seven of 

these endorsements were for Democrats, including Matsui, who had no Republican 

opponent, and Mineta, Coelho and Panetta, who were all moderate Democrats. The 

paper recommended ten Republicans, including four who were challenging Democratic 

incumbents and two who were trying to win open seats. The paper therefore clearly 

favoured Republicans and moderate Democrats, yet could still not bring itself to 

endorse Kennedy. In September, the Chronicle ran a critical article that questioned the 

claims Kennedy made about himself in his campaign literature.117 The article noted that 

the Republican was a Mormon and that he had written what the paper called a “fire-

and-brimstone fundamentalist pitch” to ministers of religion in 1980 in which he 

claimed Satan was encouraging the spread of communism.118 It was a clear repudiation 

of Kennedy. 

                                                 
113 Ibid, 25 April 1981: 718 
114 Ibid, 29 May 1982: 1275 
115 San Francisco Chronicle, 21 September 1982: 8 
116 San Francisco Chronicle, 1 November 1982: 2 
117 Ibid, 21 September 1982: 8 
118 Ibid: 8 
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Table 5.6: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Ninth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:                  Pete Stark  
 
Liberal ranking:1                      2nd

District: Ninth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                 15th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   90.9 = 6th

 
COPE2   89.8 10th

 
ACLU 19823  100 = 1st

 
NJ Cultural3  99 = 1st

 
 
 
Summary:            very liberal on general issues 
 

1982                Vote for               Ranking 

Contest                 Democrat  
                             candidate 

 

U.S. House   60.7  
 
U.S. Senate4   50.7  15th

 
State Governor4   49.3  22nd

 
                               ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154   37.4  19th 

 

moderate on general issues; moderate Democratic 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19823  90 = 5th

 
Summary:  liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44   56.8  = 15th

Proposition 114   43.8  17th

Proposition 134    36.9  16th

 
moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Economic3  96 = 1st

 
Summary:  very liberal on economic  issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14   50.7  19th

 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Foreign3  95 4th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124 55.0  19th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 

46    = 12th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 5.6: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan.  
 

 

Like the other Bay Area congressmen, Stark was well supported by the liberal press. 

The Tribune, the local paper for Stark’s seat, editorialised, 
Stark... offers far more intelligent and humane approaches to the nation’s economic woes... 

A vote for Stark is a clear rejection of a New Right agenda at odds with the American 

sense of equal opportunity and fairness for all.119  

The Bay Guardian likewise gave a firm endorsement, calling Stark “a strong friend of 

consumers and environmentalists.”120  

 

Political analysts tipped that Stark would face some difficulty winning re-election, but 

in the end, he won easily. Voters in the district had two opportunities to reject Stark but 

did not do so. Firstly, in the primaries, although O’Donnell won a relatively high vote it 

still meant only one in five Democratic voters chose him over Stark. Then, in the 

                                                 
119 Oakland Tribune, 18 October 1982: 8 
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November election, faced with a clear ideological difference between the congressional 

candidates, the voters of the Ninth District gave the very liberal candidate over sixty 

percent of the vote, even while the conservative choice was a man strongly identified 

with Reagan.121 Undoubtedly, Stark enjoyed the benefits of incumbency,122 but this was 

still clear support for a very liberal politician over a very conservative one in what was 

barely a liberal district. 

 

Don Edwards and the Tenth District 

 

Don Edwards began his congressional career in 1962 and developed a reputation as an 

ultra-liberal. He aroused the ire of conservative figures: the senior vice president of the 

Moral Majority called Edwards “a sincere left-wing liberal,”123 while an interesting 

anecdote from earlier years has it that upon being told (erroneously) of Edwards’s 

imminent retirement from Congress FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had remarked “good 

riddance.”124 In 1982, Edwards was rated the most liberal California Representative (see 

table 5.7) but had for twenty years been well supported by his mainly Hispanic and 

working class white district.125 His brand of liberalism was of a similar vein to that of 

the ADA and the ACLU. As an example, he argued against reporting requirements for 

grassroots lobbying, which the ACLU also opposed but which many of his liberal 

colleagues supported.126 He was a past president of Americans for Democratic Action, 

and was a strong advocate of constitutional freedoms, especially the First Amendment, 

and in limits on government power. As can be seen from table 5.7, he received high 

ratings from all progressive organisations. Only on votes in favour of organised labour 

issues (the COPE rating) was he anything less than extremely liberal. 

 

Edwards had risen through the congressional seniority system and by the early 1980s he 

held the position of chairman of the Subcommittee on Civil and Constitutional Rights. 

He was already credited with having been the guiding hand behind the passage of most 

of the major civil rights bills of the 1970s,127 and even before the 1980s elections, the 

                                                                                                                                               
120 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 27 October 1982: 10 
121 Ibid: 10 
122 The value of incumbency was evident during 1982, when Stark, never associated with the ‘neo-
liberals’ who emphasised spending on education as a major policy platform, lobbied hard in 1982 for a 
subsidy to supply schools with computers. Stark’s electorate bordered Silicon Valley. 
123 California Journal, April 1987: 203 
124 Ibid: 202 
125 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 14 June 1980: 1614 
126 Ibid, 25 February 1978: 553 and 11 March 1978: 620 
127 California Journal, April 1987: 202 



149 

director of the ACLU’s Washington office had called Edwards the most effective 

Congressman on civil liberties issues;128 sentiments echoed by the director’s successor 

who declared towards the end of Reagan’s second term, in 1987, “We won’t ever 

permit [Edwards] to retire.”129  

 

Reagan’s election in 1980 meant Edwards’s importance to the liberal cause increased 

considerably. Key constitutional issues such as abortion, bussing and civil rights were 

channelled through his subcommittee, and as chairman, Edwards proved to be one of 

the most effective stumbling blocks to the implementation of the social program of the 

newly powerful Republican right. Republicans attempted to gain control of Edwards’s 

subcommittee in 1981, but not only did Edwards outmanoeuvre them, but he was 

actually able to recruit new liberal members.130 He then had the votes to bottle up items 

on the conservative agenda, such as the proposed anti-abortion amendment, by blocking 

or delaying any hearings on the issue.131 Edwards’s efforts gave like-minded lobbyists 

and members of Congress time to build up opposition. A Democratic congressional aide 

claimed that the full Judiciary Committee, of which Edwards was a senior member, was 

“the barrier against the whole ‘new right’ arena.”132  

 

Edwards used the same obstructionist methods to protect other liberal policies. From 

the mid 1970s and well into the 1980s he used his subcommittee to block attempts to 

hold hearings on abortion.133 In 1982, conservatives intensified their push to overturn 

the Supreme Court’s Roe vs. Wade decision on abortion. They won passage of an anti-

abortion amendment through the Senate where Republicans held a majority, but as 

Congressional Quarterly commented, the Judiciary Committee, with Edwards as a 

senior member, would block it.134 A spokesman for the conservative organisation the 

Moral Majority declared that Edwards’s “presence in Congress poses a major stumbling 

block,”135 a statement Edwards would probably have been delighted to read.  

 

 

                                                 
128 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 14 June 1980: 1614 
129 California Journal, April 1987: 203 
130 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 21 February 1981: 347 
131 California Journal, April 1987: 202 
132 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 21 February 1981: 347 
133 Ibid, 3 May 1975: 920 and 2 January 1982 
134 Ibid, 13 March 1982: 572 
135 California Journal, vol. 18, no. 4, April 1987: 203 
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Table 5.7: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Tenth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:                   Don Edwards  
 
Liberal ranking:1                      1st

District:  Tenth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                  13th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   95 2nd

 
COPE2   89.6 11th

 
ACLU 1982  100 =1st

 
NJ Cultural  93 = 4th

 
 
 
Summary:             very liberal on general issues 
 

1982                   Vote for Ranking 

Contest                    Democrat  
                                candidate 

  

U.S. House     62.7 
 
U.S. Senate4     53.4  10th

  
State Governor4     56.8  10th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154     38.0  18th 

 

moderate on general issues; loyal Democratic 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

LCV 19823  100 1st

 
Summary:      very liberal on environmental issues
 

Contest     ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44    54.4  = 17th

Proposition 114    46.9  13th

Proposition 134     35.0  = 20th

 
moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Economic3  96 = 1st

 
Summary:   very liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest     ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14    50.1  23rd

 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Foreign3  92 5th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124 55.5  15th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 
45    = 9th

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 5.7: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

When the Senate passed a bill virtually eliminating court-ordered bussing, and later 

when Reagan eased restrictions on the Central Intelligence Agency, Edwards again 

moved to hold up hearings on these issues.136 However, not all of Edwards’s efforts in 

the early 1980s were negative. He was the guiding force behind the renewal of the 

Voting Rights Act in 1982. In the face of opposition from the Reagan administration, 

this was considered a major accomplishment for congressional liberals.137 Edwards also 

had a very strong commitment to environmental protection, being the only Californian 

to receive a perfect rating from the LCV in 1982 (though surprisingly this did not 

prevent the San Francisco Bay Guardian from stating that his record was not as good 

                                                 
136 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 28 June 1979: 1527 and 12 December 1981: 2438 
137 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 103 
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as Dellums’s or Stark’s138 – another sign that image could confuse perception: Dellums 

had to be more liberal than Edwards, because he was a ‘black radical.’). 

 

In 1994, as he was preparing for his retirement, Edwards stated, “Reagan was a very 

effective conservative leader, and he made being cold-hearted virtuous... Government 

has to step in and help out.”139 A year after Reagan’s economic agenda went into effect, 

Edwards had told his House colleagues, “The Reagan administration turns a deaf ear to 

the problems of American workers and of American families. This is not a happy 

anniversary for the people I represent.”140 One of the most interesting quotes attributed 

to Edwards came after passage of the Voting Rights Act extension, when, according to 

California Journal, he said the Reagan administration “had to eat it.”141 Again, the 

feelings expressed by a Californian congressman toward the Reagan administration 

were very personal. 

 

Not surprisingly, Edwards raised the ire of senior Republicans, one of whom remarked 

in exasperation in 1987, “I don’t think a lot of [Edwards’s] constituents realize how far 

to the left he is.”142 Bob Herriott, a conservative Republican who in his campaign 

literature proclaimed himself to be a “law and order conservative who supports 

President Reagan’s philosophies,”143 ran against Edwards in 1982. Herriott put himself 

at odds with Edwards on the major issues. The congressional race in the Tenth District 

thus presented a clear ideological choice. The Mercury News, which served the Tenth 

District, pointedly claimed that the contest was between “an honest, unflinching liberal 

Democrat who is one of the nation’s leaders on civil rights, and an outspoken, 

unabashed conservative Republican...”144  

 

Herriott based his campaign on advertising Edwards’s liberalism throughout the 

district, but the tactic failed. The alternative Herriott offered was clearly rejected by 

both the media and the majority of voters. The major liberal papers that covered the 

Bay Area – the Mercury News, the Tribune and the Bay Guardian – all gave Edwards 

strong endorsements. In a situation similar to that in the Ninth District, the conservative 

San Francisco Chronicle would not endorse Herriott. 

                                                 
138 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 27 October 1982: 10 
139 California Journal, May 1994: 48 
140 Don Edwards, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 4 August 1982: 
H5052 
141 California Journal, April 1987: 203 
142 Ibid: 203 
143 San Jose Mercury News, 20 October 1982: 10B 
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Like Stark and Miller, Edwards had an easy win in 1982, a victory made possible by his 

weak opponent, his personal reputation, and the lingering Democratic loyalty and 

liberalism of the district’s voters. Despite the ideological gap between Representative 

and district, Edwards was confident of his support: echoing Miller’s sentiments, he 

would later tell a political reporter, “I think they [the voters of his electorate] trust me, 

or at least 62 or 63 percent of them do. They know I level with them.”145

 

Summary 

 

Each of the six congressional seats of the Bay Area voted for a very liberal 

Representative in 1982. In the case of the inner city Fifth and Eighth Districts this was 

not unexpected; the city of San Francisco and the Oakland-Berkley areas, respectively, 

were renowned as bastions of liberal politics. The anomaly was in the other four seats, 

which were comprised of quintessentially Sunbelt suburbs, but which were amongst the 

most liberal third of California seats and which had extremely liberal representatives. 

 

The Republicans who challenged these liberals were too conservative, and their policies 

did not resonate well in middle-class California congressional districts. Herriot in the 

Tenth District advocated cuts in social services; Stark’s opponent Kennedy called 

Medicare ‘a waste.’146 Not surprisingly, in most cases the liberal Democratic 

Representatives were supported by the liberal press, as well as by their electorates. 

                                                                                                                                               
144 San Jose Mercury News, 20 October 1982: 10B 
145 California Journal, May 1994: 48 
146 San Francisco Examiner, 6 September 1982: F1 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE NORTHERN CALIFORNIAN DEMOCRATIC 

REPRESENTATIVES IN 1982, PART TWO 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the other five Northern Californian districts won by Democrats 

in 1982. Four of these were represented by incumbent Democrats, while the other 

district, the First in the state’s northwest, was the only Californian congressional seat 

where a Democratic challenger, Doug Bosco, defeated a Republican incumbent in 

1982. 

 

The five Representatives (or in Bosco’s case, would-be Representative) and their 

electorates were less liberal than the subjects of the previous chapter, although they 

were liberal overall.1 The nature of the liberalism of the five Representatives and their 

districts in 1982 is the subject of this chapter.  

 

Select socio-economic characteristics of these districts are shown in table 6.1. This is 

followed by an analysis of the contest for the First District in 1982. 

 

 

                                                 
1 For example, they generally did not support the more extreme legislation proposed by their ultra-liberal 
Californian colleagues (such as Dellums’s 1981 proposal to delete 2.4 billion dollars earmarked for the 
MX missile program). 
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Table 6.1: Select characteristics of Californian Congressional Districts in which 
Democratic candidates won in the 1982 general election 

 
Congressional District First Third Fourth Eleventh Thirteent

h 
 

Percentage population 
increase 1970-1980 

33.1 23.2 32.2 2.0 21.5 

African American 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

1 7 5 5 2 

Hispanic population as 
% of district’s total 

population 

5 8 10 10 10 

Asian-American 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

1 6 5 7 6 

Median    value of 
owner- occupied homes1

$75 900 $67 100 $64 200 $124 300 $104 800 

Median rent paid per 
month1

$232 $217 $216 $315 $331 

Percentage of house-
holds with families 

69 67 73 66 71 

Percentage of house-
holds with children 

living at home 

36 35 42 32 41 

 

Notes to table 6.1: 
1 These are 1983 figures and so are intended to be comparative only. 

 

Source: All figures were provided by National Journal’s Almanac of American Politics 1984 

 

 

The liberalization of the First District 

 

The contest for the First District reveals something of the short-term factors that 

influenced results in all the Californian congressional contests in 1982, and of the long-

term factors that were reshaping national politics. 

 

Local conditions play a major role in determining the outcome of a congressional race, 

but these can be either short-term or long-term. In the contest for the First District, the 

media portrayed immediate conditions as determining the outcome. The San Francisco 

Chronicle insisted that short-term factors – in this case, reapportionment and 



156 

unemployment – were the issues that would decide the outcome.2 These factors, which 

tell only part of the story, will be examined first. 

 

One short-term factor that affected the outcome in the First District was the quality of 

the challenger. Democrat Doug Bosco was young, energetic and well regarded in the 

area, where he held a state Assembly seat. He was confident of election,3 seeing 

Clausen as vulnerable to changes in the sentiment of the district. 

 

Unemployment was credited with being the major short-term force adversely affecting 

Clausen. At the national level, it was the Republicans’ biggest liability. Unemployment 

across the United States broke through the symbolic ten percent figure just before the 

1982 election, and this was front-page news in the press.4 The economy in the First 

District relied heavily on the timber industry, and the early 1980s had seen many mill 

closures, with the jobless rate reaching as high as 30 percent in two of the counties, Del 

Norte and Humboldt.5 The slump in the timber industry was brought about by declining 

activity in the housing industry, which in turn was blamed on Reagan’s economic 

policies.6

 

The unemployment figures and the congressional vote from each county are reproduced 

in table 6.3. Republican registration and the votes on three of the major ballot initiatives 

have been added to the table as a convenient, if somewhat insubstantial, indication of 

the underlying long-term liberal inclination of the district. In this way, a model can be 

set up to compare the impact on the vote of the short-term factors of unemployment and 

Reaganomics with longer-term factors caused by population shifts. 

 

 

                                                 
2 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 October 1982: B2 
3 California Journal, September 1982: 323 
4 Albert Hunt gives an impression of the impact of this figure, which was released four weeks before the 
election: “it... sent political shock waves across the country. The media attention was extraordinary.” 
(See Mann and Ornstein 1983: 30) 
5 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 October 1982: B2 
6 California Journal, September 1982: 323 
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Table 6.2 Comparison between rates of unemployment and select 1982 election 
results in the First District by county 

 
County Unemployment 

Rate (%) 
Vote for
Clausen

Republican 
registration 

Proposition 
11 ‘Yes’ 
vote (%) 

 

Proposition 
12 ‘Yes’ 
vote (%) 

Proposition 
15 ‘Yes’ 
vote (%) 

Del Norte 20.1 52.7 35.1 39.3 39.9 13.5 

Glenn 16.4 58.7 40.7 36.7 42.2 12.0 

Humboldt 17.1 44.8 31.0 50.1 54.0 24.6 

Mendocino 12.3 49.2 30.5 60.6 53.8 26.9 

Sonoma 10.6 46.4 32.7 54.5 58.0 36.2 

Trinity 14.9 54.7 34.3 37.0 44.1 13.1 

 

Notes to table 6.2: 
Prop 11 = the bottle-deposit initiative.  

Prop 12 = the nuclear freeze initiative.  

Prop 15 = the gun control initiative. 

 

Source: The unemployment figures come from the San Francisco Chronicle, 3 October 82: B2. The 

voting figures are from the 1982 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote 

 
 

In 1980, the three most populous and most urbanised counties were Humboldt, 

Mendocino and Sonoma.7 Together they held over ninety percent of the First District’s 

population. From table 6.3, it can be seen that in every contest the counties are grouped 

closely together in sets of three. Humboldt, Mendocino and Sonoma Counties gave 

Clausen less than fifty percent support, passed Propositions 11 and 12 and gave 

Proposition 15 close to twenty-five percent or better. The other three counties gave 

majorities to Clausen, rejected Propositions 11 and 12 and gave Proposition 15 less than 

fourteen percent each. For each ballot initiative, the results in Del Norte, Glenn and 

Trinity Counties were much more conservative than in the more populous counties. 

Despite these differences, Democratic registration varied little among the six counties 

in the First District. 

 

As accounts of the campaign make clear, Clausen was closely linked with Reagan’s 

policies,8 which in turn were seen as having caused the high unemployment. However, 

there is no clear relationship between the rate of unemployment and Clausen’s vote. 

                                                 
7 1980 Census of the Population
8 California Journal, September 1982: 323 
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Only Humboldt County does fit that pattern. Unemployment there was very high and 

Clausen fared badly. No other county’s figures suggest a relationship between 

unemployment and a protest vote against Clausen. Sonoma County gave Clausen his 

second worst showing yet it had the lowest unemployment. If unemployment was the 

major determinant, Sonoma had the least reason to react against Clausen. Glenn and 

Humbolt Counties shared similar unemployment rates but varied considerably on the 

vote each gave Clausen. Perhaps most tellingly, Clausen fared well in the county with 

the worst rate of unemployment, Del Norte. It seems that unemployment was not the 

primary factor in determining the outcome. This raises questions about the widespread 

assumption of the time that Democrats and liberals fared well in 1982 because of the 

recession blamed on the Reagan Administration. 

 

Reapportionment was also credited with weakening Clausen’s position, and certainly he 

lost two heavily Republican counties from his old district. However, this theory does 

not explain the changes in Sonoma – a county that was in both Clausen’s old and his 

new district. As late as October 1982, Congressional Quarterly had noted that Sonoma 

County was one of the most heavily Republican portions of Clausen’s old district9 and 

one that had long supported Clausen. Yet, it was Sonoma that provided the crucial votes 

that saw victory go to his opponent.10 In 1980, Clausen won 55 percent of the county’s 

vote. In 1982, his support there was down to 46.4 percent. The answer would seem to 

lie in the fact that Sonoma County was also growing rapidly in that period,11 and so was 

susceptible to changing attitudes.12 This leads to the longer-term factors. 

 

Trends in Sonoma’s population growth, ethnic make-up, work-force behaviour and 

political ideology were all similar to those that characterised the East Bay over the 

same period. The county grew by 46.3 percent between 1970 and 1980.13 At the end of 

that period, Sonoma was about seven percent Hispanic and one percent African 

American.14 Therefore, it can be assumed that the growth in population that occurred 

                                                 
9 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 9 October 1982: 2489 
10 Bosco beat Clausen by 5706 votes across the whole district in 1982, but his plurality in Sonoma was 
5845 votes. 
11 Almost three-fifths of the First District’s population lived in Sonoma by 1982. 
12 The rapidly changing nature of the area might explain why the District’s votes swung considerably – 
Propositions 15’s gun control was strongly rejected yet the nuclear freeze was supported by almost twice 
the percentage of voters; while voting on the environmental propositions was erratic, swinging between 
firm support for the bottle deposit bill to a relatively low vote for the provision to protect Lake Tahoe. 
13 The U.S. census defines the Santa Rosa standard metropolitan statistical area, from which this figure 
was gained, as being the county of Sonoma (see 1980 Census of the Population). 
14 Ibid
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during the 1970s was predominantly white, in keeping with general Sunbelt suburban 

migratory patterns.  

 

Many of Sonoma County’s workers were commuters.15 It seems likely that a good 

number of Sonoma’s new residents worked in San Francisco and probably retained or 

adopted some of that city’s liberal outlook. This had shown up in 1980 when Cranston 

carried Sonoma with 61 percent. The 1982 vote also shows similarities between 

Sonoma County and the other Bay Area suburban counties. The 58 percent ‘Yes’ vote 

on Proposition 12 is virtually the same as that in Santa Clara and higher than Contra 

Costa, two of the most populous Bay Area counties.16

 

Kevin Phillips claimed that people moved interstate to escape liberal tax-and-spend 

programs.17 Intrastate movement may not follow this pattern (nor was Phillips 

necessarily right about interstate movement). Based on the example of the First District, 

the movement of white voters from larger cities to smaller cities and semi-rural areas 

within California was not necessarily a move just of conservatives, nor did the voters 

who did move necessarily adopt more conservative values. In its post-election analysis, 

Congressional Quarterly attributed the liberalisation of the First District to city-

dwellers moving into the region.18 There were signs of this liberalisation; in 1980 the 

district had given Reagan the relatively low support of 46 percent, ranking it the 

sixteenth lowest vote in California’s 45 congressional districts. Bosco was also 

heartened to discover that 25 percent of Sonoma County’s registered voters had signed 

nuclear freeze petitions, an indication of widespread disagreement with the Reagan 

Administration’s foreign policies.19

                                                 
15 The 1980 census showed that 17.3 percent of the work force was employed outside their area of 
residence (see Ibid). 
16 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second General Election – 
Countries within Political Districts: 209 
17 See, for example, Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 10 January 1981: 11 
18 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 8 January 1983: 18. As is discussed in chapter twelve, one of 
Clausen’s difficulties came with the strong opposition he received from anti-nuclear protesters, another 
sign that liberal politics were playing a significant part in the contest for the First District. Nor was 
Sonoma County alone in experiencing this trend against Phillips’s prognoses. The nearby city of Chico 
elected a liberal majority council in 1982, as part of a longer-term political shift in this once conservative 
area. The election was said to be due to the changing nature of the small city’s population as more 
professional workers moved there, and a “growing awareness of environmental issues,” rather than just 
the growth in the local student population (Chico was home to a University of California campus) (see 
California Journal, September 1982: 337-38). Writing in 1981, Orren and Dionne recognised that “urban 
dropouts with 1960s values… who blend an urban liberalism with fervent environmentalism” were 
moving to semi-rural areas and liberalizing those areas (see Orren and Dionne, “The Next New Deal:” 
31). 
19 Douglas C Waller, Congress and the Nuclear Freeze: An Inside Look at the Politics of a Mass 
Movement, University of Massachusetts Press, Boston, Massachusetts, U.S.A., 1987: 163 
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Based on the average votes over the six 1982 contests used throughout this thesis, the 

redrawn First District ranked twenty-second most liberal out of the state’s districts (see 

table 6.2). The 1982 election would leave the Democrats with twenty-eight of the forty-

five seats. This suggested that the First should be a Democratic seat. Furthermore, the 

district’s average liberal vote was only a little below that of the East Bay districts that 

had very liberal representatives. The image of the region contained within the First 

District was of a rural area with its economic roots in primary industry. After the 1970s, 

while this image was still representative of much of the district, it was no longer 

accurate overall because of the rapid suburbanisation of portions of the district. A final 

indicator of the long-term change in voter attitude is that the conservative Clausen 

represented the area for the eighteen years prior to 1982 and the more liberal Bosco 

continued to be re-elected there until 1990. 

 

Two important conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, the ‘white-flight’ that increased 

Sonoma’s population also liberalised its political outlook, even if only a little. This has 

implications for the study of the Sunbelt phenomenon. Secondly, while this is only one 

congressional district, this examination does call into question the oft-stated assumption 

that Reaganomics was the single most influential factor in the 1982 vote. 
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Table 6.3: 1982 general election results and rankings for the First District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder

       
Candidate:                  Doug Bosco  
 
Liberal ranking:1                     n.a. 

District: First 
 
Liberal ranking:1                 22nd

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA   n.a.  n.a. 
 
COPE   n.a.  n.a. 
 
ACLU 1982  n.a.  n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a.  n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary:               not applicable 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                               candidate 

 

U.S. House    49.9 
 
U.S. Senate2    41.3  26th

 
State Governor2    49.4  21st

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 152    30.4  33rd 

 

conservative on general issues; moderate support 
for Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 1982  n.a.  n.a 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 42   48.8  33rd

Proposition 112   52.7  6th

Proposition 132    34.0  23rd

 
moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 12   46.5  30th

 
 
 
Conservative  on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:3  n.a 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:4  n.a 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 122   55.2  17th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)5 Ranking 

 

49    = 16th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 6.3: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
3 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
4 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
5  The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

The Third and Fourth Districts 

 

Robert Matsui and Vic Fazio represented, respectively, the Third and Fourth Districts, 

which covered parts of the Sacramento area. Several details of these districts are worth 

noting. 

 

The environmental votes of the Third District were skewed because of geographical 

factors. Proposition 4 received a boost because Sacramento is the major Californian 

urban centre closest to Lake Tahoe (see table 6.4). On the other hand, Proposition 13 

was affected negatively because of concern at what passage might mean for the 

Sacramento Delta region. Overall, the Third District was moderate on environmental 

issues, and it was quite liberal on the best measure of economic liberalism in 1982, 

Proposition 1. Yet for other contests, it was neither particularly liberal nor even a 

strongly Democratic district. Support for both Bradley and Brown was weak, as it was 

for the liberal position on the gun control and nuclear freeze ballot initiatives. 
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Representative Matsui, on the other hand, consistently ranked in or near the ten most 

liberal California Representatives in most categories. 

 

Matsui, who was first elected in 1978, held his Republican opponent to a mere 26.5 

percent in the 1980 general election. After just a single term, Matsui was obviously well 

entrenched in the district. Yet he was also a liberal committed to government spending 

on social programs for such purposes as providing employment.20 He spoke in Congress 

of the ‘suffering’ Americans had experienced as a result of Reagan’s economic 

agenda.21 He envisioned a role for government in the specific instance of providing 

stimulus to the housing industry,22 then in a nationwide slump. Although Matsui was 

neither a high-profile Representative nor as liberal as some of his colleagues, he 

provided a key statement; a rebuttal of the idea that Reagan had a popular mandate and 

should be given carte blanche to implement his economic policies: 
my profound belief [is] that the Congress of the United States serves as a coequal 

constitutional body to the Presidency in the establishment of this Nation’s budget 

priorities. As the elected representatives of the people, we have a fundamental duty to 

govern over our national spending programs. To do otherwise is to abdicate our essential 

constitutional responsibilities.23

 

In 1982, the Republicans did not bother to run a candidate against Matsui, despite 

evidence that voters in the Third District were more conservative than those in the Bay 

Area districts. This lack of opposition, and his steady if unspectacular work in 

Congress, meant that Matsui was accorded very little press attention. The largest papers 

in the state, the Los Angeles Times and the San Francisco Chronicle, each rarely 

covered members of Congress whose districts did not intersect with the area of that 

paper’s distribution. Even the Sacramento Bee gave little coverage to Matsui and Fazio, 

although they were the local representatives. With both the media and Republicans 

apparently unwilling to challenge the status quo, the Third District lacked the kind of 

dialectic exchange that might have added to the public debate on liberalism in 1982. 

 

 

                                                 
20 Robert Matsui, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 16 September 1982: 
H7094 
21 Robert Matsui, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 4 August 1982: H5050 
22 Ibid, 11 May 1982: H1980  
23 Ibid, 9 September 1982: H6845 
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Table 6.4: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Third District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:                  Robert Matsui  
 
Liberal ranking:1                      10th

District: Third 
 
Liberal ranking:1                  = 18th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA (1979 – 1982)2 84.5 = 10th

 
COPE (1979 – 1982) 2 87.8 12th

 
ACLU 19823  83 = 10th

 
NJ Cultural3  79 = 11th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                               candidate 

 

U.S. House    89.6 
 
U.S. Senate4    47.0  21st

 
State Governor4    44.9  27th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154    34.9  29th 

 

moderate on general issues; liberal-moderate 
support for  Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19823  83 8th

 
Summary: liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44   60.5  9th

Proposition 114   45.6  15th

Proposition 134    27.6  35th

 
moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  83 = 8th

 
Summary: liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14   54.0  10th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  75 13th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124   53.6  20th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary:  did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 

46    = 12th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 6.4: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

The Fourth District rated twenty-fourth most liberal in California in 1982 but displayed 

a varying liberalism. It gave very low support for Propositions 15 and 13, ranked near 

the middle for Proposition 12, but gave solid support to Proposition 1 (see table 6.5). 

Fazio was much more liberal than his district yet voters gave him a stronger backing in 

1982 than they did the other major Democratic candidates. Although he did not have 

the high-profile of some of his colleagues, Fazio made an interesting reference to mark 

the one hundredth anniversary of Franklin Roosevelt’s birth, decrying the “many 

challenges that are being made to the New Deal today.”24 Presumably, then, Fazio 

believed in a linear progression of liberalism that left a legacy of the New Deal in the 

1980s, a legacy that needed defending. He was one of four young congressmen profiled 

                                                 
24 Vic Fazio, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 28 January 1982: H90 
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in the ‘human needs’ bloc of congressional liberals (see chapter two), repudiating the 

‘neo-liberals’ and urging the Democratic Party to reaffirm its long-held principles.25  

 

Like Matsui, Fazio received little coverage from the state’s major papers and television 

stations. His 1982 re-election bid in his Sacramento-area district was a low-profile 

affair that he won easily. In the context of this thesis, the interesting feature of a 

congressional contest otherwise lost to history is that his moderate Sunbelt district 

continued to return a strong liberal to Congress.  

 

 

                                                 
25 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 February 1983: 359 
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Table 6.5: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Fourth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                   Vic Fazio  
 
Liberal ranking:1                       = 14th

District:  Fourth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                  24th  
 

Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA (1979 – 1982)2 83.2 13th

 
COPE (1979 – 1982) 2 83.8 16th

 
ACLU 19823  83 = 10th

 
NJ Cultural3  70 14th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                               candidate 

 

U.S. House    63.9 
 
U.S. Senate5    45.6  22nd

 
State Governor5    46.2  24th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 155    30.2  34th 

 
conservative on general issues; moderate support 
for  Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19824  77 = 12th

 
Summary:    liberal on environmental issues
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 45   54.4  = 17th

Proposition 115   43.0  23rd

Proposition 135    26.9  36th

 
moderate on environmental issues 
 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  83 = 8th

 
Summary:      liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 15   56.2  13th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  68 15th

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:6  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:7  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 125   50.2  25th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
 issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)8 Ranking 

 

50    = 19th  
 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 6.5: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent Democrats. 

5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

The Eleventh and Thirteenth Districts 

 

The last two Democratic Representatives to be discussed here are Tom Lantos, in the 

southern Bay Area Eleventh District, and Norman Mineta, whose seat was based 

around San Jose. 

 

The Eleventh District was situated on the peninsula south of the city of San Francisco. 

The nature of the district’s progressivism is readily apparent; it showed a commitment 

to pro-environmental issues and ranked highly on both Propositions 15 and 12, the 

quality-of-life issues. Conversely, the most purely economic measure, Proposition 1, 

was not greeted with much enthusiasm. Unlike many other Democratic districts it gave 

its Representative, Tom Lantos, no stronger support than other major Democratic 
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candidates. Interestingly, Lantos showed no real leaning toward any one aspect of 

liberalism. His score on labour issues (the COPE rating) was little different from his 

ADA rating, while according to the National Journal ratings Lantos’s liberalism in 

voting on cultural issues in 1982 was the same as his voting on economic issues.26 

However, he had strong support from labour groups, and his success was based on his 

having rebuilt the coalition of labour, senior citizens, teachers and environmentalists 

that supported the previous Democrat incumbent, Leo Ryan.27

 

Like others representing districts – especially coastal districts – that were more liberal 

on cultural and environmental issues, Lantos was a staunch critic of the policies of 

Reagan’s Interior Secretary James Watt. Commenting on Watt’s plans for the nation’s 

wilderness areas, Lantos declared, “His proposal would be the most sweeping and 

devastating antiwilderness (sic) bill this nation has ever seen.”28 He also defended 

Social Security, saying the program “is, and should remain, an irrevocable commitment 

by the Federal Government to the lives and security of its people,”29 and, like Matsui in 

another district with a growing population, urged federal government support of the 

building industry.30

 

Prior to the 1981 reapportionment, Leo Ryan had represented a similar area to that 

which became the new Eleventh District. Ryan was the congressman murdered during 

the Jonestown massacre in Guyana in 1978. After his death, Republican Bill Royer won 

the vacant seat, but in 1980, Lantos unexpectedly won it back for the Democrats; one of 

only four Democrats nationwide that year to win a seat from an incumbent Republican. 

 

 

                                                 
26 See table 4.4. 
27 San Francisco Chronicle, 6 November 1980: 11 
28 Tom Lantos, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 24 February 1982: 
E521 
29 Ibid, 17 August 1982: E3913 
30 Ibid, 11 May 1982: H1979  
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Table 6.6: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Eleventh District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

  
Candidate:                  Tom Lantos  
 
Liberal ranking:1                       = 14th

District: Eleventh 
 
Liberal ranking:1                 11th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2    75 17th

 
COPE2    80 18th

 
ACLU 19823  71 15th

 
NJ Cultural3  79 = 11th  
 
 
 
Summary: liberal-moderate on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                               candidate 

 

U.S. House    57.1 
 
U.S. Senate5    49.5  18th

 
State Governor5    53.5  13th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 155    48.9  = 6th 

 

liberal on general issues; moderate support for 
Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19824  73 15th

 
Summary: liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 45   62.3  5th

Proposition 115   52.9  5th

Proposition 135    47.2  7th

 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  81 = 12th  
 
Summary: liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 15  50.4  20th

 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  78 11th  
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:6  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary: liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 125   60.8  10th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)6 Ranking 

 

45    = 9th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 6.6: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 
3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent Democrats. 
5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

The 1982 contest for the Eleventh District, a rematch between Royer and Lantos, was 

vitriolic. Royer ran a television and radio advertisement which portrayed Lantos as a 

liberal who had abused the privileges of office by voting for tax breaks from which he 

could benefit, while opposing general income tax cuts. The advertisement was 

described by one newspaper as “the season’s most putrid TV commercial.”31 Further 

contention occurred over Royer’s campaign slogan, “He’s one of us.”32 Lantos accused 

Royer of anti-Semitism in using the phrase,33 though the Republican claimed it was 

intended to show Lantos as being absorbed with international issues, while Royer was 

more district-oriented. Royer’s campaign also attempted to link Lantos with Jerry 

                                                 
31 San Jose Mercury News, 31 October 1982: 7G 
32 San Francisco Chronicle, 23 October 1982: 6 
33 Ibid: 6 
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Brown, a politically astute move in light of Brown’s poor showing in the district in the 

general election.  

 

In reply, Lantos ran a newspaper campaign, showing Royer’s ratings by a number of 

interest groups for the two years he was in Congress.34 It was made clear that Royer had 

a very conservative voting record. Lantos’s advertisement showed ratings from mostly 

progressive interest groups, including the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, the 

League of Women Voters and the National League of Conservation Voters.35 It was 

clear Lantos was counting on the district being receptive to certain liberal positions. 

The advertisement portrayed Royer as opposing senior citizens’ interests, consumer 

interests and environmental concerns. However, while the two candidates attacked each 

other on ideology, the tone of the campaign overshadowed all else. The Mercury News, 

one of the major newspapers serving the district, finally editorialised: “We’re holding 

our noses and recommending Lantos,”36 although the San Francisco Chronicle, which 

had probably the greater presence in the district, endorsed Royer.37

 

Despite such lukewarm support or outright opposition, several factors helped Lantos. 

He was a former aide to Senators Frank Church and Joseph Biden, and had developed 

an extensive national network. Organised labour, environmental groups and liberals 

around the country donated to his campaign chest.38 The $114 953 he received from 

organised labour PACs was the second largest contribution given to a Californian 

congressman.39 Even this amount, however, was overshadowed by the money he 

received from wealthy Jewish individuals who appreciated his efforts in promoting a 

pro-Israel policy in Congress.40

 

The huge advantage in campaign funds enjoyed by Lantos ensured the end result was a 

relatively easy win. Lantos spent $1 192 394, more than twice that available to Royer.41 

By the usual standards of the time, the half a million dollars available to Royer made 

him a well-funded candidate, but against the trend of political funding in the early 

1980s, Lantos was another congressional liberal able to raise an enormous campaign 

chest. He won 57.1 percent of the vote to Royer’s 39.7 percent. 

                                                 
34 Ibid, 29 October 1982: 22 
35 Ibid: 22 
36 Ibid, 31 October 1982: 6G 
37 Ibid, 1 November 1982: 2 
38 Ibid, 23 October 1982: 6 
39 See Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1983
40 Ibid: 106 
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Former San Jose mayor Norman Mineta had represented the Thirteenth District – 

essentially Santa Clara County – since 1974. The district was by 1982 more liberal on 

environmental than economic issues (see table 6.7). Mineta’s major policy proposals in 

1982 included ‘drastically’ reducing the federal deficit, reducing defence spending, 

reforming the Medicare and Social Security systems and blocking tax loopholes,42 

policies that had a decidedly liberal look. He also had strong environmental sympathies, 

declaring that Watt’s actions filled him with “outrage and sadness.”43

 

Mineta’s ratings from the ADA and the ACLU show he was liberal on social issues, 

while his National Journal ratings also indicate he usually took a liberal stance on 

economic issues. The latter would not be in keeping with the district. National Journal 

noted that Democrats seldom carried the Thirteenth District in statewide elections, and 

this held true in the 1980 presidential election. The Proposition 1 result, one of the 

lowest levels of support in the state, suggested that on economic issues the district was 

quite conservative. However, support for the environmental issues embodied in 

Propositions 4, 11 and 13 votes was relatively strong, while Tom Bradley, campaigning 

in part on environmental issues, bucked the trend by carrying the district, a fact which 

will be further explored in chapter nine. 

 

A closer examination of the Thirteenth District further explains the nature of Sunbelt 

liberalism. In a number of prosperous California suburban places a liberal, anti-

development bias had developed,44 often backed by environmental groups.45 Given 

names such as the ‘slow growth movement,’ it was a reaction to the rapid population 

expansion that characterised many Californian Sunbelt cities. It was also accused of 

being an elitist movement.46 A result of the slow growth movement was that in many 

rapidly growing areas early pro-development, pro-Republican sentiments to some 

extent gave way to support for Democrats who articulated more environmentally 

attuned, slower development policies. In San Jose, Mineta rode this wave of slow 

                                                                                                                                               
41 Ibid: 106 
42 San Jose Mercury News, 25 October 1982: 4B 
43 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 5 April 1982: E1490 
44 See California Journal, December 1980: 475-77 
45 Richard E. DeLeon, “The Urban Antiregime: Progressive Politics in San Francisco,” Urban Affairs 
Quarterly, June 1992: 565 
46 For example, DeLeon discusses the Potrero Hill case in San Francisco, where he says wealthy liberals 
blocked development that would provide affordable housing for low-income residents (see ibid: 563). 
Barbara Boxer, running in the Sixth District, was accused by her opponent of being “a Marin County 
elitist… anti-growth and anti-jobs” (see San Francisco Chronicle, 14 October 1982: 13). 
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growth politics to Congress, swinging this formerly Republican district into Democratic 

hands.47 As noted, the Thirteenth District was most liberal on environmental issues. 

 

Describing local politics at the time, AnnaLee Saxenian wrote:  
The no-growth movement in Santa Clara County... was mobilized by... well educated, 

middle class professionals... This no-growth movement includes local environmentalists, 

planners, housing activists, women’s groups, elected officials, and individual residents. It 

accumulated strength gradually through the 1970s...48

Thus, rapid growth, a result of a number of factors including the attractions the Sunbelt 

holds for immigrants from the northeast, manifested a progressive impulse. This 

progressivism may not have dominated the region’s politics but it became a major 

influence. 

 

It may well be the case that the rapid suburbanisation of these Sunbelt cities also 

created an increased concern for providing protection to the state’s wilderness areas. 

Certainly, the issue of protection of the coastline was important in seats such as the 

Thirteenth. Down the length of the state, representatives from coastal districts attacked 

Interior Secretary James Watt for his proposals for offshore drilling. For example, in 

Congress, Mineta articulated the concerns of his electorate, decrying that, “we have all 

watched with outrage and sadness as our Secretary of the Interior continues his crusade 

against our environmental and natural resources.”49 Mineta balanced environmentalism 

with economic moderation, though he was another Democrat arguing for government 

spending to stimulate the economy and improve people’s lives.50 He also argued for 

shifting funds from military expenditure to domestic programs.51

 

Mineta was almost universally backed by the press that served his district. The balance 

of pro-environmental policies and fiscal moderation made him popular with the 

district’s voters, and he won an easy election in 1982. 

 

                                                 
47 See Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1983: 110 
48 Sawers and Tabb (eds), Sunbelt/Snowbelt: 185 
49 Norman Mineta, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 5 April 1982: 
E1490 
50 Norman Mineta, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 10 June 1982: H3378 
51 Ibid, 20 July 1982: H4294 



175 

Table 6.7: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Thirteenth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:               Norman Mineta  
 
Liberal ranking:1                 13th

District:  Thirteenth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                  16th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2    84 12th

 
COPE2    86.1 14th

 
ACLU 19823  92 =7th

 
NJ Cultural3  68 15th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                   Vote for Ranking 

Contest                    Democrat  
                                candidate 

 

U.S. House     65.9 
 
U.S. Senate5     44.8  24th

 
State Governor5     52.0  17th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 155     43.0  12th 

 

liberal on general issues; moderate support for 
Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19824  75 14th

 
Summary: liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 45   57.7  11th

Proposition 115   52.5  7th

Proposition 135    37.1  15th

 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  83 = 8th

 
Summary: liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 15 45.0  = 39th

 
 
 
conservative on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  80 9th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:6  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:7  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 125  55.8  12th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)8 Ranking 

 

50    = 19th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 6.7: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 
NJ = National Journal. 
The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology. 
2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 
4 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent Democrats. 
5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in the methodology.  
6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 
7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 
8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  
The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Summary 

 

The five districts discussed here showed that after the most liberal districts in the State 

the next tier of liberal districts varied considerably in the nature of their liberalism – in 

the Third and Fourth economic liberalism was most marked, while the Eleventh and 

Thirteenth were most liberal on environmental issues. The latter two gave much 

stronger support to Propositions 12 and 15 than did the Third and Fourth. Overall, there 

was not a great deal of difference, but interestingly, the wealthiest of the five districts, 

the Eleventh and Thirteenth, were also the most liberal.  

 

In the First District, a young Democratic challenger read the growing liberal strength of 

the district, in particular the rapidly suburbanising Sonoma County, to defeat a sitting 
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Republican. Like their counterparts in the East Bay, Representatives Matsui and Fazio 

in the Sacramento area were considerably more liberal than their districts yet were 

continuously returned to Congress with sizable margins (in fact the Republicans 

deigned not to run against Matsui). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: THE SOUTHERN CALIFORNIAN LIBERAL 

CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATION IN 1982, PART ONE

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter continues the examination of the Californian liberal congressional 

delegation in 1982, in this case looking at the non-minority liberal Democrats from 

southern California. Four of these Democrats represented seats in western Los Angeles 

(the Twenty-third, Twenty-fourth, Twenty-sixth and Twenty-seventh), one was in the 

Riverside area east of Los Angeles (the Thirty-sixth), while the sixth won a new seat in 

San Diego (the Forty-fourth). Some characteristics of the six congressional districts 

they represented are shown in table 7.1. 

 

Table 7.1: Select characteristics of Californian Congressional Districts in which 
Democratic candidates won in the 1982 general election

 
Congressional 

District 
Twenty-

third 
Twenty-
fourth 

Twenty-
sixth 

Twenty-
seventh 

Thirty-
sixth 

Forty-
fourth 

Percentage 
population increase 

1970-1980 

2.8 13.5 2.1 1.5 19.4 15 

African American 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

2 6 4 10 7 7 

Hispanic population 
as % of district’s 
total population 

8 22 21 14 20 13 

Asian-American 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

4 11 3 6 1 4 

Median    value of 
owner- occupied 

homes1

$134 000 $112 600 $95 400 $126 200 $58 800 $69 600 

Median rent paid 
per month1

$337 $235 $280 $302 $213 $226 

Percentage of 
house-holds with 

families 

58 47 67 54 74 68 

Percentage of 
house-holds with 
children living at 

home 

25 22 34 26 44 40 

 

Notes to table 7.1: 
1 These are 1983 figures and so are intended to be comparative only. 

Source: All figures come from National Journal’s Almanac of American Politics 1984. 



179 

In west Los Angeles,1 an area with a significant Jewish population, Burton’s 1981 

reapportionment created four safe Democratic seats. Each of these was tailor-made for a 

designated liberal Jewish Representative. Before the 1982 election, the area had sent 

two Jewish representatives to Congress – Henry Waxman and Anthony Beilenson – but 

the high turnout of Jewish voters and the financial resources available to Jewish 

candidates in west Los Angeles allowed this number to be doubled. The two new 

representatives, Howard Berman and Mel Levine, were political allies of Phillip Burton 

and Henry Waxman and, prior to the 1982 elections, had been members of the state 

Assembly. 

 

In brief, the historical background to this Jewish domination is as follows. After the 

Second World War, southern California experienced a surge in Jewish immigration to 

the extent that, by 1982, Jews represented about five percent of the registered voters in 

California and ten percent of registered Democrats.2 Between 1930 and 1988, the 

proportion of America’s Jews living in California increased from 2.9 percent to 15.3 

percent.3  

 

This population shift is one of the key elements to understanding why migration to the 

Sunbelt did not necessarily represent a purely conservative shift as argued by Phillips 

and others. The move of large minority populations – especially Jewish, African 

American and Hispanic – to southern California has done much to counteract whatever 

shift of conservative Anglo voters occurred. For instance, the large Jewish population 

who settled in west Los Angeles liberalised what was a typically Sunbelt area.4 While 

the nearby San Fernando Valley tends to be conservative, Jewish voters helped make it 

possible for two liberal congressional districts to include a large portion of the Valley 

within their borders. Sonenshein claims that Jewish progressivism remained strong in 

California even as incomes and life-styles within the Jewish population became more 

                                                 
1 Often referred to as the Westside. 
2 California Journal, vol. 13, no. 4, April 1982: 146 
3 Barry A. Kosmin, Paul Ritterband and Jeffrey Scheckner, “Jewish Population in the United States, 
1986,” American Jewish Yearbook 87, American Jewish Committee, 1987: 164-94, quoted in Raphael J. 
Sonenshein, “Jewish Participation in California Politics,” in Byran O. Jackson and Michael B Preston 
(eds), Racial and Ethnic Politics in California, IGS Press, Berkeley, 1991: 90 
4 The liberalism of Jewish voters in California was very pronounced (and sometimes overlooked). For 
example, Jewish voters were 69 to 31 percent in favour of Proposition 15, by a large margin the most 
supportive group (see David J. Bordua, “Adversary Polling and the Construction of Social Meaning,” 
Law and Policy Quarterly, July 1983: 360). 
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varied.5 Similarly, African American voters also maintained liberal voting patterns, 

even as many found work in electronic and aerospace industries and lived in low-

density suburbs. 

 

By the early 1980s, the influx of Jews into Los Angeles was beginning to have an effect 

on national politics.6 In 1968, Henry Waxman had been elected to the state Assembly, 

and in 1974 he moved on to Congress, the first Jewish representative from California. 

There he proved to be an effective liberal legislator.7 In addition to his personal 

attributes, Waxman’s effectiveness was due to the quantity of funds he attracted from 

wealthy Jews and others who were supportive of his policies, particularly people 

involved in the entertainment industry, and to the efficiency of the Waxman/Berman 

organisation.8

                                                 
5 Sonenshein, “Jewish Participation in California Politics,” in Jackson and Preston (eds), Racial and 
Ethnic Politics in California: 89 
6 At the same time, other parts of the Sunbelt were similarly affected. Over the same period, the 
proportion of the nation’s Jews who lived in the South increased from 7.6 percent to 19.5 percent (see 
Sidney Goldstein, “Jews in the United States: Perspectives on Demography,” American Jewish Yearbook 
81, American Jewish Committee, 1981: 3-60 and Barry A. Kosmin, Paul Ritterband and Jeffrey 
Scheckner, “Jewish Population in the United States – 1988,” American Jewish Yearbook 89, American 
Jewish Committee, 1989: 233-45 quoted in Sonenshein, “Jewish Participation in California Politics,” in 
Jackson and Preston (eds), Racial and Ethnic Politics in California: 90. If the finding is valid that Jewish 
populations maintained their overall progressivism despite shifts in geography and income then it can be 
suggested that their migration was having a liberalising effect across a wide portion of the Sunbelt. 
7 In fact, the New Republic called him “the most effective liberal in Congress” (see Fred Barnes, “The 
Last Machine,” New Republic, 7 July 1986: 19) 
8 Occasionally, the political group affiliated with Waxman and state assemblyman Howard Berman was 
described as a “machine.” However, ‘organisation’ probably would be a more accurate description. The 
traditional political machines, as they are thought of in the North-eastern and Midwest cities and the 
southern states around the turn of the century, based their power on patronage provided through the 
Democratic party. The party in California played no such role for Waxman and Berman. The organisation 
worked best at channelling money from wealthy (usually West Los Angeles Jewish) liberal 
philanthropists to liberal candidates. These candidates were beholden to Waxman/Berman but the 
connections were purely political and conducted entirely at the elite level. Waxman/Berman did not – 
indeed, could not – provide the lower level political jobs and political fixing which were features of the 
traditional Democratic machines. Nor did they engineer the framework of Democratic clubs and other 
popular meetings that provided a social fabric tying Democratic loyalists and leaders within the 
traditional machines. This usage was not always consistent with the way the term political machine was 
understood. The New Republic stated, 

What’s unique about the Waxman-Berman machine isn’t the money spigot, it’s the 
ideology. For political machines, issues are ordinarily an obstacle. Waxman-Berman is 
different. It exists to push liberal causes and promote support for Israel... In Congress they 
favor spending programs for the poor and vigorous protection of the environment (see 
Barnes, “The Last Machine:” 18). 
Unlike the eastern machines, with Waxman/Berman there was no “boss.” The article noted that 

“key decisions... are made collectively” (see Barnes, “The Last Machine:” 18). Democratic machines 
always existed to protect the interests of the members, in particular the leaders, of the machine. 
Waxman/Berman sought power, but applied that power to the political structure in order to win benefits 
for a class of people (see Weiss 1985: 8). Although the organisation’s leaders clearly disliked the term, its 
usage was common and persisted, at times to the detriment of the organisation’s public image and 
support. In 1982, the Los Angeles Herald Examiner insisted that voters oppose Waxman “as a warning to 
Waxman and the entire machine that there must be limits to what goes on behind closed doors,” despite 
having conceded that Berman, Waxman and Levine were all good intelligent legislators with 
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Both the funding and the voter support came because Waxman pushed a specific set of 

policies – liberal and pro-Israel – that resonated strongly among his electorate. In 1982, 

his aide Elinson stated, 
unlike most politicians, [Waxman] doesn’t have the need to take the pulse of the district, 

because he only has to take his own. He is so similar in background, education, social and 

political values with his constituents.9  

It was a similar story with the donations that flowed to Waxman. Berman’s brother 

Michael, the political strategist behind the Waxman/Berman organisation, stated, 
People like giving to us because they know we care about issues and seeing other 

Democrats elected. People like Max Palevsky don’t want anything in return.10 They know 

with Berman and Waxman in power, they get their money’s worth.11

 

Because of their influence over the 1981 reapportionment process, their fund-raising 

abilities and Waxman’s skill in working within the congressional system, the 

Waxman/Berman organisation rose to power rapidly. It emerged from the 1982 

elections one of the most powerful political forces in the country, and it was avowedly 

liberal. By 1986, deep into Reagan’s second term and with Howard Berman having 

been in Congress for more than three years, it was said of Waxman and his ally, “Their 

liberalism – the old-fashioned New Deal kind, unfazed by the Reagan era – is all but 

unshakable.”12 Berman had followed the trail Waxman blazed, going into the Assembly 

in 1972 and then winning a Congressional seat in 1982. Up to eight other members of 

the state’s congressional delegation were allied to Waxman and Berman.13 The closest 

of these was Mel Levine, who held the third of the four Westside seats.14  

 

It should be noted that, while chapter two referred to comments made by Elinson about 

the lack of coverage accorded Waxman by the Los Angeles Times, this point of view 

was relative only. More press coverage was given to the four Westside contests in 1982 

than any other congressional races in the state, thanks to the extensive coverage by the 

Times. Other newspapers did not give local congressional campaigns the same quality 

                                                                                                                                               
commendable records (see Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 30 October 1982: 10). Waxman was singled 
out simply because the Herald Examiner believed his opponent was the best of the Republicans in these 
three contests. 
9 California Journal, August 1982: 270 
10 The contribution of Palevsky and like-minded political philanthropists to the liberal revival of 1982 
will be discussed in later chapters. 
11 Ibid, March 1981: 98 
12 Barnes, “The Last Machine:” 18 
13 California Journal, April 1982: 146 
14 The fourth Westside seat was held by Anthony Beilenson, who first won there in 1976, and who was 
not allied with Waxman/Berman. 
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and quantity of coverage, and the Times did not cover other Los Angeles races to the 

same degree. 

 

Henry Waxman and the Twenty-fourth District 

 

Clearly, the Twenty-fourth was a very liberal district. While Jews were the single ethnic 

group with the greatest political power in the Twenty-fourth District,15 it also contained 

significant numbers of other minorities, as shown in table 7.1. Additionally, the district 

contained a large homosexual community and other lifestyle minority groups. It was 

Elinson’s opinion that, “If you had to go to one congressional office that would 

represent mainstream, middle America, this is one of the last ones you would go to.”16  

 

According to table 7.2 (on the next page) the Twenty-fourth was more liberal than was 

its representative, but the difference in ranking was not great and, as noted in the 

introduction to this chapter, Waxman had developed a close relationship with his 

district. In 1982 he would remark with appreciation, “God blessed me with a liberal 

district.”17   

 

In Congress, Waxman concentrated on environmental and health issues, having 

manoeuvred his way around the House seniority system in February 1979 to get himself 

elected chairman of the Health and Environment Subcommittee, beating a more senior 

opponent in doing so. One reason Waxman was able to do this was that he had given 

$24 000 in campaign contributions to nine members of the Energy and Commerce 

Committee. The following year, eight of those members voted for him in his bid for the 

subcommittee chair, and it has been asserted that Waxman’s carefully placed 

contributions were crucial to this.18

                                                 
15 Jewishness is not a census category, so the exact percentage of Jews in the Twenty-fourth district was 
not known, even to political operatives such as Elinson. 
16 Elinson, 28 January 1995 
17 California Journal, August 1982: 269 
18 Maxwell Glen, “Elite group of Members of Congress Are Doling Out Political Contributions,” 
National Journal, vol. 16, no. 33-34, 18 August 1984: 1568 and Barnes, “The Last Machine:” 17 
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Table 7.2: 1982 General election results and rankings for the Twenty-fourth 
District and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder

 
Candidate:                Henry Waxman  
 
Candidate ranking1             7th

District: Twenty-fourth 
 
District ranking1                   6th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   87.1 9th

 
COPE2   87.2 13th

 
ACLU 19823  75 13th

 
NJ Cultural3  86 8th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general  issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                                candidate 

 

U.S. House    65.0 
 
U.S. Senate4    60.9  7th

 
State Governor4    60.1  8th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154    57.0  3rd 

 

liberal on general issues; strong support for 
Democrat candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19823  96 = 3rd

 
Summary:      very liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44   61.6  8th

Proposition 114   50.5  11th

Proposition 134   49.7  5th

 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  86 = 6th

 
Summary:  liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14   60.0  6th

 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 
NJ Foreign3  74  14th  
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary: liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124   64.5  5th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
very liberal on military issues 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 

42    8th 

 
 
 
 
 
weak support for the  President 

 

Notes to table 7.2: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Partly through Waxman’s influence, the activities of the full Energy and Commerce 

Committee played a vital part in the ideological conflict of the early Reagan years. In 

1983, Congressional Quarterly reported “[There is] a recognition that the panel has 

become an economic battleground where daily skirmishes are being fought over the 

breadth of government regulation of the private sector.”19 More specifically, the new 

subcommittee chairmanship gave Waxman a higher profile in the House. Like Don 

Edwards, Waxman used his position to hold up or block legislation emanating from the 

Reagan administration. Although Waxman was more liberal than the subcommittee as a 

whole, he now held enough influence to sway proceedings. In particular, he led the 

                                                 
19 Congressional Quarterly, 12 March 1983: 501 
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congressional fight against the administration’s attempts to weaken environmental 

protections.  

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, congressional liberals from urban southern California were 

particularly concerned with the problems of air and water pollution. In April 1982, Tom 

Bradley wrote to Waxman voicing a concern they shared over the attempts by Reagan 

and his congressional allies to weaken the Clean Air Act, due for renewal in 1982, in 

favour of industry-backed provisions.20 Feelings on the air pollution issue ran deep. A 

poll released in May 1982 showed that 83 percent of the Californian public supported a 

stronger Clean Air Act, and 39 percent said they would vote against a member of 

Congress who voted to weaken the Act.21 Pollster Lou Harris spoke to the Sierra Club 

in San Francisco and testified before Waxman’s subcommittee. His findings convinced 

many Democrats that they had found an issue where public opinion was demonstrably 

to the left of the Reagan administration. The poll showed that the Act was favoured by 

all major voting groups, including those who had been key elements in Reagan’s 

victory in 1980; voters in the South, rural voters and wealthy voters. The results of the 

poll are shown in table 7.3.  

                                                 
20 Tom Bradley, letter to Henry Waxman, Ibid, 6 May 1982: E2077 
21 The poll was introduced into Congress by Californian congressman Don Edwards (see Don Edwards, 
comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 6 May 1982: H1866) 
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Table 7.3: Opinion poll showing attitudes toward the 1982 Clean Air Act 
 
Respondents were asked if they favoured as strict or stricter enforcement of the Clean Air Act. Therefore 

a ‘Yes’ response opposed the Reagan administration’s plans to relax enforcement and a ‘No’ response 

indicated support for less strict enforcement. 

 
Group polled Percentage who favoured as 

strict or stricter enforcement 
of the Clean Air Act 

Percentage who opposed as 
strict or stricter enforcement 
of the Clean Air Act 
 

Big city residents 
 

83 14 

Political moderates 
 

83 16 

Democrats 
 

84 13 

Republicans 
 

76 22 

Political conservatives 
 

76 21 

Southern voters 
 

79 17 

Rural voters 
 

77 19 

Voters in Western states 
 

80 17 

Overall 
 

83 14 

 
Source: All information comes from Lou Harris, comments to the House of Representatives, 

Congressional Record, 6 May 1982: E2075 

 

 

Harris found that by a ratio of 65 percent to 32 percent, voters were willing to bear extra 

costs to safeguard environmental protections.22 (At the same time, polls in the Los 

Angeles Times showed a majority of the public was in favour of keeping regulatory 

protection on a variety of environmental and other issues.23) Cowed by the apparently 

conservative times, liberals in the early 1980s often resorted to using cost-effective 

arguments, but environmental issues were one area where they could actually argue for 

increased government expenditure. 

 

Several Californian congressmen inserted into the Congressional Record editorials 

from their state’s newspapers on environmental protection. At the end of March 1982, 

ten of the nation’s largest environmental organisations released a document entitled 

Indictment: The Case Against the Reagan Administration. Waxman made sure that it 
                                                 
22 Lou Harris, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 6 May 1982: E2075 
23 Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 15 
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too found its way into the Record. The effect of the criticism, according to Waxman, 

had been, 
to draw an accurate and distressing picture of the Reagan Administration’s attack on clean 

air, clean water, hazardous wastes, toxics, national parks and many other resources which it 

is the government’s responsibility to protect for this and future generations.24  

 

Through 1981 and 1982, the debate over the proposed amendments to the Clean Air Act 

was often bitter. Waxman claimed that the principles advocated by the administration 

represented were “radical” and marked a “dangerous retreat” in environmental 

protections.25 Using liberal ideological language – claiming the administration’s bill 

“clearly sacrifices the public interest to the self-interest of certain specific industries”26 

– Waxman set about blocking the legislation. Though he failed to push through his own 

version of the Clean Air bill rewrite, Waxman’s efforts to prevent passage of the 

industry-backed version (he held it up in his subcommittee for fifteen months27) was 

one of the major environmental achievements of the early 1980s.  

 

Waxman was also a proponent of national health insurance and became Senator Edward 

Kennedy’s leading ally in the House on this issue (and a Kennedy delegate to the 1980 

Democratic Convention). According to Elinson, Waxman believed he could be more 

effective if he specialised: 
the choice was to get into either international relations or health. We finally decided that 

Congress really can’t deal substantively with foreign affairs, but that the real legislative 

actions on health do take place in Congress.28

 

Here, though, Waxman was forced to resort to cost-effective arguments. Reflecting on 

the need for such methods, Howard Elinson said, 
it bothers the congressman and it bothers his staff very much, [that it is necessary] to move 

away from humanitarian arguments to cost-efficient arguments. [Having to say] That this is 

not Calcutta and we’re not going to let people die in the street.29

Elinson made this statement in 1994, but it was evidently an argument which he and 

Waxman had had to use often. In 1981, during one of the periods when the image of 

                                                 
24 Henry Waxman, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 1 April 1982: 
E1449 
25 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 8 August 1981: 1454 and 20 June 1981: 1122 
26 Henry Waxman, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 30 March 1982: 
E1371 
27 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 135 
28 California Journal, August 1982: 271 
29 Elinson, 28 January 1995 
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liberalism was at its lowest ebb, Waxman sent out a press release in response to 

Reagan's budget cuts saying, “This is not India. Americans are not going to let people 

die in the streets...”30 Congressional colleague Beilenson, giving a more measured 

response, said essentially the same thing. He claimed the pressure to make cuts to social 

programs was so great “it’s like it’s not our own country any more.”31

 

Medicare and Social Security remained effective issues for liberals because they were 

perceived as more universally relevant than other welfare programs and so liberals were 

less constrained within an economic rationalist discourse; the fact that the public was 

still willing to pay for these programs was another part of the reason Waxman was so 

effective in the legislature. Responding to Reagan’s proposal to cut five billion dollars 

from the nation’s health budget, Waxman outlined his belief that such cuts would 

simply transfer the burden of health care, either to the other levels of government or to 

beneficiaries and contributors to the system, while reducing access to services for those 

in most need.32 However, the pragmatic Waxman admitted long-term reform of the 

health system was then an unattainable outcome.33

 

When the Agricultural Committee passed a Reagan-backed rewrite of federal pesticide 

laws, Waxman moved to sidetrack it into his own committee, although nominally it did 

not have jurisdiction. He also used his Health and Environment subcommittee to fight 

against confirmation of Reagan’s nomination for surgeon-general, the conservative, 

anti-abortion C. Everett Koop.34

 

At the beginning of his congressional career, Waxman was quoted as saying 

“Politicians of every description insist they are moderates… I am a proud, self-

confessed, unapologetic liberal.”35 On some issues he took principled stands; most 

notably, he was a consistent opponent of the death penalty, even though, according to 

his aide Elinson, most of the district’s voters disagreed with him on the issue.36 As with 

                                                 
30 Los Angeles Times, 19 April 1981: IX1 

31 Ibid: IX1 

32 Henry Waxman, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 20 April 1982: 
E1623 
33 Ibid: E1624 
34 Koop was older than legislation allowed for such an appointee. The Reagan administration wanted the 
legislation amended but Waxman attempted to block the move. 
35 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 4 January 1975: 8 
36 California Journal, August 1982: 270 
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Edwards, Miller and other long-term congressional liberals, Waxman was given latitude 

by his district’s voters on such occasions.37  

 

More often, though, Waxman was described as ‘pragmatic,’ and on occasion this 

pragmatism manifested a disdain for the rhetoric of the left. Reagan’s 1982 tax increase 

bill split the California delegation with some African American and pro-organised 

labour legislators being opposed. Waxman supported the President on the issue and 

declared his “great disdain for liberals who think it’s enough just to cast a negative 

vote…”38 just “because they can’t stand Reagan.”39 He probably had Dellums in mind, 

yet in truth Waxman’s congressional rating was as liberal as those he criticised. 

 

Anthony Beilenson and the Twenty-third District 

 

Another liberal, Anthony Beilenson, held the Twenty-third district, adjacent Waxman’s 

though taking in parts of the more conservative San Fernando Valley. The results of the 

1982 election show that Beilenson was ideologically matched with his district (see table 

7.4). Both were more liberal on social issues than on economic ones. Beilenson’s COPE 

rating was one of the lowest among the state’s congressional Democrats but he was 

rated highly by both the ACLU and ADA. In 1982, Beilenson’s campaign literature 

emphasised his record on environmental issues, consumer affairs, the nuclear freeze and 

women’s rights.40 Similarly, the district strongly supported the environmental issues on 

the ballot in 1982, but gave Proposition 1, a measure of economic liberalism, a lower 

approval vote than most of the neighbouring Democratic districts. 

 

The Twenty-third was the wealthiest Democratic district in the state and it had the 

smallest minority populations of any of the four Westside seats – just ten percent of the 

district’s population was African American or Hispanic, compared to between 24 and 

28 percent for the other three. Beilenson therefore could not rely on the same level of 

support from minority voters as could other liberal congressmen in the state. For him to 

win, he had to capture very close to a majority among white voters, and this was 

considered a difficult task for a liberal Democrat. The district had given strong support 

                                                 
37 Ibid: 270 
38 Ibid: 271 
39 Sacramento Bee, 20 August 1982: 22 
40 Anthony Beilenson 1982 campaign brochure, Beilenson Campaign Committee, Papers, 1963-1997, 
Institute of Governmental Studies, University of California, Berkeley 



190 

to Reagan in 1980 (49 percent to 38 percent for Carter). Yet Beilenson was an 

implacable opponent of the president’s policies. At a press conference given in July 

1982, he compared his philosophy to Reagan’s, saying: “I’m in total disagreement with 

respect to his positions on virtually every issue.”41  

 

As with many other liberals first elected to Congress in the 1970s, Beilenson was a 

fiscal conservative, but he supported government welfare programs nevertheless.42 

According to Beilenson, the compromise between minimising deficits and maintaining 

welfare programs could be achieved by maintaining a reasonable tax base and cutting 

defence spending. Significantly, in this wealthy pro-Reagan district and despite the 

threat of a difficult re-election, Beilenson continued to preach the need for sustainable 

taxation.43 He opposed Reagan’s tax cut, he noted his wish that Proposition 13 had not 

carried in 1978,44 and he argued for eliminating the expensive B-1 and Stealth bomber 

and the MX missile programs, moves which would allow for a balanced budget without 

cutting social services. 

 

Beilenson’s stance on some of the other major issues in 1982 was revealed in an article 

in the Los Angeles Times, which polled the Westside politicians. Beilenson, Waxman 

and Berman (the list did not include Levine) all stated they supported the nuclear freeze 

and the gun control proposition, while they were all against the proposed balanced 

budget amendment and Reagan’s economic program in general.45

                                                 
41 Los Angeles Times, Valley edition, 8 July 1982: IX12 
42 Anthony C. Beilenson “Securing liberal legislation during the Reagan administration,” interview 
conducted by Steven Edgington in 1982, Government History Documentation Project Ronald Reagan 
Era, Oral History Program, Powell Library, University of California at Los Angeles: 77 
43 Los Angeles Times, Valley edition, 16 September 1982: IX7 
44 Beilenson “Securing liberal legislation:” 76 
45 Los Angeles Times, 31 October 1982: V6 
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Table 7.4: 1982 General election results and rankings for the Twenty-third District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:            Anthony Beilenson  
 
Candidate ranking1           6th

District: Twenty-third 
 
District ranking1                   9th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   91.5 4th

(1977-82) 
 
COPE2   78.7 19th

(1977-82) 
 
ACLU 19823  96 6th

 
NJ Cultural3  99 = 1st

 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                               candidate 

 

U.S. House   52.1 
 
U.S. Senate4   60.9  7th

 
State Governor4   55.2  12th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154   55.9  4th 

 

liberal on general issues; strong support for 
Democrat candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 19823  96 = 5th

 
Summary: very liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44 62.2  = 6th

Proposition 114 49.9  12th

Proposition 134 45.9  9th

 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  86 = 6th

 
Summary:     liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14 57.4  8th  
 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 
NJ Foreign3  85  7th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary:      liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124 61.8  8th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issues 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 
 
49    = 16th

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 

Notes to table 7.4: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Like many Democrats in 1982, Beilenson made Social Security a central issue but his 

approach was different. While some Democrats simply met Reagan’s attacks on Social 

Security with a blanket denial that anything was wrong with the program, Beilenson 

admitted publicly and repeatedly that the system was in trouble and needed a major 

overhaul46 (although he told the Los Angeles Times that seeing Reagan’s Social Security 

cuts pass in Congress was “the saddest and meanest thing that I’ve ever been through in 

my life”47). He suggested instead tying benefit increases to wage rises rather than to the 

consumer price index, gradually raising the age of retirement from 65 to 68, and taxing 

the half of Social Security benefits which were contributed by employers as regular 

income.  

                                                 
46 Los Angeles Times, Valley edition, 21 October 1982: F4 
47 Ibid,  Valley edition, 16 September 1982: IX7 
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Beilenson’s issues-oriented approach clearly appealed to the liberal press. In the 

Sacramento Bee, Martin Smith voiced his concern about the way Democrats were 

willing to “distort the [Social Security] issue and pretend the problem isn’t serious.”48 

Beilenson, he stated, “has his own ideas... and they involve real reforms which go 

counter to the demagoguery spewing forth from his party during this election season.”49 

The Los Angeles Times appeared to write more on Beilenson in 1982 than any other 

member of Congress, while the Herald Examiner, which gave lukewarm support to 

Berman and Levine and rejected Waxman, wrote, “Beilenson is a smart, hard-working 

legislator with good ideas. He has our enthusiastic endorsement.”50  

 

However, this solid backing from the liberal press did not save Beilenson from having 

trouble in his bid for re-election in 1982. His problems were twofold, having their 

genesis in his lack of support from among the state’s congressional delegation and in 

the 1981 reapportionment. Firstly, in terms of political alliances, Beilenson was one of 

the most independent Californian Democratic congressmen. This perceived lack of 

unity and his apparently conservative fiscal ideology alienated him from the state’s 

other liberal congressmen.51 The Times quoted an unnamed liberal Californian 

congressman as saying “[Beilenson’s] votes are quirky, unpredictable,”52 even though 

his policy statements were consistent and an analysis of party unity statistics – the 

number of times a member of Congress voted with the majority of his or her party – 

shows there is little objective truth to the idea that Beilenson’s votes were at odds with 

other Californian Democrats. 

 

Beilenson’s estrangement from other liberals was partly to blame for the problems he 

had with the 1981 redistricting. Phillip Burton gave solidly Democratic areas of west 

Los Angeles, previously in Beilenson’s district, to the new Twenty-sixth District 

intended for Howard Berman. Beilenson’s new district now had a fifty-seven percent 

Democratic registration, no longer enough for it to be considered a safe seat, 

particularly as many registered Democrats in the San Fernando Valley section of the 

district had a propensity to vote Republican.53 Although Burton and Beilenson 

                                                 
48 Sacramento Bee, 19 September 1982: B10 
49 Ibid: B10 
50 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 30 October 1982: 10. In another dig at Waxman/Berman, the paper also 
wrote that Beilenson was “an undeserving victim of the machine’s redistricting scam” (see Ibid: 10). 
51 Sacramento Bee, 19 September 1982: B10 
52 Los Angeles Times, 19 April 1982: IX7 
53 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 24 April 1982: 935 
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disagreed over how safe the district was Beilenson felt he was vulnerable and the 

Republican leadership seemed to agree. Immediately after the new maps were 

announced in 1981, Republican reapportionment consultant Tony Quinn stated “The 

Republican National Committee is quite high on the way Beilenson’s seat has been 

drawn.”54 Certainly Beilenson said it was toughest race of his career.55 One measure of 

the seriousness of an incumbent’s claim to be facing a difficult election might be found 

in the opposition party’s primary. If Republicans really believed Beilenson was 

vulnerable, it would be reasonable to expect a larger number of contestants in the 

Republican primary, each eager to win the nomination. This was indeed the case in the 

Twenty-third District, where four Republicans contested their party’s primary. None 

won less than 11 percent of the vote, suggesting they were all good quality candidates. 

 

The Republican winner, David Armor, used a familiar line, arguing that Beilenson was 

too liberal for the voters of the district. Because of the nature of the challenge, 

Beilenson was forced to raise and spend far more than he had at any stage in the past. In 

1980, he had raised just $1238 for his re-election campaign and won by a two-to-one 

margin,56 but 1982 presented very different circumstances. The need for finances 

brought into the contest many of the key west Los Angeles political financiers. Armor 

had the backing of the most prominent members of Reagan’s ‘kitchen cabinet.’ These 

Republicans were well known in the early 1980s.57 They were renowned for their 

ability to raise enormous sums of money for conservative causes and while they were 

not usually active in Los Angeles politics, preferring to operate on the national stage, 

the Twenty-third District was literally their backyard. In Beilenson, they had an 

apparently vulnerable liberal who had been a constant critic of Reagan and his policies 

and so they gave solid support to Armor. West Los Angeles aerospace firms, 

antagonised by Beilenson’s opposition to defence spending increases, and impressed by 

Armor’s pro-defence spending stance, also gave Armor considerable funds.  

 
                                                 
54 Sacramento Bee, 22 August 1981: 14 
55 The perception that Beilenson was in trouble was supported by the Times’s coverage. For example, on 
the thirteenth of October, a headline declared “Newcomer Poses a Real Challenge to Beilenson” (see Los 
Angeles Times, Valley edition, 13 October 1982: II1) Eight days later, the newspaper’s review of 
Westside congressional races noted “Democrat Congressional Candidates Outspent, 2-1” (see ibid, 
Valley edition, 21 October 1982: F4). Other Democrats in the state had said the same of their own 
contests, and while such statements were partly intended to motivate potential contributors and voters, it 
does seem that many liberals expected 1982 to be a tougher contest than 1980. This is surprising because 
Reagan’s coattails ensured that 1980 was a Republican high-water mark and most Californian Democrats 
were better protected by reapportionment in 1982. 
56 Los Angeles Times, 19 Apr 1981: IX1 
57 Davis described them as “a venture capital operation around Reagan” (see Davis, City of Quartz: 143). 
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Although the conventional wisdom in the early 1980s was that Republicans had 

superior financing, in this case they met their match. Beilenson, who would not accept 

contributions from political action committees, depended even more heavily on wealthy 

individuals than did Armor. He had among his contributors Joan Palevsky and Lew and 

Edith Wasserman, names that were familiar for funding liberal politicians and causes.58 

Beilenson’s funding provides an interesting insight into the health of liberal politics in 

the early Reagan era. Democrats had been badly outspent in 1980 and while this 

situation continued in 1982, it was not universal.  

 

Like most challengers, Armor had needed to spend money early to counter the 

incumbent’s name recognition. To the end of September, he had spent $50 000 more 

than Beilenson, but the Democrat had three times as much money left for the last month 

of campaigning. By the end, both men had raised about the same amount of money, 

which was testament to the financial power of the liberal Jewish establishment in the 

area. Despite the preference shown for Reagan in the district two years earlier, 

Beilenson said he wanted the 1982 election to be “a referendum on the domestic, 

foreign and defence policies of the Reagan Administration.”59 The voters chose 

Beilenson: he won comfortably in November, even while his vote was the lowest he 

had recorded.  

 

The reporting of the Westside races, particularly by the Los Angeles Times, was 

interesting. The success of the liberal candidates in the Twenty-third, Twenty-sixth and 

Twenty-seventh Districts was remarkably similar, within one-tenth of a percentage 

point of one another. Obviously, the Times did not know the outcomes in advance but, 

considering the closeness, it is worth noting that only the Beilenson race was portrayed 

as one where the liberal candidate was threatened. Of Beilenson’s neighbouring 

Democrats Mel Levine was never seen as threatened, while late in the campaign the 

Times wrote “some political observers suggest that no one really believes that [Howard] 

Berman can be beat.”60 Yet, the Times’s headlines for Beilenson always suggested he 

was in trouble. Two were quoted earlier; on election eve, a report on his race was 

headlined in part “Close Votes Seen for Beilenson...”61 The real difference, it seems, 

                                                 
58 Los Angeles Times, Valley edition, 21 October 1982: F4 
59 Ibid,  16 September 1982: IX1 
60 Ibid, 11 October 1982: II10 
61 Los Angeles Times, Valley edition, 31 October 1982: IX1 
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was that Beilenson was not part of the Waxman/Berman alliance and discussed publicly 

his position on a number of significant issues. 

 

Howard Berman and the Twenty-sixth District 

 

In 1980, Howard Berman had run unsuccessfully for the position of Speaker of the state 

Assembly. Following this failure, and using the influence Waxman/Berman had in the 

reapportionment process, Berman and his Assembly ally Mel Levine decided to move 

to congressional seats. The seat chosen for Berman, the Twenty-sixth, was split into 

two distinct areas. About half was in the San Fernando Valley and although Democratic 

registration there outnumbered Republican by a two-to-one margin, these Democrats 

were conservative on many issues, and Reagan had won 51 percent of the Twenty-sixth 

District to Carter’s 38 percent. Proposition 13 had been embraced warmly in 1978, with 

the district giving it a 70 percent vote of approval. However, the area covered by the 

congressional district was represented by four Democrats in the Assembly and 

Democrats still had the advantage in registration, so it was obviously receptive to 

Democratic candidates. 

 

Berman took the concept of ‘pragmatic liberal’ to a much further point than his close 

associate Waxman had done. Berman used the direct mailing firm headed by his brother 

Michael and Carl D’Agostino to establish perceptions of his ideology. BAD was 

considered the most effective direct mailing firm in the state, although they were 

sometimes criticised for their methods. In one instance, they sent mailers to the more 

conservative San Fernando Valley portion of Berman’s district, claiming he had played 

an important role in passage of an anti-bussing amendment when he was in the state 

Assembly. This caused ACLU officials to accuse Berman of “pandering to 

segregationists.”62 Berman also endeavoured to portray himself as being pro-business 

and spoke of cutting waste to eliminate the federal deficit. During the campaign, the 

Times had claimed Berman was trying to “shed his liberal image” particularly in the 

more conservative parts of his electorate such as the San Fernando Valley.63 It can be 

seen that there was some degree of conflict during the campaign over the way Berman’s 

ideology was represented. 

                                                 
62 Ibid, Valley edition, 11 October 1982: II10 
63 Ibid: II10 
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Table 7.5: 1982 General election results and rankings for the Twenty-sixth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                Howard Berman  
 
Candidate ranking1          n.a. 

District:  Twenty-sixth 
 
District ranking1             12th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
ADA   n.a. n.a. 
 
COPE   n.a. n.a. 
 
ACLU 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a. n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 
Contest                   Democrat  
                               candidate 
 
U.S. House   52.1 
 
U.S. Senate2   50.6  16th

 
State Governor2   60.1  8th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 152    44.3  11th

 
liberal on general issues; moderate support for 
Democrat candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
LCV 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 42   56.8  = 15th

Proposition 112   43.2  19th

Proposition 132    39.8  14th

 
moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Economic  n.a. 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 12  51.8  = 14th 
 
 
 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:               n.a. 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 122 56.4  11th 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issues 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a. 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)3 Ranking 
 
51    = 21st

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 
Notes to table 7.5: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

3 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Berman’s Republican opponent, Hal Phillips, responded with his own direct mail 

campaign. Not surprisingly, Phillips argued that Berman was too liberal for the district 

and in his mailings he set out to establish Berman’s liberal record, which Phillips 

believed was a liability in the district. For example, he attacked Berman for his 

opposition to Proposition 13 and, in what was at the time a common theme, accused 

Berman of being soft on crime, based on the latter’s record in the Assembly. Phillips 

told the Los Angeles Times “If Berman’s record is known by the people of the district – 

if that can be communicated to them – they will not vote for him.”64 However, both the 

Times and California Journal suggested that the Republicans may have orchestrated the 

Phillips challenge mainly to occupy Berman in his own district and prevent him from 

travelling the state helping out other Democrats allied to the Waxman/Berman 

organisation. 

 

Berman was endorsed by both ADA and COPE in 1982 and was subsequently rated 

highly by both when in Congress, so whatever his campaign methods he clearly was a 

                                                 
64 Los Angeles Times, 22 March 1982: II1 
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liberal at heart. He received strong financial support from labour PACs who gave him 

$53 850, the tenth highest contribution to a member of Congress in the state. Berman 

spent $308 949 in total; a sum which Phillips, backed by prominent Republicans, 

almost matched. However, as was the case in the Twenty-third District, the Republican 

needed to spend money early to establish name recognition while Berman held back his 

funds until late in the campaign. 

 

Mel Levine and the Twenty-seventh District 

 

Mel Levine’s contest with Republican Bart Christensen for the new Twenty-seventh 

district was a very low profile affair, with Levine seen as virtually unbeatable. His 

district was tailor-made for him; although it had a 56 percent Democratic registration 

these were coastal-dwelling middle-class voters who tended to vote Democrat. Levine 

also had an enormous fund-raising edge. In the general election, he spent over $430 

000, more than three times the funds available to his opponent. As with Berman, the 

Times and the Herald Examiner supported Levine and he went on to win an easy 

victory in November. 
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Table 7.6: 1982 General election results and rankings for the Twenty-seventh 
District and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                     Mel Levine  
 
Candidate ranking1           n.a. 

District:  Twenty-seventh 
 
District ranking1             8th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
ADA   n.a. n.a. 
 
COPE   n.a. n.a. 
 
ACLU 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a. n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 
Contest                    Democrat  
                                candidate 
 
U.S. House    59.5 
 
U.S. Senate2    53.2  12th

 
State Governor2    56.3  11th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 152    50.9  = 6th

 
liberal on general issues; strong support for 
Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
LCV 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 42 62.6  4th 
Proposition 112 51.2  10th 
Proposition 132  46.8  8th 
 
liberal on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Economic  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary:   not applicable  
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 12 59.2  7th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:                n.a. 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 122 61.2  9th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issues 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a. 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)35 Ranking 
 
45    9th

 
 
 
 
 
weak support for the President 

 

Notes to table 7.6: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

3 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

George Brown and the Thirty-sixth District 

 

The Thirty-sixth District, east of Los Angeles, contained a high proportion of blue-

collar workers. It retained a loyalty to Democratic candidates as shown by the relatively 

good results achieved by Bradley and Jerry Brown in 1982. However, its representative, 

George Brown, was treading a difficult path. Just as he was clearly liberal, the district 

was not, and the rankings show the ideological disparity (see table 7.7). Reagan had 

carried the district easily (51 percent to 40), even if, by 1980 standards, it was not an 

overwhelming endorsement. Brown opposed the major items of Reagan’s economic and 

military agenda, and his relatively poor election results in 1982 show the degree to 

which the district questioned his representation. 
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Table 7.7: 1982 General election results and rankings for the Thirty-sixth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                     George Brown  
 
Candidate ranking1           8th

District:    Thirty-sixth 
 
District ranking1                28th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
ADA2   82.1 14th

 
COPE2   85.5 15th

 
ACLU 19823  92            = 7th

 
NJ Cultural3  89            6th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                    Vote for Ranking 
Contest                     Democrat  
                                 candidate 
 
U.S. House     54.3 
 
U.S. Senate4     49.8  17th

 
State Governor4     52.6  14th

 
                                  ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154       26.1  38th

 
moderate on general issues; moderate support for 
Democrat candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
LCV 19823  78           = 10th

 
Summary:     liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest      ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 44     44.1  38th

Proposition 114     35.5  36th

Proposition 134     26.1  38th

 
conservative on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Economic3  95             3rd

 
Summary:  very liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 14    49.7  24th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Foreign3  76            12th 

Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6               Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on foreign/military issues 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 124 48.7  28th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issues 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 
 
51    = 21st

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 
Notes to table 7.7: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is among the 22 liberal Representatives discussed in this thesis – moderate and 

conservative candidates may have received higher votes in their respective districts. 

4 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Issues like the nuclear freeze and gun control, backed by Brown, were not popular with 

the district. Although Brown, in keeping with 1970s liberalism, had a pro-environment 

record, the district was conservative on environmental issues – all three 

environmentally related initiatives on the November ballot fared badly. However, there 

was not a total disagreement between Brown and his district or he could not have held 

his seat. At least one environmental issue was viewed favourably in the district, urban 

air quality. The cities of San Bernadino and Riverside experienced severe air pollution 

problems, a result of both their own industries and their proximity to Los Angeles. 

Brown noted in Congress that the area had been named one of the three with the worst 

air pollution in the country in the Council on Environmental Quality 1982 annual 

report. 
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Tellingly, however, in trying to convince his House colleagues to support the Clean Air 

Act, Brown used a cost-efficiency argument.65 A member of the Agriculture 

Committee, Brown claimed that air pollution had potentially “devastating” effects on 

farmers.66 He cited studies he said showed that ozone pollution had caused crop 

damage, estimated at one billion dollars in California.67 He noted too the effect of acid 

rain on forest growth and fresh water fishing. Clearly these arguments were not aimed 

at the liberal urban tourist but were intended to resonate among business and blue-collar 

interests. They needed to; Brown had many primary and secondary industries in his 

district which would be opposed to regulatory control.  

 

Brown was forced into other compromises. He was committed to arms control but in 

1980 he supported funds for the B-1 bomber. He explained his support by saying, 
If the B-1 bomber was being built in some other state, and if I didn’t have two Air Force 

bases and a lot of retired military people in my district who feel strongly about the B-1, I’d 

probably have voted the other way.68

 

However, Brown remained committed to liberal precepts. He was anti-militarist in that 

he defended the nuclear freeze against its most common criticism – that it was not 

verifiable.69 Other statements show he considered government involvement in the 

economy indisputable. In urging passage of Hawkins’s Job Training Partnership Act he 

stated, “We will be saying that Government does have a role in training its citizens for 

the demands inherent in improving the performance of American industrial 

productivity,”70 having earlier declared his beliefs: “I resist the philosophy that says 

there is no role whatsoever for Government in helping to improve the performance of 

American industry.”71

 

In 1982, Brown was endorsed by the major papers that served the district – the Times, 

the San Bernadino Sun and the Riverside Press-Enterprise. The latter shared something 

of Brown’s at-odds-with-the-district liberalism. It offered Brown a strong 

                                                 
65 George Brown, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 15 September 1982: 
E4185 
66 Brown, Ibid, 6 May 1982: E2079 
67 Ibid: E2079-80 
68 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 25 October 1980: 3205 
69 Congressional Record, 22 April 1982: E1742 
70 Ibid, 4 August 1982: H5089 
71 Ibid, 21 May 1982: H2588 
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endorsement,72 and added endorsements for the gun control and litter bill initiatives, 

both of which failed miserably in the area. When figures were released in October, 

showing the nation’s jobless rate had crept up over ten percent, the editors of the Press-

Enterprise attacked the administration: 
Mr. Reagan, who’s repeated his answer often enough, has it down pat: They [the 

Democrats] did it. It’s getting hard to tell if he really was inaugurated on Jan. 20, 1981. 

Everything that happens seems to be someone else’s fault.73

 

Although the district remained conservative on environmental issues, it showed a 

distinct liberalism on economic issues (see table 7.7). Letters printed in the Press-

Enterprise in the days before the election suggest that a strong bias against Reagan had 

developed among blue-collar voters in the district. From the industrial suburb of Rialto, 

one correspondent wrote urging continued Democratic support for the philosophy of the 

New Deal: 
Mr. Reagan continues to blame the Democrats for the complete failure of Reaganomics. 

And yet if it were not for the Democratic-sponsored programs such as Social Security and 

unemployment insurance, the economy would be far worse.74  

In Congress, Brown too had urged support for Social Security, which he called “an 

indispensable part of our national fabric.”75

 

In 1980, Brown had been opposed by a conservative fundamentalist who held him to 

just 52.5 percent.76 The same opponent, Republican John Paul Stark, was lined up 

against Brown in 1982, only this time with much greater financial backing. In 1980 the 

two candidates had spent just over one hundred thousand dollars, with Brown 

outspending Stark almost two-to-one. The stakes were raised in 1982. Stark’s credible 

showing had earned him greater backing from national conservative groups but the 

close showing also prompted Brown to increase his efforts. The result was a race in 

which six times as much was spent as in 1980. Peace groups and liberals supported 

Brown, and he raised $409 173.77  

 

The tone of Brown’s campaign was interesting. Stark tapped into fundamentalist 

sentiment in the district and Brown was not afraid to attack him for his connections. 

                                                 
72 Riverside Press-Enterprise, 26 October 1982: C12 
73 Ibid, 10 October 1982: F14 
74 Joe Stoppelli, Letter, Ibid, 26 October 1982: C12 
75 Congressional Record, 16 June 1982: E2838 
76 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 25 April 1981: 718 
77 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 159 
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Brown ran an advertisement in the Press-Enterprise showing a caricature of Stark under 

the headline “Two Faces of Extremism.” The advertisement listed some of Stark’s 

contributors – oil groups and right-wing interest groups. The figures in table 7.7 suggest 

that it was Brown’s party affiliation rather than his liberal ideology that gathered him 

votes in this largely blue-collar district. Nevertheless, he attacked Stark for his 

conservative connections rather than his being a Republican. In a message 

accompanying the advertisement, Brown wrote that Stark had subjected the campaign 

to a “right-wing extremist barrage, probably coordinated by outsiders.”78 Considering 

the general tone of the political debate in the period and the district being contested, 

attacking Stark for his conservatism was a potentially risky strategy, but appeared to 

pay off. With the money he raised, and helped by the new district lines Burton had 

drawn, Brown won a narrow victory. 

 

Jim Bates and the Forty-fourth District 

 

For the two years after the defeat of Van Deerlin in 1980 (see chapter two), the San 

Diego area had no Democratic representative in Congress. However, for 1982, Burton 

was able to draw a new safe Democratic seat in the area. Proof of the presence of 

sufficient San Diego-area Democratic voters was evident in the level of the support 

given to the 1982 Democrat candidate for the new Forty-fourth District, Jim Bates.  

 

While it was nominally Democratic, the new Forty-fourth District did not view the 

liberal position on most of the 1982 ballot initiatives with much enthusiasm. The 

exception was Proposition 1, which was given a majority of 51.6 percent, a result which 

suggested a degree of economic liberalism greater than the district’s cultural or 

environmental progressivism. 

 

 

 

                                                 
78 George Brown, advertisement,  Riverside Press-Enterprise, 30 October 1982: D8 
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Table 7.8: 1982 General election results and rankings for the Forty-fourth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                     Jim Bates  
 
Candidate ranking1           n.a. 

District: Forty-fourth 
 
District ranking1            20th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
ADA   n.a. 
 
COPE   n.a. 
 
ACLU 1982  n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a. 
 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

1982                    Vote for Ranking 
Contest                     Democrat  
                                  candidate 
 
U.S. House      65.0 
 
U.S. Senate2      55.7  9th

 
State Governor2      58.7  9th

 
                                  ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 152      35.0  28th

 
moderate on general issues; strong support for 
Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
LCV 1982  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 42   49.0  32nd

Proposition 112   33.5  41st

Proposition 132    33.7  24th

 
conservative on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Economic  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 12   51.6  16th

 
moderate on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues  
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 
 
NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:3  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:4               n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest    ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 
 
Proposition 122   48.7  26th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issues 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a. 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)5 Ranking 
 
48    15th

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the President 

 
Notes to table 7.8: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

3 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

4 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

5 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

The results in the 1982 contests, and Reagan’s 1980 success, might suggest that the 

majority of the Forty-fourth’s voters wanted a Democratic, but not necessarily a liberal, 

representative. However, with Phillip Burton making the decision, the candidate for the 

Forty-fourth was always going to be a liberal, and Bates certainly was. His track record 

showed this: he had worked for Eugene McCarthy’s anti-war campaign in 1968, and 

soon after arriving in Congress, and despite his lack of seniority, he called a special 

Democratic Party caucus to demand an explanation from party leaders who had voted 

for the MX missile program.79

 

Bates did not hide his liberalism during the 1982 campaign. He stated publicly that he 

was opposed to the proposed constitutional amendments to ban abortion and to allow 

prayers in school, that he supported both the nuclear freeze and the gun control 

initiatives,80 and that he was firmly against the Reagan administration’s policies. Yet, he 

                                                 
79 Congressional Quarterly, 12 February 1983: 359 
80 Los Angeles Times, San Diego County edition 31 October 1982: II1 
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received enthusiastic support from the district’s voters, with almost two in three voters 

giving him their support, a very high figure for a non-incumbent candidate. Bates also 

had sufficient funds that he was able to outspend his Republican opponent by four to 

one.81  

 

After his election, Bates wrote to Burton saying “I am proud to join leaders such as 

yourself who have made the Democratic Party a viable alternative to ‘Reaganomics.’”82 

In Congress, he was rated highly by both ADA and COPE. 

 

Other Californian Democrat Representatives 

 

Although, as noted, the other Californian Democratic Representatives were more 

moderate than those discussed here, they were still liberal. Brief vignettes of that 

liberalism follow. Tony Coelho spoke passionately in the House about the effects of 

economic conditions in 1982: 
the speakers on the minority side of the aisle always talk about figures and the impersonal 

side of what has happened with Reaganomics. 

The speakers from my side of the aisle discussed what has happened to people, the fact that 

people have been hurt, that people are suffering as a result of Reaganomics.83

Jerry Patterson, representing part of Orange County, told of the support in the electorate 

for redistributive programs: 
A majority of Americans do not want to sit by and watch the aged suffer from hunger, 

inadequate health care, decrepit housing, or lost hope. In fact, a number of Americans 

polled recently, indicate they would prefer to contribute a substantial share of their personal 

income to insure (sic) that the elderly are well cared for. Workers today also believe 

Government must not be indifferent to the needs of the elderly.84

Finally, Leon Panetta, one of the least liberal of the group, had also argued in Congress 

that greater priority should be given to social welfare programs over military 

expenditure and tax cuts.85

 

                                                 
81 Ibid, San Diego County edition 31 October 1982: II1 
82 Jim Bates, letter to Phillip Burton, 24 November 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, University of California 
at Berkeley 
83 Congressional Record, 4 August 1982: H5058  
84 Ibid, 5 August 1982: E3746 
85 Ibid, 2 February 1982: H178 
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Summary 

 

All the existing Democratic seats in Southern California, and the new Forty-fourth, 

were successfully contested by liberal candidates, despite the fact that a number of them 

were pushed hard by big-spending conservative opponents. The Waxman/Berman 

organisation in particular proved very efficient in fund-raising. 

 

In the face of a concerted effort by the New Right to unseat him, Brown’s was a 

significant win, suggesting some of the lessons of 1980 were learnt well by liberals. 

Neither Brown, who campaigned hard in 1982, nor his supporters who understood the 

value of a senior liberal member of Congress and who raised a prodigious sum of 

money, wanted a repeat of Corman’s defeat. Through Burton’s efforts and Jim Bates’s 

ideological leaning, the San Diego region ended up with a liberal-leaning representative 

in Congress, yet the city was and still is seen as epitomising the Sunbelt.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: THE SOUTHERN CALIFORNIAN LIBERAL 

CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATION IN 1982, PART TWO 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the six southern Californian minority congressmen who won in 

1982, their campaigns and the districts in which they won. Table 8.1 shows select 

characteristics of these districts. The first three districts shown were those where a 

Hispanic won in 1982. The other three districts were those where African American 

incumbents were re-elected. Columns two and three show that while each of the 

African American districts had sizable Hispanic populations, only one Hispanic district 

had a significant African American population. 

 

 

Table 8.1: Select characteristics of Californian Congressional Districts in which 
Democratic candidates won in the 1982 general election

 
Congressional 

District 
Twenty-

fifth 
Thirtieth Thirty-

fourth 
Twenty-
eighth 

Twenty-
ninth 

Thirty-
first 

Percentage 
population increase 

1970-1980 

6.6 9.0 3.9 6.3 2.1 2.1 

African American 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

10 1 2 42 46 31 

Hispanic 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

58 54 42 26 28 22 

Asian-American 
population as % of 

district’s total 
population 

8 9 4 6 1 9 

Median    value of 
owner- occupied 

homes1

$65 300 $73 600 $68 600 $79 800 $57 400 $68 600 

Median rent paid 
per month1

$176 $234 $275 $192 $174 $238 

Percentage of 
house-holds with 

families 

70 74 83 61 71 75 

Percentage of 
house-holds with 
children living at 

home 

45 45 53 36 45 47 
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Notes to table 8.1: 
1 These are 1983 figures and so are intended to be comparative only. 

 
Source: All figures were provided by National Journal’s Almanac of American Politics 1984 

 

 

The difficulty of drawing safe Hispanic seats was discussed in chapter three. In both the 

districts Burton intended for Hispanic allies, the Thirtieth and Thirty-fourth, there was a 

question about whether the candidates would be successful. Although Hispanics made 

up 54 percent of the population of the Thirtieth District, they comprised only 32 percent 

of the registered voters.1 The office of Democratic candidate Matthew Martinez 

believed that only about 30 to 35 percent of the Hispanics in the district were registered 

to vote.2 When the Spanish-language newspaper La Opinion wrote an editorial 

endorsing the three Hispanic candidates, Edward Roybal, Esteban Torres and Martinez, 

it also urged Hispanics to vote in greater numbers in order to demonstrate the political 

strength of the community.3

 

The area with the greatest concentration of Hispanics was East Los Angeles. Prior to 

1982, an Anglo, George Danielson, had represented part of this area. Early in 1982, 

Governor Jerry Brown appointed Danielson to a judgeship, an action that left the way 

open for the election of a Hispanic to the seat, and one that may well have been 

prompted by Burton. Martinez, the candidate chosen to succeed Danielson, was left in 

the unusual situation of having to contest a special election in July to complete the last 

five months of Danielson’s term in the old district, as well as the June primaries to win 

the Democratic nomination for the new district.4

 

Martinez won the special election, and in doing so began a transformation in Hispanic 

representation in California. Underlying his election were broad political issues, such as 

the place of Hispanics in the political system, and yet it also involved raucous 

personality-driven politics (see chapter three). Not surprisingly, the contest for the 

Thirtieth District attracted greater than usual national attention, in part because of the 

personalities involved, and in part because it was seen as a litmus test for Hispanics. 

The candidacy of Esteban Torres in the Thirty-fourth District followed a similar, if less 

                                                 
1 Los Angeles Times, Southeast edition, 30-31 October 1982: IX1 
2 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 17 October 1982: 9 
3 La Opinion, 2 November 1982: 5 
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dramatic, pattern. At the elite level, these campaigns were a test for Hispanic and 

Democratic leaders to see if they could win seats drawn to favour a Hispanic candidate. 

For the mass of Hispanic voters, the test was to see how they would respond. 

 

However, before examining further these contests, an analysis of Hispanic 

congressional politics in California needs to begin with the Twenty-fifth District and its 

long-term Hispanic incumbent, Edward Roybal.  
 

Edward Roybal and the Twenty-fifth District 

 

In the early 1980s, the Twenty-fifth District was the most heavily Hispanic and most 

ethnically mixed district in the state (see table 8.1). Roybal had first won the seat in 

1962. For the twenty years since, the Twenty-fifth had been the only nominally 

‘Hispanic’ congressional seat in California.5

 

As table 8.2 shows, the Twenty-fifth District showed a broad and deep liberal 

commitment. Democratic candidates received stronger support there than in the white 

liberal districts. For example, Carter’s 1980 result was bettered in California only by 

the three Los Angeles African American districts. In the areas that would become the 

other two Hispanic districts, Carter received a much lower vote. Significantly, in 1982 

the Twenty-fifth gave greater support to gun control than did most other districts, and to 

the bottle bill, which fared much better than it did in the otherwise liberal African 

American districts.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
4 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 June 1982: 1416 
5 Roybal’s representation provides an illustration of how broad the definition of Hispanic can be. Within 
that category, there are wide variations in characteristics like place of origin, wealth and even language. 
For example, unlike many of his constituents, Roybal himself was not from Mexico or Central America. 
He was born in northern New Mexico and could claim a longer heritage in the United States than many 
Anglo Californians. 
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Table 8.2: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Twenty-fifth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

  
Candidate:                  Edward Roybal  
 
Liberal ranking:1                 = 3rd

District:  Twenty-fifth 
 
Liberal ranking:1                   7th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2   91 5th

 
COPE2   91 6th

 
ACLU 19823  100 = 1st

 
NJ Cultural3  93 4th

 
 
 
Summary: very liberal on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                                candidate 

 

U.S. House    85.5 
 
U.S. Senate4    67.3  3rd

 
State Governor4    66.2  4th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 154    46.0  8th 

 

very liberal on general issues; strong support for  
Democratic candidates 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

LCV 19823  86 7th

 
Summary: liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 44 57.6  = 12th

Proposition 114 41.0  30th

Proposition 134  43.2  11th

 
moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

NJ Economic3  87 5th

 
Summary:  liberal on economic issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 14 62.4  = 3rd

 
 
 
very liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 
NJ Foreign3  96  = 1st  
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:5  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:6  Against 
 
Summary:  liberal on military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 124 62.5  6th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)7 Ranking 

 

34    5th 

 
 
 
 
 
very weak support for the  President 

 
Notes to table 8.2: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

5 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

6 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  

The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Table 8.2 also shows that Representative Roybal was very liberal. Few Democrats 

offered a stronger defence of the welfare state than he did. He was virulently opposed to 

Reagan’s agenda and critical of some of his more moderate congressional Democratic 

colleagues: 
last year, in our zeal to out-pennypinch the Republicans, many lost sight of the great 

principles on which our party is built. Traditionally, we have been the party of the people – 

all the people. The human condition has been our overriding concern. I believe we must try 

to recapture that attitude, while adding a touch of pragmatism to enable us to evaluate these 

conditions realistically... We in Congress must not allow ourselves to be rubber stamps for 

this administration’s policies... We must not forget that over the years we Democrats have 
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provided more than our share of right answers, based on compassion and the highest of 

ideals.6  

Roybal’s statement about adding “a touch of pragmatism” suggested that he 

acknowledged that the parameters of the political discourse had changed, but he 

nevertheless claimed that the Reagan administration’s legislative agenda was 

“obviously harmful to the people and the economy of this Nation.”7 When Reagan 

spoke of huge cuts in government spending, Roybal issued a reminder that those figures 

broke down into specific programs that would suffer. To give one example, responding 

to the proposed cut of $211 million from the older workers’ programs, Roybal 

prompted the House to consider the 54 200 older workers’ jobs at stake.8 He urged 

members to “look closely at the human impact of the President’s veto,” and to support 

efforts to override it.9 In light of this, it is not surprising that Roybal was a strong 

supporter of the major jobs bill of the early 1980s, noting the changing nature of the 

labour market and the need to keep up with those changes. 

 

In a succession of speeches to the House, Roybal continued an emotive assault on 

Reagan’s ‘insensitive’ policies. He declared that it was the responsibility of the 

Democratic Party to protect social programs that offered universal access to health care, 

shelter and education. He offered a public response to Reagan’s anecdotes about 

welfare cheats: 
we can more than match him with examples of men and women, who, with the aid of these 

same programs, have pulled themselves up from poverty and are making substantial 

contributions to society. And we can counter with horror stories of our own about the 

thousands of very wealthy individuals who hide their income in tax shelters, or about 

million-dollar corporations who take advantage of so many loopholes that they wind up 

receiving a tax refund from the government.10

The plight of the unemployed was deserving of a more personal level of consideration:  
do we fully understand the depth of frustration felt by the jobless, of the emotion with 

which he or she is forced to cope?... Lives are being thrown into turmoil, more each day, 

and I am very concerned that we in Congress are not responding appropriately... for the 

sake of all those faceless statistics, it is time we adopt a new course based on full 

employment.11

                                                 
6 Edward Roybal, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 21 May 1982: 
E2415 
7 Ibid: E2415 
8 Edward Roybal, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 9 September 1982: H6847 
9 Roybal, Congressional Record, 9 September 1982: H6847. 
10 Roybal, Ibid, 21 May 1982: E2415 
11 Edward Roybal, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 20 August 1982:  E4026 
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Roybal also played a major role in the 1982 deferral of the Simpson-Mazzoli bill 

designed to curb immigration. He put forward a seemingly endless stream of 

amendments to the bills at the end of the 1982 legislative session. As a result of this 

pressure, the bill was allowed to die without a floor vote being taken. 

 

Roybal’s public role in politics in 1982 was largely confined to his activities in the 

House. The Republican Party chose not to run an opponent against him (an act that 

suggests the Republican Party was not confident of making a good showing against this 

very liberal Representative). 

 

Matthew Martinez and the Thirtieth District 

 

In the general election for the Thirtieth District, the Democrat candidate, Matthew 

Martinez, was opposed by the capable and conservative Californian Republican, John 

Rousselot (see chapter three). Martinez had once been a registered Republican and he 

was not as liberal as some of the other Californian congressmen who were made special 

targets of the Republican Party. However, Rousselot adopted the tactic of some of his 

colleagues, to argue that Martinez was too liberal for the district.12 For his part, 

Martinez had moved to establish liberal credentials.  

 

In a major boost to his campaign, Martinez enlisted the help of prominent congressional 

liberal Edward Kennedy, who appeared in the district for a campaign fund-raiser.13 In a 

subsequent television debate Martinez added a real ideological element, saying, “I 

doubt very much that John Rousselot.... could ever really understand the plight of 

people who are middle-income or lower-income.”14 Elsewhere, he accused Rousselot of 

being a “mouthpiece for the rich and conservative,” adding, “We need people in 

Washington from grass-roots backgrounds who’ll speak for the common man.”15 

Martinez attacked Reagan in the House using similar language, declaring the President 

was “trying to balance the budget on the backs of average working men and women.”16 

                                                 
12 It is plausible that the Republican leadership also saw defeating Martinez as a way of breaking the 
alliance, or potential alliance, between Burton and Waxman/Berman and the state’s Hispanic leadership. 
This in turn would not only reduce the power of the white liberal leadership but might loosen ties 
between the state’s Hispanic population and the Democratic Party. 
13 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 17 October 1982: 9 
14 Los Angeles Times, 17 October 1982: IX6 
15 “California: Martinez vs. John Rousselot,” The Nation, 18 September 1982: 236 
16 Matthew Martinez, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 4 August 1982: 
E3680 
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He went on to claim that in one regard the country was better off in 1982 because there 

were only two years of Reagan’s presidency left.17

 

Early in the campaign, Rousselot had said that Martinez’s opposition to Proposition 13 

in 1978 and the ‘Victims’ Bill of Rights’ in June 198218 put him at odds with the 

district. Rousselot claimed the district had supported both these measures as well as the 

death penalty, indicating that it was conservative on social issues.19 The figures in table 

8.3, such as those showing the relatively poor performance of gun control and the 

nuclear freeze, support this contention. However, Rousselot failed to impress the 

electorate with his stance on these issues. Accused of being too closely linked to 

Waxman/Berman, Martinez noted that he opposed them on gun control20 and so de-

fused that as a campaign issue. Although the district gave only a slight majority to the 

freeze initiative, it was easier to support that issue publicly than to oppose it, as did 

Rousselot. When the two candidates clashed during a debate on public access 

television, it was over social security and unemployment, and these emerged as the 

central issues in the campaign.21 As these were the preferred issues of Democratic 

candidates in 1982, it appears that Martinez had taken control of the discourse. Both 

candidates said they favoured public works projects to create jobs,22 which also 

suggests Rousselot was the one making the political adjustments. Reports of this 

specific debate say that Rousselot was on the defensive.23 By this stage, two weeks 

before the election, the Republican had dropped his attempt to portray Martinez as too 

liberal and had made his own greater experience in government his central campaign 

theme.24

 

                                                 
17 Ibid: E3680 
18 This was proposition 8 on the June 1982 ballot, an initiative that purportedly strengthened anti-crime 
legislation. 
19 Los Angeles Times, 23 September 1982: II2 
20 Ibid, 23 September 1982: II2 
21 Ibid, 17 October 1982: IX1 
22 Ibid: IX6 
23 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 17 October 1982: 9 
24 Los Angeles Times, 17 October 1982: IX6 
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Table 8.3: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Thirtieth District and 
ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

       
Candidate:                  Matthew Martinez 
  
Liberal ranking1                     n.a. 

District:   Thirtieth 
 
Liberal ranking1                        = 18th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA (1982)2  80 n.a. 
 
COPE (1982) 2  100 n.a. 
 
ACLU (1982)  n.a. n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a.  n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                                candidate 

 

U.S. House   53.9 
 
U.S. Senate3   53.3  11th

 
State Governor3   51.9  18th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 153   36.7  = 20th 

 

moderate on general issues; moderate support for 
Democrats 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 43 50.2  28th

Proposition 113 34.4  40th

Proposition 133  35.2  19th

 
moderate-conservative on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – Economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary:  liberal on economic issues 

 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 13 52.7  12th

 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:                 n.a. 
 
Summary:   not applicable 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 123 52.4  22nd

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a. 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)4 Ranking 

 

49    = 16th 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the  President 

 

Notes to table 8.3: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 Was not ranked as these ratings were for one year only. 

3 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

4 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Rousselot tapped into nationwide conservative support by declaring that funding his 

campaign was a chance to stop Phillip Burton.25 The Republican National Committee 

(RNC) had taken the unusual step of directly interfering in a Democratic primary 

contest by spending $24 000 to fund a direct mail attack on Martinez.26 Since the 

Republican primary was uncontested, it would seem the likely purpose of this for 

Republicans was to discredit Martinez personally. The RNC, the National Republican 

Congressional Committee and the California Republican party then each gave the 

maximum allocation of $50 000.27 Ultimately, Rousselot was able to spend a near-

record amount on his bid for office, nearly a million dollars,28 an extraordinary amount 

for a congressional election at the time, making it a difficult election for Martinez. This 

swamped the $300 744 raised by Martinez, an amount that would have been considered 

substantial in any other congressional contest.29 Martinez’s new campaign manager, a 

                                                 
25 California Journal, October 1982: 377 
26 Ibid: 378 
27 Ibid: 377-78 
28 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 147 
29 Ibid: 147 
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Hispanic associate named George Pla,30 had opined that to match Martinez, Rousselot 

would need to outspend him two-to-one, so these figures looked ominous. The previous 

campaign manager had claimed that the Rousselot campaign was “alarming” in that it 

was unprecedented for the Republicans to look at a district with a 63 percent 

Democratic registration and decide it was winnable.31

 

Los Angeles’s two newspapers differed from one another in their perceptions of 

Martinez. The Herald Examiner editorialised that, “voters in the redrawn 30th District 

face an unappetizing choice... Martinez... has few visible qualifications.”32 The paper 

declined to make an endorsement. On the other hand, the Times’s editorial noted that 

despite reservations about Martinez’s style, his voting record in the State Assembly was 

good, while on almost every issue Rousselot took a position which the Times opposed.33

 

The idea that the state’s liberal leadership attempted to co-opt Hispanic voters was 

discussed in chapter three. According to Cain and Kiewiet, the majority of Hispanic 

voters in the Thirtieth District responded positively to the attempt to create a Hispanic 

district, although fourteen percent of Hispanic Democratic voters in the district cast 

their ballot for Rousselot.34 During the campaign, the press reported that Anglo voters 

in the district might have resented the assumption that this should be a Hispanic seat. 

Martinez made the issue more partisan by saying that Rousselot was insensitive to 

Hispanic needs, particularly education.35 In the end, the election for the Thirtieth 

District was a close one, but Martinez prevailed narrowly. 

 

Esteban Torres and the Thirty-fourth District 

 

The third Hispanic seat drawn in the 1981 reapportionment was the Thirty-fourth, a 

narrow district running southwest to northeast across the south-eastern corner of Los 

Angeles County. The Democrat candidate in 1982 was a Burton protégé, Esteban 

Torres (see chapter three). Former representative Jim Lloyd attempted to thwart 

Burton’s political manoeuvring by winning the Democratic primary against Torres, but 

                                                 
30 Pla replaced Charles Levin, who worked for BAD. The move may have been designed to assert greater 
independence for both Martinez and Hispanics in general. 
31 California Journal, October 1982: 377 
32 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 30 October 1982: 10 
33 Los Angeles Times, 28 October 1982: II10 
34 Bruce E. Cain and D. Roderick Kiewiet, “Ethnicity and Electoral Choice: Mexican American Voting 
Behaviour in the California 30th Congressional District,” Social Science Quarterly, vol. 65, 1984: 326 
35 Los Angeles Times, 17 October 1982: IX6 
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he was unsuccessful. During his time in Congress, Lloyd had been the most 

conservative Californian Democrat, which was one of the reasons Burton opposed him 

in favour of Torres. Lloyd was also opposed by organised labour, which instead 

provided Torres, a former union official, with critical support. Torres also received 

substantial funding from Waxman/Berman which Lloyd could not match.36

  

A major theme of Torres’s campaign was the concept that representation for the larger 

minority groups had to come from within that group. During the primary campaign, 

Torres told supporters he was the best-credentialed candidate to represent the district.37 

Since Lloyd had spent six years in the House of Representatives, Torres could hardly 

have meant that his own record made him better suited to go to Congress. Rather, he 

was implying that the representative should be a Hispanic. The Los Angeles Times 

expressed similar sentiments. In endorsing Torres, the editors stated that he “would be 

representative of the district’s large Hispanic population.”38

 

Although a majority of Hispanics involved in the political process at both the elite and 

the mass level identified themselves as Democrats, this did not necessarily mean they 

saw themselves as liberals. In 1982, the Thirty-fourth was the least progressive of the 

Hispanic districts. A bare majority of voters chose each of the three Democratic 

candidates in the major contests and every major ballot initiative failed. Perhaps most 

tellingly, since this was the district with the largest number of children of any in 

California, Proposition 1, the bonds for schools measure, was defeated, albeit narrowly. 

Only four districts in the state with Democratic representatives were ranked as more 

conservative overall. Clearly, then, Torres was more liberal than the district, but 

Republicans did not take advantage of this, either by presenting a Hispanic candidate in 

the Republican primary or by adequately funding the Republican nominee, Paul 

Jackson, in the general election. Jackson spent less than ten thousand dollars, and later 

complained that another $15 000 from the Republican Party would have swung the 

election.39 In its post-election assessment, the Los Angeles Times did not disagree. 

 

 

                                                 
36 Congressional Quarterly, 12 June 1982: 1416 
37 Los Angeles Times, 4 March 1982: IX1 
38 Ibid, 28 October 1982: II10 
39 Los Angeles Times, 7 November 1982: IX2 
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Table 8.4: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Thirty-fourth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

      
Candidate:                 Esteban Torres 
  
Liberal ranking1                    n.a. 

District:    Thirty-fourth 
 
Liberal ranking1                        25th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

ADA (1982)  n.a. n.a. 
 
COPE (1982)  n.a. n.a. 
 
ACLU (1982)  n.a. n.a. 
 
NJ Cultural  n.a.  n.a. 
 
 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                                candidate 

 

U.S. House   57.2 
 
U.S. Senate2   51.3  14th

 
State Governor2   51.3  19th

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 152    30.9  33rd 

 

moderate on general issues and Democratic 
support 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking2 

 

LCV 1982  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking2 

 

Proposition 42  49.1  = 30th

Proposition 112  31.1  43rd

Proposition 132   32.2  = 27th

 
conservative on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic  n.a. n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 

 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 12  48.9  27th

 
 
 
moderate-conservative on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign  n.a.  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:  n.a. 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:                 n.a. 
 
Summary:  not applicable 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 122  49.1  27th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
moderate on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  n.a. 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  n.a. 
 
Summary: not applicable 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)3 Ranking 

 

52    22nd 

 
 
 
 
 
moderate support for the  President 

 
Notes to table 8.4: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

3 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  

The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

In the Democratic primary Torres had received just 50.7 percent. Lloyd and the third 

candidate, who was even more conservative, won 49.3 percent between them.40 Torres 

won the general election easily, but with no incumbent in the seat it could be argued 

that given the general political leaning of these voters a well-funded conservative 

Hispanic might have had a realistic chance. Flushed with the successes of 1980, 

Republicans threw substantial financial resources against high-profile liberals in 

California where a major imperative seems to have been personal dislike of the 

individual. Yet in several districts such as the Thirty-fourth there was a more realistic 

chance of the seat switching representation if Republicans had organised at a grassroots 

level to take advantage of the lack of an incumbent and the district’s relative 

conservatism. The conclusions drawn by Cain and Kiewiet in the Thirtieth District 

probably applied in the Thirty-fourth District. The percentage of Hispanics was very 

similar. Both districts ran relatively unknown Hispanic Democratic candidates and they 

received similar votes. Turnout was also very similar. The slightly higher vote for 

Torres can probably be attributed to the fact that the Republican candidate in the 
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Thirty-fourth was not as well known as John Rousselot was in the Thirtieth District. 

The results from these two districts suggest that having helped to put in place politically 

friendly Hispanic leaders, white liberals achieved an important alliance with Hispanic 

voters. Two years later, Henry Waxman told a political journalist “We wanted to 

recognize the Hispanic constituency in the Democratic Party.”41  

 

Once elected to Congress, Torres was rated very highly by COPE, receiving perfect 

scores in his first two years. He also showed a strongly liberal leaning on social issues, 

although he was avowedly anti-abortion. He criticised Reagan’s economic policies, and 

the Democratic leadership who had acceded to him.42

 

Julian Dixon and the Twenty-eighth District 

 

In 1982, the Twenty-eighth District was the most loyally Democratic district in the 

state, and one of the most liberal. Two years earlier, it had given Reagan his lowest vote 

in California, so representative Julian Dixon’s votes against the major sections of the 

Reagan economic agenda were to be expected. On the 1982 ballot initiatives, the 

district returned mixed results. DeLeon noted that in San Francisco environmental 

voting was negatively correlated and economically liberal voting was positively 

correlated with African American populations.43 The results in the Twenty-Eighth 

District support but do not entirely agree with these findings. 

 

Proposition 1 recorded its highest approval vote in the Twenty-eighth, while 

Proposition 11 performed very poorly. However, both Proposition 4 and 13, the other 

two environmental issues, performed well. In fact, Proposition 13, which was backed 

by the major environmental organisations but which was generally unpopular in 

southern California, received a majority in only one congressional district south of the 

Bay Area, the Twenty-eighth.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
40 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 12 June 1982: 1420 
41 Maxwell Glen, “Elite Group of Members of Congress Are Doling Out Political Contributions,” 
National Journal, vol, 16, nos. 33-34, 18 August 1984: 1568 
42 Los Angeles Times, 4 March 1982: IX12 
43 DeLeon, Left Coast City: 34-35 
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Table 8.5: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Twenty-eighth 
District and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                 Julian Dixon 
  
Liberal ranking1                  9th

District:  Twenty-eighth 
 
Liberal ranking1                     1st

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA (1979-82) 2  84.5 = 10th 
 
COPE (1979-82) 2 95.8 2nd  
 
ACLU (1982)3  83 = 10th

 
NJ Cultural3  85           = 9th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                  Vote for Ranking 

Contest                   Democrat  
                                candidate 

 

U.S. House   78.9 
 
U.S. Senate5   75.6  1st

 
State Governor5   76.9  1st

 
                                ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 155   45.3  9th 

 

liberal, loyal Democratic 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV (1982)4  61 = 17th

 
Summary:    liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 45 62.2  = 6th

Proposition 115 35.2  38th

Proposition 135  52.9  4th

 
overall moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  81          = 11th

 
Summary:    liberal on economic issues 

 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 15 69.8  1st

 
 
 
very liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  89           6th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:6  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:7               Against 
 
Summary:   liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 125 67.5  3rd

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
very liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues  
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)8 Ranking 

 

26    1st 

 
 
 
 
 
very low support for the President 

 

Notes to table 8.5: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent Democrats. 

5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  

The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Proposition 4, the measure to protect Lake Tahoe, is more intriguing. It received a 

‘Yes’ vote in excess of sixty percent in just four congressional districts in southern 

California – the Twenty-eighth, and three of the majority white and generally wealthy 

Westside districts. While not an impoverished region, the Twenty-eighth could not 

compare with the other three districts in terms of its wealth. Yet, like them, it gave 

strong support to protect a place many of its residents might rarely see. The best 

explanation for this support might have come from the strong endorsement given to 

Proposition 4 by Tom Bradley, but it does not fit DeLeon’s assertion. 

 

The Twenty-eighth also gave very strong support for the nuclear freeze, which was 

widely seen as a middle-class white issue (see chapter twelve). Dixon’s votes on major 
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military issues were consistent with this support. Finally, the relatively strong showing 

for Proposition 15 questions the claims that gun control had little appeal in black and 

Hispanic communities.44 In the neighbouring Twenty-ninth District, which had a very 

similar ethnic make-up but which was notably poorer overall, Proposition 15 performed 

much worse. This suggests that other dynamics were involved, perhaps based on 

income. Middle-class African Americans appear to have been more kindly disposed 

toward gun control, as the Twenty-eighth contained perhaps the most middle-class 

African Americans of the four districts with African American representatives. In 

summary, Proposition 11 skewed the overall progressive score of the Twenty-eighth 

District downwards. Without it, this district would have been the most progressive in 

the state, although the more fashionable image was that areas such as San Francisco and 

Oakland/Berkeley were the centres of progressive politics.  

 

Dixon was first elected to Congress in 1978 as an ally of Burton and the 

Waxman/Berman organisation. In the House, he spoke out stridently against the Reagan 

administration’s plan to grant tax exemptions to private schools that had discriminatory 

admissions policies. He declared that the decision had “opened up a raw wound in our 

society which the President’s hollow utterances have utterly failed to close.”45 

Addressing the Reagan Administration’s 1982 budget Dixon decried the money slated 

for ‘massive’ rearmament “to the detriment of our social and human needs.”46 Dixon’s 

rhetoric could be seen as another indication of the gulf between African American 

legislators and the President. He also wrote to the New York Times on the subject of 

‘Black Americans’ complaints about Reagan,’47 suggesting he was acting in a broad 

sense as a minority representative. 

 

Perhaps the most striking feature of Dixon’s record in Congress was his strong 

sympathy toward labour issues, a fact reflected in his receiving a perfect rating from 

COPE five times between 1981 and 1986 (see table 4.2).48 While he was slightly less 

liberal on social issues in comparison, he still maintained high approval ratings from 

ADA and the ACLU. However, he was not strongly committed to environmental issues. 

                                                 
44 See, for example, Byran O. Jackson, “Racial and Ethnic Voting Cleavages in Los Angeles Politics,” in 
Byran O. Jackson and Michael B. Preston (eds), Racial and Ethnic Politics in California, IGS Press, 
Berkeley, 1991: 209 
45 Julian Dixon, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 8 March 1982: E798 
46 Ibid, 24 May 1982: H2713 
47 Ibid, 20 May 1982: E2354 
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His 1982 rating from the LCV was the lowest among the state’s Democrats. Had he 

chosen, he could have undoubtedly voted more pro-environmentally without alienating 

his electorate. 

 

Dixon faced little difficulty in his 1982 re-election bid. His Republican opponent that 

year, David Goetz, managed less than twenty percent of the vote.49 An indication of the 

seriousness of Goetz’s challenge is that his official campaign expenditure was zero.50 It 

was a year when successful congressional candidates elsewhere in the state were 

spending over three hundred thousand dollars and some were spending more than four 

times what they had spent in 1980. Dixon spent just $53 807,51 less than he had in 1980. 

 

Augustus Hawkins and the Twenty-ninth District 

 

The Twenty-ninth District was represented by Augustus Hawkins, the most senior 

African American in Congress. If ethnic composition is used as the criterion for 

comparison, the Twenty-ninth and Dixon’s Twenty-eighth Districts were very similar. 

However, residents in the Twenty-ninth were, overall, younger and poorer. With a 

population equal to the Twenty-eighth, the Twenty-ninth District had almost forty 

thousand fewer persons of voting age.52 Based on the housing and rental figures shown 

in table 8.1 and equivalent tables in chapters five, six and seven, this was probably the 

poorest of California’s congressional districts in 1982.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
48 This can be read in light of claims that organised labour and minority groups were sometimes in 
conflict (see Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 64) although both had at times in the past been part of a 
liberal coalition. 
49 “The 1982 National Vote,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 19 February 1983: 387 
50 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 143 
51 Ibid: 143 
52 Ibid: 142, 144 
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Table 8.6: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Twenty-ninth District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                 Augustus Hawkins 
  
Liberal ranking1                 11th

District:   Twenty-ninth 
 
Liberal ranking1                      4th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA2                75.9 16th

 
COPE2    92.8 4th

 
ACLU (1982)3  83 = 10th

 
NJ Cultural3  85 = 9th

 
 
 
Summary:             liberal on general issues 
 

1982                     Vote for Ranking2 

Contest                      Democrat  
                                   candidate 

 

U.S. House       79.8 
 
U.S. Senate5       74.8  2nd

 
State Governor5       75.6  1st

 
                                  ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 155      36.6  22nd 

 

moderate/liberal on general issues; loyal 
Democratic 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV (1982)4  79 = 12th

 
Summary:             liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest     ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 45    58.2  10th

Proposition 115    26.5  45th

Proposition 135     48.7  6th

 
overall moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  80          13th

 
Summary:   liberal on economic issues 

 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 15 67.2  2nd

 
 
 
very liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
NJ Foreign3  79 10th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:6  For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:7               Against 
 
Summary: liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 125 61.9  7th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)8 Ranking 

 

27    2nd 

 
 
 
 
 
very weak support for the President 

 
Notes to table 8.6: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent Democrats.  
5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative.  

The highest ranking means lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

In many ways, the Twenty-ninth and Twenty-eighth Districts showed nearly identical 

ideological inclination and loyalty to Democratic candidates. They ranked first and 

second in the state on votes for Bradley and Brown, on the party-partisan Proposition 

14 (not shown in the tables) and on Proposition 1. They gave their Democratic 

representatives almost identical votes, and were within seven places of one another in 

the rankings on all the major propositions except gun control. It is this last factor that 

opens to questioning the claim that voting on gun control was influenced primarily by 

ethnicity. The comparison of voting on Proposition 15 between these two districts 

suggests that other factors were equally important. 
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The liberalism of both Hawkins and his district was strong but specifically directed, and 

sometimes at odds with the liberalism of non-minority groups, thus suggesting the ways 

in which the liberal consensus of the 1960s was fracturing. When measured on pro-

labour issues (the COPE ranking), Hawkins was the fourth most liberal representative 

in the state. Yet he figured only sixteenth on the ADA rating. On the economic issue 

embodied in Proposition 1, the district ranked second most liberal in the state, but it 

was the most conservative on the environmental Proposition 11. This was due to the 

perception that passage of Proposition 11 would cost jobs rather than any anti-

environmental sentiment. On the Lake Tahoe Bond vote and the water resources vote 

the district showed a stronger commitment.  

 

Support for the nuclear freeze was also strong, which is consistent with Hawkins’s 

military votes. Overall, the district, like its representative, was more liberal on 

economic than on social issues, a trend shown up also in the exchange of letters 

between Hawkins and his constituents (though Hawkins’s efforts to conceal his position 

on issues such as abortion suggest he was not always ideologically aligned with his 

district53). The tone of these letters was encouraging on government spending programs 

but opposed to liberalisation of laws on abortion, the death penalty and immigration. In 

June 1981, Iris Ingraham wrote to Hawkins from Los Angeles with a classic liberal 

plea: “We have an obligation to ensure the same equality of opportunity for all 

citizens,”54 but many of the letters in the period from 1980 to 1982 voiced constituents’ 

concerns over issues like immigration, abortion and foreign aid.55  

 

In one regard, Hawkins and his electorate expressed their liberalism very clearly; their 

opposition to Reagan was unambiguous. President Carter’s 68 percent vote in the 

Twenty-eighth and Twenty-ninth Districts was the highest he received in any 

Californian district. Hawkins’s votes against the Reagan Administration’s 1981 budget 

and tax cut bill were therefore to be expected. 

 

To some extent, Hawkins could be seen as symbolising the major political currents of 

his time. Hawkins was first elected to the California state Assembly in 1934 – during 

the same elections that marked a political realignment in the United States, when New 

                                                 
53 For example, Augustus Hawkins, letter, 1 June 1982, Augustus Hawkins Papers, University of 
California at Los Angeles 
54 Iris T Ingraham, letter to Augustus Hawkins, 29 June 1981, Ibid
55 Ibid
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Deal Democrats were swept into office across the country. Although the timing of his 

next career move was more coincidental, his election to Congress in 1962 occurred at 

the beginning of the next great period of liberal legislation in the United States. Other, 

younger members of Congress may have been more closely linked with the 1960s 

strands of liberalism, Vietnam War dissent, or with post-Watergate public interest neo-

liberalism, but Hawkins remained committed to the philosophy of the New Deal over 

more than fifty years of legislative service. To him, it was not an outmoded ideology: as 

much as a specific ideology can be carried within an individual, New Deal liberalism 

was carried into the 1980s by Augustus Hawkins.  

 

While Hawkins’s style was not flamboyant, he was an intransigent supporter of what 

were by then fifty-year-old tenets of the liberal state. In a letter written to a high school 

student in 1982, Hawkins outlined his political philosophy:  
It is indeed one of the great tragedies that in the midst of this, the richest nation in the 

history of the world, there are people without work, without food and without shelter. I 

have dedicated my Congressional career to trying to right this grievous wrong. Our 

government can and should take steps to feed the hungry, house the homeless and provide 

work to those without a job. Unfortunately, many of the most powerful leaders in 

government today do not share this opinion and are willing to stand idly by while 

American citizens suffer.56

 

In 1981, Hawkins’s political philosophy was under attack, as Reagan appeared 

committed to undoing many of the basic structures of the New Deal. In protest, 

Hawkins refused to vote on Reagan’s massive cuts to social programs, then before the 

House Education and Labor committee where he was a senior member. He wanted 

those who favoured the cuts to be held responsible for their votes.57 He also attacked 

members of his own party who might have been labelled neo-liberals at the time. He 

wrote to a Californian union official expressing his feelings about Democrats rejecting 

what had hitherto been the party’s orthodoxies: “I share your disappointment in those 

Democrats who abandoned the principles of the Party to vote with a destructive 

conservative budget.”58

 

Hawkins wanted liberals to be more obvious in their opposition to Reagan. Just before 

the 1982 elections, Hawkins wrote to liberal economist Leon Keyserling, saying:  

                                                 
56 Augustus Hawkins, letter to Sterling Williams, undated, ibid
57 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 13 June 1981: 1030 
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I think it is necessary for us to keep up a steady stream of responses to Reaganomics. Many 

times I feel we lack the appropriate analytical materials to substantiate the statements we 

make, and I think you can certainly be most helpful to us in that area... We also need to 

show what the real causes of inflation are, and that it is not excessive Federal spending. I 

am particularly interested in answering [Reagan’s] latest statement (from his televised 

speech the other night) that inflation caused the current unemployment and that's why you 

need to get inflation down first. We need to be able to show that inflation can be limited 

and reduced without increasing unemployment.59

 

As with some other Californian liberals, Hawkins’s disagreements with Reagan seemed 

to be both ideological and personal. In a letter to a constituent written in mid-1982, 

Hawkins wrote in terms that not only revealed his anger toward Reagan, but also 

suggested a reverse McCarthyism: “We must put America back to work now. We must 

send a message to the President letting him know that we will not stand by while our 

country is being destroyed from within.”60 In the House, Hawkins laid the blame for the 

recession and the attendant unemployment squarely at the feet of Reagan – a result of 

the president’s economic policies: “The people were in bad shape when Reagan took 

office; they are in worse shape as a result of his programs since then.”61 In August 

1982, when Reagan had put his tax increase bill before Congress, Hawkins was one of 

the more vigorous opponents:  
I would like the President to point out to us when in the last 50 years has a revenue 

increase, geared to reduce a budget deficit and close tax loopholes, accompanied by 

domestic spending cuts, ever created new jobs?62  

 

Hawkins’s prime concern was with the issue of employment (or lack of it). In his 1982 

book The Once and Future Democrats, Senator Paul Simon, often identified as a neo-

liberal, put Hawkins in lofty company: “The [Democratic] party... has produced such 

pioneers in the employment field as Franklin Roosevelt, Senator Hubert Humphrey, and 

Representative Augustus Hawkins.”63 Humphrey and Hawkins had authored the Equal 

Opportunity and Full Employment Act of 1976, and Hawkins managed the re-

authorisation of the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), the 

cornerstone of job creation programs, in the late 1970s. This overriding concern with 

                                                                                                                                               
58 Augustus Hawkins, letter, 26 June 1981, Augustus Hawkins Papers, University of California at Los 
Angeles 
59 Augustus Hawkins, letter to Leon Keyserling, 15 October 1982, Ibid
60 Augustus Hawkins, letter to Robert Hess, 2 July 1982, Ibid
61 Augustus Hawkins, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 21 May 1982: 
H2533 
62 Augustus Hawkins, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 19 August 1982: H6603 
63 Paul Simon, The Once and Future Democrats: Strategies for Change, Continuum, New York, 1982: 42 
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employment was perhaps the reason he voted against deleting funds for the MX missile 

program in 1979. It put him at odds with other Californian liberals, and in subsequent 

ballots on the issue he voted for deletion. Nevertheless, it is notable that Californian 

liberals often felt compelled to vote for defence expenditures when it affected 

employment in the state. This is also another, albeit specific, instance where the liberal 

consensus was at risk of fracturing. 

 

During the 1981-82 recession, when unemployment approached ten percent, Hawkins 

increased his attacks on the Reagan administration. He expressed concern at the 

‘feminization’ of poverty,64 a result of unemployment and family break-ups in the 

poorer African American communities. He called unemployment the nation’s most 

serious domestic problem, proposing the Job Training Partnership Act as the solution.65 

There was no question but that the solution lay in the federal government intervention: 
We must first recognize that only the Federal Government can adopt the policies which 

will create the framework for full production and full employment. Government alone can 

provide for the general welfare by promoting the proper environment for balanced growth 

and jobs for all.66

The major programs for which Hawkins believed the government should assume 

responsibility were to provide jobs rebuilding infrastructure, training the work-force for 

new jobs, creating specific industry programs especially in the housing industry, and to 

target specific groups such as youth and African Americans experiencing higher 

unemployment. Job training, he claimed, was an economic investment for the future, 

while cutting funds, as the Reagan Administration proposed, would not save money.67

 

Hawkins noted a history of bipartisan cooperation on jobs programs, including support 

from the Nixon administration,68 and argued that the high unemployment rate was due 

to Reagan’s policies, and not, as the president was saying, because of welfare 

spending.69 Economic growth, Hawkins claimed, had to come from building prosperity 

among those at the bottom of the economic hierarchy, an idea opposed to the then 

dominant supply-side theory which argued for providing tax cuts for the wealthy. He 

                                                 
64 Augustus Hawkins, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 21 April 1982: 
E1672 
65 Augustus Hawkins, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 4 August 1982: H5062 
66 Hawkins, Ibid, 21 May 1982: H2533 
67 Ibid, 24 May 1982: H2713 
68 Hawkins, Ibid, 4 August 1982: H5063 
69 Hawkins, Ibid, 21 May 1982: H2533 
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argued that to make a target of those earning low incomes for tax relief would provide a 

true stimulus for the economy.  

The fate of workers disadvantaged by economic conditions greatly concerned Hawkins. 

He spoke to the House on what he saw as the twin problems of unskilled workers trying 

to compete in the labour market and of workers made unemployed by structural 

changes to the economy so that their skills were no longer in demand.70 During the 

debate on the 1983 budget, Hawkins argued that the real issue was not cutting 

expenditure or taxes. “All economic activity involves spending,” he claimed. The task 

was to determine which expenditure was beneficial and which was wasted. He told 

Congress, “It ill behooves (sic) those who support billions for new weapons without 

questioning the value to national defense to accuse others of being big spenders.”71  

 

However, as much as he fought to defend the New Deal, Hawkins believed he was 

working within the parameters of the new political discourse, and was thus forced into 

making concessions. Although he continued to argue in favour of job creation 

measures, he proposed the Job Training Partnership Act as a replacement to CETA, due 

to expire at the end of the 1982/3 fiscal year.72 CETA was often held up as an example 

of government inefficiency, and the new jobs bill was expected to be smaller and more 

geared toward private sector involvement, “protect[ing] Federal funds by assuring that 

only those in need [receive] financial assistance,”73 an acknowledgement of Reagan’s 

promise of protection only for the ‘truly needy.’ When a congressional ally offered an 

amendment that would reduce the involvement of the private sector Hawkins spoke 

against it.74 Hawkins argued both within and around the conservative discourse in an 

article he inserted in the Congressional Record. He dangled a cost-effectiveness carrot 

but also insisted on the moral imperative of providing assistance:  
The cuts enacted by the Reagan administration last year in welfare programs have been 

criticised as being cruel and inimical to public health. I concur with both of these 

judgements. However, further evidence has come to light that these cuts may well actually 

end up increasing Government outlays.... The budget cuts are cruel and inefficient.75

 

As with the other Los Angeles African American representatives, Hawkins received 

little election coverage from either the Los Angeles Times or the Herald Examiner in 

                                                 
70 Hawkins, Ibid: H2534 
71 Hawkins, Ibid: H2532 
72 Hawkins, Ibid, 4 August 1982: H5063 
73 Hawkins, Congressional Record, 4 August 1982: H5064 
74 Hawkins, Ibid: H5107 
75Augustus Hawkins, comments to the House of Representatives, Ibid, 9 March 1982: E847 
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1982. His opposition to Reagan was as implacable as was Dellums’s but Hawkins 

simply did not have the rhetorical style to attract the same level of media attention. 

With little likelihood of his being defeated, both papers endorsed him. 

 

Mervyn Dymally and the Thirty-first District 

 

The Thirty-first District, too, was considered an African American seat. However, 

African Americans comprised slightly less than one third of the district’s population, 

though other minority groups were well represented. The district was strongly loyal to 

Democratic candidates but showed less commitment to liberal lifestyle issues like gun 

control. In common with the other Californian African American representatives, 

Representative Mervyn Dymally showed stronger commitment to economic and pro-

labour liberalism than to social progressivism, although the information provided in 

table 4.1 (in chapter four) suggests that Dymally moved to the left on social issues after 

his first two years in Congress. Dymally’s relatively low rating from the League of 

Conservation Voters was consistent with the district, which showed a degree of 

ambivalence on environmental votes. This was evident in votes ranging from a massive 

rejection of the bottle bill initiative to narrow acceptance of the Lake Tahoe Bond Act. 

 

Dymally had been California’s lieutenant governor from 1974 to 1978 but lost his bid 

for re-election in 1978. He was then elected to Congress in 1980, with the strong 

backing of African American voters and the Waxman/Berman organisation.76 In 

Congress, Dymally spoke as a representative of minority interests. For example, in a 

speech in May 1982, he announced his support for the Congressional Black Caucus 

budget and denounced the Reagan administration’s cuts to education programs, saying 

they had “given many women and members of minority groups their first justified hope 

of breaking free from poverty and discrimination.”77

 

 

                                                 
76 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 3 January 1981: 6 
77 Mervyn Dymally, comments to the House of Representatives, Congressional Record, 24 May 1982: 
H2697 
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Table 8.7: 1982 general election results and rankings for the Thirty-first District 
and ratings and select votes in Congress of the Democratic office-holder 

 
Candidate:                Mervyn Dymally 
  
Liberal ranking1                   12th

District:   Thirty-first 
 
Liberal ranking1                     10th

 
Measures of liberalism – general issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

ADA (1981-82)2  60 22nd

 
COPE (1981-82)2 95.5 3rd

 
ACLU (1982)3  92 = 7th

 
NJ Cultural3  74           13th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on general issues 
 

1982                   Vote for Ranking 

Contest                    Democrat  
                                 candidate 

 

U.S. House    72.4 
 
U.S. Senate5    66.7  4th

 
State Governor5    67.1  3rd

 
                                 ‘Yes’ Vote  
  
Proposition 155    35.9  25th 

 

Moderate-liberal on general issues; loyal 
Democratic 
 

Measures of liberalism – environmental issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

LCV (1982)4  69 = 17th

 
 
 
Summary: liberal on environmental issues 
 

Contest  ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 45 53.2  21st

Proposition 115 31.0  44th

Proposition 135  42.7  12th

 
 
 
overall moderate on environmental issues 

Measures of liberalism – economic issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Economic3  93          4th

 
Summary: liberal on economic issues 

 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 15  60.7  5th

 
 
 
liberal on economic issues 

Measures of liberalism – foreign/military issues 
 
Rating Group  Rating Ranking 

 

NJ Foreign3  82           8th 

 
Congressional vote on 
Nuclear Arms Freeze:6                For 
 
Congressional vote on  
funds for the MX missile:7               Against 
 
Summary: liberal on foreign/military issues 
 

Contest   ‘Yes’ Vote  Ranking 

 

Proposition 125   55.7  13th

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
liberal on military issue 
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Support for the President 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 budget  Against 
 
Candidate’s vote on 
Reagan’s 1981 tax cut  Against 
 
Summary: did not support the President on these 
issues 
 

Vote for Reagan 1980 (%)8 Ranking 

 

35    6th 

 
 
 
 
 
weak support for the President 

 
Notes to table 8.7: 
n.a. = not applicable or not available. 

NJ = National Journal. 

The ADA and COPE ratings are for the period 1975-1982, unless otherwise indicated. 

 
1 Ranking refers to overall liberal ranking among candidates and districts in California. The lower 

the number, the more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four. 

2 This ranking is among all Californian Representatives. 

3 This ranking is out of the fifteen incumbent liberal Representatives. 

4 This ranking is out of the nineteen incumbent Democrats. 

5 Ranking refers to overall ranking among all districts in California. The lower the number, the 

more liberal. The calculations for this were explained in chapter four.  

6 ‘For’ is considered the more liberal position. 

7 ‘Against’ is considered the more liberal position. 

8 The Reagan vote was used in preference to the Carter vote in order to make the comparison 

between district support for Reagan and the support from the Representative. The highest ranking means 

lowest vote for Reagan. 

 

 

Later, Dymally, like Hawkins, would get caught in the conundrum over funding for the 

MX missile program. During 1983-84 he changed his vote several times, mindful both 

of liberal opposition and employment in his district.78 He finally decided to vote against 

funding, a decision he described as the toughest of his twenty-year political career.79

 

There was one intriguing aspect to Dymally’s 1982 campaign. The Los Angeles Times 

made recommendations for sixteen of the twenty-two congressional districts in which it 

had a major presence, including eleven of the thirteen districts where Democrats would 

win. The Times’s recommendations began, “We... endorse the most effective of the 

                                                 
78 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 19 May 1984: 1160 
79 Ibid: 1160 
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congressional incumbents:” Dymally was a notable absence.80 After losing his 1978 re-

election bid, Dymally had complained that racist attitudes led to a lack of support from 

the liberal establishment.81 It was unlikely that sense of isolation from the liberal elite 

diminished in 1982, but regardless, he won re-election easily. 

 

Summary 

 

The six Los Angeles Californian Democratic minority congressmen elected in 1982 – 

three African Americans and three Hispanics – represented relatively poor, urban 

districts. Four of those representatives were among the most liberal in California. The 

three African American districts were liberal on almost every issue with the very stark 

exception of the Proposition 11 vote. It is also evident that African American support 

for Democratic candidates was firmer than was Hispanic support. 

                                                 
80 Los Angeles Times, 31 October 1982: IV4 
81 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 149 
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CHAPTER NINE: THE CAMPAIGNS FOR THE MAJOR STATEWIDE 

POLITICAL OFFICES IN CALIFORNIA IN 1982 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter looks at the contests for the four major state-wide offices on the 1982 

ballot; Jerry Brown’s contest with Republican Pete Wilson for the vacant Californian 

seat in the United States Senate, Los Angeles Mayor Tom Bradley’s campaign for the 

Governor’s seat, John Van de Kamp’s run for the Attorney General’s office and Leo 

McCarthy’s campaign against Republican Carol Hallett for Lieutenant Governor. 

 

Defining Jerry Brown’s liberalism 

 

The first section of this chapter examines the nature of Brown’s liberalism as he began 

his campaign for the United States Senate, particularly by looking at the issues and 

policies he discussed during his senatorial campaign. It then looks at the reaction to 

Brown, both from the liberal elite as expressed in the major newspapers, and from the 

electorate as shown in the election results.  

 

Brown had called for an end to ‘big government’ almost as soon as he was elected 

governor in 1974,1 and had moved to embrace the tax-cutting Proposition 13 just before 

its passage in 1978.2 In his 1981 State budget, Brown claimed the political climate 

demanded tax cuts, and that this would put an end to the growth in government that had 

occurred from the mid 1960s to the mid 1970s.3 In his State of the State address the 

following year Brown again indicated his belief that a break from government practices 

of the past was required: 
neither gigantic tax increases in the early ‘70s nor gigantic tax decreases in the late ‘70s 

have prepared California to enter the revolutionary information age that is now thrust upon 

us.4

 

The press had widely differing views on Brown’s political makeup. The Los Angeles 

Times described Brown as a ‘liberal;’ the kind “who believes that government can—and 

                                                 
1 New York Times, 13 April 1975: 57 
2 San Jose Mercury News, 10 October 1982: 16A. In fact, Shirley Wechsler, the Southern Californian 
executive director of the liberal American for Democratic Action, had expressed her concerns in 1978 
that Brown would challenge Carter from the right in 1980 (see New York Times, 9 November 1978). 
3 Edmund G. Brown, jr., “Budget message,” Capitol Quarterly, vol. 2, No. 1, 1981: 136-37 
4 Edmund G. Brown, jr., “State of the State,” ibid, vol. 3, No. 1, 1982: 42 
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must—control, regulate and guide American business.”5 The Sacramento Bee described 

Brown as a conservative on economic issues but a moderate to liberal on social issues.6 

On the other hand, the Mercury News felt Brown did offer a new direction. Assessing 

the June primary campaigns, the paper had declared: “Brown... remains an economic 

and technological visionary.”7 Less than four weeks before the election, the Mercury 

News described Brown as “ideologically independent, constantly defining a new 

direction for Democratic politics” and credited him with influencing the 1980 

presidential campaign of both parties.8 This led the News, along with some other 

commentators, to associate Brown with the ‘neo-liberals’9 on the basis that he offered 

progressive policies that had not previously been part of mainstream liberal politics as 

defined from the 1930s to the 1960s.  

 

He earned the tag because he spoke repeatedly of an era of limits, because he advocated 

technological innovation and because he placed considerable emphasis on pro-

environment and pro-consumer policies.10 However, he also advocated policies that had 

been Democratic Party staples for many years, and so continued to be something of a 

‘traditional’ liberal. This makes Brown a compelling subject for this thesis, because his 

policy statements might be expected to reveal what he thought about the state of 

liberalism in California in the early 1980s. Unfortunately, the public was influenced as 

much by Brown’s past record as by his policies, so it is difficult to assess how his 

ideology was judged.11

 

Brown claimed the United States economy was being restructured, and that therefore 

government must invest in new technologies, education and industry to drive 

prosperity.12 This would enable the United States to meet the challenge of foreign 

competition,13 but would also (in an echo of the conservatives’ trickle-down theories) 

                                                 
5 Los Angeles Times, 15 October 1982: 1 
6 Sacramento Bee, 1 June 1982: B10 
7 San Jose Mercury News, 1 July 1982: 6B 
8 Ibid, 10 October 1982: 16A 
9 See, for example, the San Jose Mercury News, 10 October 1982: 16A. This article offered a definition 
of neo-liberals as tending toward fiscal conservatism, emphasising the economic value of high 
technology industries, and creating partnerships between business and government. 
10 For example, in his 1981 Governor’s budget message Brown spoke of “an era of limited resources” 
(see Brown, jr., “Budget message:” 136) and the following year of his record in environmental protection 
and the need for investment in new technologies (see Brown, jr., “State of the State:” 40-41). 
11 Brown was hampered by a declining popularity that was a result of decisions made during his final 
years as governor. 
12 Brown, jr., “State of the State:” 42-43, Tribune, 24 October 1982: C10, San  Francisco Chronicle, 16 
October 1982: 6, Cornerstones, published by the Brown Committee, January/February 1981: 5 
13 San Jose Mercury News, 7 February 1982: 7C 
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help increase the incomes of the poorest sectors of the community.14 According to the 

San Jose Mercury News, “[t]he computer chip has become a symbol of [Brown’s] 

attempt to reconcile the seemingly contradictory goals of growth and limits.”15  

 

Brown also campaigned strongly on environmental issues, more so than most 

candidates running for major office had done previously, and in an era when such 

issues were becoming increasingly important. During the 1982 campaign, he provided 

vocal opposition in particular to the proposed policies of Interior Secretary James Watt 

(see also chapter eleven). As California Journal put it, “If Brown has his way, the 

nation will be treated to an epic struggle between the guardians of America’s natural 

heritage and the new Huns of the Potomac.”16 This suggested that Reagan was not the 

politically untouchable figure he had been in 1981.17 However, Brown’s 

environmentalism had limits; throughout his campaign he was reluctant to take a 

position on the two environmental propositions on the 1982 ballot, Propositions 11 and 

13.18  

 

Clearly, Brown’s liberalism still involved a very active role for government; for 

example, in an interview with the Times, he conceded that he favoured public works 

projects.19 This suggested a traditional liberal approach, that is, drawing on the policies 

of Roosevelt’s New Deal and Johnson’s Great Society liberalism. On defence matters 

Brown also showed solidly liberal credentials in 1982. He advocated reducing the 

military budget overall, though he offered few specific details, apart from suggesting 

the scrapping of the MX missile.20 In keeping with congressional liberals, he also called 

for the deferral of Reagan’s third year tax cut.21  

 

Brown also wanted the federal government to force down interest rates and cut the 

federal deficit (or balance the federal budget), to use pension funds to invest in the 

                                                 
14 Brown, jr., “State of the State:” 43 
15 San Jose Mercury News, 10 October 1982: 16 
16 California Journal, May 1981: 191 
17 Significantly, this appeared especially true in California. Republican Party strategists indicated they 
wanted Reagan to stay away from the state leading up to the 1982 elections (see Los Angeles Times, 28 
October 1982: 7). 
18 Los Angeles Times, 14 September 1982: 3 
19 Ibid, 23 October 1982: 29. Hamby described Brown as a ‘liberal’ in many senses of the word just not a 
free-spending liberal (see Hamby, Liberalism and Its Challengers: 351). 
20 San Jose Mercury News, 24 October 1981: 6B. When this issue had been voted on in Congress in 
1981, the motion to delete funds for the MX missile was defeated 96-316. Had Brown been in Congress, 
he would have been among the most liberal of Representatives. 
21 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 12 October 1982:  9 
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housing and other industries, and to increase government spending on infrastructure.22 

He was also seen to be positioning himself as having a strong law-and-order platform,23 

having proposed in 1981, among other things, a quarter of a cent sales tax to fund a five 

billion dollar anti-crime bill.24  

 

Another major issue in the campaign was the future of Social Security, widely 

considered to be in trouble because of increasing demands and dwindling resources 

though still very popular with the electorate. When Wilson suggested aspects of the 

program be made voluntary, Brown seized on the statements, arguing that no cuts in 

benefits were necessary.25 He then claimed that congressional Republicans would “take 

a carving knife” to Social Security.26 However, his stance brought criticism from the 

liberal press. For example, Martin Smith of the Sacramento Bee wrote,  
Wilson’s suggestion on Social Security, while it may not be the best way to go, is 

essentially a moderate approach... the only real difference between the two over Social 

Security’s long-term problem [is that] Brown would put off facing it, while Wilson would 

confront it now.27

 

Brown’s efforts to advance minority interests also invoked the liberalism of the 1960s. 

While some conservative critics contended that his efforts were merely symbolic,28 

these contentions overlooked the fact that Brown had made more significant minority 

appointments than had any previous governor,29 and the evidence of the high regard in 

which he was held among minority groups was clear.30 He had also made a significant 

contribution to the political status of women, having signed a raft of bills protecting 

women’s rights while governor.31 According to the Times,  
Brown threw out the all-white male power structure of previous administrations and 

ground the good-old-boy system to dust—for the first time opening the doors of state 

government at its highest levels to women, blacks and Latinos.32

                                                 
22 San Francisco Chronicle, 6 June 1982: 8 and New York Times, 11 May 1982: 19 
23 New York Times, 11 May 1982: 19 
24 Capitol Quarterly, vol. 2, No. 2, 1981 
25 Los Angeles Times, 21 July 1982: 17, Los Angeles Times, 31 July 1982: 32, Los Angeles Times, 15 
October 1982: 20 
26 San Francisco Chronicle, 26 October 1982: 13 
27 Sacramento Bee, 5 September 1982: C2 
28 For example, the Chronicle reported that Brown’s aides claimed almost unanimously that Brown 
retained Hispanic Mario Obledo in his cabinet for political reasons although Obledo was not performing 
the job well. According to the Chronicle, Obledo was kept on “as a prized symbol that Hispanics were 
winning overdue political clout” (see San Francisco Chronicle, 16 October 1982: 6). 
29 San  Francisco Chronicle, 10 October 1982: 8, Los Angeles Times, 15 October 1982: 3. According to 
the latter, women, African Americans and Hispanics comprised forty percent of Brown’s appointments. 
30 San Jose Mercury News, 10 October 1982: 16A 
31 San Francisco Chronicle, 17 September 1982: 6 
32 Los Angeles Times, 15 October 1982: 1 
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This translated into strong support for Brown from the liberal minority press. In 

contrast to statements made in the Times and the Mercury News about Brown’s lack of 

depth, the Oakland Tribune endorsed him with the rationale that “Californians should 

elect... a heavyweight candidate with a grasp of the nation’s problems and ideas that 

could go a long way toward solving them.”33 Equally effusive was the Sun Reporter:  
Jerry Brown must have the support of the racial minorities, women and the masses of 

people who depend on government assistance... [he] is recognized as possibly the most 

intelligent, innovative, creative and dedicated governor California has ever had.34  

Brown’s advocacy of minority and women’s rights had clearly been recognised, and the 

Sun Reporter editor would later say Brown’s defeat grieved more than had Bradley’s.35

 

Once he entered the race for the Senate, Brown defined his politics at least in part in 

response to the Reagan Administration’s economic policies. Reagan’s stated 

commitment was to dismantle the New Deal. Although Brown himself had argued that 

New Deal liberalism was no longer politically viable,36 he continued to invoke it. For 

example, in November 1981, he told delegates to a Washington conference,  
Your task is to bring to Washington the message that we must not turn our backs on the 

aged, the sick and the poor and that we’ll not turn our backs on 45 years of social and 

economic progress for the elderly.37

He followed this up with a strong pitch for union support.38  

 

Almost a year later, in a television debate with Wilson, Brown declared “We have cut 

the growth of government spending and yet we’ve done it with compassion.”39 He was 

at pains to show that his economic policies were diametrically opposed to Wilson’s and 

Reagan’s, saying, 
There couldn’t be a sharper difference in the economic philosophy of Mayor Wilson and 

myself. I am a strong believer that an economy must be based on jobs, on full employment, 

and on a fair economic and tax policy that affects all Americans… I think the key now is to 

look at some of those tax breaks, slow down the military buildup and shift away from this 

economic bloodletting.”40

                                                 
33 Oakland Tribune, 24 October 1982: C10 
34 Sun Reporter, 28 October 1982: 7 
35 Ibid, 4 November 1982: 7 
36 San Francisco Chronicle, 16 October 1982: 6 
37 Los Angeles Times, 25 November 1981: 3 
38 Ibid, 21 July 1982: 17 
39 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 12 October 1982: 9 
40 Ibid, 12 October 1982: 9 



246 

Explicitly eschewing any notions of ‘neo-liberalism,’ Brown’s campaign manager Jack 

Mayesh claimed the contest was “a critical race in terms of classic party 

philosophies.”41  

 

The 1982 senatorial campaign 

 

Although the Mercury News had claimed that part of what made Brown a neo-liberal 

was that he advocated partnerships between government and private enterprise rather 

than adversarial relationships,42 there is little evidence business interests believed this. 

Brown had jumped to an early lead in campaign fund-raising, but many of the initial 

contributions were made grudgingly by business interests who felt a need to give 

because he was governor.43 As the campaign progressed he was hampered by the 

reluctance of these interests to contribute further. 

 

After the June primaries, Wilson was receiving donations at a ratio of about two-and-a-

half dollars to Brown’s one, and soon surpassed Brown.44 The figures from the last 

report on campaign financing before the election show the problems Brown had raising 

money from business. Between the first of July and the middle of October, developers 

gave $286 370 to Wilson and $82 033 to Brown.45 Donations from agricultural interests 

were even more lop-sided. Over the same period, Brown received $14 100 and Wilson 

$316 101. Oil and manufacturing industry money flowed almost twenty-to-one in 

favour of Wilson, and financial institutions donated to Wilson almost five times what 

they gave Brown. Donations from high technology industries were split evenly despite 

Brown’s emphasis on promoting technology. Only unions and the entertainment 

industry gave Brown an advantage, but their donations were smaller than other business 

sectors. Entertainment interests donated $75 825 to Brown and $15 625 to Wilson. 

Unions gave $88 425 to Brown and nothing to Wilson.  

 

The overall figures for the campaign show that Wilson spent $7 082 651 compared to 

Brown’s $5 367 931.46 However, Brown benefited from other resources. While much of 

the money was spent on advertising in the electronic media, political mailings were 

                                                 
41 California Journal, June 1982: 254 
42 San Jose Mercury News, 10 October 1982: 16 
43 Los Angeles Times, 29 October 1982: 20, San Francisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle 31 October 
1982: 3 
44 Los Angeles Times, 29 October 1982: 20 
45 This and the following figures were reported in Los Angeles Times, 29 October 1982: 20, and come 
from the Analysis of Federal Election Commission reports. 
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recognised as playing a major role in 1982. Environmental and labour organisations 

gave strong support, including sending out tens of thousands of newsletters to their 

members advocating a vote for Brown.47 One union newsletter proclaimed that he had 

the support of the sometimes disparate elements of this coalition, “workers, consumers, 

minorities, low and middle income and senior groups.”48 Free campaigning came in 

other forms, such as when Sierra Club members held a public rally in Los Angeles 

displaying their support for Brown. 

 

Press support for Brown was as varied as their descriptions of his policies had been. In 

1982, scrutinising the candidates’ policies closely, the Mercury News’s earlier support 

evaporated. While noting a preference for Brown on defence matters, the editors stated 

that “Brown’s economic views are as elusive as quicksilver:”49 then, having 

interviewed Brown on his economic policies, the paper’s editorial board declared, “It 

was, like much of what he says about the economy, nonsense.”50  

 

The San Francisco Bay Guardian, one of the most left-leaning of the Californian 

papers, criticised Brown for his lack of traditional liberal credentials, and urged voters 

to reject him in the Democratic primaries:  
Jerry Brown is too unclear about too many important issues, and his stands on some of the 

issues he is clear about are out-and-out unacceptable... The message Brown must hear 

clearly is that he is not automatically assured of liberal and progressive support.51

The editors cited among Brown’s negatives his late support for Proposition 13 and his 

support for a balanced budget amendment and the B-1 bomber. On the other hand, they 

approved of Brown’s stance on the nuclear freeze, his judicial appointments and his 

support of farm workers. The paper then provided an articulation of left/liberal 

alternative policies; cuts to the defence budget, withdrawal of the United States military 

from Central America, the conversion of military production facilities to civilian use, 

and a new tax on corporate profits.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
46 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American Politics 1984: 79 
47 See, for example, Sacramento Bee, 19 September 1982: G2 and San Francisco Chronicle, 14 
September 1982: 9, Northern California Labor: Vote! San Francisco Labor Council, Santa Clara County 
Central Labor Council, AFL-CIO voting guide: 5, Los Angeles Times, 14 September 1982: 3 
48 Action Reporter, The Hotel and Restaurant Employees and Bartenders Union, local 2 (San Francisco), 
November 1982: 3 
49 San Jose Mercury News, 21 October 1982: 6B 
50 Ibid: 6B 
51 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 26 May 1982: 6 
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Other liberal papers also offered criticisms of Brown’s policies.52 However, the Los 

Angeles Times was most critical, expressing doubt whether Brown’s statements 

matched his record. The paper stated that as the ‘education candidate,’ he had left the 

state with a financially deprived education system, and then took him to task in a 

number of critical articles, the most damning of which put Brown in a very bad light.53  

 

Brown’s 1980 presidential campaign had been widely resented in California and in a 

special report profiling the governor as he ran for the Senate in 1982 a Times staff 

member wrote, 
In the last months of that [1980] effort, Brown had veered away from appeals to traditional 

Democratic supporters, believing that a “new coalition” could be formed from a collection 

of believers in alternative energy, holistic medicine and spiritual movements.54 

The writer then quoted one of Brown’s former aides as saying “Jerry had become 

convinced during the campaign that the Democratic constituency – labor and so forth – 

was not relevant.”55 The headline referred to Brown’s “Zany Image,” and the article 

went on to detail Brown’s visit to a swami and various non-conformist beliefs held by 

some of his campaigners.56 The “collection of believers” implicitly meant crackpots, 

and to imagine them capable of forming a political majority was an entirely unrealistic 

notion. Although this was offset by some qualifications stating Brown was setting out 

to rebuild his political base among traditional Democrats, the effect was to suggest that 

Brown was not simply out of touch with political reality but lacking common sense; not 

just opportunist, but also foolish.  

 

The Times came under harsh criticism from Tom Hayden for its attacks on Brown. 

Writing in the November 1981 issue of California Magazine, Hayden asserted “The Los 

Angeles Times seems to find Brown’s character inadequate, and the paper goes after 

him with unrelenting negativity.”57 California Journal had also disagreed with the 

Times’s prognosis of the 1980 campaign, saying, “of all the presidential candidates, 

Brown probably offered the most incisive diagnosis of what ails America at home and 

                                                 
52 For example, the Los Angeles Weekly referred to Brown’s “now patented vague cloud of liberalism-
futurism” (see Los Angeles Weekly, 4 June 1982: 10). 
53 Los Angeles Times, 15 October 1982: 3 
54 Ibid, 14 October 1982: 14 
55 Ibid, 14 October 1982: 14 
56 Ibid, 14 October 1982: 1 
57 California Magazine, December 1981: 184. Hayden’s article itself cannot be accepted without 
question. In addition to his comments on the Times, Hayden saw a conspiracy by eastern liberals of the 
Carter and Kennedy wings of the Democratic Party to tarnish Brown in the national and east coast media 
(see Ibid: 184). 
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abroad.”58 Ultimately, and in keeping with the paper’s policy, the Los Angeles Times 

gave no endorsement for the senatorial contest. The conservative papers endorsed 

Wilson, as did the Mercury News and the moderate papers like the Press-Enterprise.59 

Conversely, most of the liberal press endorsed Brown. 

 

The lukewarm support for Brown from liberal interest groups and the liberal press was 

reflected among non-minority liberal voters. Polling conducted in the middle of 

September 1982 showed that only 66 percent of moderate liberals and 68 percent of 

strong liberals indicated a preference for Brown.60 In the November election, the 

minority congressional districts, which traditionally voted liberally on economic issues, 

gave Brown strong support, more so than he received from the white-dominated 

middle-class liberal districts. Brown’s highest vote, around 75 percent, came in the 

African American dominated Twenty-eighth and Twenty-ninth Districts. His next 

highest vote was in the Hispanic-dominated Twenty-fifth District, where he gained 67.3 

percent. The Hispanic Thirty-first District gave the fourth strongest Brown vote and 

only then did the majority-white liberal Fifth District appear on the list. Other majority-

white liberal districts gave Brown even less support. The Sixth District ranked eighth in 

the state in support for Brown, with 57 percent, while the Twenty-seventh and Twenty-

third Districts gave him bare majorities of 53.2 percent and 52.1 percent respectively, 

ranking those twelfth and thirteenth respectively. Together with what appeared to be 

middle-class liberal complacency which saw the most liberal county, San Francisco, 

record the second lowest turnout of the state’s 58 counties (see chapter five), these 

figures indicate Brown faced problems in securing white liberal support. In the end, he 

lost the November election 45 percent to 52 percent. 

An attempt to gauge further the reasons for Brown’s loss, and the public’s reaction to 

him, can be made by examining the results of an exit poll conducted by the San 

Francisco Chronicle.61 Table 9.1 following shows the results from this poll. 

 

                                                 
58 California Journal, May 1980: 211 
59 San Jose Mercury News, 23 October 1982: 6B, Press-Enterprise, 24 October 1982: F12 
60 Mervyn D. Field, California Poll, The Field Institute, released 9 September 1982 
61 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B



250 

Table 9.1: Results from exit polling in the 1982 senatorial contest 
 

Reason for voting for 
candidate 

Percent of voters supporting candidate for reasons given 
 

 Brown 
 

Wilson 

He opposes Reagan 20 2 
He supports Reagan 1 20 
Is more liberal 15 1 
Is more conservative 2 16 
He’s a Democrat 25 1 
He’s a Republican 1 19 
Opponent not up to the job
  

10 22 

Don’t like opponent at all 12 30 
Like stand on 
unemployment/jobs 

7 4 

Like stand on crime/law 
enforcement 

5 11 

Like stand on taxes/government 
spending 

7 10 

Like stand on military/defence 
issues 

7 6 

Like stand on nuclear weapons 
issue 

14 5 

Like ideas on improving the 
economy 

9 9 

Like stand on ERA/abortion 11 2 
Like stand on environmental 
issues 

14 2 

 
Source: San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 

 

 

The information provided suggests that ideology did not play a major role in the 

election – evidently as many people voted for Brown based on his liberalism as voted 

for Wilson’s conservatism. Brown’s more liberal stand on issues such as nuclear 

weapons, abortion, the Equal Rights Amendment and the environment won him 

support, but it was insufficient. On the other hand, Wilson did not have a strong 

showing on the issues where conservatives were traditionally stronger, such as the 

economy, military issues and taxes/government spending. 

 

The evidence also shows that electors did not see Brown as being particularly liberal. In 

another poll, taken in early September, only eight percent of those who said they would 

not vote for Brown gave his being too liberal as the reason.62 The issues where Brown 

clearly did take a strongly progressive position were not necessarily those voters 

considered important. For example, in the October California Poll, the environment 

                                                 
62 Ibid, 9 September 1982: 10 
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rated sixth in a list of the issues people were concerned about, with 61 percent of 

respondents rating it of great importance.63 Of those people, 49 percent said they would 

vote for Brown, compared to 41 percent for Wilson. The danger of nuclear war rated 

ninth, with voters concerned about the issue favouring Brown strongly, 62 to 27 

percent. 

 

The strong preference for Wilson on the reasons, ‘Opponent not up to the job’ and 

‘Don’t like opponent at all,’ show the extent to which Brown’s personality cost him 

votes. At a time when the electorate had apparently turned to the right, Brown’s 

platform included traditional-sounding liberal policies, whatever commentators may 

have said about his neo-liberal credentials. He antagonised business, he attacked 

Reaganomics, he advocated delaying tax cuts and promoted government spending, and 

he won the support of unions, minorities and environmentalists. Through all this, the 

electorate said it was not concerned that he was too liberal.  

 

In 1984, Brown would comment on “the concerted effort of conservatives to structure 

the political thinking and action of the United States,”64 and argue that politicians 

needed ‘permission’ to argue for progressive policies.65 However, the conclusion to be 

drawn from the exit polling results was that Brown’s record, and not his liberalism, cost 

him the election. This leaves open the question of whether a majority of Californians 

might otherwise still have been prepared to send a liberal candidate to the United States 

Senate that year. 

 

Tom Bradley’s 1982 campaign for governor of California 

 

At the time of his 1982 campaign for Governor, Los Angeles Mayor Tom Bradley was 

considered the first African American candidate since Reconstruction with a genuine 

chance of winning a state gubernatorial contest. Ultimately, he would lose narrowly to 

Republican George Deukmejian, giving rise to a good deal of analysis. The two most 

popular reasons given in the aftermath were racial factors and the outpouring of 

conservative voters drawn to the polls by the gun control initiative, Proposition 15.66 

                                                 
63 This and the following figures come from Mervyn D. Field, California Poll, The Field Institute, 
released 8 October 1982 
64 World Policy Journal, op. cit: 872-873 
65 Ibid: 872 
66 See, for example, Robert Staples, “Tom Bradley’s defeat: The impact of racial symbols on political 
campaigns,” The Black Scholar, vol. 13, no. 6, Fall 1982. In a study of Bradley’s defeat, Sonenshein 
asserted that Proposition 15 hurt Bradley, but that the racial factor was debatable (see Raphael J. 



252 

Examining the campaign challenges these assumptions. Race and gun control may not 

have played the part with which they are credited. On the other hand, two other, little 

discussed factors stand out as influencing the outcome, taxation policy and the 

environment. The first part of this examination shows that Bradley was more liberal 

than sometimes given credit, and that this had both benefits and drawbacks for him.  

 

Bradley was initially described as a conservative Democrat. Liberals had been 

disappointed with some of his actions while Mayor of Los Angeles, particular his 

stance on bussing,67 while black and Jewish voters in Los Angeles were also 

underwhelmed by his performances.68 Sonenshein has stated that Bradley’s positions 

and style made him a moderate to conservative Democrat,69 and another commentator, 

Robert Staples, said of Bradley, “He was the perfect candidate for a conservative era.”70 

Some newspapers agreed. The San Jose Mercury News claimed after the televised 

debate that Bradley had avoided taking any positions that might be deemed liberal; that 

he was divorcing himself from traditional Democratic and liberal values.71 The Fresno 

Bee described him as a “quiet pragmatist,”72 while the San Francisco Examiner 

suggested that he was acceptable to at least some moderate to conservative voters.73  

 

To some extent, these observers missed the impact of Bradley’s liberal policies. Other 

sources saw Bradley as being “a moderate liberal” (William Schneider in the Los 

Angeles Times)74 and “a liberal” (the Economist).75 In July 1981 a Los Angeles Times 

poll showed that 40 percent of Californian voters viewed Bradley as a liberal.76 Two 

months before the election a poll showed that eleven percent of voters would not 

                                                                                                                                               
Sonenshein, “Can Black Candidates Win Statewide Elections?” Political Science Quarterly, vol. 105, 
Summer 1990: especially pp 220 and 228). On the other hand, Pettigrew and Alston state a number of 
factors influenced the outcome: Jerry Brown’s concurrent campaign; different turnouts for conservative 
versus liberal and moderate voters; proposition 15; the racial strategy adopted by Bradley; and racism 
among voters (see Thomas F. Pettigrew and Denise A. Alston, Tom Bradley’s Campaigns for Governor: 
The Dilemma of Race and Political Strategies, Joint Centre for Political Studies, Washington, D.C., 
U.S.A., 1988: 52). It is suggested in this thesis that the 1982 gubernatorial election was so close a 
number of factors must come into play, but Bradley’s greater-than-stated liberalism was one.
67 California Journal, January 1981: 11 
68 Los Angeles Times, 25 November 1982 and Sonenshein, “Black Candidates:” 232-33, 234 
69 Sonenshein, “Black Candidates:” 235. According to Sonenshein, the fact of Bradley being black meant 
voters thought of him as being more liberal than his record warranted (see Sonenshein, “Black 
Candidates:” 234). 
70 Staples, “Tom Bradley’s defeat:” 41. A subsequent political science article stated Bradley campaigned 
as a moderate (see Jack Citrin, Donald Philip Green and David O. Sears, “White Reactions to Black 
Candidates: When Does Race Matter? Public Opinion Quarterly, vol. 54, 1990: 77). 
71 San Jose Mercury News, 1 October 1982: 6B 
72 Fresno Bee, editorial, 13 October 1982 
73 San Francisco Examiner, 17 October 1982: B10 
74 Los Angeles Times, 20 June 1982: V1 
75 The Economist, 18 April 1981: 32 
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support Bradley because he was too liberal, compared to five percent who would not 

vote for Deukmejian because he was a conservative.77 The same poll showed that 

Bradley was supported by 80 percent of those voters identifying themselves as ‘strongly 

liberal.’78 His support decreased to 72 percent among those identifying as ‘moderately 

liberal,’ and decreased progressively through each category to ‘strongly conservative.’79 

Hence, many people viewed Bradley as a liberal, and his actions through the 1982 

campaign gave this some foundation. In summation, Bradley’s 1982 policy positions 

were liberal enough for him to be included in this study (his longer-term positions are 

not being considered here).  

 

Assessments that Bradley ran as a moderate to conservative were based, inter alia, on 

claims he gave “strong and clear support” to the death penalty and was not strongly 

pro-environment.80 Yet Bradley did take some decidedly liberal positions in 1981-82, 

even on these issues. In 1981 he had urged Hispanic and African America voters to act 

together to preserve minority rights threatened by Reagan – affirmative action 

programs, bilingual education and the Voting Rights Act.81 On radio during the 1982 

campaign, Bradley criticised Deukmejian for his policies on women’s issues and his 

opposition to the nuclear freeze movement.82 At times, he also appeared less friendly to 

business than many claimed, having to defend himself to agricultural interests for his 

support of Cesar Chavez, a leading minority organised labour figure.83

 

Bradley had opposed the “Victims’ Bill of Rights” on the June ballot, and he had 

supported Chief Justice Bird;84 both positions were the more liberal choice. His 1982 

campaign material spoke of fighting crime by increasing police budgets and starting 

programs to fight gang violence.85 It did not mention the death penalty, and although 

this may have been because Bradley did not wish to antagonise liberals with overt 

support, equally it shows he was not courting conservatives. During the televised 

debate with Deukmejian in late October, Bradley did not say he supported the death 

                                                                                                                                               
76 Los Angeles Times, 26 July 1981 
77 San Francisco Chronicle, 8 September 1982: 10 
78 Ibid: 10 
79 Ibid: 10 
80 See, for example, Sonenshein, “Black Candidates:” 233, 235 
81 Los Angeles Times, 21 March 1981: 26 
82 Ibid, 26 September 1982: 3 
83 Ibid, 25 September 1982: II3. Bradley was also criticised for abandoning his support for Chavez (see 
San Jose Mercy News, 1 October 1982: 6B). 
84 Los Angeles Times, 20 June 1982: V1. According to a Deukmejian advertisement, Bradley served as 
Honorary State Chairman to retain Rose Bird on the Supreme Court (see Deukmejian advertisement, 
Ibid, 29 October 1982). 
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penalty.86 Instead, he sidestepped the issue by saying that the death penalty was the law 

and he would vigorously enforce it.87 When Deukmejian challenged him by saying that 

Brown too had claimed to support the death penalty but effectively neutered it by 

appointing judges who were opposed,88 Bradley had the chance to state firmly his 

support, but he did not. Days before the election Deukmejian ran advertisements saying 

Bradley opposed the death penalty;89 there is no evidence Bradley refuted this, though 

perhaps he did not have the time. Finally, Bradley supported the gun control initiative, a 

move the Times called “an act of political courage”90 but one that also put Bradley 

firmly on the liberal side. 

 

It was perhaps inevitable that the issues of race and crime would be linked. If anything, 

the Los Angeles Times started this, worrying before the campaign had begun, “The fact 

that he is black may lead many voters, who are not racists, to question whether Bradley 

will be ‘tough enough’ on the law-and-order issue.”91 Certainly, crime was an important 

issue for many voters, and it undoubtedly hurt Bradley. According to the Times exit 

poll, respondents from both major parties stated that crime was the issue that most 

concerned them.92 Fifty-two percent of Republicans and 39 percent of Democrats said 

the issue had been most important in determining their vote. The Chronicle declared 

Bradley did not accord crime the same attention as did Deukmejian,93 and the 

September California Poll showed that twenty-one percent supported Deukmejian for 

his stand on crime compared to seven percent for Bradley.94 The Chronicle’s exit poll 

for the November election showed that 27 percent of voters supported Deukmejian 

because of his stance on crime, compared to just sixteen percent for Bradley.95  

 

Bradley’s statements on taxation appear to have been overlooked, yet they undoubtedly 

sounded liberal to many voters. Deukmejian attacked Bradley on the issue, particularly 

late in the campaign, claiming repeatedly that Bradley would raise taxes before cutting 

into welfare and health programs.96 Deukmejian had been making this accusation 

                                                                                                                                               
85 Tom Bradley campaign flier, Institute of Government Studies, UC Berkeley 
86 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 27 October 1982: 11 
87 Ibid: 11 
88 Ibid: 11 
89 For example, Los Angeles Times, 29 October 1982 
90 Ibid, 10 September 1982: II10. The Times had a clear bias on gun control – see chapter thirteen. 
91 Ibid, 20 June 1982:  V6 
92 This and the following figures are from Ibid, 3 November 1982: 14 
93 Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, 24 October 1982: 6 
94 California Poll, released 9 September 1982 
95 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982:  B 
96 Deukmejian advertisement, Los Angeles Times, 29 October 1982 and Ibid, 30 October 1982:  II1 
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throughout the campaign,97 but only came up with this specific Bradley quote less than 

a week before the election. During the campaign for the general election, Bradley stated 

he would cut expenditure but that new taxes would be considered “if they prove to be 

necessary.”98 He had also opposed the tax-cutting measures on the June 1982 ballot.99 

The San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, while supporting Bradley, summarised his 

position on the issue by quoting him saying that he did not want to “offer false hope” 

on tax increases.100 More interesting was his statement in the same article: “Programs 

are important, and they have to be funded,”101 which suggested he was not shying away 

from taking liberal positions.  

 

Examining the headlines in the major papers shows that tax was the issue receiving 

most attention at the end of the campaign. Between the twenty-first of October and the 

election, the Times and the Chronicle each ran four major stories on the gubernatorial 

campaign. Three of these – one in the Chronicle and two in the Times – were issue-

oriented. In each, the headline mentioned taxes and the main reporting was on 

Deukmejian’s accusations against Bradley on the issue.102 Exactly one week before the 

election, during a televised debate with Deukmejian, Bradley was questioned about the 

state’s finances, in particular dealing with the expected deficit. For a politician with a 

reputation for very careful, and conservative, public statements his admission seems 

surprising: 
I’m not going to lie to you or to the people and say that never in my administration or 

never in the first year will I propose or support a tax increase. It may be necessary. And if 

it is, you may be sure I’ll have no hesitation to do it.103

 

A poll taken over the following weekend showed Bradley with a reduced lead of 49 to 

42 percent.104 Three days later he lost 48 to 49 percent. This slide in the polls is telling 

in light of the fact that Bradley made his most clear statement on raising taxes late in 

the campaign at the same time as Deukmejian pressed the point that Bradley would 

support welfare programs even if it meant tax increases.  

                                                 
97 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 27 October 1982: 11 
98 Los Angeles Times, 21 October 1982: 20 
99 San Francisco Chronicle, 23 October 1982: 6 
100 San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, 24 October 1982: 6 
101 Ibid: 6 
102 Los Angeles Times, 21 October 1982: 20 and 30 October 1982 and San Francisco Chronicle, 23 
October 1982: 8 
103 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 27 October 1982: 11 
104 Los Angeles Times, 1 November 1982: 3 
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There is no real way to determine the exact effect this late emphasis on the tax issue 

had, apart from the exit-polling data and this lacks comparability. In the Los Angeles 

Times exit poll on the gubernatorial contest, eight percent of Democrats nominated 

taxes as determining their vote, while sixteen percent of Republicans said the same.105 

The Chronicle exit poll shows that eight percent of those who voted for Bradley did so 

in part because of his stand on taxes and government spending while eleven percent of 

Deukmejian’s supporters nominated the same reason.106 However, the two categories, 

taxes and government expenditure, were lumped together and since Bradley had 

promised to cut government expenditure, this may have increased the number who 

nominated this category as a reason for supporting him.  

 

Bradley also reached out to environmentalists, promising to fund research into 

alternatives to oil and noting he helped stop drilling along the Pacific Coast.107 This was 

not enough to get the unqualified support of the environmental movement,108 but there 

the evidence suggests that the environment issue played a greater part in Bradley’s vote 

than in Brown’s, even though Brown had the stronger pro-environmental record. This 

was partly because environmentalists realised that the governor of the state could do 

more to affect environmental policy than could a member of the minority party in the 

Senate, and partly Bradley’s opponent was seen as more anti-environment than was 

Brown’s. Deukmejian was accused of having dismantled the environmental protection 

section of the state’s Department of Justice while serving as attorney general.109 Bradley 

attacked Deukmejian on the issue of coastal protection throughout the campaign. He 

singled Deukmejian out for supporting Watt’s program for off-shore oil drilling (one of 

Bradley’s radio commercials declared “The record shows there is no discernible 

difference between James Watt and George Deukmejian.”110) and he accused 

Deukmejian of advocating a “wholesale giveaway” of the Californian coastline.111

 

Bradley also campaigned on behalf of Proposition 4, the provisions to protect Lake 

Tahoe. While not directly working with environmental groups, Bradley therefore 

established a pro-environmental record during the campaign, further defining himself as 

                                                 
105 Ibid, 3 November 1982: 14 
106 This and the following figures come from San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
107 Tom Bradley campaign flier, Institute of Government Studies, UC Berkeley 
108 Sacramento Bee, 16 September 1982: B10. There was concern within conservation groups over 
Bradley’s attempts to court business, and for his part Bradley refused to endorse the major environmental 
initiatives. 
109 San Francisco Chronicle, 23 September 1982: 10 
110 Los Angeles Times, 17 October 1982: 28 
111 San Francisco Chronicle, 23 September 1982: 10 
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a liberal candidate. Business donations provide further evidence of the relative 

environmental commitment of each candidate. Deukmejian received five times the 

donations from oil companies.112  

 

A geographical interpretation of the vote and a comparison between the two major 

Democratic candidates shows how well Bradley’s environmental pitch worked. Table 

9.2 compares the votes recorded by Bradley and Brown in California’s sixteen coastal 

counties. The figures in bold type in the Bradley column show the counties where he 

not only ran ahead of Brown but also defeated Deukmejian. It can be seen that in most 

coastal counties, Bradley ran further ahead of Brown than was the state average. 

 

 

Table 9.2: Comparison of the vote for Tom Bradley and Jerry Brown in coastal 
counties 

 
County Bradley vote (%) Brown vote (%) Difference 

(percentage points) 
 

Del Norte 44.9 31.8 13.1 
Humboldt 50.4 41.0 9.4 
Los Angeles 52.3 50.8 1.5 
Marin 53.2 45.8 7.4 
Mendocino 48.3 42.1 6.2 
Monterey 48.8 41.7 7.1 
Orange 36.7 31.1 5.6 
San Diego 44.6 39.1 5.5 
San Francisco 66.5 67.3 - 0.8 
San Luis Obispo 45.0 35.3 9.7 
San Mateo 50.5 47.0 2.5 
Santa Barbara 49.6 41.6 8.0 
Santa Cruz 57.1 48.4 8.7 
Sonoma 51.2 43.2 8.0 
Ventura 42.4 37.2 5.2 
Yuba 47.1 40.3 6.8 
    
State average 48.1 44.8 3.7 
 

Notes to table 9.2:  
Figures in bold represent counties where Bradley also defeated Deukmejian. 

 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

statewide summary by county

 
Using different data gives similar results: in fourteen of the forty-five congressional 

districts Bradley’s vote was more than five percentage points higher than Brown’s. 

                                                 
112 Los Angeles Times, 29 October 1982: 20 
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Nine of these were coastal districts. The Chronicle exit poll showed seven percent 

support for Bradley because of his environmental policy, compared to Deukmejian’s 

three percent.113 These are not high figures, but the evidence indicates that 

environmental issues worked well for Bradley, and may have been a more important 

factor in his vote than is usually ascribed. Although environmental organisations did 

not support Bradley strongly, it is nonetheless true that Bradley actively appealed to 

voters who were liberal on environmental issues and that they responded. This also 

demands that Bradley be seen as being more liberal than he was subsequently credited.  

 

Another measure of Bradley’s conservatism can be found in his funding. Sonenshein 

noted that from 1973 to 1982 Bradley had increasingly replaced campaign funds from 

liberals with funds from business.114 Like Deukmejian, the bulk of Bradley’s money in 

1982 came in contributions of over $5000.115 However, business, especially agriculture, 

gave much greater contributions to Deukmejian than to Bradley in 1982, while 

organised labour contributions favoured Bradley116 (the national AFL-CIO pledged 

money and manpower to the Los Angeles mayor117). In relative terms, contributors saw 

Bradley as the liberal candidate. Willens also noted that prior to the Democrat primaries 

donations from liberal sources to Bradley’s potential rival candidates slowed 

considerably as soon as Bradley announced he was running.118

 

Almost all California’s newspapers supported Bradley’s pitch. The Times, in 

accordance with its policy of not making endorsements for Governor, Senator or 

President, did not endorse Bradley, but remained a strong supporter.119 Most of the most 

liberal papers reluctantly agreed that Bradley was the better alternative. An exception to 

this tepid support came from the Herald Examiner. Praising Bradley’s handling of the 

effects of Proposition 13 in 1978, the paper sharply criticised both Deukmejian’s 

campaign tactics and his policies, saying, “We… have substantive disagreements with 

                                                 
113 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
114 Sonenshein, “Black Candidates:” 231 
115 San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, 3 October 1982: B4 
116 Ibid: B4 
117 Los Angeles Times, 17 February 1982: 30 
118 California Journal, January 1981: 11 
119 The Times had close and long-standing ties with Bradley. The paper had backed Bradley in his 
unsuccessful run for mayor in 1969 and again when he was successful in 1973 (see Davis, City of 
Quartz: 127). In the 1980s, the Times was described as Bradley’s “most enthusiastic downtown 
supporter” (see California Magazine, January 1987: 87). In January 1981, an unnamed city official went 
as far as claiming that the Times had a vested interest in keeping Bradley mayor and buried unfavourable 
news about his administration (see California Journal, January 1981: 11). 
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Deukmejian’s... tendency to stress cuts in social services, above anything else, as a 

method of balancing the budget...”120

 

Despite this support, Bradley was defeated – by less than one hundred thousand votes 

out of more than seven and a half million cast, or 1.2 percentage points.121 Some 

commentators suggested that the narrow margin of Bradley’s defeat might be attributed 

to racially-motivated voting. This has been studied elsewhere but cannot be overlooked 

here. In order not to repeat previous studies, examination of the racial factor will 

concentrate on the way it was reported in the liberal press rather than how it affected 

the vote. 

 

Concern in the liberal press about the potential for the issue of race to derail Bradley’s 

gubernatorial campaign began even when Bradley’s candidacy was still speculation. As 

early as January 1981 California Journal noted that Bradley’s likely opponents, 

Deukmejian and Lieutenant Governor Mike Curb, were “both masters at the buzz-word 

game” that would play to conservative, racially-motivated voters.122  

 

The first major article on Bradley as a potential candidate for governor was published in 

California Journal in January 1981, and the heading immediately raised the issue of 

race.123 The article noted that race was one of two obstacles Bradley faced in his bid for 

the Governor’s mansion, the other being the general conservative climate.124 Just after 

the June 1982 primaries, the Times ran a story under a banner claiming that race would 

be an important issue in the gubernatorial campaign,125 but then used political 

consultant William Schneider to try to downplay the issue by claiming Bradley was, 
reassuring, not threatening... He is solidly respectable, and his values are resolutely middle 

class. Whites can feel about Bradley, as they often do not about most blacks, that he is ‘just 

like us.’ And therefore, whites can feel perfectly safe, and perhaps a little noble, about 

voting for him.126

                                                 
120 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 26 October 1982: 10 
121 “The 1982 National Vote,” Congressional Quarterly, 19 February 1982: 387. Reports in the days and 
months after the election regularly stated that Bradley lost by 50 000 votes, or less than one percentage 
point. The official margin was 93 345 votes. 
122 California Journal, January 1981: 10. Former congresswoman Yvonne Braithwaite Burke believed she 
had been defeated by Deukmejian four years earlier in their race for attorney general because of the use 
of racial symbols, especially based on the death penalty issue (see Staples, “Tom Bradley’s defeat:” 41). 
Staples also suggested that Deukmejian used subtle racial messages in his campaign. 
123 California Journal, January 1981: 10 
124 Ibid: 10 
125 Los Angeles Times, 20 June 1982: V1 
126 Ibid: V1 
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In September, the Times again tried to reassure voters, admitting that Bradley’s race 

may well undermine his efforts, but quoting political scientist Charles P. Henry saying 

that Bradley’s ideology should make him acceptable to whites.127  

 

Two months before the general election a campaign poll showed six percent of voters 

would not support Bradley because of his race or because he would favour African 

Americans.128 Yet in the aftermath of his loss many commentators cited racism as being 

the cause of Bradley’s defeat.129 Sonenshein concluded that Bradley was harmed 

politically by race in the 1982 election,130 but also noted other studies have contended 

that race was not the deciding factor.131 Interestingly, of the twenty most conservative 

congressional districts in the state in 1982 Bradley recorded a higher vote than Jerry 

Brown recorded in eighteen and recorded the same percentage in one.132

 

John Van de Kamp’s campaign for Attorney General 

 

Los Angeles District Attorney John Van de Kamp’s campaign for the position of state 

Attorney General was a lower profile effort, yet it was nonetheless quite significant. 

Many contemporary commentators, ranging across the political spectrum from Tom 

Hayden to the state’s most prominent law-and-order conservative, right-wing 

Republican state senator H.L. Richardson, agreed that the law-and-order issue was 

going to be pivotal in the 1982 elections.133 By this time there was a widespread 

                                                 
127 Ibid, 26 September 1982: 19. To some extent, race may have also helped Bradley. A ‘prominent 
Democratic attorney’ claimed liberals had a guilt complex about Bradley and were willing to settle for 
him because they did not want to oppose a black candidate (see California Journal, January 1981: 12). 
128 San Francisco Chronicle, 8 September 1982: 10 
129 This began two days after the election, when African-American leaders, including Bradley himself, 
claimed race had cost him the election (see San Francisco Chronicle, 4 November 1982:  4). Later, 
Robert Staples, analysing the election in the Black Scholar, claimed, “it is extremely difficult to imagine 
anything other than the racial factor contributing to [Bradley’s] defeat” (see Staples, “Tom Bradley’s 
defeat:” 43). Although Staples conceded that Bradley’s rejection by white voters was partially offset by 
gains from a higher minority vote than a Democrat would normally get, he believed the anti-black vote 
may have been as high as 25 percent (see ibid). However, the Times concluded that race may have helped 
Bradley more than hindered him (see Los Angeles Times, 3 November 1982: 14). In a direct 
contradiction of Staples, who asserted that Deukmejian had deliberately and consistently used racial 
symbols against Bradley, the Times also claimed, “Both candidates avoided capitalizing on the race issue 
in their contest” (see Ibid: 14). 
130 Sonenshein, “Black Candidates:” 234. Sonenshein used as evidence such facts as that Bradley 
received 200 000 less votes than McCarthy, running for the lieutenant-governor’s position as a liberal 
against the death penalty (see Ibid: 234). 
131 Ibid: 220 
132 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote
133 See, for example, Los Angeles Times, 20 June 1982: V1 and V6 on Bradley’s campaign. In 
September 1981, California Journal noted that 600 crime-related bills had already been introduced that 
session (see California Journal, September 1981: 333). In the June 1982 primaries Proposition 8 – a 
collection of measures promoted as ‘getting tough on crime’ and labelled the “Victims’ Bill of Rights” – 
had been passed with a sizable margin. 
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perception that to be seen as liberal in the law-and-order debate was politically 

untenable, and conservatives spent a good deal of time attempting to brand their 

opponents as “soft-on-crime.” Since the campaign for attorney general was fought more 

on the law-and-order issue than any other state-wide office, and since conservatives 

seemed to be controlling the debate, it might have been expected that in 1982 the office 

would be won by a candidate with strong conservative views. The outgoing attorney 

general, George Deukmejian, fit that description, as did the 1982 Republican candidate 

George Nicholson. In October, California Journal had claimed that the question that 

could decide the contest was “Can a liberal be elected attorney general?”134 Nicholson 

expected to win by contrasting his conservatism with what he would portray as Van de 

Kamp’s liberalism. Yet Van de Kamp was able to portray Nicholson as being too far to 

the right and of being less competent,135 and in the end Van de Kamp won an 

overwhelming victory. The reasons for his success will be examined here. 

 

The first of several questions to be asked about Van de Kamp’s run for office in 1982 

are, is how liberal was he, and how liberal was he portrayed during the campaign? 

Nicholson accused his opponent of being a liberal who was soft on criminals whenever 

he could. He attacked Van de Kamp on four specific points, all under the umbrella of 

the crime issue. Van de Kamp had opposed Proposition 8 in June,136 he had opposed the 

re-introduction of the death penalty in California in 1977 and was believed to oppose it 

still,137 he was identified as supporting the unpopular gun control initiative and he was 

against efforts to recall Chief Justice Rose Bird. Each of these positions put Van de 

Kamp among a minority of Californians and clearly defined him as a liberal. As noted 

above, California Journal referred to Van de Kamp as a ‘liberal,’ and newspapers such 

as the San Francisco Chronicle habitually did so.138 The label was implicit in other 

sources. One paper noted, “Van de Kamp recognizes that crime has many causes – 

including poverty and social disruption – and therefore many solutions...”139  

 

Van de Kamp was helped to an early lead in the polls by his higher name recognition in 

Los Angeles, where he was the district attorney. In the August California Poll, 

                                                 
134 Ibid, October 1982: 361 
135 San Francisco Examiner, 29 September 1982: B1, Los Angeles Times, 18 October 1982: 17, San 
Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
136 See footnote 133. 
137 For example, Van de Kamp told a lawyers’ convention in mid-1982, “too much time has been wasted 
trying to make the death penalty work. It is not the magic pill that has turned around the crime issue” (see 
Los Angeles Times, 1 July 1982: 23). 
138 See, for example, San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
139 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 27 October 1982: 10 
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conducted before the campaign proper began, Van de Kamp led Nicholson by 30 to 20 

percent, with 50 percent undecided.140 In the last poll, taken a few days before the 

election, Nicholson had barely improved his support to 26 percent while Van de Kamp 

was the choice of 49 percent of the voters.141 Although a large portion of the undecided 

voters from this last poll went for Nicholson in the election, he had no chance of 

overtaking his opponent. As the campaign progressed, and each candidate received 

further exposure, it was the more liberal candidate who advanced in the polls. This 

raises another question. Since being liberal was, apparently, a drawback at the time, 

particularly running for a law-enforcement office, how did one of the most liberal 

Democratic candidates for statewide office buck the perceived trend? 

 

Perhaps the most important reason was in the nature of the campaign itself. Compared 

to other campaigns, the contest for attorney general did not receive much paid 

television coverage. Although some television commercials were aired they were 

relatively few. Each candidate spent about $800 000 campaigning for the general 

election, compared to the $17 million spent by the two candidates for governor.142 

Nicholson simply did not have the financial resources to mount a major paid television 

campaign to carry his attacks on Van de Kamp to a widespread audience. This was 

surprising, given the apparent conservative ascendancy and the stakes involved. 

 

To some extent, Van de Kamp campaigned as a conservative. Quoting specific 

incidents when he had refused to prosecute three cases of alleged police brutality in Los 

Angeles, the Sacramento Bee claimed that his “cautious style has sometimes been a 

liability.”143 Undoubtedly, the approach helped him garner endorsements from police 

organisations, something he did successfully. These endorsements, including one from 

the conservative California Police Officers’ Association, allowed Van de Kamp to 

counter Nicholson’s charges about his law-and-order credentials,144 but the failure to 

make the police more accountable may well have lost him some liberal and minority 

support.  

 

                                                 
140 San Francisco Chronicle, 11 September 1982: 6 
141 Ibid, 1 November 1982: 2 
142 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: 3 and Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American 
politics 1984: 79 
143 Sacramento Bee, 18 October 1982: B6 
144 Van de Kamp had been a member of the ACLU – seen by law-and-order advocates as the epitome of 
an obstructionist liberal organisation – and Nicholson tried to use that membership for its negative 
political value. However, when the ACLU pursued the police brutality cases Van de Kamp was quick to 
make public the fact that his refusal to prosecute put him at odds with the organisation. 
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At other times, Van de Kamp avoided being too closely identified with the liberal 

positions he took. For example, during the June primaries, he delayed making his 

position on Proposition 8 public until less than a week before the primary election, even 

though this disappointed liberals.145 As a result, he was perhaps not remembered as 

having been an enthusiastic opponent. Van de Kamp’s June opposition became even 

less relevant when, after a surprise move in September, the state Supreme Court upheld 

Proposition 8 (chapter nine examines this further). He was then able to turn the decision 

to his own advantage, immediately holding a press conference where he claimed that 

the measure was going to cost up to $3.5 billion over the next five years with no extra 

revenue source to fund it. He also said that the courts would become logged with 

criminal cases, cutting down on their availability for civil cases.146 Raising the spectre 

of increased taxes or deficits undoubtedly struck a chord with moderate to conservative 

voters, and further defused the issue for Van de Kamp.  

 

Potentially more damaging to Van de Kamp was his stance on the death penalty, and in 

fact his election as a candidate opposed to the death penalty seems remarkable. In part, 

Van de Kamp neutralised the issue by claiming that whatever his personal feelings he 

had consistently enforced the death penalty. His press secretary declared that one third 

of prisoners under sentence of death in California were there because of Van de 

Kamp.147 When Nicholson pointed out that the claim was inconsistent he was not able 

to make the charge stick. Otherwise, Van de Kamp simply avoided the issue, and 

members of Nicholson’s staff were unable to produce any statements showing his 

support.148  

 

Van de Kamp had another problem because of his association with the gun control 

measure, Proposition 15. Although he avoided publicly declaring support, he had 

clearly stated his opinion that the spread of handguns must be stopped.149 In the 

prevailing political climate, this was risky. The head of the Gunowners of California, 

H.L. Richardson, threatened to give $100 000 to Nicholson, and said of his 

                                                 
145 See, for example, Sacramento Bee, 30 May 1982: F2 
146 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 3 September 1982: 12 
147 Ibid, 28 October 1982: 3 
148 The evidence that Van de Kamp opposed the death penalty was there but often in sources arcane to 
the public. For example, California Journal quoted him as saying “I’ve just always had serious 
considerations because the evidence isn’t in whether [capital punishment] is a deterrent” (see California 
Journal, September 1982: 362). A week before the election, in an article concentrating on the issue, the 
Los Angeles Herald Examiner claimed that Van de Kamp was “philosophically opposed to the death 
penalty” but offered no evidence (see Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 28 October 1982: 3). 
149 Van de Kamp expressed the opinion in an article in the Los Angeles Times. The details are discussed 
in chapter twelve. 
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organisation’s membership, “that’s 160 000 votes against Van de Kamp.”150 It was 

probably the case that the Proposition 15 campaign itself, and Tom Bradley’s support 

for the initiative, drew some of the attention and financial opposition away from Van de 

Kamp. Nevertheless, Van de Kamp had clearly taken the liberal and minority position 

on this contentious issue but did not suffer undue damage. 

 

When linked with the controversial (and liberal) Chief Justice Bird, Van de Kamp tried 

to avoid an outright defence of the judge. However, he did speak out against the recall 

efforts being organised by conservatives and tried to move the issue from the Court’s 

records to one of political interference, saying: “I feel decisions about judges should 

never be based on politics, but on integrity and competency.”151 This approach also 

seemed to find favour.  

 

Van de Kamp avoided letting Nicholson focus solely on law-and-order issues by 

emphasising the environmental and consumer protection roles of the Attorney 

General’s office.152 Even though these were liberal policies in terms of offering an 

increased role of government, moderate voters approved.153 Van de Kamp insisted that 

as Attorney General he would punish breaches of environmental laws, and he accused 

Deukmejian, the immediate past Attorney General, of having emasculated the Justice 

Department’s environmental unit.154 He promised to use the powers of the office to 

counter efforts to allow oil drilling off the California coast and to tax oil companies 

$250 million to pay for 500 more police.155 Nicholson cited these moves as evidence 

that Van de Kamp was siding with “environmental extremists,”156 and the latter 

measure in particular must be read as a liberal notion. However, it became clear that 

Nicholson was misreading public opinion on environmental matters in California. He 

put himself in the difficult position of having to either declare his support for the very 

unpopular idea of coastal oil exploration or cede the argument to Van de Kamp. 

 

                                                 
150 California Journal, September 1982: 363 
151 Ibid: 362 
152 For instance, when the San Francisco Examiner covered a debate between the two candidates, it 
reported that “[Van de Kamp] conceded that he viewed the attorney general’s role as more than that of a 
prosecutor” (see San Francisco Examiner, 29 September 1982: B9). 
153 This was shown in an endorsement from the Mercury News saying that, 

Van de Kamp... will take a more balanced approach to the multifarious duties of the 
attorney general than George Nicholson, who, unfortunately, projects the image of an 
unbending, single-minded zealot (see San Jose Mercury News, 31 October 1982: 6G). 

154 Carl Irving, “Attorney general race gets heated,” San Francisco Examiner, 29 September 1982: B9 
155 San Francisco Chronicle, 21 September 1982: 10. According to Van de Kamp the tax would increase 
Californian oil by just 25 cents a barrel, a cost to be passed on to the consumer. 
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Van de Kamp’s emphasis on the environmental protection powers of the office was an 

astute move that did more to win him the support of moderate voters than any other 

stance, as the following shows. Of the fifteen counties in California that share part of 

the coastline, Van de Kamp won twelve. The only exceptions were the two most 

southern, Orange and San Diego, and Del Norte, the northern-most. The three counties 

which would be most affected by offshore drilling were Los Angeles, Ventura and 

Santa Barbara. Table 9.3 shows the Democratic registration and vote in the major 

contests in these counties. 

 

 

Table 9.3 Comparison by selected county of the vote for John Van de Kamp, Tom 
Bradley and the district’s Democratic congressional candidates

 
County Democratic 

registration 
(%) 

Vote for Van 
de Kamp 

(%) 

Vote for 
Bradley 

(%) 

Vote for 
Brown 

(%) 

Vote for the 
Democratic 

congressional 
candidate (%) 

 
Los Angeles 58.4 61.5 52.3 50.8 55.0 

 
Santa Barbara 46.3 52.3 49.6 41.6 35.3 

 
Ventura 46.3 53.2 42.4 37.2 28.9 

 
 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

statewide summary by county

 

 

The figures in table 9.3 show the extent to which Van de Kamp benefited from his 

stance on drilling. In Ventura County, Democratic registration led Republican by 4.8 

percent but Van de Kamp’s margin over Nicholson was almost eight percent. In Santa 

Barbara County, Democratic registration had an 8.1 percent margin over Republican 

but Van de Kamp’s winning margin was almost eleven percent. This does not hold true 

for the state as a whole. Statewide Democratic registration was eighteen percentage 

points greater than Republican (53.2 percent to 34.9 percent). Van de Kamp beat 

Nicholson by almost twelve percentage points. That is, his margin across the state ran 

almost six percent behind the margin of Democratic voter registration, but was well 

ahead of Democratic registration in the vital coastal counties. With the exception of 

                                                                                                                                               
156 Ibid, 3 November 1982: 3 
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Bradley’s result in Santa Barbara, Van de Kamp was the only major, statewide 

Democratic candidate to run ahead of Democratic registration in these counties.  

 

Some factor (or factors), which was not present in the state as a whole influenced the 

vote toward Van de Kamp in these counties. Neither Ventura County nor Santa Barbara 

County could be seen as being liberal,157 therefore it seems unlikely that the strong 

showing by Van de Kamp could have come from the law-and-order issue, where he was 

the more liberal of the two candidates. The more likely explanation is that his 

environmental stance attracted voters.  

 

Interestingly, in these three counties, Van de Kamp ran ahead of both Brown and 

Bradley (Los Angeles gave Van de Kamp his margin of victory158), although they too 

opposed offshore drilling and even though Van de Kamp was at least as liberal. This 

suggests that factors other than their respective liberalism were determinants. These 

overriding factors included Brown’s personal popularity and Bradley’s race (see 

above). However, this does not discount the role of environmentalism. Sacramento was 

seen as a better place to protect the environment than Washington, which helps explain 

why Brown’s environmental credentials were of less value on this issue. Although, as 

argued above, Bradley did campaign on environmental policies, he was not as pro-

environment as was Van de Kamp. Further, it is possible that some of those who voted 

against Bradley voted for Van de Kamp as insurance; to have someone opposed to 

drilling in a senior position in Sacramento. 

 

The major liberal papers were a great help to Van de Kamp in setting the agenda of the 

campaign. In endorsing him, the Los Angeles Times made note of his record on criminal 

prosecutions and emphasised his competence.159 Through the course of the campaign, 

Nicholson gave his opponent and the papers ammunition to use in the integrity and 

competency issues and this became an essential aspect of the campaign. More than half 

the Times’s endorsement editorial was devoted to criticism of Nicholson’s record and 

                                                 
157 Both counties gave very large margins to the ‘No’ vote on the gun control initiative. Ventura County 
actually rejected the nuclear freeze initiative and while the freeze passed in Santa Barbara, it was the only 
county in southern California to give a majority to the conservative position on Proposition 14. 
158 Van de Kamp’s statewide winning margin was 873 957 votes and Los Angeles provided 581 052 of 
these. His winning percentage there was 61.5 compared to 50.3 statewide. 
159 Los Angeles Times, 21 October 1982: II6 



267 

his campaign tactics, and similar sentiments were expressed by most of the state’s 

major newspapers.160  

 

It is necessary to look well to the right along the spectrum of California’s newspapers 

before reaching an endorsement for Nicholson,161 while the only liberal paper that did 

not endorse Van de Kamp was the Bay Guardian. The paper’s editor concluded that 

Van de Kamp had moved too far to the centre, placing too much stress on his record in 

achieving convictions and long prison sentences.162 The paper opted instead to endorse 

left-wing minor party candidate Dan Siegal163 and later credited his campaign with 

having pushed Van de Kamp further to the left. 

 

Van de Kamp won the general election by 54 to 42 percent. California Journal had 

claimed that Van de Kamp’s early name recognition covered Southern California,164 but 

it appeared to help him only in Los Angeles itself. Nicholson won Orange and San 

Diego Counties and many of the smaller rural counties. Despite his lack of recognition 

in the north of the state early in the campaign, Van de Kamp easily carried the largest 

northern liberal to moderate counties such as San Francisco, Sacramento, Alameda and 

Santa Clara. 

 

With the widespread distaste among the media and only lukewarm support from 

conservatives, it is not surprising Nicholson’s campaign faltered. Van de Kamp’s 

campaign showed the possibilities in a conservative climate; certain progressive issues, 

particularly environmental ones, could convince moderate voters to vote for the more 

liberal candidate. While conservatives were setting the political agenda using such 

issues as crime, it was still possible for liberals to set some of their own terms for the 

debate. As was shown in the study of several congressional races, voters in California 

were willing to tolerate a candidate more liberal than they were themselves, if the 

                                                 
160 For example, the Press Enterprise editorialised, “the wild and truly irresponsible claims and 
accusations that George Nicholson has been throwing around only succeed in making it easier to dismiss 
any thought that he should be seriously considered for the office he seeks” (see Riverside Press-
Enterprise, 18 October 1982: D10). The editor of the Sacramento Bee noted that “George Nicholson... is 
campaigning as if the narrowness of his vision were a virtue” (see Sacramento Bee, 18 October 1982: 
B6). 
161 None of the papers examined for this study included such an endorsement. For example, the Riverside 
Press-Enterprise and the San Francisco Chronicle were rated 29th and 32nd respectively out of the 47 
papers studied by California Journal, based on their 1980 endorsements. Neither could find much to say 
in support of Nicholson. 
162 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 20 October 1982: 7 
163 This endorsement was not entirely without support in the Bay Area. Siegal, who collected 2.4 percent 
of the vote state-wide, received a respectable 6.2 percent in San Francisco and 6.7 percent in Alameda 
County. 
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candidate’s character and record were generally considered good and the opponent’s 

were not, and if electronic advertising did not overly influence the campaign. Van de 

Kamp showed it could also be achieved on a statewide basis.  

 

Leo McCarthy’s campaign for Lieutenant Governor 

 

Overall, Democrat Leo McCarthy, a former Speaker of the state legislature, was the 

most liberal candidate to run for statewide office in 1982, who, in the words of the Los 

Angeles Times, would bring a “positive and progressive influence in state 

government.”165 His opponent Carol Hallett was particularly conservative. The contest 

for lieutenant governor therefore offered voters a clear ideological choice and they 

overwhelmingly opted for McCarthy. 

 

Like John Van de Kamp, McCarthy had taken positions that were considered liabilities 

by the early 1980s. He had opposed Proposition 13 in 1978 and Proposition 8 in June 

1982. More generally, he opposed the elimination of the inheritance tax and the death 

penalty. One of McCarthy’s strongest supporters, the Sacramento Bee, declared his 

integrity had led him to take politically unpopular stances “to his detriment.”166 The 

statement can be read as meaning that the paper worried that McCarthy was more 

liberal than the electorate at large.  

 

He too ran strongly on environmental issues. Pamphlets sent out by McCarthy 

contained ringing endorsements from the Sierra Club and the League of Conservation 

Voters, and adopted the strong language which was in keeping with the generally harsh 

tone of this contest. Signed by prominent environmentalists Carl Pope and John Zierold 

the endorsement noted in part:  
Carol Hallett... has been a strong advocate for the polluters... The broadest coalition of 

conservationists ever joined together for a political candidate is backing Leo McCarthy... 

On every single issue we looked into... Carol Hallett and James Watt are in agreement on 

the side of the polluters and spoilers...167

                                                                                                                                               
164 California Journal, September 1982: 361 
165 Los Angeles Times, 27 September 1982: 3 and 18 October 1982: II6 
166 Sacramento Bee, 21 October 1982: B8 
167 Californians for McCarthy, unpublished pamphlet, 1982, held at the Institute of Government Studies, 
University of California at Berkeley 
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Significantly, the LCV donated $250 to gubernatorial candidate Tom Bradley but gave 

$1000 to McCarthy in the lesser contest,168 but the endorsement from the Sierra Club 

said enough: “In the entire history of state government, there has been virtually nobody 

with as strong a commitment to environmental protection [as McCarthy].”169 At times 

McCarthy’s campaigning appeared to be aimed as much against Watt as Hallett, no 

doubt because Watt’s name was more likely to be recognised by voters than was 

Hallett’s.  

 

As a candidate for lieutenant governor, McCarthy was not questioned closely on his 

economic agenda but his economic policies brought to mind the 1960s liberal faith in 

economic growth as the key to easing social disadvantage. For example, he advocated 

expanded trade with Pacific Rim economies, claiming that such a policy could create in 

excess of 400 000 jobs in California.170 Balanced against this, however, McCarthy did 

try to match Hallett in regard to law and order issues – by stressing his record in the 

state legislature and parading endorsements from law enforcement agencies.171 

Otherwise, the state’s newspapers played up the differences between the two 

candidates, noting the “mutual animosity” and “bitter feud” which existed between 

them172 – a relationship developed during their long-term opposition within the state 

Assembly.  

 

Liberal and moderate newspapers backed McCarthy, and he became more popular as 

the campaign wore on. In the first poll taken, he held a very narrow lead, 31 percent to 

30 percent with 39 percent undecided. In the end he won an easy victory – 57 percent to 

40. Although he avoided some of the scrutiny, particularly on economic policy, to 

which Brown and Bradley were subjected, McCarthy joined Van de Kamp in showing 

that liberal candidates were acceptable to voters even when running for statewide 

office. This was just two years after Cranston had won the only major statewide contest, 

apart from the presidential race, as the far more liberal candidate. 

 

Once again, part of the reason was the quality of the respective candidates. As with the 

attorney-general’s contest, the issue of personal character was highlighted and most 

                                                 
168 State of California Fair Political Practices Commission, Major Contributors to Statewide and State 
Officeholders, Candidates, Ballot Measure Committees and Other State Committees January 1, 1981, 
Through June 30, 1982, Volume I FPPC, California, 1982 
169 Los Angeles Times, 1 October 1982: 23 
170 Ibid, 27 September 1982: 3 
171 Sacramento Bee, 18 October 1982: B6 
172 Los Angeles Times, 27 September 1982: 3 and San Francisco Chronicle, 21 October 1982: 8 
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papers praised McCarthy for his integrity and his competence. Hallett, like Nicholson, 

simply did not appeal to voters. For example, although she was the only female major 

party candidate running for statewide office in 1982, and found herself in the unusual 

position for a strong conservative of backing the Equal Rights Amendment, McCarthy 

received the endorsement of virtually every women’s group in the state. 

 

Summary 

 

Jerry Brown was associated with ‘neo-liberal’ policies but he also continued to 

advocate government spending programs. He won solid backing from minorities but 

only shallow support from white liberals and from the liberal press. Tom Bradley ran a 

more liberal campaign in his quest to become California Governor in 1982 than was 

credited, yet it must also be considered a factor in his defeat. Victories by John Van de 

Kamp and Leo McCarthy in low-profile campaigns were significant at the time because 

in both cases, most markedly with Van de Kamp’s tilt at a ‘law-and-order’ office, the 

much more liberal candidate prevailed at a time when liberals were supposed to be in 

retreat. 



271 

CHAPTER TEN: THE 1982 JUDICIAL CONFIRMATION CAMPAIGN AND 

VOTE 

 

Introduction 

 

Justices of the Californian Supreme Court are required to face confirmation by the 

electorate every twelve years.1 This system was introduced in 1934 when the state 

constitution was amended at the instigation of political progressives,2 but for more than 

four decades there were no serious challenge to the justices. Then, in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s, the judiciary in California was severely shaken up. The process began in 

1978 when Chief Justice Rose Bird and associate justices Wiley Manuel and Frank 

Newman, all appointed by then governor Jerry Brown, were subject to strong 

opposition,3 and ended in 1986, when voters rejected four justices.  

 

It is the intervening election, in 1982, that is of interest here. That year, four state 

Supreme Court justices were on the ballot for confirmation. Jerry Brown had appointed 

three of them, while Ronald Reagan had appointed the fourth when he was governor. 

The Brown appointees, Cruz Reynoso, Allen E. Broussard and Otto M. Kaus, differed 

from one another in many ways but came to be lumped together as ‘liberals’ by the 

conservative critics who wanted them removed.4 The Reagan appointee, Frank K. 

Richardson, was not under attack.  

 

This chapter examines the campaign and vote for and against these four justices. Since 

the court was seen as having an overall liberal leaning and was in theory supported 

                                                 
1 If they were appointed to complete the term of another justice who retires or dies in office, they had to 
face the voters at the next general election after their appointment and then at the completion of the 
twelve-year term. 
2 Los Angeles Times, 20 September 1982: V1 
3 Bird barely survived, winning less than 52 percent, though the other two won more comfortably. While 
it was accepted that the three became targets because of their liberal philosophy, California Journal 
noted that even over the years during which no judges had been actively opposed, the average negative 
vote had risen from about ten percent in 1962 to 26 percent in 1974 (see California Journal, vol. 13, no. 
12, December 1982: 446). 
4  The term ‘liberal’ was used extensively. Bird noted in an interview in 1986 that she preferred the term 
‘progressive’ to ‘liberal’ but the word ‘liberal’ was entwined in the discourse, and ‘progressive’ was not 
used. An example of this determination to use the label in relation to the court occurs in the juxtaposition 
of two parts of this article from the Times: “Like the other justices, Broussard is uncomfortable with the 
labels ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative’ that reporters, lawyers and other legal observers quickly attach to courts 
and justices... Richardson, 68, has often found himself in the minority on the liberal-dominated court...” 
(see Los Angeles Times, 20 September 1982: V1). However, it would not be accurate to define the three 
Brown-appointed judges on the 1982 ballot collectively as ‘liberal.’ Throughout this study, when they 
are grouped together they will be referred to as liberal/moderate. 
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most strongly by liberals,5 this examination will reveal something of the condition of 

liberalism at the elite and mass level. To some extent, the vote on the judges can be 

viewed as a litmus test of the ability of liberals in the early Reagan years to defend their 

social programs and of the electorate’s desire to accept or reject the liberal social 

activism of the previous twenty-five years. 

 

Liberal attitudes to the attacks on the California Supreme Court 

 

In the immediate aftermath of the 1980 election, it was made apparent that new 

conditions affected the judiciary. Within weeks, Californian Supreme Court Justice 

Mathew Tobriner was warning of a “political onslaught” against the courts6 – manifest 

in conservative criticism of Brown’s appointments, the performance of the court and its 

ideological profile. Not surprisingly, conservatives also claimed that a new political era 

had been ushered in. An official from the Law and Order Campaign Committee, an 

organization critical of the court, claimed Tobriner’s concern was justified, because the 

“tide has definitely turned.”7 Sacramento Bee editorial page editor Peter Schrag, a 

consistent defender of the court, agreed. He felt that Republican George Nicholson’s 

campaign for attorney general, the attack on the justices, and the recall attempt against 

Bird were “all of a piece: phase two of the new attack on the courts that began with the 

passage of Proposition 8 in June.”8  

 

During the 1982 campaign Chief Justice Bird also expressed her fears that systemic 

change was overtaking the courts,9 but when she repeated her observation four years 

later, she claimed it was symptomatic of a transitional period in history, not one of 

conservative ascendancy.10 She saw forces willing to exploit this electoral de-

alignment, warning of a “right-wing attempt to pack the state courts with judges 

responsible to their ideological views,”11 with similar attacks on the courts occurring at 

                                                 
5 California Journal noted, “By and large, liberals like what the court does, while conservatives don’t 
because they haven’t fared well” (see California Journal, September 1982: 312). 
6 Los Angeles Times, 2 December 1980: II10 
7 Ibid: II10 
8 Sacramento Bee, 13 October 1982: B4. Perhaps surprisingly, at one point the Bee’s political editor 
Martin Smith, in a criticism of the current state of political affairs, agreed with conservative claims that 
“the courts are dominated by a new elite bent on imposing its answers to social problems” (see ibid, 16 
February 1982: B10). 
9 San Francisco Chronicle, 18 September 1982: 6 
10 Timothy Pfaff, “California Q&A: A Conversation with Rose Bird, M.A. ‘62, Boalt ‘65,” California 
Monthly, September 1986: 17 
11 Los Angeles Times, 20 July 1982: 3 
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the federal level and in New York all part of a national campaign by special interests.12 

The editor of the Press-Enterprise also saw something other than a shift to the right. He 

argued in 1982 that, 
The organized opposition to the three [justices] represents a bitter residue of accumulated 

grievances toward the courts in particular, the justice system as a whole, and maybe life in 

general. The scattergun approach has led to the three justices being criticized for decisions 

made when they weren’t even members of the court.13  

 

The issue of integrity 

 

Even when the decisions it makes are controversial, the workings of the state Supreme 

Court are usually somewhat arcane. However, the Californian court came under 

increased scrutiny in the late 1970s, as a result of the growing conflict over its 

ideological make-up and because the court left itself open to criticism over its 

performance.14 While the 1982 vote was largely a measure of ideological leaning, the 

events of the previous few years ensured that it was not entirely so.  

 

The publication of two books in the early 1980s sharpened the polarity of opinion about 

the Supreme Court and the judiciary in general. The first, Judging Judges,15 by Preble 

Stolz, generated considerable press coverage16 and brought a sharp response from 

liberals. It was highly critical of Bird, though, perhaps surprisingly, in the foreword 

noted journalist Anthony Lewis refuted much of the book’s argument, reserving 

particular criticism for the Los Angeles Times.17 Schrag offered the strongest rebuttal of 

Stolz’s book in the Star Free Press newspaper, calling Judging Judges a “strange book” 

which, he said, offered “to put it charitably, a myopic view.”18 He was also critical of 

the Times for its role in creating controversy in 1978, claiming that the paper was 

wrong in its assessment of the events that occurred.19 Schrag finally dismissed the book, 

                                                 
12 San Francisco Chronicle, 18 September 1982: 6 
13 Riverside Press-Enterprise, 25 October 1982: C14 
14 On the morning of the 1978 elections, the Los Angeles Times ran a story alleging that the court, in 
particular Justices Bird and Tobriner, had withheld publishing a decision in order to influence the 
outcome of the judicial confirmation vote. The incident entangled the whole court in the political sphere 
and what was ‘truth’ came to matter less than what the public saw. Hearings into the matter were 
televised, which opened up the court and its personalities to the public in an unprecedented way, giving 
the appearance that the justices themselves were on trial. The incident undermined the public’s faith in 
the court and cast a pall over the court’s image. 
15 Preble Stolz, Judging Judges: The Investigation of Rose Bird and the California Supreme Court, Free 
Press, New York, 1981 
16 Los Angeles Times, 13 December 1981: 35 
17 See Anthony Lewis in Stolz, Judging Judges: xi-xxii 
18 Star Free Press, 13 December 1981: D12 
19 Ibid
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saying only the foreword was worth reading and that an authoritative account was yet to 

be written.20  

 

This obviously opened the way for the second book, Framed,21 in which author Betty 

Medsger noted the perception that the courts were the “last bastion of liberals.”22 She 

criticised Stolz and argued that Bird and Tobriner were unfairly treated – by the Times 

publishing an unsubstantiated story, and by others.  

 

Brown’s appointments to the State Supreme Court 

 

There is no doubting Jerry Brown’s influence on the California Supreme Court.23 By 

1981, his appointments had shifted the balance of the court so that a liberal majority 

usually prevailed.24 This majority25 was likely to hand down opinions in favour of 

defendants in criminal cases, citizens against business or government, and workers 

against employers. Brown’s final three appointments, made between June 1981 and 

January 1982, cemented the leftward swing of the court.  

 

Much was made of the fact that Brown had initiated a process of appointing members 

of minority groups. Therefore, at stake in the confirmation process was not just the 

degree of liberalism of the court, but also the degree to which the electorate was 

prepared to approve of minority advancement. In 1982, women, Hispanics and African 

Americans were all severely under-represented in statewide elected offices. Through 

the appointments process, Brown had given members of these minorities a higher 

political profile in the state (although he was accused of being interested only in the 

image such appointments afforded him26). 

                                                 
20 Ibid
21 Betty Medsger, Framed: The New Right Attack on Chief Justice Rose Bird and the Courts, The 
Pilgrim Press, New York, 1983 
22 Medsger, Framed: 5 
23 In 1977, Brown appointed Bird, the first woman, Wiley Manuel, the first African American, and Frank 
C. Newman to the court. It was Newman who proved to be the most consistently liberal of the justices 
and his appointment gave the court a much more liberal leaning. 
24 California Journal, vol. 12 no. 2, February 1981: 70 
25 It was not a fixed majority. The decisions of Stanley Mosk, Manuel and Tobriner – all usually seen as 
liberals – swung often enough for California Journal to note: “It is... impossible to develop a single 
liberal or conservative profile for the entire court,” which contradicted the reporting of some of the press 
(see ibid). 
26 See California Journal, November 1983: 424. Brown certainly did not demonstrate a compulsion to 
maintain the presence of an African American on the court. When Wiley Manuel died in January 1981, 
he was replaced by Kaus. It was the retirement of Clark that allowed for the appointment of Broussard; 
even then, Broussard was chosen after two other nominees had declined the position. At that point, the 
court may have easily not had an African American member. Hispanics had to wait even longer. There 
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Eventually, Brown’s declining popularity became a liability for the justices. Roughly 

three out of every five voters were undecided on whether or not to vote for 

confirmation of the judges. When told who had appointed each justice the number of 

respondents indicating that they would vote for Kaus and Reynoso rose by two points 

for each and for Broussard it rose by one point. The number indicating they would vote 

‘No’ jumped by sixteen points for both Reynoso and Kaus and by fourteen for 

Broussard.27 It was not just the Brown-appointees who were affected. The information 

that Reagan appointed Richardson would have made it clear that the latter was a 

conservative. When told this, an extra five percent of respondents indicated they would 

vote for Richardson while an extra ten percent said they would vote against him. This 

negative feeling toward the Reagan appointee was never made into a campaign issue. 

Conservatives conducted a media campaign that repeatedly emphasised the Court was 

liberal because of the appointments made by Brown. This campaign made ‘Brown-

appointee’ and ‘liberal’ synonymous, as was demonstrated by the way Kaus, who 

clearly was not a ‘liberal,’ was treated in the same fashion as the other judges appointed 

by Brown. 

 

Reynoso’s appointment came just three months after the unveiling of the 

reapportionment plans that had greatly strengthened the federal representation of the 

state’s Hispanic population. The two events could be seen as part of the same process. 

Both were a response to strong pressure from Hispanics28 but, in addition, both could be 

seen as pragmatic moves on the part of those who initiated them. Reapportionment 

increased the number of Democratic seats and Brown’s appointment of Reynoso helped 

to shore up his Hispanic support. Hispanic groups had lobbied Brown heavily to 

                                                                                                                                               
had been strong lobbying for Reynoso in 1977 and 1981 but he was not appointed until a vacancy arose 
in 1982. 

However, the criticism of Brown was not entirely warranted. Culver examined the appointments 
to the California Supreme Court and the Court of Appeals made by governors Pat Brown, Ronald Reagan 
and Jerry Brown. The study covers two full terms for each of the first two, but little more than one full 
term for Jerry Brown. Pat Brown made 48 appointments during his eight years as governor. He appointed 
one female, one Asian American, and no African Americans or Hispanics. Reagan made 37 
appointments in eight years; none were female, African American or Hispanic. He appointed one Asian 
American. By contrast, Jerry Brown, who filled 21 vacancies in his first four and a half years in office, 
appointed three women, four African Americans two Hispanics, though no Asian Americans. None of 
the ethnic minorities were female, so almost half his appointments were other than white males. This 
description only applied to three of the 85 appointments his two predecessors had made (see John H 
Culver, “Politics and the California Plan for choosing appellate judges: a lesson at large on judicial 
selection,” Judicature, the Journal of American Judicature Society, September-October 1982, 151-162). 

Furthermore, Brown’s policies were supported in the minority press. In 1981, the Sun Reporter 
editorialized, “Jerry Brown has opened the doors of opportunity to racial minorities and women” because 
of his appointments policies (see Sun Reporter, 2 July 1981: 7). 
27 San Francisco Chronicle, 10 September 1982: 8 
28 For evidence of the Hispanic pressure specifically to appoint Reynoso see Los Angeles Times, 24 
December 1981: 10 
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appoint Reynoso and when he did so, Rodrigo Mayorga, a past president of the La Raza 

Lawyers Association of California stated, “It’s the greatest Christmas present we’ve 

ever had in this state.”29

 

At the other end of the mainstream political spectrum, H.L. Richardson (no relation to 

Justice Richardson), accused Brown of stacking the court and declared that Reynoso 

was “a doctrinaire, left-wing liberal.”30 Richardson’s main concern was that Reynoso 

would strengthen the perceived anti-death penalty majority on the court. Since Reynoso 

came to the court to replace Mathew Tobriner, a justice who had a solidly liberal 

record, Richardson’s complaint about court stacking was not based in reality. This led 

some to suggest that motives other than ideology were behind the opposition to 

Reynoso. Ralph Abascal, general counsel for California Rural Legal Assistance, stated, 
If you look at the history of the California Supreme Court, there were justices more liberal 

than Broussard and Reynoso... Nobody ever mounted campaigns against them because of 

their judicial philosophy.31

Abascal’s comments did not take into account the possibility that the political climate 

had changed but others were clearly influenced by the need to make adjustments to a 

new political reality. At the time of Reynoso’s appointment, the Times had noted, “[his] 

defenders say he is not as liberal as his critics contend.”32

 

Apart from the death penalty issue, several other court decisions motivated conservative 

criticism. The first of these was that the court allowed the 1981 Democratic-drawn 

electoral boundaries to stand. A second reason was the ruling on the conservative-

sponsored Proposition 8, the so-called “Victims’ Bill of Rights,” seen as a get-tough-

on-crime measure.33 The court actually upheld its constitutionality against expectations 

but conservatives still drew considerable momentum in the period before the decision 

was made public, when it was widely believed it would be struck down.34 Finally, there 

were decisions that conservatives said had circumscribed 1978’s tax-cutting Proposition 

13. Attacking the justices for these decisions revealed the inconsistency of the 

                                                 
29 Los Angeles Times, 24 December 1981: 10 
30 Ibid:  10 
31 San Francisco Examiner, 25 October 1982 
32 Los Angeles Times, 24 December 1981: 10 
33 The original challenge to Proposition 8 was filed in the San Francisco Court of Appeals by supporters 
who wanted to protect the State Supreme Court from having to make the decision. Attorney General 
Deukmejian switched the challenge to the Supreme Court (see San Francisco Chronicle, 15 June 1982: 
16). 
34 Interestingly, while Bird and others had noted on occasion that the judiciary could not tailor its 
decisions to suit the times they were accused of doing just that in upholding the constitutionality of 
Proposition 8. 
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conservative campaign. The three Brown-appointed judges were treated as one even 

though their votes on these issues showed that they were not ideologically equal.35

 

The defence of the Court and the liberal Justices 

 

The justices did not run campaigns in the traditional sense. They did not have 

opponents and for the most part they stayed aloof from the political debate, leaving 

little evidence in the way of election pamphlets or newspaper advertisements, and their 

input into the practical running of their 1982 campaigns was minimal. Instead, the 

campaigns were low-key, conducted by two ad hoc organisations largely independent 

of any political party; Citizens for a Responsible Judiciary (CRJ), based in Los 

Angeles, and the Sacramento-based Committee for Order and Justice (COJ). Bird also 

formed her own personal organisation, the Committee to Save the Courts, to fight the 

recall attempts and to prepare for her reconfirmation in 1986. 

 

Clint Reilly, a Democratic campaign manager in 1986, stated that forcing Democrats to 

defend the justices was “a way of connecting Democrats up with ideological 

liberalism.”36 Many politicians proved unwilling to speak out in defence of the justices. 

One exception was Yolo County District Attorney Rick Gilbert. Although seeking re-

election to a law-and-order position, Gilbert was a self described liberal who co-wrote 

the argument against the law-and-order initiative Proposition 8 as presented on the 

ballot paper,37 who supported Bird, and who argued “The weekly whims of the masses 

should not be permitted to undermine the integrity of the court.”38 His liberal 

credentials were strong, and unusual enough to earn him a front page article in the 

Bee’s Metro section, yet his views were clearly acceptable to a majority of voters in his 

district.39  

 

Other figures outside professional politics were willing to defend the justices. In fact, 

the campaign to reconfirm the judges was better supported than it appeared, although 

those who defended the court most strongly in public did not always do so by espousing 

liberal ideals. There was to be little in the way of statements in support of the court’s 

decisions on the death penalty and taxation. Instead, the mode of argument usually 

                                                 
35 For example, Kaus dissented from the majority ruling on reapportionment, while he and Reynoso 
voted with the majority to uphold Proposition 8. 
36 California Journal, December 1985: 494 
37 Criminal Justice—Initiative Statutes and Constitutional Amendment,” Proposition 8, June 1982: 35 
38 Sacramento Bee, 3 May: B1 



278 

revolved around showing that the court was not soft on crime as conservatives accused 

it of being and on emphasising the need for judges to be free from political pressure.  

 

Two comments by Republican senatorial candidate Pete Wilson gave liberals concern 

and some ammunition to use in the defence of the court. Firstly, he stated that if the 

court struck down Proposition 8 he would support efforts to recall Bird. This prompted 

delegates to the State Bar convention in September to formally reprimand Wilson for 

improperly pressuring a judicial decision in a pending case. Wilson’s statements also 

helped give Bar groups access to the media to put the case for judicial independence, 

while the Los Angeles Times criticised Wilson for what it called “a radical 

philosophy.”40

 

The second comment from Wilson was a proposal that members of the United States 

Supreme Court be subject to voter confirmation the same as in California. Jerry Brown 

tried to make this into a campaign issue, saying it was going to have “a devastating 

effect” on Wilson’s senatorial campaign. Wilson, he said, “show[ed] an abysmal lack of 

legal knowledge... he is tampering with the fundamental principles of the republic 

regarding the need for an independent judiciary.”41 Wilson’s comments brought 

criticism from some conservatives – such as attorney general George Deukmejian, who 

called the proposal impractical – and played into the hands of the court’s defenders, 

who were utilising arguments about the role rather than the ideology of the court. 

However, despite this temporary disagreement among conservatives, Brown failed to 

capitalise on the issue and it faded from the senatorial campaign. The October 

California Poll showed that of the voters who cited judges and the courts as an issue of 

high importance, 40 percent indicated that they would vote for Brown, 52 percent for 

Wilson and eight percent were undecided.42 The Chronicle’s post-election poll 

suggested that the issue swayed very few voters in the senatorial contest,43 which also 

implied there was no widespread voter anger concentrated on Brown’s appointments 

policy. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
39 California Journal, December 1982: 461 
40 Los Angeles Times, 19 September 1982: IV4 
41 Ibid, 17 September 1982: 3 
42 Mervyn D. Field, California Poll, The Field Institute, released 8 October 1982 
43 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
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The state’s press defended the judges consistently with all the liberal/moderate papers 

running editorials endorsing the retention of the justices.44 Several newspaper 

columnists were prominent, in particular, Schrag, who had columns on the topic 

published in a number of papers as well as the Nation, and Phil Kerby in the Los 

Angeles Times. The Tribune gave space to a lengthy article from Alameda County 

assistant public defender Michael D. O’Reilley to write a defence of Bird and followed 

this with an article by state Bar President Anthony Murray. The editors felt that the real 

issue was the challenge to the court, not the court itself, and declared that a ‘Yes’ vote 

“is a vote in defence of an independent and nonpartisan judiciary.”45 In February, the 

Times editorialised, “The recall should be defeated. It is inspired by zealots who want 

to bend the state Supreme Court to their will.”46 After the election, the Times referred to 

the effort as “a radical philosophy that would subvert the independence of the judiciary 

by making opinion polls, not the Constitution, the basis for judicial decisions.”47 The 

Sun Reporter made an interesting reading of the motivation behind the attacks on Bird. 

In the editor’s view, Bird was a target “first because she is a woman and secondly, 

because she believes that justice is not the private reservation of the wealthy.”48 

Blaming vested economic interests and those seeking to block minority empowerment 

was not confined to the minority press. Phil Kerby twice voiced similar sentiments 

about Bird’s gender in the Times.49  

 

Some public-interest liberals, such as Walter Zelman from Common Cause, argued for 

reform of the process by which judges were appointed. They wanted to maintain and 

expand the role of the Commission on Judicial Appointments, hoping this would lessen 

the political manoeuvring that occurred with the confirmation of judicial 

appointments.50 Zelman and Joseph D. Mandel, the immediate past president of the Los 

Angeles County Bar wrote to the Times saying, “If the public... disapproved of the 

judicial philosophy of particular appointees, it would be able to hold the governor 

accountable for nominating them.”51

 

                                                 
44 The more conservative San Francisco Chronicle recommended ‘Yes’ on Richardson and Kaus, and 
‘No’ on Reynoso and Broussard (see San Francisco Chronicle, 29 October 1982: 52). 
45 Oakland Tribune, 13 October 1982: 8 
46 Los Angeles Times, 28 February: V4 
47 Ibid, 5 November 1982: II10 
48 Sun Reporter, 2 July 1981: 7 
49 Los Angeles Times, 10 December 1981: II1 and 1 April 1982: II1 
50 Ibid, 15 April 1982: II11 
51 Ibid
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The most common defence of the court was the argument that the justices on the ballot 

were not pro-defendant; this became a virtual mantra. When Reynoso was nominated to 

the Supreme Court, John van de Kamp had stated, “In the overwhelming majority of 

cases in his district, he has affirmed the criminal convictions. I think the figure is like 

87%”52 Likewise, when profiled in the San Francisco Examiner, Tobriner said it was 

“quite a distortion” to say that the California courts were soft on criminals.53 He quoted 

a fact that was to be repeated often by defenders of the court:  
In California, we have the greatest percentage of persons incarcerated against the general 

population of any other state, more so than any other country in the world except South 

Africa and the Soviet Union.54

This was sometimes amended to read ‘any other industrialised country’ but it was still 

repeated often enough to give the court’s supporters the equivalent of the thirty-second 

sound bites they accused their detractors of unfairly using. Taking up the theme, Harriet 

Katz, one of the leaders of the pro-court campaign, said those defending the justices 

would concentrate on refuting the soft on crime charges by pointing out that in 97 

percent of cases the court affirmed criminal convictions. 

 

Perhaps most importantly, Jerry Brown also argued that the Californian legal system 

was neither lenient nor liberal and that he would be remembered as “the man who sent 

more people to prison than any governor in history.”55 Brown was one politician who 

could not shy away from the issue of the court. When he was forced into commenting 

on Chief Justice Bird, he defended his choice, saying Bird was one of his greatest 

appointments.56 Bird increased her profile as the campaign continued and efforts to 

recall her persisted. She noted familiar arguments, that political interference threatened 

the independence of the judiciary, and that “The truth is that during my tenure, 

California’s courts have sent more criminals to state prisons and for longer terms than 

ever before.”57 However, her efforts were somewhat undermined three weeks later 

when the Times trumpeted on its front page “Bird Becomes Predictable Advocate for 

Defendants.”58

  

Bird evidently felt that the court was not operating within the same discourse as the 

media and the electorate. She was a strong critic of media-driven politics, going as far 

                                                 
52 Ibid, 24 December 1981: 10 
53 San Francisco Chronicle, 27 September 1981: B1 
54 Ibid
55 Los Angeles Times, 20 October 1982: 3 
56 Ibid, 20 May 1982: 21 
57 Ibid, 30 April 1982: 3 
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as declaring the news media to have usurped political parties as the driving force of 

politics.59 When her own position was under direct threat in 1986, she made a series of 

observations on the conditions that framed the debate over the judiciary:  
In an age which glorifies personality, in an age that is visual, in an age that is very 

impatient, in an age that has no real feeling for historical perspective, in an age where 

everything has to be in black and white and in catchy prose, we are an institution that takes 

a historical perspective.60

It was a powerful summation, and one that could have been uttered by many defending 

the liberal achievements of the previous fifty years. Yet in light of her comments it was 

perhaps ironic that the organised defence of the justices in 1982 was led by ad hoc 

organisations, albeit well funded. 

 

Of the four justices on the ballot, only Broussard spoke out publicly. In a speech in 

mid-September he criticised political candidates for “attacking the fundamental 

independence of the judiciary.”61 Although he did not name anyone, it was accepted at 

the time that he was referring to Wilson when he criticised “candidates for major 

statewide offices [who] have made a major part of their own campaign for office a 

major effort to defeat three of the justices.”62 In an overtly political statement, 

Broussard told his audience “No candidate who is attacking the fundamental 

independence of the judiciary deserves or merits your support.”63  

 

With 72 000 members and considerable prestige, political influence and financial 

resources, the state Bar provided invaluable support to the court. Among those most 

prominent in speaking out on behalf of the justices were Bar presidents Samuel L. 

Williams and then Murray, who assumed the presidency midway through the 1982 

campaign. A transcript of Murray’s swearing-in speech to the Bar’s Conference of 

Delegates annual meeting was published in the Bee. The topic, not surprisingly, was the 

attack on the courts. Murray noted the court had a powerful defender: “the surprise is 

that our courts are not defenseless. They have the bar... the bar is rising to denounce 

these attacks.”64 Within the legal community both conservatives and liberals opposed 

the attacks on the judiciary. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
58 Ibid, 21 May 1982: 1 
59 San Francisco Chronicle, 6 June 1982: 9 
60 California Monthly, September 1986: 17 
61 San Francisco Chronicle, 14 September 1982: 8 
62 Ibid
63 Ibid
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In an interview given just prior to his retirement, Justice Tobriner had claimed the court 

was being used as a scapegoat and that the real causes of crime, in particular 

unemployment, were being overlooked. He suggested as a solution a revival of some 

kind of New Deal-type public sector employment program. Samuel Williams began his 

campaign by pointing out that California had a high rate of imprisonment and that the 

criminal conviction rates were also high. He criticised those who placed too much 

emphasis on the courts in the fight against crime. Williams did not go as far as Tobriner 

but he too seemed to be adhering to a broader liberal philosophy: “We must end our 

myopic concentration on the judiciary for the answers to our crime problems.”65  

 

Like Tobriner and Williams, Murray, who was a partner of former governor Pat Brown, 

Jerry Brown’s father, was prepared to maintain a liberal argument. He suggested that 

the system had become too rigid and prone to excessive punishment and that the state’s 

prisons were “dangerously overcrowded,”66 not popularly expressed sentiments in 

1982. However, he also repeated the theme that the court was not lenient in a letter to 

the Times and in an article written for the Tribune: 
Over and over we hear the sweeping charge that our judges are ‘soft on crime,’ and, for 

some perverse but unspecified reason, prefer criminals to victims. The facts demolish this 

claim... California courts are extremely tough on crime.67  

Murray also tried to highlight the partisan nature of Californians for Judicial Reform 

(CJR), a powerful group that was leading the efforts to defeat Reynoso, Broussard and 

Kaus. Noting that committee members were Republican Party officials and candidates, 

he declared their efforts were overtly partisan and destined to damage the judicial 

system itself.68 Finally, agreeing with Zelman and others, Murray tried to make it clear 

that the only grounds for removal of a judge should be incapacity or misconduct, not 

because politicians disagreed with their judicial philosophies or specific decisions. He 

complained of, 
the idiotic cries of the self-appointed vigilantes: The Committee on Law and Order; the 

court watchers; the self-seeking prosecutors and lawyers who want to be judges; and every 

unscrupulous politician who thinks there is something in it for him if he gets in line to kick 

the courts which he sees as inert and defenceless.69

 

                                                                                                                                               
64 Sacramento Bee, 19 September 1982: G4 
65 Los Angeles Times, 9 April 1982: 17 
66 Oakland Tribune, 27 October 1982: B9 
67 Ibid. A similar letter appeared in the Times written by Sanford M. Gage, a former president of the 
California Trial Lawyers Association (see Sanford M. Gage, letter, Los Angeles Times, 11 October 
1982: II8). 
68 Anthony Murray, “Group’s Drive to Unseat Justices,” letter to Ibid
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The legal profession offered more than just the statements of Murray and others. When 

the San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner covered the annual state Bar convention, 

reporter Connie Kang made somewhat fatuous remarks about an organisation 

supporting the justices running “a tiny booth...” where “after four hours in operation 

yesterday, a donation jar on the display table had less than $2.”70 In fact, a good deal of 

money was raised. Former Chief Justice Donald Wright, a Reagan-appointee, signed a 

fund-raising letter sent to attorneys and law professors throughout the state in which he 

noted “shocking and unconscionable” attacks on the court based on the outcome of the 

Proposition 8 case.71 Forty thousand copies of Wright’s letter were sent out, which was 

credited with bringing in $70 000 while Bird herself had collected about $68 000 to 

mid-September.72

 

Most of this money came from Los Angeles area attorneys, indicating the elitist nature 

of the campaign, a factor that may have served to further isolate it from the electorate. 

Some sources alluded to defence and personal injury lawyers having a vested interest in 

a liberal, pro-defendant and pro-claimant court.73 However, it would not be accurate to 

assume that the legal fraternity suddenly became interested in politics because of the 

confirmation vote. Campaign finance records show that in the eighteen months to the 

end of June 1982, the California Trial Lawyers Political Action Committee had donated 

over $323 000, mostly to liberal members of the state Assembly, and so was already 

clearly involved in the political process.74

 

To help counter the Republicans’ grassroots fund-raising and campaigning, the pro-

court campaign spent $80 000 helping to underwrite 3.5 million Democratic mailers 

which endorsed the judges,75 making the issue even more partisan. At the same time, 

the conservative fund-raising effort faltered. H.L. Richardson, who raised $5.5 million 

to fight the gun control initiative, was forced to abandon the Bird recall drive in July 

because he could not raise the $400 000 he had promised.76 Officials from CJR initially 

                                                                                                                                               
69 Sacramento Bee, 19 September 1982: G4 
70 San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, 12 September 1982: 6 
71 San Francisco Chronicle, 16 September 1982: 7 
72 Los Angeles Times, 23 September 1982: 3 
73 See, for examples, Ibid, 21 September 1982: 24 and San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, 10 
October 1982: 11. 
74 State of California Fair Political Practices Commission, Major Contributors to Statewide and State 
Officeholders, Candidates, Ballot Measure Committees and Other State Committees January 1, 1981, 
Through June 30, 1982, Volume I, FPPC, California, 1982 
75 California Journal, December 1982: 446 
76 Los Angeles Times, 20 July 1982: 3 
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declared they expected to raise as much as $300 000 for their campaign.77 At beginning 

of October, that figure had been revised to $225 000 of which they had only $65 000.78 

With a week to go before the election, the group had just $150 000.79 The Examiner 

stated ruefully “as the election nears, it appears that [conservatives’] efforts have not 

been nearly as focused as those of pro-court forces, who took the threat seriously.”80

 

Medsger concluded in Framed that the attacks on the California Supreme Court were 

part of a well-organised, co-ordinated effort.81 On several occasions, she went further, 

claiming the New Right was honing its technique in the California instance for a similar 

assault on the federal court system.82 However, H.L. Richardson’s fund-raising failures 

show that he was not backed in this case by the New Right and thus suggests there was 

no such conspiracy.83 In the end, California Journal concluded the campaign against 

the judges was “a sickly effort.”84 The approximately $175 000 raised was more than 

matched by the two pro-court groups.85 CRJ officials claimed to have raised $250 000 

by mid-October.86 Although the demands on progressive political funds were extensive 

in 1982, a good deal of money was found to defend the liberal justices. 

 

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the two right wing candidates for state-wide 

office, Attorney-General nominee Nicholson and Lieutenant-Governor candidate 

Hallett (see chapter nine), who had helped start the campaign to recall Bird,87 both 

failed to capitalise on their anti-Court positions by getting themselves elected. In 

addition, while no Democratic politicians spoke publicly on their behalf, none spoke 

against them either, showing the claims made early by Republicans that their efforts 

were bipartisan to be false. 

 

In its post-election analysis, California Journal stated, “there was little for the 

defenders of the embattled court to celebrate last month,”88 but at some point, it appears 

                                                 
77 California Journal, December 1982: 445 
78 San Francisco Chronicle, 1 October 1982: 10 
79 Los Angeles Times, 23 October 1982: II1 
80 San Francisco Examiner, 25 October 1982 
81 Medsger, Framed: 272 
82 See, for examples, Ibid: 5-6, 261, 275. 
83 California Journal, November 1983: 423 
84 Ibid, December 1982: 445 
85 Ibid
86 This was reported in the Oakland Tribune (see Oakland Tribune, 24 October 1982: C7), although 
according to a report in the Examiner at virtually the same time, CRJ and the COJ together had raised 
more than $100 000 (see San Francisco Examiner, 25 October 1982). 
87 Ibid, 25 September 1982: 6 
88 California Journal, December 1982: 445 
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that some liberals did take heart from the 1982 vote. During the 1986 campaign, when 

Chief Justice Bird herself was on the ballot and therefore it was expected that the 

attacks on the justices would be more virulent, several prominent Democrats announced 

their intention to support the court publicly. Speaker of the Assembly Willie Brown, 

leader of the state Senate David Roberti, lieutenant governor Leo McCarthy and 

attorney general John Van de Kamp, the last two seeking re-election to state-wide 

offices in 1986, each declared they would offer some measure of support for retention 

of those justices on the ballot.  

 

Participation in and importance of the campaign 

 

Whatever the success or otherwise of fund-raising, challenges to the court were still 

novel and controversial. The 1982 effort was considered a manifestation of the renewed 

conservative strength and a portent of politics to come. Writing in the Nation, Schrag 

warned, “Brown and Bradley and the nuclear freeze will make the national headlines, 

but the returns on ‘Jerry’s Judges’ will tell far more about the direction in which 

California is going.”89 An examination of voter reactions to the issue, measured by 

polling data, turnout figures and the election returns, will test Schrag’s prediction. This 

examination will focus on Justice Reynoso, because he was the only Hispanic on the 

court, the most liberal of the four justices on the ballot and had the most opposition 

from the conservative elite. A vote against him therefore represented an anti-liberal 

position. Voter reactions to the issue, measured by polling data and the election returns, 

are shown in table 10.1.  

 

 

                                                 
89 Peter Schrag, “The Attack on the Courts,” The Nation, 30 October 1982: 434 
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Table 10.1: Election results and California Polls showing public attitudes toward 
confirmation of Californian Supreme Court justices during 1982

 
  August October 1-4 October 24-26 October 29-31 November 2 

election 
Justice Response      
Broussard Yes (%) 31 42 31 33 56.2 
 No (%) 9 14 17 19 43.8 
 Undec. (%) 60 44 51 48 n.a. 

 
Kaus Yes (%) 30 41 30 32 57.0 
 No (%) 7 15 17 18 43.0 
 Undec. (%) 63 44 53 50  

 
Reynoso Yes (%) 32 41 30 32 52.4 
 No (%) 12 21 21 22 47.6 
 Undec. (%) 56 38 49 46  

 
Richardso
n 

Yes (%) 37 47 39 41 76.2 

 No (%) 6 11 12 12 23.8 
 Undec. (%) 57 42 49 47 n.a. 

 
    

Notes to table 10.1: 
A ‘Yes’ response indicated an intention to vote or a vote in favour of confirmation. 

A ‘No’ response indicated an intention to vote or a vote against confirmation. 

 

Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, various dates 

 

 

Conservatives were successful in increasing public opposition to the liberal/moderate 

justices, but not overly so. Throughout the campaign Broussard, Kaus and Reynoso 

retained a core of voter support. Apart from a peak in early October, this support was 

consistent over time and for each judge, at around 31 percent. Reynoso had no less 

support than the other two. While he did have more opposition, the difference between 

the numbers indicating a ‘No’ vote on Reynoso and those for the other two Brown-

appointees also remained constant. Most of the undecided who made up their minds 

during the campaign decided to vote against confirmation but they made up little more 

than ten percent of the total. The figures show that there was no last minute surge of 

votes either way. This fact, together with the consistently high ‘Undecided’ figures 

suggests that despite the activities of political elites, the issue simply did not raise 

public interest. Nearly half of all voters were still undecided two or three days before 

the election. By contrast, over the same period the percentage of voters who either did 

not know about the nuclear freeze or were undecided on how to vote fell from 53 

percent to twelve.  
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The public did not develop a concern over judicial appointments to match its obvious 

concern with crime. A California Poll released in October asked voters which issues 

most concerned them.90 Crime and law enforcement ranked equal second as an issue of 

high concern,91 while judges and the courts ranked eleventh in that category but only 

sixteenth when ‘High’ and ‘Moderate’ concern were combined. Other polls showed 

similar distinctions between the two issues. In the exit poll conducted by the Chronicle, 

only eight percent of those who voted for Deukmejian said they did so because they 

liked his stand on judicial appointments.92 This was despite his statements criticising 

Brown and promising the appointment of more conservatives. Among Bradley voters, 

just two percent said they cast votes for him because of his stand on judicial 

appointments. The next governor would be responsible for replacing any judges 

defeated at the polls. This lack of interest in the issue calls into question the idea that a 

populist movement existed that was determined to change the direction of social policy 

as had occurred when Proposition 13 changed the state’s fiscal policy. 

 

Table 10.2 shows voter turnout on the Reynoso vote in the most conservative and the 

most liberal counties. Presumably, it was the intention of the conservative elite that 

made the court a target to excite a higher turnout among supposedly angry conservative 

voters. The figures offer evidence that this was not successful. Even when they were at 

the polls, more than a third of voters in the most conservative counties did not bother to 

vote in the Reynoso contest. In the most liberal counties, the percentage of total voters 

who voted in the Reynoso contest was slightly higher. In October, the Chronicle 

reported that the conservative organisation The Recall Rose Bird Alliance had mailed 

out 320 000 recall petitions to registered voters and that many more were planned, 

including an estimated one million in Los Angeles alone.93 California Journal added 

that these mailers were sent out to registered Republicans94 while supporting the 

contention that the direct mail campaign was concentrated on Los Angeles. Despite 

this, the turnout in Los Angeles was slightly below the state average and the approval 

rate for the judges slightly above the state average.95  

 

                                                 
90 Mervyn D. Field, California Poll, The Field Institute, released 8 October 1982 
91 Crime and law enforcement was cited by 76 percent of voters as an issue of high concern, while judges 
and the courts was cited by 58 percent as an issue of high concern (see Ibid). 
92 This and the following figures come from San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982:  B. 
93 San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, 10 October 1982: 11 
94 California Journal, December 1982: 445 
95 In the Reynoso contest, it was 68.0 percent and 54.9 percent, respectively. 
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Table 10.2: Confirmation Vote for Cruz Reynoso in the November 1982 Election 
 
County Votes cast in Reynoso contest Votes cast in Reynoso contest 

as % of total votes cast 
 

1. Conservative:   
Modoc 2492 60.1 
Colusa 2799 56.8 
Glenn 6136 74.4 
Del Norte 3690 55.1 
Sutter 11 505 66.5 
Tehama 12 793 76.3 
Yuba 9589 72.4 

 
Total 49 004 68.7 (total votes cast = 71 302) 

 
2. Liberal/moderate:   
San Francisco 132 022  55.2 
Alameda 275 139 68.5 
Marin 69 832 69.4 
Santa Cruz 53 762 68.1 
Yolo 32 823 72.3 
San Mateo 148 316 67.7 
Santa Clara 302 956 72.3 
Total 1 014 850 67.4 (total votes cast =  

1 505 006) 
 

State 5 676 470 70.4 
 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts

 

 

The low turnout in San Francisco again deserves comment (see also chapter five). In 

the Reynoso contest, San Francisco’s turnout was more than twelve percentage points 

lower than that of Los Angeles. In the gubernatorial race, it was about eight points 

lower. If San Francisco’s turnout in the Reynoso contest had been the same as it was in 

Los Angeles, it would have meant almost 47 000 extra votes and if it had reached the 

level of neighbouring Marin County, it would have meant more than 68 000 extra votes. 

With Reynoso receiving just 52.4 percent approval – a plurality of about 275 000 votes 

across the state – it can be seen how important this might have been. These missing 

votes also suggest liberal apathy at a time when liberalism was apparently threatened. 

The figures shown above should have been of concern to the state’s liberal leaders, 

though no public comment was evident. While the city was, and is, undoubtedly very 

liberal in its outlook, that liberalism may also have been insular. Perhaps it was taken 

for granted and politicians did not put in strong efforts to campaign in San Francisco. 
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A further test of voter behaviour comes from comparing the response to the three 

contests in 1982 that gave voters the chance to cast a vote for an office integrally 

connected to crime; the judicial confirmation vote, the vote for attorney general and the 

gun control initiative. Across the state, only 70.4 percent of the total number of voters 

voted in the Reynoso contest. By contrast, 94.7 percent of those who voted cast a ballot 

in the gun control contest and 93.0 percent in the attorney general’s contest.  

 

Conventional wisdom in 1982 and afterwards was that the gun control initiative hurt the 

judges politically. Peter Schrag wrote in the Nation, 
The 150,000 votes that [H.L.] Richardson brings out against the gun-control initiative are 

likely to be votes for Nicholson, Deukmejian and Wilson - and, most emphatically, votes 

against the three Supreme Court judges.96

After the elections, Rudy Viduarri, the Sacramento lobbyist for the California Coalition 

of Hispanic Organizations, stated that the gun control initiative was a “white, radical, 

liberal concept” which he said damaged Jerry Brown, Tom Bradley and Cruz Reynoso 

in their electoral bids.97 In order to test this premise, table 10.3 shows the comparison 

between the gun control vote and the Reynoso vote. The first comparison is between 

the total number of votes cast in each contest to see how important the judicial contest 

was seen by voters compared to the gun control initiative. Then the numbers of those 

who voted against Proposition 15 is compared to the number who voted against 

Reynoso in order to test the theory that the gun control initiative harmed liberals on the 

ballot. 

 

The high turnout for the gun control initiative might have been expected. It was an 

emotive issue that received considerable attention, but this also applied to the judicial 

confirmation contests. Conservative white voters certainly went to the polls to vote 

against gun control in large numbers (see chapter twelve). However, less than three-

quarters of those who voted in the Proposition 15 contest also voted in the Reynoso 

contest. In four of the seven most conservative counties, the proportion was below the 

state average, suggesting that many conservatives who voted in the gun control contest 

were single-issue voters who were not overly interested in other contests. Even when 

they did vote in the Reynoso contest it was not strongly against the liberal justice as 

might have been supposed. In the most conservative counties, only half of those who 

voted against gun control also voted against Reynoso. Since the approval vote for 

                                                 
96 Schrag, The Attack on the Courts:” 434 
97 Sacramento Bee, 4 November 1982: B3 
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Reynoso was always the lowest, there is even less positive correlation in the other 

judicial contests. The belief that Proposition 15 had harmed liberals on the statewide 

ballot by bringing conservative voters to the polls is therefore not supported.  

 

 

Table 10.3: Comparison between votes cast in Cruz Reynoso contest and votes cast 
in the gun control contest in the November 1982 election 

 
County Votes cast in 

Reynoso contest as 
% of votes cast in 
Proposition 15 
contest 
 

Number of votes 
cast against gun 
control 

Number of 
votes cast 
against 
Reynoso
  

Votes cast 
against Reynoso 
as a % of votes 
cast against gun 
control 

1.  Conservative:     
Modoc 66.6 3438 1404 40.8 
Colusa 60.2 4069 1868 45.9 
Glenn 76.6 7101 4168 58.7 
Del Norte 59.4 5367 2291 42.7 
Sutter 69.9 13 586 7515 55.3 
Tehama 79.2 14 397 7820 54.3 
Yuba 
 

75.4 10 943 5583 51.0 

Total 
 

72.1 58 901 30 649 52.0 

2. Liberal/moderate:     
San Francisco 61.6 85 573 39 604 46.3 
Alameda 74.2 197 292 106 848 54.2 
Marin 72.9 43 136 28 805 66.8 
Santa Cruz 70.0 40 682 25 254 62.1 
Yolo 74.5 25 650 15 949 62.2 
San Mateo 72.2 109 192 63 726 58.4 
Santa Clara 
 

76.0 216 312 128 148 59.2 

Total 
 

72.2 717 837 408 334 56.9 

State 
 

74.3 4 799 586 2 701 086 56.3 

 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts

 

 

More surprising is the strong turnout in the attorney general contest compared to the 

Reynoso vote. These are shown in table 10.4 over the page. 
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Table 10.4: Comparison between the vote for Cruz Reynoso and the vote in the 
contest for Attorney General in the November 1982 election

 
County Turnout in attorney 

general contest as % of 
registered voters 

Turnout in 
Reynoso contest as 
% of registered 
voters 
 

Difference 
(percentage points) 
 

1.  Conservative:    
Modoc 71.3 49.8 21.5 
Colusa 67.2 43.7 23.5 
Glenn 72.1 59.0 23.1 
Del Norte 62.9 40.0 22.9 
Sutter 62.9 46.9 16.0 
Tehama 72.6 58.5 14.1 
Yuba 
 

60.4 47.0 13.4 

2. Liberal/moderate:    
San Francisco 55.9 35.0 20.9 
Alameda 61.6 46.3 15.3 
Marin 69.9 53.1 16.8 
Santa Cruz 64.2 48.2 16.0 
Yolo 64.3 50.9 13.4 
San Mateo 64.8 49.4 15.4 
Santa Clara 
 

61.5 48.4 13.1 

State 
 

64.9 49.1 15.8 

 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts

 

 

While conservative voters seemed to treat the contest for attorney general as more 

important than did liberal/moderate voters, the turnout figures for the Reynoso contest 

are about the same. If there was a surge in conservative voting behaviour in the late 

1970s and early 1980s it might be expected to show up in the judicial confirmation 

vote, since this was portrayed as an ideological litmus test. However, the turnout figures 

show there was a lack of interest in the issue. More than four times as much money was 

spent in the campaign for attorney general than in the judicial contests, but more free 

publicity was given to the judicial campaign than to the attorney general’s contest. Katz 

estimated that the campaign against the judges received one million dollars free 

publicity from politicians, in particular Deukmejian and Wilson, speaking out on the 

issue. The pro-court forces also had their spokespersons and while they were not 

politicians with a high profile, they were also given much publicity in the media. None 

of this seems to have overcome the relative voter disinterest.  
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Having shown that there was not a strong response, the next two sections show how the 

campaigns for and against the judges were imbued with ideological content, how those 

who did vote responded, and what part the issue of race played in the contest. 

 

The importance of ideology 

 

After the 1980 election, the Los Angeles Times forecast the possibility of “something 

new in political action; a sharp ideological struggle over the courts...”98 Two years later, 

Peter Schrag questioned the nature of what was occurring: “This year’s Republican 

attack is not a conservative attack; it is a piece of populist demagoguery that any real 

conservative ought to be ashamed of.”99 Commenting on aspects of Bird’s support, 

Martin Smith added, 
As a group, blue collar voters have not been noted for their devotion to the civil liberties 

positions with which Bird is identified... That doesn’t make them conservative any more 

than a devotion to New Deal economic programs makes them liberals.100

Nevertheless, the issue as it was subsequently debated was the confirmation of three 

judges being portrayed as overly liberal. 

 

It may have been that the unusual nature of the campaign tended to encourage a more 

purely ideological vote, less corrupted by personality politics and the mass of short-

term pressures applied by the electronic media in a regular political contest. These were 

not entirely absent, as other political figures, both candidates for office and non-

candidates, used the judicial campaign to their own ends and so the campaigns did 

become partisan. However, the issues discussed in the media during the campaign 

tended to be those of judicial philosophy and political ideology; issues such as taxation, 

judicial independence and, in particular, crime. 

 

On the issue of crime, in simplified terms, conservatives argued that the solution was 

more effective punishment that would make individuals more accountable for their own 

actions. Liberals often argued that social conditions were at the root of crime and that 

government intervention could alleviate those conditions. The Californian judicial 

campaign demonstrated the way in which public political discourse can operate 

simultaneously at different levels. The conservative discourse attempted, with some 

success, to link the social programs of the liberal elite with the rising incidence of crime 

                                                 
98 Los Angeles Times, 2 December 1980: II10 
99 Sacramento Bee, 13 October 1982: B4 
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that had occurred, coincidentally or not, during the era of the great liberal Supreme 

Courts – the United States Court under Earl Warren from 1954 to 1969 and the 

California Court under Bird from 1977. The justices were thus accused of being soft on 

crime, meaning that they had made decisions which reduced the culpability of the 

accused and so denied both the victim(s) and society justice. Detractors focused in 

particular on the alleged reluctance of the court to enforce the death penalty.101  

 

As long as the discourse focused on issues decided within the courts, conservatives had 

an advantage. Progressives did not or could not respond with a countering argument 

within that discourse. Crime was an issue that was deemed lost to progressives in 1982. 

In the campaign for attorney general, Van de Kamp was able to offset the crime issue 

by emphasising other issues such as the environment and consumer protection. The 

Supreme Court also made important decisions on such issues that should have pleased 

liberals. However, the court, particularly in its liberal activist era, tended to emphasise 

protection of minority interests and this put it at a political disadvantage. In trying to 

block the court’s activism, conservatives portrayed this concern with the rights of 

minorities as defying and disadvantaging the majority. Making decisions on social 

policy involves interpreting laws and making philosophic judgements, which are, or 

appear to be, steeped in ideology.  

 

In an attempt to avoid being connected with unpopular views on crime liberals either 

argued their own crime-fighting credentials or utilised a discourse that focused on 

larger issues that existed outside the court, in particular, the issue of political 

interference in the judiciary. For example, after opening its endorsement of the judges 

by saying, “The California Supreme Court is one of the most progressive courts in the 

country,” the Bay Guardian then concentrated its argument for confirmation on the 

                                                                                                                                               
100 Ibid, 22 June 1982 
101 In 1977, the state legislature had passed a death penalty law. The following year, another death 
penalty law was passed by popular initiative. In 1980, the California Supreme Court overturned a 1977 
death penalty law passed in the state legislature. Between 1977 and 1982, the court voted against 
affirming all the death penalty cases it had reviewed. Conservatives then claimed that the court was 
defying the popular will. During the 1982 campaign, one pro-court group ran a radio commercial that 
claimed all four justices favoured the death penalty. This was apparently based on their statements at 
confirmation hearings that they would uphold the law whatever their personal feelings. According to a 
spokesman for the group, allowing the death penalty issue to go unanswered would have amounted to 
"just rolling over and playing dead” (see California Journal, December 1982: 446). In this instance, 
liberals were forced to operate within the conservative discourse and in doing so were finally left to 
argue that the liberal court was not, after all, liberal. Yet some liberals still had high expectations of the 
court. A Sun Reporter editorial on Broussard’s appointment declared “the cry for ‘law-and-order’ must 
lead to justice under the law, especially for racial minorities” (see Sun Reporter, 2 July 1981: 7). 
Broussard, it should be noted, was African American. 
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importance of judicial independence.102 The Times, evidently not prepared to defend a 

liberal voting record, simply stated of the judges on the ballot. “Their records show far 

less evidence of liberal activism than the justices who are not on the ballot.”103 The 

argument about judicial independence was intended in part as an appeal to moderates 

and conservatives but such issues were less immediate and more esoteric than those 

employed by the court’s detractors. They did not have the same simple and direct 

appeal as did conservative statements about crime and left many voters uncertain or 

uninterested.  

 

An ideological element was certainly present in statements made in defence of the 

court. Despite Smith’s claim that many blue-collar workers opposed Bird the California 

AFL-CIO recommended a ‘Yes’ vote on all four judges.104 The September issue of the 

union’s newsletter carried an article that contained both a warning against the populist 

demagoguery Schrag had discussed and recognition of an ideological struggle similar to 

the comments expressed by the Sun Reporter: 
[The founding fathers] knew that popular law may often be bad law – vigilante law... 

While it is clear that any incoming Governor would be delighted to be assured of a state 

court that would always vote his way, such a situation would pose a great threat to the 

rights of the people and to the institutions they cherish if such a Governor favored the rich 

at the expense of the poor or the powerful over the weak.105

 

When journalist Connie Kang wrote on Brown’s legacy in California Journal, she was 

careful to provide a summation of the judicial philosophy of each of the four judges 

who would be on the ballot. Richardson, she wrote, was “a conservative;” Kaus, “a 

moderate;” Broussard, “a moderate liberal;” and Reynoso, “a liberal.”106 The state’s 

leading political commentary journal therefore labelled Reynoso as the most left-

leaning of the four justices. Not surprisingly, the judges did not necessarily agree with 

these easy labels.107 When profiled in the Tribune, Kaus declared “I consider myself 

very conservative... It is not [our] job to reshape the law.”108 Reynoso and Broussard did 

not offer descriptions of their own ideology but the print media, concerned that the 

                                                 
102 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 20 October 1982: 7 
103 Los Angeles Times, 20 September 1982: V1 
104 “No Rubber Stamp Courts,” Californian AFL-CIO News, September 1982, University of California, 
Berkeley, Institute of Government Studies document number f9100151 
105 Ibid
106 California Journal, September 1982: 315 
107 Other publications, however, did agree with California Journal’s assessment. For example, the San 
Jose Mercury News offered a virtually identical appraisal: “Kaus [is] a moderate... [Broussard is] 
generally considered a liberal... Reynoso... is the most controversial... [and] is probably the most liberal 
and the most activist of the three new justices” (see San Jose Mercury News, 24 October 1982: 6F). 
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electorate understand the distinctions, liked to package the contest with clear 

ideological labels. Several editorials made a point of noting that Kaus’s record showed 

him not to be a liberal and there was an effort to separate those on the ballot from the 

other members of the court.  

 

However, the tactic of banding the three jurists together as one was greatly facilitated 

by the nature of the institution of the court itself; insular, little-publicised and usually 

occupied with issues in which most people have relatively little interest. Katz noted of 

the attacks: “If one justice goes, they all may go because the attack is really on the court 

as an institution. The attackers want to politicize the whole court process.”109 Attacking 

all three Brown appointees did suggest expedience. While Reynoso was treated in a 

singularly negative way by conservatives, Kaus had previously been noted for his 

acceptability. In September, California Journal had written “[Kaus] is the only Brown 

appointment to the court which has received uniform praise in California’s legal 

community, from all ideological camps.”110 However, by October the Chronicle was 

reporting that the justices under attack “have been lumped together by their opponents 

more because they are easily identified as appointees of Governor Brown than because 

of any other similarities.”111

 

The tactic was sanctified by the Republican Party when a resolution was passed during 

its annual state convention held in San Diego in September urging the defeat of all three 

judges (over the objections of party moderates);112 even the party’s campaign badges 

read “Vote no on Jerry’s judges.” By late October, CJR began airing a pointed state-

wide commercial on radio which declared, 
Otto Kaus, Cruz Reynoso and Allen Broussard... all appointed by Jerry Brown... They cut 

the teeth right out of the death penalty. They stripped Proposition 13. I say no to Kaus, 

Reynoso and Broussard... I hope you will too.113

 

The only major Republican figure to deviate from this line was senatorial candidate 

Wilson, who was credited with opposing only Broussard and Reynoso. Few others 

made the distinction. George Nicholson wrote an article for the Los Angeles Daily 

Journal in which he based his criticisms of the liberal/moderate justices on the fact that 

                                                                                                                                               
108 Oakland Tribune, 24 October 1982: C7 
109 Los Angeles Times, 20 September 1982: V1 
110 California Journal, September 1982: 315 
111 San Francisco Chronicle, 12 October 1982: 7 
112 Ibid, 20 September 1982: 5 
113 Los Angeles Times, 23 October 1982: II1 
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“They are Jerry Brown’s judges... without going into the specific merit of each 

individual jurist that appears on the ballot among those three.”114 Deukmejian was also 

prominent in the attack on the justices. Peter Schrag examined his motives, pondering, 

“Deukmejian has never said just what Kaus has done in his very brief Supreme Court 

career to earn him Deukmejian’s opposition.”115 In the Nation, Schrag answered his 

own implicit question:  
Some observers suspect that Kaus was included on the hit list to undercut the charge that 

opposition to the judges is racist, a suspicion reinforced by the fact that, as Attorney 

General, Deukmejian voted for – and warmly praised – Kaus when he came before the 

Commission on Judicial Appointments... he has never explained his change of heart.116

 

Perhaps the clearest public accusation against Deukmejian came from professor of law 

Gerald F. Uelmen, chairperson of the Los Angeles County Bar Association Committee 

on Defense of the Courts. In a letter to the Times, he put forward an argument similar to 

Schrag’s to a broader Californian readership: 
The most plausible explanation I've heard: that Deukmejian included Kaus on his ‘hit list’ 

because he was afraid of a ‘hit list’ consisting of only justices Cruz Reynoso and Allen E. 

Broussard would invite charges of racism. 

Thus Kaus became the attorney general’s ‘token white.’'117

 

John Feliz, the director of the Law and Order Campaign Committee, claimed that voters 

were capable of making the “very fine distinction” between the conservative Reagan-

appointee Frank Richardson and the others; “I think they’re going to look for the 

Brown-appointed judges and vote against them.”118 The figures in table 10.1 suggest 

that the campaign to isolate Reynoso, Kaus and Broussard from Richardson was not 

entirely successful. Throughout the campaign, as many voters remained undecided on 

Richardson as for the other three. Of those who made up their minds on Richardson 

between August and the last poll, forty percent declared an intention to retain, and sixty 

percent to reject. In other words, during the course of a conservative campaign intended 

to increase public criticism of the liberal/moderate judges, more than half of those who 

made up their minds on the conservative judge decided they would vote against him. 

 

However, it is clear that Richardson was favoured relative to the others. The following 

analysis attempts to determine how well the electorate accepted and assimilated the 

                                                 
114 Sacramento Bee, 13 October 1982: B4 
115 Ibid
116 Schrag, “The Attack on the Courts:” 433, 434 
117 Gerald F. Uelman, letter to Los Angeles Times, 19 September 1982: IV4 
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ideological distinctions by comparing the vote received by each of the three ‘liberal’ 

judges (table 10.5) and then between Reynoso’s and Richardson’s votes, representing 

the most liberal and most conservative judge on the ballot (table 10.6). 

 

 

Table 10.5: Comparison between votes cast in Cruz Reynoso contest and votes cast 

in the other judicial confirmation contests in the November 1982 election 

 
County ‘Yes’ vote for 

Reynoso 
Plurality of ‘Yes’ 
vote for Kaus over 
‘Yes’ vote for 
Reynoso 
(percentage 
points) 

Plurality of 
‘Yes’ vote for 
Broussard over 
‘Yes’ vote for 
Reynoso 
(percentage 
points) 
 

Plurality of ‘Yes’ 
vote for Kaus over 
‘Yes’ vote for 
Broussard 
(percentage 
points) 

1.  Conservative:     

Modoc 43.7 4.3 5.7 -1.4 

Colusa 33.3 4.9 2.4 2.5 

Glenn 32.1 3.4 4.7 -1.3 

Del Norte 37.9 4.0 2.9 1.1 

Sutter 34.7 5.4 3.6 1.8 

Tehama 38.9 7.3 4.7 2.6 

Yuba 

 

41.8 3.8 4.4 -0.6 

2. Liberal/moderate:     

San Francisco 70.0 4.2 2.7 1.5 

Alameda 61.2 4.2 3.7 0.5 

Marin 58.8 6.9 4.0 2.9 

Santa Cruz 53.0 8.3 3.1 5.2 

Yolo 51.4 5.8 4.3 1.5 

San Mateo 57.0 5.9 3.0 2.9 

Santa Clara 

 

57.7 4.2 4.2 0.0 

State average 

 

52.4 4.6 3.8 0.8 

 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts

                                                                                                                                               
118 Ibid, 20 September 1982: V1 
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Table 10.6: Comparison between votes cast in Cruz Reynoso contest and votes cast 
in the Frank Richardson contest in the November 1982 election 

 
County ‘Yes’ vote for 

Reynoso 
‘Yes’ vote for 
Richardson 

Plurality of ‘Yes’ vote for Richardson 
over ‘Yes’ vote for Reynoso 
(percentage points) 
 

1.  Conservative:    
Modoc 43.7 67.9 24.2 
Colusa 33.3 60.8 27.5 
Glenn 32.1 72.1 40.0 
Del Norte 37.9 52.0 14.1 
Sutter 34.7 59.4 24.7 
Tehama 38.9 64.1 25.2 
Yuba 
 

41.8 62.2 20.4 

2. Liberal/moderate:    
San Francisco 70.0 80.7 10.7 
Alameda 61.2 78.8 17.6 
Marin 58.8 75.5 16.7 
Santa Cruz 53.0 73.3 20.3 
Yolo 51.4 74.1 22.7 
San Mateo 57.0 73.9 16.9 
Santa Clara 
 

57.7 73.8 16.1 

State average 
 

52.4 76.2 23.8 

 
Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts

 

 

Each of the three liberal/moderate judges received strong support from the 

liberal/moderate counties, but with approval ratings much smaller than Richardson’s. 

On the other hand, each was rejected by the most conservative counties, and there is 

evidence of a further differentiation in the vote. While Kaus was clearly favoured over 

Broussard in the liberal/moderate counties the conservative counties showed less 

inclination to differentiate between the liberal/moderate judges. This is consistent with 

the way the conservative elite attacked the court. The polling and election figures for 

Richardson suggest that the electorate was well aware of the ideological component in 

this election because he ran well ahead of the others. Broussard and Kaus received very 

close results and Reynoso was consistently about four percentage points behind them.  

 

Los Angeles County, the most populous in the state, offers an illustration of the pattern 

that was constant across almost every county. Out of more than one and a half million 

votes cast for or against each judge in the county, the difference between Broussard’s 

and Kaus’s tally of ‘No’ votes was a mere 226. Reynoso received about twenty 
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thousand fewer ‘Yes’ votes than either, and fifty thousand more ‘No’ votes. In each of 

the fifty-eight counties, Reynoso received more ‘No’ votes than his fellow liberals. 

 

Most of the liberal/moderate counties gave Richardson a ‘Yes’ vote slightly below the 

state average. At the same time, Reynoso’s vote was generally well above the state 

average. Voters in the more liberal counties were evidently not simply voting on the 

issue of judicial independence, which had been the main defence offered by the liberal 

papers. If they had, it would have been reasonable to expect that the approval rate of 

each judge would have been uniformly higher. Instead, the three liberal judges’ ‘Yes’ 

votes were higher in relation to Richardson, suggesting that there was a relatively 

greater approval of liberalism in the court in the more liberal counties. This idea is 

borne out by the fact that the narrowest gap of all appears in the results from San 

Francisco, the most liberal county. Since the seven most liberal counties are among the 

most populous, the concept of defending the court’s liberalism may have been more 

acceptable than it appeared at the time.  

 

Those who did defend publicly the court attempted to take the moral high ground by 

not differentiating between the four judges. The Times noted “Liberals, legal groups 

and other court supporters are rallying in the justices’ defence, backing not only Kaus, 

Broussard and Reynoso, but Richardson as well.”119 Yet from the evidence in table 

10.6, the more liberal counties discriminated against Richardson, in relation to the 

electorates in the conservative counties. It appears that to some degree the whole court 

was seen institutionally as liberal. Evidence of this can be found in the vote from the 

conservative counties where the approval rate of the conservative judge was well below 

the state average. For example, in Del Norte County, Richardson scored only a 52 

percent approval vote. Considering that a conservative political elite who wanted to 

change the nature of the court triggered the issue, this near-defeat is telling. 

 

The results reveal the electorate’s verdict on two distinct discourses and consequently 

liberal and conservative voters showed voting patterns that were inconsistent with one 

another. While voters in the more liberal counties appeared to be approving the 

ideological (the liberal/moderate members of the court) over the practical (the 

performance of the court itself), conservative whites appeared to disapprove as much of 

the court’s record and reputation as of the minority members on the court. If, as was 

                                                 
119 Los Angeles Times, 20 September 1982: V1 
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claimed, there was a surge of conservative sentiment around the time of the election of 

Reagan as president, it would be likely to reflect in strong conservative support for 

Justice Richardson. Instead, the evidence suggests that rather than rejecting liberal 

figures and supporting conservatives, conservative voters were showing their 

dissatisfaction with the institutions of government themselves. If voter anger was 

systematically and negatively aimed, it did not yet show a realigned pattern. In such 

times of unclear ideological commitment, it is reasonable to expect voters to fall back 

on making their decisions based on such issues as integrity and competence. In the 

attorney general’s contest, for example, they had chosen the more liberal Van de Kamp, 

in part because of such issues. Among conservative voters, the state Supreme Court had 

a problem with its image, and Richardson suffered as a result. 

 

Justice Reynoso and minority advancement 

 

The vote against Reynoso was further complicated by his being Hispanic. With Bradley 

being the first African American outside the South attempting to win the gubernatorial 

contest, and with the presence of Reynoso and Broussard on the ballot for the Supreme 

Court, race assumed a major role in Californian politics in 1982. In analysing the 

election afterwards, commentators could not avoid the issue but generally discussion 

pertained to African American candidates, most obviously Bradley.120  

 

Once again, liberals struggled to deal with the workings of the image-making machine 

that was fast becoming their nemesis. In October, the Chronicle profiled the four 

justices on the ballot. The article itself was revealing, referring to the conservative 

Richardson as someone who “fits perfectly the popular image of a judge... with silver-

grey hair and a kindly, grandfatherly manner...”121 The logical reading of this suggests 

that the Hispanic Reynoso, the African American Broussard and the accented Kaus did 

not fit the popular image of what a judge should be and were therefore suspect. In a 

1986 interview, Bird reflected upon this kind of attitude: 
We live in an age where image is everything. Well, if you are a black, a Chicano, an Asian, 

or a woman, there is no way in which you can easily slip into a position and look as if you 

belong there simply because you fit the image of a white Anglo-Saxon male. And in a 

                                                 
120 At times, this awareness was especially pronounced. California Journal’s analysis of the judicial 
confirmations included a look at the votes for the justices of the Courts of Appeals. In Sacramento, 
appellate justice Coleman Blease received the lowest approval vote ever for an appellate justice. 
According to the journal, “about the only plausible explanation anyone has produced for his vote total is 
the speculation that some voters looked at his first name and wrongly assumed he was black” (see 
California Journal, December 1982: 445). 
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society that places so much emphasis on image, that is an additional obstacle to those of us 

who represent a part of the society that hasn’t been part of the power structure.122

 

There were suggestions of racial motivations well before the election results were 

known. In the words of Times reporter Edwin Chen, during the campaign, Bird felt the 

opposition “may be partly racially motivated”123 – in Kaus’s case because he was 

foreign born. When Reynoso was one of the Court of Appeal justices running in 1978, 

he received the lowest vote and according to California Journal, “[many court 

watchers] think racism may have played a part.”124

 

An unusual attack on Reynoso by retired justice George Paras, who had been on the 

Appeals Court with Reynoso in Sacramento, served to highlight the issue of Hispanic 

advancement. Conservatives may have argued publicly that the issue was Reynoso’s 

ideology but Paras helped change the focus to his minority status. In a letter to 

Reynoso, Paras accused him of being a “professional Mexican” and went on to state a 

litany of conservative fears:  
You must ever champion the ‘oppressed,’ meaning those who so designate themselves, 

such as criminals, handicapped, welfare recipients, demonstrators, ‘minorities’ and 

miscellaneous other have-nots.125

 

Paras presented his letter at the confirmation hearings and the Times published this 

excerpt, helping ensure that Reynoso’s ethnicity underpinned the campaign for both 

sides. However, from the outset, Reynoso’s appointment caused a partisan split. The 

Bee urged his confirmation for its symbolic value: 
There is little hope that the fabric of this society will hold together in the years ahead if 

major elements of the population do not feel that they are part of the system that 

determines their fate.126

In many cases, the better vote recorded by Broussard over Reynoso (see table 10.5) 

may be attributable to the former not being recognised as a member of a minority 

                                                                                                                                               
121 San Francisco Chronicle, 12 October 1982: 7 
122 California Monthly, September 1986: 17 
123 Los Angeles Times, 7 August 1982: 28 
124 California Journal, vol. 13, no. 9, September 1982: 315. Two overviews of Californian politics also 
note that Reynoso was more strongly opposed during his appointment process than was usual. Gertson 
and Christensen wrote that H.L. Richardson and his Law and Order Committee “campaigned against 
Reynoso” (see Gertson and Christensen, Politics in the Golden State: 134) and that it was the effort of a 
new group, backed by the Republican Party, which made targets of all three judges. Culver and Syer 
noted similar sentiments: “Brown did make several controversial appointments to the court, particularly 
Rose Bird as chief justice and Cruz Reynoso as an associate justice” (see Culver and Syer, Power and 
Politics in California: 227). 
125 Los Angeles Times, 18 January 1982: 16 
126 Sacramento Bee, 14 April 1981: B10 
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group. Apart from Bird, none of the justices was well known. As individuals they 

remained largely unrecognisable but their appearance on the ballot was another matter. 

There was nothing in Allen Broussard’s name to indicate that he was an African 

American. Cruz Reynoso, on the other hand, was clearly a Hispanic name.  

 

In the heavily Hispanic counties, Broussard’s plurality over Reynoso was greater than 

in many other parts of the state. These counties have economies largely dependent on 

agriculture, which in part explains why they had large Hispanic minority populations, 

but also introduces another variable into the Reynoso vote. In the early 1970s, Reynoso 

was head of the poverty law firm California Rural Legal Assistance and it may well 

have been that in these rural counties he was judged on his past as much as his present 

position. The Mercury News felt he was controversial “because of his background as 

director of the California Rural Legal Assistance program.”127  

 

For newspapers, ‘controversial’ is a somewhat all-purpose term, but in this case it does 

conjure up disagreements that have underlying racial and ideological tones. At the time 

of Reynoso’s appointment, the Times wrote, “Latino organizations, long awaiting the 

appointment of a Spanish-surnamed person to the court, are rallying to Reynoso’s 

defence.”128 Once Reynoso was appointed, it is difficult to imagine these organisations 

did not fight to keep him there but he still seems to have suffered in the rural counties. 

With so few African Americans in these counties, it appears the white population 

reacted negatively toward the representative of the minority group they were most 

familiar with. This in turn suggests the possibility of a white reaction against minority 

empowerment. Since Reynoso suffered most in counties with a high Hispanic 

population, it must be presumed he was also damaged by low turnout rates among 

Hispanics. 

 

Two counties are worthy of attention, Sacramento and San Diego. In Sacramento 

County the business of government is closer to hand than anywhere else in the state. 

There was a stronger feeling there against Reynoso than in any other county, even 

though the county had moderately-sized minority groups.129 Using the same criteria that 

were used to determine the overall ideology of the other counties, Sacramento would be 

considered politically moderate. However, while both Kaus and Broussard were 

                                                 
127 San Jose Mercury News, 24 October 1982: 6F 
128 Los Angeles Times, 18 January 1982: 16 
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successful in the county, Reynoso was not. The difference between the ‘Yes’ vote for 

Kaus and for Reynoso was 10.4 percentage points, the highest in the state. The one 

factor that made Reynoso different there was that he had served on the appellate court 

in Sacramento. San Diego County was 14.8 percent Hispanic and 5.6 percent African 

American. There was good support for all three liberal/moderate judges. However, the 

difference between the ‘Yes’ vote for Kaus and Reynoso was 9.4 percentage points, 

also a very high figure. As with Sacramento County, there are no obvious reasons for 

this in the ethnic make-up of the county or in its ideological voting record. 

 

Reynoso had come onto the bench in March 1982 and he was already deemed more 

unpopular than Broussard and Kaus by August. In its post-election coverage, California 

Journal stated that “Race was clearly a factor in the Reynoso vote, although... the 

extent of its influence will probably never be known.”130 However, it is apparent that 

about four percent of the electorate was innately hostile,131 a hostility not motivated by 

ideology. This level of disapproval remained constant through to the election. Another 

discourse, based around the issue of minority advancement, was operating throughout 

the campaign. It was obviously manifested at the elite level, but it also affected the 

mass level both because of the symbolism of these judicial appointments and because of 

the practical power appointees had to affect public policy. The results were apparent in 

the election results and suggested problems for minorities. With Supreme Court 

elections determined on a statewide basis, the majority can veto minority 

representation. The courts may be designed to protect the minority point of view but 

ironically the minority viewpoint on court is not protected. 

 

Summary 

 

The campaign to defend the justices was two-pronged, arguing the need for an 

independent judiciary and claiming that the court was not as liberal as portrayed. 

Elements within the liberal press were an exception to the general reluctance of liberals 

to defend the court. Despite the political tone of the times, the conservative campaign 

                                                                                                                                               
129 African Americans comprised 7.5 percent and Hispanics 9.5 percent of the population of the county 
respectively. 
130 California Journal, December 1982: 445 
131 In 1978, Wiley Manuel and Frank Newman were on the ballot with the chief justice. There was no 
attempt to build a separate case against each; they were both subject to the same campaign. Yet Wiley, an 
African American, received an approval vote four percent lower than the more liberal Newman. A 
similar trend was evident in 1982. In the Chronicle’s exit poll on the gubernatorial election, four percent 
of respondents said they had voted for Deukmejian because they “Didn’t want to vote for a Black” (see 
San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B). 
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against the judges was not effective, and conservative voters who turned out on 

Election Day because of other law-and-order associated issues did not vote strongly in 

the judicial contest. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: ENVIRONMENTAL LIBERALISM AND THE 

CAMPAIGNS FOR PROPOSITIONS 11 AND 13 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter looks at the environmental movement’s political efforts in California 

between 1980 and 1982: a highly publicised bid to oust Interior Secretary James Watt 

in 1981, and two ballot initiatives in 1982, Proposition 11, which would mandate a 

deposit on beverage containers, and Proposition 13, which called for greater water 

conservation.  

 

By the 1970s, the environmental movement was a significant force in national politics 

in the United States. At decade’s end, environmentalists had experienced some fifteen 

years of legislative successes, and seen the Carter and Brown administrations place 

many key members of the movement within government. Some critics claimed this had 

led to environmental organisations resting on their laurels and becoming disconnected 

from grassroots support.1 The 1980 election represented a major setback. 

Environmentalists’ access to government, once taken for granted, was curtailed.2 Staff 

changes loomed in the Department of the Interior and the Environmental Protection 

Agency that were not likely to favour environmental and consumer interests. The story 

was the same in California. Sierra Club lobbyist John Zierold lamented that the state 

government was more pro-business than at any time he could remember.3 He claimed 

that the 1980 election had seen the numbers of pro-environmental politicians reduced 

from ten to eight in the State Senate and from fifteen to fourteen in the Assembly.4  

 

Assessments of environmentalism in the period immediately after the 1980 election 

tended to be pessimistic. In March of 1981, Anne Jackson wrote an article on the 

environmental movement in California. Although the article pointed out that there was 

hope for the movement, she also noted, 
If there’s one thing that distinguishes environmentalists these days, it’s a weariness about 

the eyes. And no wonder. With the political tide rising on the right, the environmental 

movement is more embattled now than ever before.... Clearly the movement is in trouble... 
5

                                                 
1 California Journal, March 1981: 99 
2 Sierra: The Sierra Club Bulletin, (San Francisco), January/February 1981: 6 and California Journal, 
March 1981: 99, 104 
3 California Journal, March 1981: 104 
4 Ibid
5 Ibid: 99, 100 
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The environmental movement in California in the early 1980s 

 

It soon became apparent that environmentalism was faring better after the conservative 

sweep of November 1980 than were other strands of liberal politics. The strong 

foundations laid in the 1970s survived, ensuring the environmental movement 

continued to attract widespread support and received media publicity. While the 

‘liberal’ tag was increasingly developing negative connotations, opinion polls in the 

early 1980s showed that the environmental movement continued to enjoy strong public 

support,6 thus ensuring liberalism remained manifest, albeit in a redefined guise. 

Despite rising unemployment, a large majority of Californians declared they supported 

environmental protection even at an economic cost.7 This was revelatory in a state 

whose governor had written repeatedly of the impossibility of continuing to raise taxes 

to pay for social programs.8 Table 11.1 shows voter responses to California Polls taken 

in 1981 and 1982, figures that illustrate the importance of the environment as a political 

issue. 

 

                                                 
6 Sierra, January/February 1981: 6, 7 
7 Abe Mellinkoff, San Francisco Chronicle, 23 September 1982: 60 
8 See, for example, Edmund G. Brown, jr., “Budget message,” Capitol Quarterly, vol. 2, No. 1, 1981: 
136-37 and Edmund G. Brown, jr., “State of the State,” ibid, vol. 3, No. 1, 1982: 42 
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Table 11.1: Opinion polls measuring Californian voters’ attitudes toward 
environmental issues

 
Question: Which do you think is more important – promoting economic growth even if this leads 
to more pollution and risk to the environment, or protecting the environment even if this slows 
down the economy and costs some jobs? 
 
Voter responses August 1981 (%) August 1982 (%) 

 
Protect environment even if it costs some jobs  60 57 
Promote growth even if it increases pollution 23 27 
Both equally important 10 7 
No opinion 7 9 
Total 100 100 
 
Question: Do you think in order to have sufficient economic growth we will need to relax 
environmental safeguards, or do you think we can have sufficient economic growth without 
relaxing environmental safeguards? 
 
Voter responses August 1981 (%) August 1982 (%) 

 
Growth is possible without easing environmental 
safeguards 

58 64 

Relaxed environmental safeguards are needed to 
promote growth 

31 24 

No opinion 11 12 
Total 100 100 
 
Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, 1 November 1982 

 

 

Crucially, people were making their support for environmentalism concrete. Sierra Club 

leader Phillip Berry would reflect that 
In 1982, we had a pleasant surprise. We found that in many instances the people acting for 

the club politically had not been in leadership roles before. They were grass-roots activists 

who seemed to say, “I wish somebody had done this, and now the Sierra Club has. I’m 

going to go join to help out.” And so, we got new blood—people wanting to be politically 

active. Their motivation was environmental politics, and we were the vehicle.9

In total, membership of environmental organisations in California exceeded 260 000 in 

the immediate aftermath of the 1980 elections.10 Furthermore, it was growing 

significantly – the Sierra Club gained 35 000 members in the half year after Reagan’s 

inauguration.11 The Club, an organisation founded and based in California, was by then 

one of the largest environmental organizations in the United States. It was also the 

                                                 
9 Ann Lage and Phillip Berry, Phillip S. Berry, Sierra Club Leader, 1960s-1980s: A Broadened Agenda, 
A Bold Approach, An Interview Conducted by Ann Lage, 1981, 1984, Sierra Club Oral History Series, 
Regional Oral History Office, The Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley, 1988: 129 
10 “California Environmental Organizations,” California Journal, March 1981: 102, 103. This number 
includes those who were members of more than one organisation. 
11 The Economist, 26 Sep 1981: 41 
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foremost environmental organisation in California, where its eighty thousand members 

comprised 40 percent of the Club’s national membership.12

 

The poll results and the growing membership of the organisations led to a renewed 

confidence in the environmental movement very soon after the 1980 election. The 

Sierra Club’s Carl Pope declared that the results of the election did not mean a “right-

wing sweep” had occurred.13 Of course, his was a narrow reading of events. The 

immediate future did not look bleak for the environmental movement – this did not 

necessarily translate to other strands of progressive politics – but other 

environmentalists saw the situation similarly. An official from the Environmental 

Defense Fund noted in November 1980, “we don’t want people to think for a minute 

that the environmental movement is dead because Ronald Reagan is President.”14 

According to this report, a grassroots coalition of environmental and consumer groups 

was developing to an unprecedented degree.15 Sierra Club leaders also began to re-

assess the 1980 results. In the first issue of the organisation’s magazine for 1981, 

president Joe Fontaine wrote  
I am sure many Sierra Club members went through a period of disheartenment 

immediately after the recent election, as I did… But the gloom and doom of November 5 

have since receded.16  

 

As the pessimism dissipated, the major environmental organisations began to plot an 

increased political role for themselves. The Sierra Club had organised the Committee 

on Political Education (SCCOPE) in 1976, and while it had been slow to enter the 

political arena, after 1980 it was rapidly catching up.17 Having first publicly endorsed 

pro-environment candidates in legislative and congressional races in 1980,18 the Club 

was looking to increase further its political involvement in 1981-82.19 In 1980, 

SCCOPE spent $100 000 on political campaigns but for 1982 it was slated to spend 

                                                 
12 California Journal, March 1981: 102 
13 Sierra, January/February 1981: 11 
14 Los Angeles Times, 18 November 1980: 8 
15 The strength of the Sierra Club’s grassroots power was later acknowledged in the Times (see Los 
Angeles Times, 15 October 1981: 3). 
16 Sierra, January/February 1981: 6 
17 San Francisco Chronicle, 23 September 1982: 60 
18 California Journal, March 1981: 102 
19 Although it claimed bipartisanship, the Club had a clearly progressive ideological leaning. For 
example, late in 1982, John Hooper, the organisation’s public lands specialist wrote an election special 
article declaring the public ownership of public lands and key resources to be paramount: “Economic 
return, cannot be used as the sole measure of public benefit from federally owned property... what serves 
the public interest does not always provide the highest economic return” (see Sierra: The Sierra Club 
Bulletin (San Francisco), November/December 1982: 35). 
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well over $400 000.20 The first manifestation of the newly politicised environmental 

movement was the campaign to oust Reagan’s newly appointed Secretary of the 

Interior, James Watt. 

 

The campaign to oust Interior Secretary James Watt 

 

When Reagan announced Watt’s appointment, it electrified the environmental debate. 

Watt’s long-time advocacy of allowing mineral and energy exploration on federal 

government land concerned environmental groups, but it was his declaration that he 

would open up four Californian coastal regions to offshore oil and gas exploration that 

stirred the most antipathy. 

 

The Sacramento Bee called the decision “shockingly partisan,”21 and later referred to 

the administration’s park policy as “The Plunder Of Public Lands” and “a scandal.”22 

The paper said the overall environmental policies of Watt and Reagan represented an 

extremist position.23 In April 1981, the Oakland Tribune commented that the Sierra 

Club’s accusation that Watt was “at war” with environmental protection was “an 

understandable conclusion.”24 “Watt,” the paper warned, “has started to undo years of 

effort aimed at protecting the environment.”25 Disapproval of Watt among Californian 

voters rose from 24 percent in August 1981 to 39 percent by the middle of September 

1982.26 Thus, he represented a boon for Democrats. The Western states had been a 

Reagan stronghold in 1980, but by mid-1981, polls showed the Democrats leading 55 to 

36 percent in the West, largely because of the administration’s land policies.27

 

Major Democratic politicians took advantage of Watt’s unpopularity. Jerry Brown was 

well positioned,28 and publicly opposed Watt through 1981 and 1982. Brown often 

sounded most liberal when talking about energy and environmental policy, and in April 

1981 he referred to the nation’s “petroleum habit” and accused the administration of 

mismanaging the nation’s resources.29 Congressman George Miller tackled the 

Administration on its supposed strong point, questioning whether Watt was applying 

                                                 
20 San Francisco Bay Guardian Home Edition, 21 July-4 August 1982: 1 
21 Sacramento Bee, 13 February 1981: B14 
22 Ibid, 20 June 1982: F2 
23 Ibid, 30 August 1982: B6 
24 Oakland Tribune, 21 April 1981: 8 
25 Ibid
26 San Francisco Chronicle, 16 September 1982: 8 
27 Congressional Quarterly, 11 July 1981: 1258 
28 Martin Smith, Sacramento Bee, 19 Sep 1982: G2 
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sound business management criteria in his stewardship of federal lands.30 In particular, 

Miller wanted to end the massive water subsidies paid to wealthy western water users, 

and he warned that Watt could return the Interior Department “to its prior status as the 

handmaiden of the oil and water industries and other special interests.”31  

  

Miller was not alone among Watt’s opponents to use a free-market discourse. Witnesses 

at congressional hearings on the offshore drilling emphasised that the tourist and fishing 

industries, which earned California $16 billion annually, would be threatened.32 

Meanwhile, the major environmental organisations were more confrontational. By 

April 1981 a petition drive to recall Watt had been organised. It was deliberately 

portrayed as a spontaneous grassroots effort but according to a Sierra Club 

memorandum leaked to the Los Angeles Times, it was carefully designed to maximise 

the media and political impact.33 Launching the drive, Sierra Club executive director 

Michael McCloskey wrote,
James Watt has declared virtual war on the environment. Americans are outraged by this 

man’s actions... our fight is not just against one man. It is the entire Reagan anti-

environmental assault... We declare war on WATT-ism.34

 

Although the petition drive was not unanimously supported within the Club, as a public 

relations exercise it was spectacularly successful,35 with the effort receiving widespread 

support in California. Replying to Watt’s statement that he was in the mainstream of the 

environmental movement, the Tribune editorialised, “We hope the recall petitions will 

put him on notice that he is not.”36 By October 1981, environmental organisations had 

collected over one million signatures.37 Although the act was largely symbolic Watt’s 

resignation or dismissal could not be effected, it earned the Sierra Club considerable 

publicity.  

                                                                                                                                               
29 Los Angeles Times, 1 April 1981: 6 
30 George Miller, Oakland Tribune, 18 March 1981: 11 
31 Ibid
32 Los Angeles Times, 27 March 1981: 3. California’s Representatives, including Democrats, argued that 
the economic benefits would be greater if the drilling was prevented (see Sacramento Bee, 13 February 
1981: B14). 
33 Los Angeles Times, 15 October 1981: 3 
34 Sierra Club, Platform for the Future: An Agenda for the 1982 Congressional Elections, Sierra Club, 
California, 1982: 2 
35 According to former Sierra Club leader Phillip Berry, “The petition drive against Watt was launched 
without consultation with the full board. A few members knew about it, but it was not launched openly 
out of fear we would be co-opted by another conservation organization that might jump the gun... A 
decision was made to commit enormous Sierra Club resources, time, and effort to a project, without full 
board consultation” (see Phillip S. Berry,  Sierra Club Leader, 1960s-1980s: A Broadened Agenda, A 
Bold Approach, An Interview Conducted by Ann Lage,  1981, 1984, Sierra Club Oral History Series, 
Regional Oral History Office, The Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley, 1988: 44). 
36 Oakland Tribune, 21 April 1981: 8 
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In 1982 environmental organisations released an ‘Indictment’ of the Reagan 

Administration. It declared, in part, 
We thought it time to examine the [administration’s] entire record. We began with 

apprehension. We end appalled... The Reagan Administration... is betraying the agreement 

between the American people and their government – expressed in many laws – that the 

government will shield the public lands from abuse...38

Representative Henry Waxman introduced the ‘indictment’ into the House record.39

 

The environmental movement and the 1982 congressional races 

 

The attempted removal of James Watt also polarised a number of congressional 

contests. Tom Lantos referred to the oil exploration decision as “a blatant payoff to the 

oil companies” while fellow Democrat Congressman Leon Panetta promised to present 

a one hundred thousand signature protest petition.40 Other, more liberal, critics were 

even harsher. Senator Alan Cranston declared Watt was promoting “environmental 

anarchy,” stating that Watt’s parks policy came from “an anti-government bias so 

primitive that I still have difficulty believing Secretary Watt is serious about it.”41 The 

sometimes extremist John Burton told his House subcommittee that Watt “doesn’t have 

an ounce of intelligence,”42 while his brother Phillip claimed that Watt’s policies were 

“a dangerous abandonment of the basic principles which have guided policy in this 

country since at least the turn of the century;”43 interesting, in that protection of 

national parks was an issue that had preceded the great liberal era of the mid twentieth 

century.  

 

There was a clear benefit to be gained for a political candidate opposing Watt, as shown 

in table 11.2. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                               
37 Los Angeles Times, 15 October 1981: 3 
38 Ronald Reagan and the American Environment: An Indictment, Alternative Budget Proposal, and 
Citizen's Guide to Action. An Indictment Prepared by Friends of the Earth, Natural Resources Defense 
Council, The Wilderness Society, Sierra Club, National Audubon Society, Environmental Defense Fund, 
Environmental Policy Center, Environmental Action, Defenders of Wildlife, Solar Lobby, Friends of the 
Earth,  San Francisco,  Brick House Publishing Co. 1982: 6 
39 Congressional Quarterly, 1 April 1982: E1449 
40 Los Angeles Times, 11 April 1981: 6 
41 Sacramento Bee, 2 April 1981: AA4 
42 Los Angeles Times, 27 March 1981: 3 
43 Mailer from Phillip Burton, Phillip Burton Papers, UC Berkeley 
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Table 11.2: Opinion polls measuring Californian voters’ attitudes toward 
Congressional candidates who supported or opposed Watt (August 1982)

 
Inclination… if candidate supports Watt 

(%) 
 

if candidate opposes Watt 
(%) 

 
Less inclined to vote for candidate 39 8 
More inclined to vote for candidate 8 30 
Makes no difference 38 45 
No opinion 15 16 
Total 100 99 
 
Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, 1 November 1982 

 

 

The Sierra Club believed that it could affect individual congressional campaigns in 

1982 by utilising the resource base developed during the Watt campaign. The 

membership growth referred to earlier meant that the Club and other environmental 

organisations could provide manpower to liberal candidates in the form of precinct 

workers, pamphlet distributors and telephone operators.44 Not surprisingly, the lists of 

those who signed the petition to oust Watt were used for the 1982 campaigns. 

 

Sierra Club strategy was to make a target of those congressional races which were 

either marginal or where two challengers were vying for a vacant seat. For example, the 

sudden vulnerability of Phillip Burton, a powerful and effective congressional supporter 

of environmental issues, caused a flurry of activity within his district. A Sierra Club 

fund-raising letter ebulliently declared that Burton alone had been capable of and 

responsible for the Californian wilderness bill.45 The Club gave him extensive financial 

and campaign backing, and provided many of the 2000 volunteers who made 30 000 

‘home contacts’ and organised a members’ rally in support of Burton the day before the 

election.46 Burton’s re-election was a “top priority” for the League of Conservation 

Voters and Friends of the Earth.47 From the beginning of 1982 until September that year 

the League canvassed 400 000 houses in the Bay Area alone,48 a powerful grassroots 

effort. The Sierra Club also provided hundreds of volunteers to Lantos’s campaign, and 

assisted in the re-election efforts of Stark, Martinez, Boxer, Jerry Patterson and George 

Brown.49

                                                 
44 California Journal, March 1981: 105 
45 Letter signed Russ Shay, June 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, UC Berkeley 
46 Sierra, November-December 1982: 43, Los Angeles Times, 4 November 1982: II6 
47 See The Conservationist Voter, Summer 1982 and Undated and uncited Phillip Burton press release, 
Phillip Burton Papers, UC Berkeley 
48 Los Angeles Times, 16 September 1982: II11 
49 Sierra, November/December 1982: 43 
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Club leaders felt afterwards that involvement in the 1982 elections had been a great 

success.50 Sierra Club president Denny Shaffer was effusive in his 1982 election 

summary, declaring “we won every race we were favored to win.”51 According to 

Shaffer, environmentalism in general had made major political gains between 1980 and 

1982, and the Sierra Club in particular had changed the political climate in the United 

States.52 Politicians apathetic or outright antagonistic to environmentalism in 1980 

wanted to be seen as supporters, they recognised the value of the Club’s support, there 

was a renewed strength in grassroots campaigning, and the issues the Club championed 

were now widely popular.53

 

The campaign for Proposition 11 

 

The idea of a compulsory deposit on beverage containers had been touted for many 

years in California. In fact such a law had been in effect 40 years earlier but had fallen 

from use.54 In 1972, Oregon had re-introduced the law and over the next ten years eight 

other states followed suit. In California, supporters blamed beverage companies for 

blocking passage of such a law through the state legislature. The decision was made to 

place an initiative, Proposition 11, on the 1982 ballot, in the belief there was majority 

support in the electorate.55

 

The argument in favour of Proposition 11 was three-fold. Firstly, and not surprisingly, 

there was an aesthetic argument; a bottle deposit measure would make for a cleaner 

environment (‘pristine’ was an oft-used adjective in 1982). In the Proposition 11 

debate, ‘environment’ meant ‘wilderness,’ a mirror of the Sierra Club’s discourse – not 

surprisingly, the Club was among the coalition of organizations supporting Proposition 

11.56 The second argument for Proposition 11 was an appeal to logic. It was declared 

that the law was effective and popular in other states and therefore should be 

                                                 
50 Phillip S. Berry, Sierra Club Leader, 1960s-1980s: A Broadened Agenda, A Bold Approach, An 
Interview Conducted by Ann Lage, 1981, 1984, Sierra Club Oral History Series, Regional Oral History 
Office, The Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley, 1988: 122 
51 Sierra, January/February 1983: 35 
52 Ibid: 36, 37 
53 Ibid
54 San Jose Mercury News, 6 January 1982: 6B 
55 For example, a 1979 poll had indicated 85 percent approval for a bottle bill (see California Journal, 
March 1981: 104). The 1982 effort would be co-ordinated by Ross Pumphrey, a former aide to state 
Senator Omer Rains, who had been trying to pass a bottle bill in the state legislature since 1975 (see San 
Francisco Chronicle, 30 September 1982: 8). 
56 Co-op News, 16 August 1982 
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implemented in California.57 This also hinted at the third part of the argument; a claim 

to the moral high ground. According to this argument, the public wanted a bottle-

deposit law but its will was subverted by big business acting directly to prevent it being 

passed. However, despite these claims, the longer the Proposition 11 campaign went on, 

the more likely were voters to oppose the measure. The results of opinion polls taken 

over the course of the campaign are shown in table 11.3. 

 

 

Table 11.3: Opinion polls showing awareness of and attitudes toward Proposition 
11 

 
 August October 1-4 October 24-26 October 29-31 November 2 
Have not seen or 
heard about 
Proposition 11 
 

34 12 7 3 n.a. 

Have seen or 
heard about 
Proposition 11 
 

66 88 93 97 n.a. 

Intend to vote 
‘yes,’ or voted 
‘Yes’ (%) 
 

40 52 46 44 44 

Intend to vote 
‘no,’ or voted ‘No’ 
(%) 
 

20 32 40 47 56 

Undecided (%) 
 

6 4 7 6 n.a. 

 
Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, various dates 

 

 

The information in table 11.3 shows that the campaign was very successful in making 

people aware of the issue. However, a cursory reading also shows the effectiveness of 

the ‘No’ campaign. Of the voters made aware of the issue during the campaign, nine out 

of ten decided to oppose it. The response to data like this was perhaps predictable; 

advertising from the support organisation Californians for Recycling and Litter Clean-

up claimed that the opposition was running a “barrage of deceptive and unanswered 

advertising,”58 and that “Californians have been misled by out-of-state interests who 

spend millions of advertising dollars” both “purposely confusing” and “misleading” the 

                                                 
57 Ross Pumphrey, Sacramento Bee, 24 October 1982: F1, Sierra, September/October 1982: 21 and San 
Francisco Chronicle, 30 September 1982: 8 
58 Ross Pumphrey, Californians for Recycling and Litter Clean-up memo, dated 7 October 1982 
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public.59 Ross Pumphrey, the organisation’s chairman, wrote in the press of the 

opposition’s “shameless” and “deliberate deception.”60 If voters approved Proposition 

11, he declared, they “will also have demonstrated that the truth will come out when an 

issue is debated, notwithstanding slick, heavily financed campaigns to becloud it.”61  

 

While Pumphrey was a Proposition 11 partisan, the press also had trouble accepting 

that business could spend heavily to defend its interests (opponents of Proposition 11 

spent about seven million dollars on their campaign62). Even the moderate/conservative 

Chronicle criticised the uneven playing field when it headlined an article “Container 

Industry Tries to Crush Prop. 11,”63 while a Sacramento Bee editorial decried that the 

“dirtiest part of this fall’s campaign has come... in the systematic attempts to deceive” 

and the “attacks on Propositions 11, 13 and 15” that “distorts, deceives and confuses.”64 

Yet what it called “reprehensible tactics” pitted against issues with “real merit” had 

come about merely because of the “huge and disproportionate amounts being raised by 

the opponents of these ballot measures.”65  

 

These claims overlooked certain trends, particularly the fact that the form and the 

content of the Proposition 11 campaign left minority groups isolated.66 To counter the 

money spent by Proposition 11’s opponents, the initiative’s supporters attempted to 

reach voters more directly. They attempted to coerce free media coverage, but they also 

sent out hundreds of thousands of mailings, and conducted extensive door-to-door 

campaigning.67 The mailings used the membership lists of environmental organisations, 

most of who lived in affluent suburbs, while the door-to-door contact was likewise 

concentrated in wealthier areas. In the absence of paid television advertising, contact 

with minority voters was minimised. It seems probable, therefore, that many of the 34 

                                                 
59 Californians for Recycling and Litter Clean-up pamphlet, Institute of Government Studies, UC 
Berkeley, document number f91 00158 and Ross Pumphrey, Californians for Recycling and Litter Clean-
up memo, undated, Institute of Government Studies, UC Berkeley 
60 Ross Pumphrey, San Jose Mercury News, 10 October 1982: 7E and Ross Pumphrey, Los Angeles 
Times, 27 Oct 1982: II5 
61 Ross Pumphrey, Los Angeles Times, 27 October 1982: II5 
62 San Francisco Chronicle, 30 September 1982: 8 
63 Ibid. Elsewhere, the Chronicle apportioned blamed to both sides, declaring, “One of the perils of 
modern democracy is that issues are often decided on the basis of 30-second TV spots that reduce 
complex problems to buzzword slogans. The advertising campaigns on both sides [of Proposition 13] 
have come under fire for misleading voters” (see Ibid, 7 June 1982: 6). 
64 Sacramento Bee, 31 October 1982 
65 Ibid
66 Some also note that there was a pattern for left-leaning initiatives to start off with widespread (but 
evidently shallow) support and for this support to evaporate late in the campaign (see The Nation, 1 May 
1982: 524). 
67 575 000 letters had been sent out by the end of September 1982 (see San Francisco Chronicle, 30 
September 1982: 8) 
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percent of voters who were unaware of the issue in August 1982 (see table 11.3) were 

blue-collar and/or minority voters. Then, as these voters learned of the issue, they 

overwhelmingly expressed their opposition.  

 

Lower income earners were convinced by the argument that the bottle deposit bill 

would cost jobs. This argument became more effective as the campaign progressed, and 

the national unemployment figure broke the symbolic figure of ten percent in 

September 1982. The pamphlets put out in favour of the initiative listed few organised 

labour groups as backing the measure, but the proof came in the election results. 

Minority blue-collar Democratic districts were strongly opposed to Proposition 11. 

African American district gave the initiative the lowest support in the state, while the 

Hispanic districts were only slightly more receptive (see chapter eight). An exception 

was Dellums’s Eighth District, which registered strong approval for the measure, but 

which was not essentially an African American seat (and no paper supported 

Proposition 11 more stridently than the Berkeley Gazette). 

 

Across the state, the initiative received a 44 percent approval vote. The split between 

nominally progressive groups can be illustrated by breaking California’s 45 

congressional districts into three equal groups, ranked according to the approval vote 

given to Proposition 11. Of the fifteen districts which gave Proposition 11 the highest 

‘Yes’ vote, thirteen were Democratic. Yet of the fifteen districts where the measure 

recorded the lowest approval, eleven were Democratic (these were the wealthy Bay 

Area and West Los Angeles Democratic districts which were the homes of most Sierra 

Club members). In the middle third, Republican districts dominate; ten to five.  

 

The campaign for Proposition 13 

 

The other major environmental initiative on the 1982 ballot was Proposition 13, 

officially the Water Resources Initiative Statute. This was intended to adjust patterns of 

water use in California, primarily by reducing the subsidies paid to farming interests 

and providing increased protection to underground water supplies and lakes and rivers. 

However, Proposition 13 is perhaps not a good barometer for testing ideological voting 

patterns. In any Californian politics involving water, the divide between the north of the 

state, which supplies most of the water, and the south, which uses most of it, tends to be 

greater than any ideological sentiment. 
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Nearly all the liberal-leaning press supported the measure, from the lukewarm 

endorsement of the Sacramento Bee, who said Proposition 13 was “flawed” but should 

be supported as the best available measure at the time,68 to the enthusiastic backing of 

the Times, who declared that Proposition 13 was “a contract with the future” which 

voters “should not hesitate to sign.”69 However, this difference was not indicative of the 

north-south divide. On this issue, the Times was at odds with usual ally Tom Bradley 

and with popular sentiment in the south of the state, where there was a fear water prices 

would rise if the proposition was passed.70 The support of the Bee papers also risked 

alienating voters. Proposition 13 was strongly opposed in the agricultural areas of the 

Central Valley. The voters of Fresno County rejected the measure by more than three to 

one, yet the Fresno Bee gave stronger support than did its Sacramento associate.71

 

Once again, spending disproportionately favoured the initiative’s opponents. By the 

third week of September opponents of the measure had raised $3.7 million, outspending 

supporters eight to one.72 In the month of October 1982, interests opposed to 

Proposition 13 raised a million dollars, compared to about $118 000 for supporters.73 

During the course of the campaign, the negative argument proved to be very effective. 

Table 11.4 shows the development of public awareness of the initiative and attitudes 

towards it respectively. 

 

 

 

                                                 
68Sacramento Bee, 11 October 1982: B6 
69 Los Angeles Times, 26 September 1982: IV4 
70 60 percent of voters rejected the measure in Los Angeles County, and 68.5 percent voted no in Orange 
County, while Bradley’s opposition was one of the reasons environmental organizations refused to 
endorse his candidacy (see Martin Smith, Sacramento Bee, 19 Sep 1982: G2). 
71 Fresno Bee, 11 October 1982 
72 Los Angeles Times, 25 September 1982: 28 
73 Ibid, 24 October 1982: 22 
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Table 11.4: Opinion polls showing awareness of Proposition 13 
 

 August October 1-4 October 24-26 October 29-31 November 2 
Have not seen or 

heard about 
Proposition 13 

 

59 52 29 18 n.a. 

Have seen or 
heard about 

Proposition 13 
 

41 48 71 82 n.a. 

Intend to vote 
‘yes,’ or voted 

‘Yes’ (%) 
 

32 33 33 35 35 

Intend to vote 
‘no,’ or voted ‘No’ 

(%) 
 

4 6 21 30 65 

Undecided (%) 
 

5 9 17 17 n.a. 

 
Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, various dates 

 

 

Proposition 13 engendered much less interest than did the other initiatives. Eighteen 

percent of respondents claimed not to have heard of it the weekend before the election, 

compared to three percent who had not heard of the bottle bill by the final weekend, 

five percent for the nuclear freeze and two percent for handgun control. Nevertheless, 

as the campaign progressed and more people became aware of the issue opposition to 

Proposition 13 increased.  

 

In August, approximately ninety percent of those who were aware of the issue indicated 

a willingness to vote for it. Between August and the beginning of October, there was 

little campaigning on the issue. During this period, the number of those intending to 

vote against the measure remained low. However, as soon as the campaign proper 

started the percentage of negative responses jumped rapidly, even while support 

remained steady. This suggests there was a core of aware, committed voters at an early 

stage of the campaign, but that only a small portion of the people who were made aware 

of the issue subsequently supported it.  

 

Despite near-unanimous support in the liberal press, Proposition 13 was easily defeated. 

Not surprisingly, it was supported more strongly in the Bay Area districts, where the 

protection of lakes and rivers was a significant issue. However, it did not have nearly 

the same support elsewhere.  
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The environmental movement’s failure to build coalitions and charges of elitism 

 

Reference has been made to the growth spurt in membership of environmental 

organisations. The consensus among these groups, according to the Times, was for the 

need to restructure political alliances horizontally by connecting with other groups. 

Initially it appeared that environmentalists were making practical attempts to do this. 

For example, the Reagan Administration had announced it planned to rewrite the Clean 

Air Act – up for renewal in 1982 – and the Sierra Club responded by noting the 

increasing priority of tackling urban pollution. Writing in Sierra in July 1981, Fontaine 

complained about the Administration making cuts to government programs intended to 

improve environmental protection in urban areas.74  

 

Otherwise, however, environmentalists backed issues that did not appeal to minority 

and labour interests. Industry groups argued that over-regulation would cut business 

profits, leading to lay-offs, and would increase the cost of consumer goods. The tactic 

successfully split labour and minority voters from upper-middle-class white liberals. 

The organisations to which the former belonged, particularly unions and churches, 

showed no real inclination to support environmental issues. This was especially true of 

Proposition 11, where environmental organisations were actually listed among the 

major proponents, and the AFL-CIO as a major opponent.75 Given the highly organized 

and committed nature of labour unions and church congregations, this alienation was 

obviously inimical to grassroots political efforts. 

 

According to the Sierra Club’s Zierold, organised labour and environmentalists were on 

opposite sides of most issues.76 He foreshadowed that an effort to convince organised 

labour that they shared many goals with the environmental movement would be made,77 

but it was not.78 John Henning, who as president of the California Labor Federation was 

the state’s senior labour leader, was critical of the priorities of the environmental 

movement, claiming the broader implications of proposals such as Proposition 13 were 

                                                 
74 Sierra, May/June 1981: 9 
75 Los Angeles Times, 1 November 1982: 3 
76 California Journal, March 1981: 101 
77 Ibid
78 Elsewhere in the United States labour and environmental groups were organising together, but no 
similar effort was apparent in California (see California Journal, March 1981: 104). 
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not properly considered.79 More stringent criticism came on the eve of the elections 

from president of the International Association of Machinists William Winpisinger:  
Those environmental groups that blindly run down the furrows of yesteryear, we don’t 

have much to do with – the Sierra Club, for example. Occasionally we’ll be on the same 

side with them on something, but it’s rare - because they seem to pursue the philosophy 

that we’ve got to turn the hands of time back to some prior century.80

 

African American interests were also not necessarily committed to environmental 

issues. Although it was claimed that there was strong support for environmental issues 

from the Congressional Black Caucus,81 the League of Conservations Voters rated 

California’s African American congressmen significantly lower than their white liberal 

counterparts (see tables in chapter four). The two newspapers most associated with 

black voters also reflected the fact. Oakland Tribune was alone among the state’s major 

papers in its refusal to endorse the bottle deposit bill while the Sun Reporter ignored the 

1982 environmental propositions entirely; clearly not according environmental issues 

the importance they received in the broader media.  

 

Soon after the 1980 elections Sierra Club official Carl Pope flagged his organisation’s 

intention to change tactics to defend environmental protections by directly challenging 

industry through the courts.82 This expensive process tends to be an activity for the 

upper-middle-classes. In addition, by litigating rather than following a legislative path, 

middle-class liberals appeared to be lessening the impetus to form coalitions and further 

separated themselves from working-class and ethnic liberals. Legal action built a 

vertical tie between citizen groups and the courts but neglected the traditional New 

Deal horizontal coalitions. Ethnic minority groups generally did not participate in 

environmental litigation. Furthermore, the fight to protect the provisions of the Clean 

Air Act remained largely within Congress and environmental organizations moved to 

other issues – issues that had even less appeal to minority voters. 

 

Events in 1978 and 1980 meant that environmentalists were forced to recognise that the 

best chance for new progressive ideas and programs to succeed was to give at least the 

appearance they did not involve increased government spending. The initiatives on the 

                                                 
79 Ibid: 101. A sign of the split between old liberal forces and the new environment-focussed 
progressives was that former Democrat California governor Pat Brown served as founding chairman of 
the California Council for Environmental and Economic Balance, an organisation claiming both business 
and labour support and which aimed to ‘prevent the environmentalists from hurting the California 
economy’ (see Ibid, February 1980: 89). 
80 The Nation, 9 October 1982: 332 
81 Sacramento Bee, 24 August 1981: 10 
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ballot in California in 1982 were quality-of-life, narrowly defined issues that fit this 

pattern. In addition, consumer and environmental groups, which reflected middle-class 

values, were better funded and politically organised, and had greater access to the 

media (and the liberal media had greater sympathy for their position) than those 

defending the interests of the poor.  

 

The environmental elite that put Proposition 11 on the ballot in 1982 failed to build a 

coalition of support for the initiative. The issues that environmental groups focused on 

were at best of little relevance to lower-income earners, minorities and labour interests 

and at worst detrimental to them. Charges that the Sierra Club and the environmental 

movement as a whole was elitist had come from both conservative and liberal critics83 

and the same could be said of the Proposition 11 organisation. It had been noted in 

March 1981 that the origins of the 1982 bottle deposit bill lay with an organisation 

called Californians Against Waste, an umbrella group that was described as drawing 

together “garden clubs, the PTA, the League of Women Voters, [and] homeowners 

associations”84 – largely preserves of the white middle-classes.

 

During the Proposition 11 debate a fund-raising letter from the Sierra Club invited 

supporters to an “intimate gathering” in support of Phillip Burton – at $50 per head. 

Even while Fontaine conceded a “growing concern for the environment that people live 

and work in,” he maintained, “Open space and natural areas are what really concern 

people.”85 1980 had seen the setting aside of over 100 million acres of Alaskan 

wilderness, a move which Wayburn called “the conservation achievement of the 

century.”86 The movement was still beholden to a vision of a pristine wilderness, yet 

obviously Alaska was not a major issue to many of those who might have once come 

under the liberal umbrella. Throwaway lines, such as the Chronicle declaring, 

“Supporters of Proposition 11 include... just about every bicyclist who ever blew a tire 

                                                                                                                                               
82 Los Angeles Times, 18 November 1980: 8 
83 Ibid, 6 March 1982: 4, William Tucker, Progress and Privilege: America in the Age of 
Environmentalism, Doubleday, United States, 1982, in Congressional Record, 21 April 1982: E1676 and 
Sacramento Bee, 24 August 1981: 10. This thesis presents further evidence that this was so. It was 
usually a conservative charge: Tucker went on to claim, “the birth of environmentalism represented a 
withdrawing of upper-middle-class attention from the interests of the poor and a turning in another 
direction… Every survey that has ever been taken (including the Sierra Club’s extensive polling of its 
own membership) has shown that support for environmentalism has been concentrated in the upper-
middle-class, professional segment of society… Environmentalism… is the ‘conservatism of the 
liberals’” (see Tucker, in Congressional Record, 21 April 1982: E1676). 
84 California Journal, March 1981: 106 
85 Sacramento Bee, 24 September 1981: 10 
86 Ibid
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on broken glass along the highway” were also revealing,87 and comments like those 

made by the pro-environment state Resources Secretary Huey Johnson did not help. He 

spoke publicly of cutting back low-income housing, restricting immigration and 

providing tax penalties for large families as part of an effort to hold down California’s 

population and to head off what he called the “ultimate disaster” of social and economic 

collapse.88

 

Thus the political debate and the ballot paper in California during the 1982 campaign 

were not about a fairer distribution of income but about litter, rivers, nuclear weapons 

and handguns; all of them issues which progressives intended as a way of improving 

the quality of life of the middle- and upper-classes. The growing political profile of 

environmentalism was used to address specific concerns for those issues from which 

wealthier people were most likely to benefit; most commonly expressed by a concern 

for wilderness protection. The attempt to avoid government spending transferred the 

costs to the consumer, and so while the benefits would be conferred mostly to higher 

income-earners those on lower incomes would bear a relatively greater burden. Because 

they were framed in this context, both the initiatives and the accompanying public 

debate on environmental issues alienated many who might have otherwise been part of 

the progressive umbrella. The result was a distinct shift in the focus of liberalism, and a 

wedge was driven between the environmentalists and the economic liberals. The gap 

was not just one of diverging intentions; it was structural. In 1981, California Journal 

claimed, “Often the environmental leadership doesn’t know what the membership is 

thinking.”89

 

Summary 

 

The environmental movement in California recovered quickly from whatever setbacks 

it suffered during the 1980 elections. The campaign against Watt raised the profile of 

the movement considerably. It allowed middle-class progressives to make their 

strongest criticisms of the Reagan Administration, but concentrating on the Watt 

                                                 
87 San Francisco Chronicle, 30 September 1982: 8 
88 California Journal, March 1981: 104. Similarly, the Sierra Club, in the 1982 book, Platform for the 
Future, stated, “The Sierra Club believes that all nations should formulate and implement programs 
designed to end their own population growth” (see Sierra Club, Platform for the Future: 14). While the 
aim may have been worthy, the attitude may have equally seemed paternal. In a similar vein to the 
temperance movements of the turn of the century, these middle-class reform movements were sometimes 
seen as imposing their standards. Not surprisingly, such attitudes met with opposition from other 
erstwhile liberal groups. 
89 California Journal, March 1981: 100 
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campaign also resulted in the financial, manpower and political resources of the 

progressive movement being concentrated in support of the environmental agenda. Of 

the major initiatives on the 1982 ballot in California Proposition 13 tells us little about 

the liberal alliance, because it was much affected by geographical factors. On the other 

hand, while pursuing a seemingly minor goal, Proposition 11 reveals a shift in focus 

within the progressive movement towards narrowly defined environmental goals. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE: THE NUCLEAR FREEZE CAMPAIGN OF 1982 AND 

PROPOSITION 12 

 

Introduction 

 

In the early 1980s, the nuclear arms race became a major issue of citizen protest in the 

United States. In California in 1982, this protest led to an initiative, Proposition 12, 

being placed on the November ballot. If passed, it would require the governor to write 

to the president urging that the United States and the Soviet Union agree to a bilateral 

freeze on the testing, production and development of nuclear weapons. This chapter 

examines the campaign on behalf of Proposition 12, the effect of the issue on 

congressional politics, the stance taken by the liberal press and other aspects of the 

nuclear freeze campaign in California in 1982. 

 

Articles in The Nation and the Los Angeles Weekly credited the genesis of the 

California campaign to Los Angeles residents Jo and Nick Seidita.1 The Seiditas were 

inspired by the success of a non-binding ballot initiative in Massachusetts in November 

1980, which won in districts that had also voted strongly in favour of Reagan.2 They 

had close ties to the Unitarian church, which was institutionally involved in the peace 

movement, and they had been involved in liberal Democratic politics for a long period.3  

 

From its earliest stages, the nuclear freeze provided liberals with the popular issue they 

had been searching for. It was a partial rejection of the Reagan Administration’s call for 

America to begin anew the anti-communist crusade. In February 1982, Jo Seidita wrote 

to various progressive organisations outlining the role she believed liberals should play 

in orchestrating a political debate on the nuclear issue: 
the liberal community of California has a responsibility to see that the voters of California 

are at least afforded an opportunity to hear an intelligent debate on the arms race before we 

are all blown to hell. A ballot initiative would politicize the issue and offer the opportunity 

for a public debate that should reach beyond the usual peace and religious groups 

concerned with arms control.4  

 

                                                 
1 Michael Kazin, “How the Freeze Campaign Was Born,” The Nation, 1 May 1982: 523 and Los Angeles 
Times, 18 May 1982: 15 
2 Kazin, “How the Freeze Campaign Was Born:” 523 
3 Ibid
4 Jo Seidita, letter to ACLU officials, dated 4 February 1982, American Civil Liberties Union archives, 
1950-1990, University of California at Los Angeles 
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A year earlier, the Sepulveda Unitarian-Universalist Society had issued a letter (which 

listed the Seiditas as ‘originators’ of the freeze campaign), proposing the initial 

signature-gathering drive. It stated what the movement hoped to accomplish: 
1) Make it possible for a majority of Americans to vote for a U.S. – U.S.S.R. bilateral 

nuclear arms freeze. 

2) Generate the informed debate on arms policy that has yet to be provided by Congress, 

both major parties, and the mass media of communications. 

3) Give many non-voters a reason to register and vote for their own perceived interest. 

4) Create the politically organized constituency necessary to make the peace movement 

effective. 

 

Qualifying the nuclear freeze initiative for the ballot was readily achieved, which 

fulfilled the first of the Society’s aims in California and started the process of meeting 

the crucial second criterion. In fact, in terms of stimulating debate on the issues they 

considered important, the initiative process served liberals well in 1982. Traditionally, 

progressive political movements have set themselves against institutionalised power 

blocs they have come to see as unresponsive; in this case, the media and the political 

process which were seen to be denying the public reasonable debate on the nuclear 

arms race.  

 

As regards the Society’s third point, the campaign showed up differences of opinion 

over what was the self-interest of voters. Generally these differences were between 

those who were aiming for a broadly popular bilateral freeze where no political figure 

was obliged to act specifically and a minority of disarmament advocates, aiming at 

specific weapons programs and specific politicians and often using economic 

arguments.   

 

The Society’s letter went on to outline the reasons for promoting the issue in a broad 

but shallow way. The authors felt that the public avoided becoming involved in 

campaigns against single weapons systems such as the MX missile because of the 

technical arguments involved. They also believed the public was not interested in 

negotiations like the SALT II Treaty but that they would understand and respond to a 

bilateral freeze proposal.5 The letter therefore marked a departure from the traditional 

context of unilateral disarmament that was desired by peace groups and moved to make 

the issue more populist. 

                                                 
5 Letter, dated 23 January 1981, American Civil Liberties Union archives, 1950-1990
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The letter was sent well before intemperate remarks about fighting a limited nuclear 

war were made by administration officials – remarks later ascribed as a main impetus to 

the freeze movement.6 It was also before the spending priorities of the new 

administration were specified, although Reagan had made clear during his presidential 

campaign that he would be increasing defence spending dramatically. Jo Seidita 

claimed that a nuclear weapons freeze would save the United States up to $75 billion in 

military spending in the next decade,7 but this economic aspect was often down-played 

as the issue wore on, perhaps because it was clear that a majority of Americans 

favoured increased spending on defence.8

 

As the campaign for Proposition 12 progressed, it was portrayed as a widespread, 

popular and imperative movement. Polls suggested that support crossed lines of party 

identification and the media proclaimed that many of the organisers at the community 

level were political novices drawn into activism by the urgency of the issue.9 Certainly, 

the movement had originated at a grassroots level.10 However, at an early stage the 

upper organisational level of the campaign was taken over by an elite liberal group, 

most of whom had a long history of involvement in politics and the peace movement. A 

very small number of individuals provided the entire initial and much of the on-going 

finance and therefore began to make the decisions on how the campaign would be run. 

 

In effect, there was a choice for the use of resources between organising a grassroots 

political structure and running a mass media campaign. The Seiditas’ concept of 

informed debate harks back to the town hall and church meetings of New England, and 

the early campaign was conducted in just this way. However, this idea was somewhat 

corrupted. Instead of the free exchange of ideas the early campaign leaders had in mind, 

the structure of the debate became one dimensional and forced as it came to rely on the 

medium of television. At that point it was in danger of being commoditised rather than 

debated. This resulted in the exclusion of certain groups. Strong protest in the aftermath 

of Reagan’s election came from the labour movement and the African American 

                                                 
6 The United States Department of Defense five year plan released in mid-1982 included among its 
recommendations that the country be equipped to fight a protracted nuclear war (see San Jose Mercury 
News, 7 June 1982: 6B) while statements about surviving nuclear war were also issued by the 
Administration (see Los Angeles Times, 16 January 1982: 1). 
7 Jo Seidita, letter, dated 4 February 1981, American Civil Liberties Union archives, 1950-1990
8 For example, see Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 19. The authors contend that a shift to the right in 
public opinion in the 1970s and early 1980s was evident only in defence matters. 
9 See, for examples, Los Angeles Times, 17 April 1982: 10 and Sacramento Bee, 25 April 1982: B1 
10 Ibid, 18 April 1982 
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community. However, the ideologies of these groups were now deemed as being no 

longer in the economic and political mainstream.11

 

Campaign leadership 

 

As the campaign developed so did a perception that this was a new direction for liberal 

politics. The San Francisco Chronicle profiled women working in the Northern 

California campaign office. According to Northern California freeze director Andrea 

Jepson, many of the women involved at the county level had been involved in peace 

groups previously, but not in electoral politics,12 a similar situation to that occurring in 

the environmental movement. The Times likewise noted that many people “who 

generally steer clear of political activism” had become involved,13 and the Berkeley 

Gazette noted support from groups who had not generally been politically active.14 

However, even these profiles noted the local leadership had considerable previous 

political experience. Of the five people interviewed in the Northern California office, 

two had formerly worked for the Sierra Club and a third was described as a “veteran of 

numerous political campaigns.”15 Similarly, the Berkeley Gazette report noted that local 

organisers included an “[e]nvironmental lawyer” and an attorney with “a long history of 

left-liberal activism.”16 Joe Wolfenden, chairman of the campaign in Sacramento, had 

formerly been a political lobbyist in Washington.17 A later study showed that many 

campaign participants had links to the Democratic Party and previous anti-Vietnam 

War movement.18 The running of the campaign was soon taken over by a ready-made 

financial and organisational structure where people with political experience assumed 

                                                 
11 In Hope in Hard Times: America's Peace Movement and the Reagan Era, Paul Loeb includes a chapter 
on the freeze campaign in California. The book consists of a series of anecdotes about some of the people 
who were involved in the campaign, and is useful in its description of aspects of the relationship between 
the early organisers of the movement and the financiers who took over. The title suggests the kind of 
middle class solipsism that seemed to be developing in the Reagan era. Hard times is a term which has 
relative meaning and certainly many had more immediate concerns than nuclear weapons. In some ways, 
this seems indicative of a process whereby the middle classes, liberal or not, having begun to separate 
themselves economically from less wealthy groups, were developing a separate political sphere (see Paul 
R. Loeb, Hope in Hard Times: America’s Peace Movement and the Reagan Era, Lexington Books, 
Lexington, Mass., 1987). 
12 San Francisco Chronicle, 7 September 1982: 17 
13 Los Angeles Times, 14 April 1982: 10 
14 Berkeley Gazette 21 October 1982: 2 
15 San Francisco Chronicle, 7 September 1982: 17 
16 Ibid: 1 
17 Sacramento Bee, 25 April 1982: B1 
18 C.E. Tygart, “Participants in the Nuclear Weapons Freeze Movement,” Social Science Journal, vol. 24, 
no. 4, 1987: 393 
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leadership roles, so that the freeze would become recognised as being largely an upper-

middle class movement.19

 

At an early stage, and with critical implications, Los Angeles real estate developer 

Harold Willens assumed responsibility for directing and underwriting the California 

freeze campaign. Later, in a lengthy article profiling Willens, the Los Angeles Weekly 

suggested he was perhaps the most influential nuclear freeze organizer in the country.20 

He had been told about the nascent freeze campaign in Massachusetts in 1979, in his 

role as an organiser at the Pasadena Interfaith Center to Reverse the Arms Race.21 

Willens latched onto the freeze idea, injecting $50 000 of his own money and raising a 

further $700 000 from friends.22 He was well connected with a political fund-raising 

network, (he would speak of “my relationship with certain people.”23) Apart from his 

vital fund-raising role, Willens, and later actor Paul Newman, provided the press with 

single figures upon which it could focus.24

 

Willens was portrayed as being overwhelmingly concerned with the nuclear issue,25 but 

his links to the Los Angeles liberal power structure were more complex and long-

standing.26 A number of commentators have written of a group of West Los Angeles 

Jewish liberals they refer to as the “so-called ‘Malibu Mafia.’”27 In City of Quartz, 

Mike Davis specifically named Willens, Sheinbaum and Palevsky.28 All three were 

                                                 
19 Sacramento Bee, 25 April 1982: B1 
20 Los Angeles Weekly, 29 October 1982: 14 
21 San Jose Mercury News, 19 September 1982: 6H, Los Angeles Times, 15 February 1982: II5 
22 It was later claimed Willens raised most of the $1.8 million spent on the freeze campaign (see New 
York Times, 29 October 1982: 27). 
23 Los Angeles Weekly, 29 October 1982: 15 
24 Ibid: 14. Even the title of this article – “The Man Behind the Nuclear Freeze” – indicates that the 
liberal press was looking no further than Willens to find the impetus to the freeze campaign. 
25 In the Weekly interview Willens stated that the nuclear issue had been his “obsession” since 1960 
(Sylvia Bizio, “The Man Behind the Nuclear Freeze,” Los Angeles Weekly, 29 October 1982: 14). 
26 Willens had been a major supporter of liberal presidential candidates Eugene McCarthy and George 
McGovern as well as Jimmy Carter and the Los Angeles Weekly described him as “a political veteran” 
(see Los Angeles Weekly, 29 October 1982: 14). Max Palevsky is also credited with providing vital 
support to McGovern’s 1972 presidential campaign (see Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 76). 
27 Davis, City of Quartz: 127, and Los Angeles Weekly, 7 May 1982: 13 (reprinted from the Village 
Voice). 
28 Davis, City of Quartz: 127. Palevsky was a former chairperson of Xerox’s executive committee, the 
founder of the magazine democracy and one of “a small bloc of prominent antiwar multinationalists” 
who backed George McGovern’s presidential bid in 1972 (see Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 76, 
143). He had another impact in 1982, convincing writer Gore Vidal to challenge Jerry Brown from the 
left for the Democratic nomination for the United States Senate (see The Nation, 9 May 1981: 562). 
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deeply involved in liberal politics in 1982, injecting large sums of money into liberal 

causes.29  

The campaign leadership included people who were promoting the other major ballot 

initiatives.30 For instance, John Phillips, a major figure behind the gun control initiative, 

was on the Proposition 13 advisory board. Sheinbaum was involved with Phillips in the 

Center for Law in the Public Interest,31 and also played a role in the gun control 

initiative and Proposition 13. Max and Mary Joan Palevsky gave over $20 000 to the 

freeze campaign up to the end of June 1982. (At a fundraiser for Willens and the 

nuclear freeze, Max Palevsky and Sheinbaum were among those offering 

testimonials.32) Television producer Norman Lear likewise made a major contribution,33 

and his organisation, People for the American Way (see chapter two), was one of the 

groups that supported the freeze.34 These early donations were important in providing 

seed money for the on-going fund-raising. 

 

Alexander Cockburn and James Ridgeway wrote that the initial efforts of the early 

organisers were “significantly enhanced” by the presence of Willens, as he was able to 

                                                 
29 The contributions of Willens and Palevsky were perhaps more obvious but Sheinbaum was head of the 
Southern California ACLU executive (see Los Angeles Times, 17 June 1982: V1) which received early 
notice of the freeze campaign.  
30 The claim that liberalism is inherently elitist and ultimately anti-democracy is made by a number of 
critics, such as Robert Hollinger and Anthony Arblaster (see Hollinger, The Dark Side of Liberalism and 
Arblaster, The Rise and Decline of Western Liberalism: 347). There is some evidence of this in the 
Proposition 12 leadership group. For example, statements made about Willens by associates varied, but 
some stated he sought the limelight and that he was “disdainful of nobodies” (see Los Angeles Times, 15 
July 1982: V10). Willens admitted, “I am harsh. I’m too impatient with mediocrity, lack of devotion. On 
the one hand, I’m supposed to be this fellow who cares so much for human beings. On the other, I can be 
so inconsiderate, painfully demanding” (see (see Los Angeles Times, 15 July 1982: V11). He further 
stated that his aim since becoming disillusioned with Carter in 1978 was “to change the national political 
climate” (see Los Angeles Weekly, 29 October-4 November 1982: 14). However, Hollinger’s argument 
that “Since the liberal cultural elites are convinced that most people are irrational and immature, the 
politics of mass society requires a theory of thin democracy” (see Hollinger, The Dark Side of 
Liberalism: 79) does not explain the fact that the California liberal elite in 1982 chose (albeit perhaps 
reluctantly) to force the hand of government and big business by appealing directly to ‘the masses.’ 
Thus, even if the upper echelons of the movement were, in effect, exclusionary the campaign as a whole 
was clearly intended to appeal to as many people as possible. 
31 Los Angeles Times, 17 June 1982: V13. In light of the reluctance of professional politicians to be 
labelled liberal, Sheinbaum’s candour was interesting. He stated, “I consider myself a liberal with leftish 
(sic) leanings” (see ibid: V16). He also indicated a firm commitment to redistributive policies (see ibid: 
V15). 
32 Los Angeles Times, 15 July 1982: V1 
33 Kazin, “How the Freeze Campaign Was Born:” 523. There was much crossover of progressive 
political contributions. The Palevskys donated heavily to the gun control campaign while Victor 
Palmieri, a key organiser of the gun control initiative, also donated to the freeze campaign (see State of 
California Fair Political Practices Commission, Major Contributors to Statewide and State Officeholders, 
Candidates, Ballot Measure Committees and Other State Committees January 1, 1981, Through June 30, 
1982, Volume I, FPPC, California, 1982). 
34 Adam M. Garfinkle, “The Unmaking of the Nuclear Freeze,” The Washington Quarterly, Spring 1985: 
113 
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organise a level of fund raising which would not have otherwise have been achieved.35 

Willens had been a supporter of Carter but had become disappointed in Carter’s nuclear 

policies. In 1982, Willens stated: 
That marked a very sharp detour from my prior political activity, which was electoral. 

Rather than working to change candidates, I was now working to change the national 

political climate.36

 

Middle-class liberals seemed determined to be heard, even in quixotic efforts such as 

the gun control campaign, as much as to effect change. Willens’s conversion from 

electoral politics to consciousness-raising was in contrast to the process occurring 

within the environmental movement but fits in with other progressive campaigns in 

California at the time. Most importantly, it determined the nature and political direction 

of the Californian freeze campaign and this in turn shaped the issue. 

 

The style and impact of the campaign 

 

The television advertisements began on the first of October. Table 12.1 shows the 

results of a series of polls taken on the issue during the course of the campaign, as well 

as the election result. After the commercials had been running for nearly a month, 

almost all voters were aware of the freeze, but the heavy media campaign did not serve 

the pro-freeze organisers well. While the percentage of people intending to vote for the 

measure increased slightly during the media campaign, the percentage intending to vote 

against it doubled. 

 

 

Table 12.1: Election results and California polls showing public attitudes toward 
Proposition 12, the Nuclear Freeze Initiative in 1982, and the final vote 

 
 August 

 
October 1-4 October 24-26 October 29-31 November 2 

election 
Have not seen  
or heard about  
the nuclear  
freeze (%) 
 

 
49 

 
36 

 
11 

 
5 

 
n.a. 

Intend to vote 
‘Yes,’ or voted 
‘Yes’ 

 
26 

 
42 

 
46 

 
47 

52.3 

Intend to vote 
‘No,’ or voted 
‘No’ 

 
21 

 
18 

 
34 

 
41 

 
47.7 

                                                 
35 Los Angeles Weekly, 7 May 1982: 13 
36 Ibid, 29 October 1982: 14 
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Undecided 
 

4 
 

4 9 7 n.a. 

 
Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, various dates 

The August results convinced organisers of the need for increased media exposure. By 

the middle of October, according to Northern California freeze official Steve Ladd, 

“The whole campaign has turned into a fund-raising operation.”37 The San Jose 

Mercury News claimed “The real power of Proposition 12 is in its message,”38 but to 

some the message was in the campaign and not what the campaign was trying to 

convey. 

 

By using paid television as the prime means of communicating, the movement 

fragmented the experience of the population, individualising each voter. The media 

campaign was literally being orchestrated from Hollywood, through Norman Lear's 

financial and organisational involvement. Progressive political movements claimed as a 

mantra that personal involvement could make a difference, but in the case of the freeze 

movement this idea was undermined because the freeze campaign was co-opted, 

nurtured and sustained by an elite, politically activist cadre.  

 

A typical fund-raising letter from Willens referred to “our Campaign Media Adviser” 

who “has pressed upon me the urgent need to raise additional funds for... creative and 

powerful spots” and an “early media buy,”39 jargon which again was putting the 

campaign outside normal experience, especially of past protest movements. Cockburn 

and Ridgeway were excited about the response to a test mailing on the freeze issue in 

California, claiming that the average contribution sent in from the early test run was 

$25; a response which, they suggested, “represent[ed] a gold mine virtually 

unparalleled in the history of modern political fund-raising.”40 They also noted that a 

full page advertisement placed in the New York Times cost $26 000 and brought in $45 

000 for the California campaign.41 These facts show that there was considerable money 

available early but also suggest that respondents to the solicitations were more likely to 

be among higher income-earning groups. Subsequently the level of financial 

commitment from many grassroots supporters appeared low. Willens noted in the 

Weekly interview, 

                                                 
37 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 13 October 1982: 7 
38 San Jose Mercury News, 22 September 1982: 7 
39 Berkeley Gazette 21 October 1982: 2 
40 Los Angeles Weekly, 7 May 1982: 13 
41 Ibid
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I had hoped that... those people who signed the petition [to qualify the initiative] would 

respond, chip in and send us whatever amount of money was comfortable given their 

economic status. Somehow that didn’t happen.42

A Los Angeles Times account claimed that by October 1982, most of the $1.8 million 

raised for the pro-freeze message was from contributions of over $100,43 while the 

Berkeley Gazette complained about the lack of student involvement.44

 

The evidence thus suggests that many people who might have otherwise been involved 

came to feel alienated. Although it was being portrayed as a continuation of the 

tradition of popular protest, the format of the freeze campaign in California represented 

a break from the past. The earlier protest movements did not have an expensive paid 

television campaign providing guidance and shaping the movement. More people may 

have been involved than with the earlier protests but the personal experiences of many 

outside the leadership became disconnected from the campaign. Initially, the campaign 

relied on photocopying and letter writing and involved dollar amounts in the hundreds. 

Soon the papers were reporting on the hundreds of thousands of dollars required for the 

mass media campaign, which took it out of the domain of personal experience for many 

people.  

 

Eschewing the grassroots organisational path also added to the sense of hyper-reality 

that characterised the nuclear weapons debate. In California Lawyer an opinion piece 

declared nuclear weapons to be “illegal,”45 while a League of Conservation Voters 

pamphlet urging a vote for three environmental measures and Proposition 12 

proclaimed that “Four votes – 20 seconds in the voting booth – can protect our 

environment for the future.”46 On environmentalist literature, ‘preventing nuclear 

disaster’ was given equal ranking with the desire to protect Lake Tahoe and cut litter.47

 

The issue of nuclear weapons is on a different conceptual plane than roadside litter, yet 

it served to bring the nuclear disarmament issue under the rubric of the environmental 

movement. The Sierra Club adapted the nuclear issue into its own discourse, writing in 

its agenda for 1982, “The use of nuclear weapons... would result in unprecedented 
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destruction to the global environment.”48 Robert Alexander, of the national freeze 

campaign, wrote congratulating the organisation on its commitment to the cause.49 The 

process was undoubtedly facilitated because supporters of both movements were 

increasingly likely to come from the same broad group; middle-class whites.50 

Cockburn and Ridgeway wrote, 
The freeze campaign has raised tensions within the environmental movement, where the 

old-line organizations have long sought to steer clear of potentially divisive matters such as 

defense and “national security.”51

By the time of the 1982 general election, it was clear which view had prevailed.  

 

Concomitant with the intertwining of environmental and nuclear issues, commentators, 

both within the movement and outside it, made a concerted effort to sever links between 

the nuclear freeze movement and the left-leaning, grassroots activists who had led the 

peace movement since the 1950s. Gloria Duffy, the executive director of the San 

Francisco-based Ploughshares Fund, was careful to note, “The nuclear freeze 

movement is rooted in the political center,”52 while Ann Shaw, the director of public 

relations for the Northern California freeze campaign, told the San Francisco Chronicle 

freeze leaders desired to avoid being associated with the anti-Vietnam War 

movement.53  

 

The style of the nuclear freeze campaign was particularly suited to the Reagan era. It 

was theatrical, involving public rallies, the showing of graphic films and the use of 

high-profile personalities, and it was played out largely on television and in the press. It 

was also somewhat transitory, proposing nothing that would bind the administration to 

act. Reagan could ignore it, and for most of the time he did. However, it could be 

understood by the liberal media as it fitted into the context of oppositional politics in 

the United States created by the Civil Rights and Vietnam War protests; the periodic 

necessity for citizens to act in concert to change the direction of public policy. In a 

letter to freeze supporters, Common Cause chairman Archibald Cox stated, 

                                                 
48 Sierra Club, Platform for the Future: 14 
49 Robert Alexander, letter to Sierra, September/October 1982: 7 
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53 San Francisco Chronicle, 6 October 1982: 7. Nevertheless, there a strong peace contingent remained 
involved. Thirty to forty thousand people attended a peace rally in San Francisco in June 1982 (see ibid, 
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In times of crisis it becomes the duty of every citizen to act. Through the dark days of 

Watergate and Vietnam, effective citizen action again proved its critical role in our 

democracy.54

This attitude extended to the national liberal press that drew encouragement from 

events in California. As the movement gathered momentum in 1982, The Nation 

reported on, 
an unprecedented coalition of churches, unions, political groups and celebrities [who have] 

touched off a debate on nuclear war which has reached nationwide proportions... that 

reminds one of the movements for civil rights and against the war in Indochina.55

 

In the perceived absence of congressional opposition to Reagan, freeze leaders and the 

liberal media attempted to invest a foreign policy opposition to the Reagan 

administration in the public. A letter to supporters from the umbrella organisation 

Californians for a Bilateral Nuclear Weapons Freeze cited the importance of “get[ting] 

the message to the White House that the American people mean business.”56

 

For Willens, too, political involvement meant empowering citizens for a role beyond 

simply voting in the quadrennial elections: “I... looked for ways to become a citizen, in 

the literal Greek sense of the word; a true participant in democracy rather than a 

resident.”57 A Los Angeles Weekly editorial echoed these sentiments in a statement 

evoking a long liberal tradition of civil resistance: 
It would link us to the hopes of the rest of the race and it would say that we have the power 

to make the most important choice of all, of life over death, and it is a power we 

collectively and massively choose to exercise. As a statement to them and to ourselves 

about how we want to be, the initiative is therefore the most important single opportunity 

of our lives. We honor ourselves by going out to register and vote for it.58

 

The nuclear freeze and 1982 political campaigns 

 

An article in California Journal from November 1981 commenting on the lack of 

resurgence among congressional Democrats was quoted in chapter two.59 To the list of 

traditional constituencies trying to spur Democrats into action, the Journal could have 

added the liberal newspapers. In January, the Sacramento Bee’s editors lamented, 
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the most notable feature of the political landscape is the total lack of an organized, loyal 

opposition offering anything coherent either in the way of criticism or alternatives to the 

president’s program.60

 

As shown in chapter four, there was in fact a liberal opposition to Reagan in Congress, 

with California Representatives at the forefront. Perhaps the real significance of 

assessments like the ones above was not so much whether they were accurate but how 

widespread they were, what purpose they served and what effect they might have had. 

Commentators making political analyses, such as those above from the Bee and 

California Journal, were questioning whether the concept of ‘opposition’ to Reagan 

even existed; the nuclear freeze issue began to fill that concept.  

 

At its annual convention in March 1982, the state Democratic Party rejected attempts to 

institutionalise the link between nuclear weapons and broad economic issues. With a 

202 to 146 vote, the convention defeated an amendment to the party platform that called 

for a switch in government spending priories from defence to domestic needs. 

According to the Tribune, the amendment would have committed Democrats to virtual 

unilateral disarmament.61 It was suggested that the defeat of the disarmament plank 

showed Democratic Party leaders asserting their influence so as to avoid giving the 

Republicans ammunition to use in the upcoming political campaign. “In rejecting the 

measure,” the Tribune’s political editor declared, “the convention moved back toward a 

consensus with elected officials that centered more on pragmatism than overzealous 

idealism.”62 In the end, the party platform, which had no binding force upon politicians, 

did include a clause that read, 
the drain on the economy caused by the run on advanced-technology weapons loots the 

means of production by gobbling up investment capital, trained personnel and research and 

development funds.63

It called for the negotiation of a permanent nuclear weapons freeze and declared the 

aim was to seek “reasonable parity.”64 The party had no trouble endorsing Proposition 

12. 

 

In the same month, the Los Angeles Times conceded that whatever reservations might 

be held about the freeze, it was having a political impact.65 Various liberal Democrats, 
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caught up in the rhetoric, made known their enthusiastic support. Replying to Rob 

Louis, the state-wide director of the Nuclear Weapons Freeze, Phillip Burton agreed the 

nuclear freeze was “the paramount issue of our time.”66 Also in March, Don Edwards 

told the House “this is undoubtedly the most important event in any of our 

congressional careers.”67 Congressional Quarterly is replete with comments made by 

California’s liberal Democrats in Congress about the nuclear freeze during 1982. 

 

The politician who made most use of the issue was Jerry Brown. In the middle of April, 

Brown had declared his backing of the freeze idea, largely because he perceived the 

issue to be popular but partly in response to comments from his Democratic rival Gore 

Vidal.68 Brown could perhaps foresee that regardless of his Republican opponent in 

November, that person would be forced to adopt an anti-freeze position or be seen as 

opposing the president. In an attempt to cut Wilson’s advantage in the polls, Brown 

authorised the release in mid-October of a controversial pro-freeze commercial aimed 

at demonising Wilson. It was credited with giving the freeze issue new life; “a return to 

the hyperbole that seems uniquely to suit this issue.”69 Reminiscent of Lyndon 

Johnson’s advertisement in the 1964 presidential campaign, the commercial featured a 

mushroom cloud, a small child saying “I want to go on living,” and a voice-over saying, 

“Pete Wilson opposes the nuclear arms freeze. Jerry Brown supports it. Vote for your 

life. Elect Jerry Brown to the U.S. Senate.”70 The commercial stirred strong reactions 

but Brown’s campaign chairman Mickey Kantor defended the decision to air it with, 

predictably, a declaration on the importance of the issue.71 Nevertheless, following 

strong protest the commercial was taken off air after a week.72 Wilson then countered 

with his own commercial in which he stated his opposition to Proposition 12 but also 

declared his desire to reduce the amount of nuclear weapons.73 The Brown camp 

claimed Wilson was disguising his true position but pitting two commercials so similar 

in sentiment nominally against one another further helped deny the issue any substance. 
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Laying the foundations for a campaign to win the Democratic nomination for president 

in 1984, Senator Alan Cranston also seized on the nuclear weapons issue. In a speech to 

the Democratic National Party Conference, he noted that only by ending the arms race 

could the economy be restored.74 Cranston’s stance on military spending and his 

suggestion that money needed to be returned to domestic programs established him as 

one of the more liberal candidates for 1984. His speech also demonstrated how the 

nuclear issue was put into a sphere apart from other issues: “looming over the problems 

of our economy, and all our problems, public and personal, is the threat to human life 

itself: the shadow of nuclear war.”75

 

When the freeze issue came to affect congressional politics, grassroots campaigning 

and the economic argument were more evident than was the case with the initiative and 

senatorial campaigns. Several Washington-based organisations began raising money 

and coordinating local groups to challenge House candidates who did not endorse the 

freeze. Members of these grassroots groups often used a holistic argument linking 

military spending to social needs, thus continuing underpinning the freeze with strong 

leftist sentiments. Some congressional liberals also argued for continuing political 

development rather than just one-off mass protests. In his book Defense Sense, Ronald 

Dellums addressed the criticisms of congressional acquiescence by claiming an 

increased role for Congress, thus returning to the theme of representative democracy, 

rather than the direct democracy advocated by the press and promoted by the initiative 

system. He argued that Congress had too long deferred to the president “its 

responsibility to investigate, analyze, and formulate the policy choices upon which 

budget decisions ought to be predicated.”76

 

In August, the House of Representatives handed the movement what was probably a 

beneficial result when a freeze amendment was defeated 204-202. The closeness of this 

vote enabled freeze proponents to build up pressure on members of Congress as the 

November elections approached. At a time when involvement in the Vietnam War was 

widely considered to have been a mistake, progressives spoke of defeating 
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congressional ‘hawks,’ employing the term in a pejorative sense. Letters from Willens 

to freeze supporters also spoke of the threat from the ‘militant right.’77

 

The debate was characterised by contrasting claims about the practicality of the freeze 

movement’s aims. For example, the Mercury News editors wrote of “the rather 

simplistic approach of some of [the freeze’s] supporters,”78 while Phil Kerby declared 

in the Times that the freeze campaign was led by “hard-headed realists.”79 Dellums’s 

comments on the ‘psychotic’ nature of the arms race were noted in chapter five. Part of 

the debate hinged on the claim to patriotism as where, inverting Reagan’s claim that 

some of the people involved in the freeze were un-American, a commercial was run 

against incumbent Republican Don Clausen in the First District, which said “Most 

Americans now support a nuclear freeze. But not Congressman Don Clausen. He voted 

against the nuclear freeze.”80 Clausen’s re-election efforts were significantly hampered 

by a large and vocal pro-freeze protest contingent.81

 

Ironically, it was difficult for anti-nuclear organisers to affect the balance of the 

Californian congressional delegation. Burton’s reapportionment had made safer 

Republican as well as Democratic seats. When an organisation of anti-nuclear 

Representatives, the Committee Against Nuclear War, which included Burton on its 

advisory board, sent out a fund-raising letter it said nothing of defeating incumbent 

Republicans who opposed the freeze but urged only the “assist[ance of] key Members 

in their re-election campaigns.”82 In effect, the First District was the only seat in 

California where the nuclear freeze issue was likely to make a difference. Clausen was 

one of a so-called “dirty dozen;” congressmen made a target by the newly formed 

Peace-PAC, based in Washington. 

 

The campaign run by grassroots organisations against Clausen and two of his 

Republican colleagues, Charles ‘Chip’ Pashayan in the Seventeenth District in the 

Central Valley and Robert Lagomarsino in the coastal Nineteenth District north of Los 

Angeles, makes an interesting contrast to Willens’s Proposition 12 efforts. Freeze-

PAC’s campaign launch was held at the Oakland unemployment office, a far cry from 

                                                 
77 Letter from Californians for a Bilateral Nuclear Weapons Freeze, undated, Institute of Government 
Studies, University of California at Berkeley, doc number f9100165 
78 San Jose Mercury News: 6H 
79 Los Angeles Times, 12 August 1982: II1 
80 San Francisco Chronicle, 21 October 1982: 11 
81 Ibid, 26 October 1982: 10 



  339 

the Proposition 12 approach. Freeze-PAC’s founders had been active with the United 

Farm Workers, women’s rights issues and other progressive voter initiatives.83 In 

addition to protesting Lagomarsino’s attitude to nuclear weapons, they were also 

protesting his votes in Congress, 
to tighten food stamp eligibility, slash school lunch subsidies, eliminate minimum Social 

Security benefits, cut job programs, stop federal Medicaid payments to the states and 

increase interest rates in lending programs for small businesses and farms.84

In other words, they had a broadly based progressive economic agenda.  

 

That their ideology was more systemic than those who simply opposed nuclear 

weapons was evident in statements made by Oakland official Ben Safir, who told the 

Berkeley Gazette that he had been inspired to work for the freeze after living in Santa 

Clara County and seeing the size of “the military industrial complex” around Silicon 

Valley.85 The Fresno Bee noted a similar pattern in Pashayan’s district, where a local 

activist complained not about the congressman’s pro-military votes but that his support 

for the arms build-up (using the paper’s words) “has come at the expense of social 

programs.”86

 

In August 1982, the Oakland-based Nuclear Weapons Freeze Voting Power Political 

Action Committee (under the umbrella of the national Freeze-PAC) began to campaign 

against what they described as “three of California’s worst Congressional hawks,”87 

Clausen, Pashayan and Lagomarsino. As with the Washington-based television 

campaign, the stated belief of the Oakland organisation was that their political efforts 

could tip the balance in Congress in November.88 However, these districts were not 

made targets by freeze supporters simply because the incumbents looked vulnerable. 

Although Clausen faced a difficult re-election (as discussed in chapter six), 

Lagomarsino was considered safe and Pashayan favoured to win.89

 

Freeze-PAC raised $155 000 and sent twenty full-time activists into the targeted 

congressional districts. It claimed to have registered 50 000 voters since April, pledged 

                                                                                                                                               
82 U.S. Committee Against Nuclear War, letter, undated, Institute of Government Studies, University of 
California at Berkeley: 2 
83 Santa Barbara News-Press, 10 September 1982 
84 Ibid
85 Berkeley Gazette 21 October 1982: 2 
86 Fresno Bee, 10 September 1982 
87 Freeze PAC Bulletin, October 1982 
88 Ibid
89 Congressional Quarterly, 9 October 1982: 2493 



  340 

that 100 000 people would be personally contacted by staff and volunteers in each 

district and promised a get-out-the-vote drive on Election Day. According to organisers, 

the purpose was to demonstrate the efficacy of grassroots organising in affecting 

political campaigns,90 a clear contrast to the way the Proposition 12 campaign was 

being orchestrated. However, despite aiming to involve the freeze in congressional 

politics, there was apparently a lack of co-ordination with the local Democratic Party. 

The Santa Barbara News-Press claimed that the group’s efforts in campaigning against 

Lagomarsino “came as a welcome surprise” to his Democratic challenger Frank Frost.91

 

Determining the effectiveness of these campaign is somewhat difficult,92 but some 

attempt needs to be made in order to compare this approach to that taken by the 

Proposition 12 organisers. It is notable that from 1980 to 1982, while the other 

Californian Republican Representatives experienced a vote difference of between +9.7 

percentage points and -4.1 percentage points, Clausen’s vote was down 6.9 percentage 

points, and both Pashayan and Lagomarsino had their margins reduced by 16.6 

percentage points. Although the latter two were still comfortable winners these three 

were clearly the Republicans who suffered most at the polls.  

 

Voter turnout may also indicate the effectiveness of the nuclear freeze as an issue in 

congressional politics. In each of the three districts, street demonstrations, 

doorknocking and bumper stickers made the campaign to defeat the incumbent highly 

visible. If the public perceived the freeze was an issue of exceptional importance then it 

might be expected to increase turnout. Many, who would not have otherwise voted, 

especially in a non-presidential year, may have been persuaded to do so. Tables 12.2 

and 12.3 show the voting patterns in Republican districts north of Los Angeles. These 

districts share much in common, as they were all more rural and therefore less populous 

than were the districts in and south of Los Angeles County. Only mid-term results are 

shown, in order to eliminate the effect of Presidential elections. The first three districts 

shown on the table were those that were targets of the nuclear freeze campaigners. 
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Table 12.2: Turnout figures for Californian Republican districts north of Los 
Angeles, 1978, 1982 and 1986

 
Congressional 
District 

Proposition 12 
1982 
 

U.S. Senate 
1982 

Congress 
1978 

Congress 
1982 

Congress 
1986 

First1 210 158 204 711 214 1631 209 792 192 610 
 

Seventeenth 143 835  144 724  149 181 148 635 147 469 
 

Nineteenth 178 443  178 256 164 864 178 528 168 197 
 

Twelfth 184 645 184 487 151 454 176 737 180 816 
 

Fourteenth 204 500 205 316 172 564 211 625 200 503 
 

Twentieth 178 957 178 489 195 409 181 081 179 016 
 

Twenty-first 191 769 192 819 118 388 184 886 186 587 
 

Twenty-
second 

195 303 202 586  153 944 192 352 185 132 
 
 

 
Notes to Table 12.2: 
Most of the area of the new First District had been the Second District, prior to reapportionment in 1981. 

After 1982, this district was considered Democratic and by 1986, incumbent Doug Bosco was 

entrenched and faced only weak opposition. 

Italicised figures show those districts that were targets of the nuclear freeze campaigners. 

 

Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts
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Table 12.3: Voting figures for Californian Republican districts north of Los 
Angeles, 1978, 1982 and 1986

 
Congressional 
District 
 

1982 Proposition 
12 vote (%) 

1978 Republican 
vote (%) 

1982 Republican 
vote (%) 

1986 Republican 
vote (%) 

First1 55.2 
 

52.01 47.2 26.6 

Seventeenth 47.3 
 

54.5 54.0 60.2 

Nineteenth 55.4 
 

71.7 61.1 71.9 

Twelfth 52.8 
 

73.1 63.0 59.5 

Fourteenth 45.5 
 

53.4 63.4 71.6 

Twentieth 41.0 
 

66.4 68.1 72.6 

Twenty-first 46.9 
 

35.9 71.8 68.4 

Twenty-second 45.1 
 

64.6 73.6 73.8 

 
Notes to Table 12.3: 
Most of the area of the new First District had been the Second District, prior to reapportionment in 1981. 

After 1982, this district was considered Democratic and by 1986, incumbent Doug Bosco was entrenched 

and faced only weak opposition. 

 

Source: Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November second general election 

counties within political districts

 

 

Of the eleven Republicans who stood for re-election in 1982 who had also been elected 

in 1978, only three recorded lower votes than they had in 1978 – Clausen, Pashayan 

and Lagomarsino. Proposition 12 passed fairly easily in Clausen’s district, thanks to a 

strong ‘Yes’ vote in the two most southern counties which comprise the district. About 

eight thousand more votes were cast for Proposition 12 than for the Democratic 

challenger Doug Bosco and about ten thousand less votes against Proposition 12 than 

for Clausen (a third party candidate received 6374 votes).93 Analyses of the 1982 

campaign in the First District ascribed the freeze campaign as being one of the reasons 

for Clausen’s loss,94 and there is evidence for this in the figures in tables 12.2 and 12.3. 

 

The turnout in Pashayan’s Seventeenth District is virtually identical over the three 

elections, as is the percentage of the vote he received in 1978 and 1982 so there appears 

to have been little impact there. The fact that his vote was much higher in 1980 

                                                 
93 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: 209 



  343 

suggests he received a stronger than average boost from Reagan’s victory. Both 

Clausen and Pashayan were also affected by structural factors. Theirs were the two 

Republican-held districts with the lowest Republican registration, both at 34 percent. 

While the Democrats in their districts often voted Republican, 1982 was a year in 

which they were less likely to do so, because of the 1981-82 recession. 

 

However, the story in the Nineteenth District may be different. The News-Press article 

declared that Freeze-PAC’s efforts were a major factor in Democrat Frost’s long-shot 

challenge.95 Freeze-PAC officials had stated that the organisation was putting in a 

major effort to defeat Pashayan and Clausen,96 but the evidence suggests Lagomarsino 

was the one most affected by the freeze issue. His personal vote dropped by 10 706 

from 1978 to 1982 but increased by almost the exact number in 1986. At the same time, 

the vote of his respective opponents increased by 24 370 from 1978 to 1982, and 

dropped again by 20 423 in 1986. The jump in total turnout in 1982 is evident as is the 

dip in the percentage of votes he received. There is a problem with this comparison 

because Lagomarsino was facing different Democratic opponents. However, in both 

total turnout and the Republican vote, this district provides the best evidence of a surge 

in votes against an incumbent who was a target because of his opposition to the nuclear 

freeze. Supporting evidence comes from the fact that the Nineteenth District also 

recorded the highest vote on Proposition 12 of any of the state’s Republican districts. 

 

Another national freeze organisation, the Council for a Liveable World, had funded 

campaigns against twelve Republican congressmen, including two Californians, Don 

Clausen and John Rousselot. While the three districts examined above were mostly a 

Republican-voting mix of rural and small urban populations and Pashayan’s and 

Lagomarsino’s were little changed in the 1981 reapportionment, Rousselot’s district 

was part of the extensive reshuffling of Los Angeles seats masterminded by Phillip 

Burton and in no way could his defeat be attributed to the freeze issue. 

 

The anti-nuclear supporters’ foray into congressional politics therefore can be seen to 

have had positive results, though not always sufficient to defeat incumbent 

congressional military hawks. It was noted that Pashayan had an early ten-to-one 
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financial advantage over his opponent.97 His 54 percent win in a heavily Democratic 

district and the results in Lagomarsino’s district suggest that organisers had some 

justification in their claims that had the two million dollars spent on the advertising 

campaign for Proposition 12 been used to finance congressional challenges, it may have 

had more lasting effects. This would be especially true if even one challenger who was 

opposed to specific weapons programs had been elected, particularly in light of the 

closeness of the August vote in Congress. 

 

The freeze campaign and the liberal press 

 

Support for the freeze from the major papers was not always forthcoming in the early 

stages of the movement. The Los Angeles Times considered having a strong national 

defence to be a greater priority. When controversy arose over the Reagan 

administration’s proposed civil defence program, the paper took a hawkish stance, 

suggesting it would be better to use the funds building nuclear weapons sufficient to 

convince the Soviet Union it would lose most in a nuclear conflict.98 Several critical 

articles were penned by Times editorial writer Ernest Conine, including an Opinion 

Editorial piece published in February in which he showed a good deal of scepticism in 

his analysis of the motives of the freeze organisers. After the shedding of the initial 

influence of traditional peace groups, freeze organisers were at pains to emphasise the 

bilateral nature of what they were proposing. Yet Conine claimed there was support at 

the top of the freeze movement for a unilateral freeze should the Soviet Union not agree 

to a bilateral weapons reduction.99 Conine declared that Willens and the Pasadena 

Interfaith Center were dedicated to halting the arms race in the United States and that 

they dismissed the possibility of a resultant Soviet nuclear superiority.100 Willens 

replied in a letter published in the Times a week later in which he emphasised the 

movement’s bilateral aims, thus virtually completing the process of separating the 

nuclear freeze from the peace movement.101 However, as the non-confrontational 

manner and popularity of the movement became more apparent, the Times, like the 

other liberal papers, firmed in its support and eventually became an enthusiastic 

proponent. 
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Various liberal papers repeated the theme that the freeze campaign was intended to 

confront the Reagan Administration. In March, the Times noted, “the movement 

reflects... a growing determination to force the Reagan Administration to take the 

problem [of the danger of nuclear war] more seriously.”102 Endorsing Proposition 12, 

the paper editorialised “the President needs to hear another view...”103 while the 

Mercury News searched for similar sentiments to invest power into the voting public:  
An active informed public constituency for arms control certainly would represent a policy 

different from that of this administration. But logic suggests that the difference be resolved 

by the government shifting its position to match that of the people, and not the other way 

around.104

In a post-election analysis of the success of Proposition 12 at the ballot box, the 

Mercury News’ editors declared, 
For years Americans were taught to defer to their leaders on the complex and arcane issue 

of arms control. This year the voters rejected that attitude, and with it, the administration’s 

claim to a higher wisdom.105

However, the paper balanced these statements by noting that the freeze should not be 

considered a substitute for “traditional arms control negotiations” in the hands of the 

administration.106

 

The idea of public watchfulness was widespread in the media, from the Herald 

Examiner (“We’re giving our inexpert advice, as free people must on matters of such 

importance... we will be watching for your response”)107 to radio station KNX 

(“Californians can send a life-giving message to the world by sending a mass letter to 

the President”).108 However, the freeze campaign did not create the same sense of an 

administration under siege that the Watergate and Vietnam protests did. The California 

freeze movement operated virtually without opposition until the last weeks before the 

election (although Willens claimed after the vote that the Reagan administration “tried 

to destroy the freeze through deceit, confusion and outright lies”109). 
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The response to the campaign 

 

The hyperbole emanating from politicians and the press disguised the lack of substance 

inherent in the issue. Within a week of one another, the two largest papers in the state, 

the Times and the Chronicle, ran stories on the lack of opposition to the freeze. Having 

interviewed leaders of the organisations which had been formed to oppose the measure, 

both papers reported them having similar suspicions that the Reagan administration had 

told Republicans to ignore the issue.110 Conservative leaders noted the difficulty of 

taking a public pro-nuclear weapons stance. The organisation which was listed in the 

voter handbook as sponsoring the ‘No’ argument on Proposition 12 had ceased to exist 

by September and while freeze leaders in California were preparing the first $600 000 

in advertising for airing (of an eventual $2 million), Nick Sorokin, the executive 

director of Californians for a Strong America, complained that his organisation had no 

money at all.111 The Chronicle pursued this angle, quoting Larry O’Donnell, who had 

founded the Committee for a Verified Arms Reduction, by then also defunct: 
I’m reduced to explaining why there is no campaign, which is charming... When even a 

nod from the White House might have gotten things started, they didn't want to get 

involved either directly or indirectly.112  
 

If the campaign failed to provide a forum for debate it nevertheless remained a 

spectacle. Organisers claimed that they expected twelve million people to see the 

television commercials in southern California. Actor Paul Newman appeared in several 

commercials and his presence further affected the sense of reality. When Reagan finally 

acknowledged the freeze issue, noting his belief that the movement was being 

manipulated by people who wanted to see America weakened, Newman’s special status 

was used to counter the president’s opinion. The Times’s headline, “Newman Leads in 

Drive for A-Freeze,” and the article that followed, suggested a willingness to see 

Newman as a proxy for the movement – a single person who could be a surrogate 

leader and express opposition to the administration.113  

 

Explaining his involvement, Newman reiterated the line that the nuclear arms issue 

superseded all others.114 Politically, however, the notion that the nuclear freeze was an 

                                                 
110 Los Angeles Times, 12 September 1982: 24 and San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle, 19 
September 1982: 10. This notion was supported in San Francisco Bay Guardian, 13 October 1982: 7 
111 San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, 19 September 1982: 10 
112 San Francisco Chronicle, 6 October 1982: 7 
113 Los Angeles Times, 6 October 1982: 3 
114 Ibid
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issue supreme above all others is not sustainable. In a California Poll measuring voters’ 

concerns taken two weeks before the general election, 50 percent of respondents 

viewed the danger of nuclear war as being an issue of ‘high’ importance, placing it 

seventeenth out of the twenty-five listed issues.115 A further 28 percent said it was of 

‘moderate’ importance to them. When the categories ‘high’ and ‘moderate’ were added 

together, the issue rated twenty-fourth, hardly evidence that the public considered it of 

pressing concern. Furthermore, supporting the freeze did not benefit Democrats to the 

extent they seemed to expect. Polling in the senatorial contest revealed that among 

those respondents who saw the issue of nuclear war as being of ‘high’ importance only 

62 percent declared an intention to vote for Brown, the pro-freeze candidate, while 27 

percent indicated they would vote for Republican Pete Wilson (who consistently 

opposed the freeze idea).116  

 

The lack of depth of support for the freeze was not always apparent, buried as it was 

beneath the frenzy of media attention and the congeniality of the campaign brought 

about by a lack of a high-profile opposition. Ultimately, however, the 52 percent 

support Proposition 12 received in the general election was hardly convincing. Even the 

turnout figures show that the ‘paramount issue’ of the time was not accorded such 

eminence by the electorate. For example, in every congressional district in Los Angeles 

County, the total number of votes cast for or against Proposition 12 was less than the 

total number cast in either the gun control initiative contest or in the congressional race 

for that district,117 neither of which were advertised as heavily as the nuclear freeze 

(while the Los Angeles market was inundated with advertising for the freeze some 

congressional races were barely advertised at all).  

 

The freeze and minority groups 

 

In March 1982, the Los Angeles Times published the results of polling the paper had 

done on the nuclear freeze. According to this polling, the freeze had majority support in 

almost every socio-economic group; the exceptions being respondents with less than a 

high school education, Southerners and conservatives, each of which gave it about fifty 

                                                 
115 San Francisco Chronicle, 20 October 1982: 6 
116 Ibid, 8 October 1982:  9. 
117 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote: 211 and Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American 
politics 1984: 130-59 
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percent support. Significantly, the survey found equal support from Republicans and 

Democrats.118

 

Yet, the leadership of the freeze campaign and the campaign itself were hardly 

representative of the mix of supporters. The subsuming of the nuclear issue by 

environmental organisations served to exclude minority and blue-collar groups.119 

Furthermore, by downplaying the economic and social structural argument against 

nuclear weapons, a major concern of African Americans in particular, freeze organisers 

failed to fully utilise that population.120 Hispanics were also generally excluded. There 

were no Hispanics in the leadership and apparently Spanish-language television was not 

employed. However, in Pashayan’s district, where the campaign was conducted through 

less pervasive and less expensive media than television, the use of bilingual bumper 

stickers showed some attempt was made to reach the Hispanic population. While union 

officials were often in favour of the freeze, and Catholic Church leaders were very 

influential at the grassroots level, decision-making was also largely removed from that 

level.  

 

Undoubtedly, an increased focus on tying the freeze to economic issues, as Dellums 

attempted to do, would have found favour among African American voters. In early 

September 1982, the Sun Reporter noted, 
We need to support the freeze for a lot of reasons: the preference for bombs over any social 

spending is unacceptable; the military sucks in young men and spits them out, unskilled 

and burned out, years later; nuclear weapons are dangerous; all of us wish to live.121  
In one sentence, the editors had damned the economic cost of the arms race, declared 

unacceptable the social cost, and, perhaps most notably, rejected the notion that military 

service provided individuals with useful employment. 

 

Yet even as the minority press tried to encourage minority participation, the underlying 

exclusion was evident. When the Sun Reporter ran an advertisement urging attendance 

at the major nuclear disarmament rally of the year – held in San Francisco on June 12 – 

it listed only the prominent African Americans who would be present, among them 

                                                 
118 Los Angeles Times, 21 March 1982: 1 
119 Sacramento Bee, 25 April 1982: B1 
120 Paul Loeb stated that between the Civil Rights era and the anti-apartheid protests, “The closest the 
Los Angeles Black community came to widespread protest was during a series of 1979 marches against 
police brutality” (see Loeb, Hope in Hard Times: 90). (However, the strong African American vote 
against Proposition 11 might also be read protest, this time against a liberal initiative, and the African 
American community put forward clear ideological and economic arguments against the arms race.) 
121 Sun Reporter, 2 September 1982: 8 



  349 

Dellums and activist Jesse Jackson. It also listed the performers who would be 

entertaining the crowd; the major acts were white, making it clear that the rally 

organisers were primarily considering the entertainment of a white audience.  

 

An account in California Journal noted that in addition to addressing churches and 

synagogues, “Speakers also will be sent to address Kiwanis, Rotary and other service 

clubs around the state,”122 which gives the impression that even conducted at a 

community level the focus was on middle-class white audiences. Ten days before the 

election, this was accentuated when freeze organisers switched tactics in the television 

campaign. The specific target of the new advertisements was middle-class whites still 

concerned with the issue of American security and not yet convinced about the freeze. 

According to media campaign director Bill Zimmerman, minorities already 

overwhelmingly supported the initiative.123 The result, noted by Paul Loeb in Hope in 

Hard Times, was that “the world presented in the media campaign was without 

exception white”124 (the image of Martin Luther King was employed in literature from 

Proposition 12 backers to promote the Freeze, but King was an ‘acceptable’ figure to 

whites by then). 

 

Having decided to ignore minority voters, Zimmerman, Lear and Willens organised a 

sample testing of the demographic group they felt they needed to convince, “the 

representative swing constituency of San Fernando Valley Democrats aged forty-five to 

sixty-five.”125 The two congressional districts with the most San Fernando Valley 

Democrats were the Twenty-third and the Twenty-sixth. The former ranked eighth and 

the latter eleventh on the Proposition 12 vote. 

 

What follows is an examination of the Proposition 12 vote in Los Angeles’ Democratic 

districts, where the greatest concentrations of minority voters were. Table 12.4 shows 

characteristics of these districts. 

 

 

Table 12.4: Hispanic and African American population, Democratic registration 
and 1982 Proposition 12 vote in Democratic Los Angeles congressional districts 

 
District Hispanic African Democratic Proposition 12 

                                                 
122 California Journal, April 1982: 137 
123 Loeb, Hope in Hard Times: 91 
124 Ibid: 90 
125 Ibid: 91 
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population 
(percent) 

American 
population 
(percent) 

registration 
(percent) 

‘Yes’ vote 
(percent) 

Twenty-third 8 
 

2 
 

58 
 

61.8 
 

Twenty-fifth 58 
 

10 70 62.5 

Twenty-sixth 21 
 

4 59 56.4 

Twenty-eighth 26 
 

42 73 67.5 

Twenty-ninth 28 
 

46 78 61.9 

Thirtieth 54 
 

1 63 52.4 

Thirty-first 22 
 

31 73 55.7 

Thirty-second 19 
 

8 61 50.7 

Thirty-fourth 42 
 

2 65 49.1 

 
Source: Figures in columns one and two are from Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American 

politics 1984: various pages. Figures in column three are from California Journal, November 1981. 

Figures in column four are from Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the November 

second general election counties within political districts

 

 

Proposition 12 was defeated in three of the thirteen congressional districts whose 

borders were entirely within Los Angeles County. Two were the Republican, which 

was perhaps not surprising, although it contradicts the statement from the Times about 

the nature of the freeze’s support. The initiative also failed, albeit marginally, in the 

heavily Democratic Thirty-fourth District. As noted in chapter seven, the Thirty-fourth 

was considered a Hispanic district and it was also overwhelmingly blue-collar. This 

contrasts sharply with Zimmerman’s assertion on minority support,126 and supports the 

claim that Hispanic and blue-collar voters, even if Democratic, did not respond 

positively to the freeze. 

 

In the other heavily Hispanic congressional districts, Proposition 12 passed: easily in 

the Twenty-fifth, narrowly in the Thirtieth. The Twenty-fifth contains the largest and 

longest residing Hispanic population and the vote in favour of the freeze in the district 

exceeded the county average. It is possible that the higher vote in the Twenty-fifth was 

due to factors such as a higher number of Hispanics who spoke English or a more 

persuasive grassroots network being provided by better established church 
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congregations. San Jose’s Hispanic population was also long established and the 

Mercury News noted that Proposition 12 received a 62 percent ‘Yes’ vote in the city’s 

Hispanic voting precincts.127 Proposition 12 performed much worse in the Thirtieth 

District, receiving a ‘Yes’ vote below the county average (which includes the 

Republican districts), and well below all but two of the eleven Los Angeles Democratic 

congressional districts. Overall, therefore, it appears that the Hispanic population of 

Los Angeles was not strong in its support for Proposition 12. 

 

Non-minority blue-collar workers also were not generally as receptive to the freeze. 

Democrats in the Thirty-second District had a better than 2-to-1 registration advantage 

over Republicans in this blue-collar district where many voters were employed in 

defence industries. Here, Proposition 12 passed only marginally. However, the 

suggestion that employment in defence industries promoted a vote of self-interest 

against the nuclear freeze is much less clear-cut than might seem at first. In two of the 

three upper middle-class, mostly white, suburbs south of Los Angeles airport, 

Manhattan Beach and Hermosa Beach, Proposition 12 passed easily. In the other, 

Redondo Beach, it failed narrowly. In each of these suburbs, aerospace and defence 

industries are major employers. In Inglewood, which was 57 percent African American 

and 20 percent Hispanic, Proposition 12 passed with a better than 67 percent, one of the 

highest votes in the state. Inglewood contained a mixed working- and middle-class 

population, many of whom also worked in defence-related industries around the airport 

area. Many African Americans responded strongly to the freeze initiative. 

 

Santa Clara County, at the southern end of the San Francisco Bay, had many residents 

who were employed in the computing, electronic and aerospace industries based in and 

around Silicon Valley (the basis for Safir’s comments noted earlier). Proposition 12 

passed in the county with a plurality of more than 50 000 votes and a winning 

percentage five points higher than the state average. In fact, the result led to the 

Mercury News commenting that Proposition 12 “swept Silicon Valley like a 

firestorm."”128 The measure also enjoyed one of its greatest successes in Alameda 

County, which includes large naval yards and related defence industries. While those 

employed in the industries cited were probably not in a position to determine a county-

                                                                                                                                               
126  Where descriptions of the socio-economic and racial characteristics of cities and congressional 
districts are given, they are based on information from Congressional Quarterly and California Journal 
articles from 1982. 
127 San Jose Mercury News, 7 November 1982: 7G 
128 Ibid
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wide outcome, it is still evident that Proposition 12 passed in many, if not most, of the 

areas associated with defence spending in California. 

 

For both African Americans and whites, it was generally true that wealthier areas 

supported the initiative more strongly. For example, the African American Twenty-

eighth and Thirty-first Districts were similar in ethnic make-up and Democratic 

registration but Proposition 12 fared much better in the former. Congressional 

Quarterly described the Twenty-eighth as ‘middle-class’ and the Thirty-first as 

‘working-class,’129 and it is this factor that appears to have influenced the vote on 

Proposition 12. However, the vote cannot be explained purely as an expression of 

economic self-interest. White blue-collar workers associated with defence industries 

tended to vote against it; many of the middle- and upper middle-class whites who 

favoured it were also associated with defence industries. The strong vote in the Twenty-

fifth and Thirty-first shows that some poorer African American and Hispanics 

supported Proposition 12. 

 

Ronald Dellums argued that the idea that defence spending created employment was 

false and decried the continued use of this claim in Congress.130 However, his 

statements in Congress and in his book did not cross over into the nuclear freeze debate 

in California. Nor were the Sun Reporter’s views given a wider airing. Organisers 

obviously feared that desires for reduced military spending violated the strict 

requirement for a bilateral freeze and were unpalatable to moderates. Thus it appears 

that the two groups offering strongest support may have voted according to differing 

criteria. Ultimately, however, a majority of voters made their choices for the broadest 

reasons. In the Chronicle’s exit poll, 63 percent of respondents who voted for 

Proposition 12 said they had done so to stop the production of nuclear weapons.131 Only 

22 percent cited as their reason that there should not be further spending on nuclear 

weapons.132

 

While Willens could proclaim after the election, “This issue is going to take off and fly 

and change politics forever,”133 Proposition 12 sought no institutional changes. As the 

Bay Guardian noted, “On Nov. 3rd, most members of the state and regional freeze staff 

                                                 
129 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 24 April 1982: 937, 938 
130 Dellums, Miller and Halterman, Defense Sense: 159 
131 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
132 Ibid
133 Los Angeles Times, 4 November 1982: 3 
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will join the ranks of the unemployed.”134 In part, Proposition 12 stated that “The safety 

and security of the United States must be paramount in the concerns of the American 

people”135 and that the United States and the Soviet Union, 
immediately halt the testing, production and further deployment of all nuclear weapons, 

missiles and delivery systems in a way that can be checked and verified by both sides.136

This makes it clear that the authors intended in their own minds that the nation’s 

security not be jeopardised. The purpose of the media campaign was to convince others 

of the same fact. However, by using television as the means of conveying the message, 

it fragmented the experience that the nuclear freeze issue provided. Seidita herself was 

apparently displeased with the direction the campaign took.137  

 

In defence of Willens’s approach, the freeze idea developed very quickly and needed to 

be realised in the public’s consciousness. Polling showed that the public was slow to 

grasp the concept, and reluctant to give it whole-hearted support. Even so, the 

television campaign may have backfired. The polling data provided in table 12.1 shows 

that growing awareness obviously did not mean growing acceptance. Three weeks 

before the election, freeze official Claire Greensfelder was quoted as saying; “winning 

with 51% would not be considered much of a victory”138 and yet this was the outcome. 

In a letter sent out to freeze supporters, Willens declared, 
Unless our victory in overwhelming... And that means at least 60% of the vote... we will 

not have an impact on the White House... The margin of our win must be large... 

Otherwise, it can be shot down by President Reagan as ineffectual.139

By the high standards the organisers set themselves, the freeze was not particularly 

successful, and had no real impact on national policy. Indeed, the result may have 

served to encourage those who were against the freeze, including those setting the 

national policy agenda. 

 

There is good reason to believe that the media campaign was detrimental to efforts to 

establish grassroots organisations because it drained the congressional campaigns of 

resources.140 The campaigns against incumbent congressmen at least suggested a 

                                                 
134 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 13 October 1982: 7 
135 California Ballot Pamphlet, General Election, November 1982: 47 
136 Ibid: 47 
137 Loeb, Hope in Hard Times: 96 
138 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 13 October 1982: 7 
139 Harold Willens, Proposition 12 Campaign Memorandum, Californians for a Bilateral Nuclear 
Weapons Freeze, Undated. Underlining was in the original text. 
140 Loeb noted this problem, but said, “The ad campaign did, in and of itself, leave the viewers passive 
spectators. But most of the people working for the Freeze took on their humble local turf as a matter of 
course. The ads appeared almost as supplemental gifts” (see Loeb, Hope in Hard Times: 98). 
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possible alternative use of resources to the media blitz but Willens had consciously 

abandoned this alternative. The two possible and divergent tactics the freeze campaign 

could have taken were never more starkly contrasted than in a letter sent out by Willens 

to freeze supporters asking “what difference will it make whether one state candidate or 

another is elected – if the earth we inhabit is to be obliterated...”141  

 

Summary 

 

The freeze was promoted as an issue of extreme importance that cut across lines of 

difference in the community but it did not receive an overwhelming endorsement. It 

was best supported by groups already inclined to vote along liberal lines; white liberals, 

African Americans and some Hispanics. The campaign against Clausen provided the 

best reason anti-nuclear activists had for claiming tangible success, although his defeat 

involved several factors. It is symptomatic in itself that in neither this campaign nor 

Brown’s senatorial contest did the nuclear freeze override the other issues.  

 

                                                 
141 Willens, Campaign Memorandum, op. cit.: 1 



355 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE GUN CONTROL CAMPAIGN AND 

PROPOSITION 15 

 

Introduction 

 

The final major initiative on the November 1982 ballot was Proposition 15, a proposal 

to tighten gun control laws. This chapter examines the origins of the Proposition 15 

campaign, the support for gun control from the liberal press, and the voter response. A 

‘Yes’ vote on Proposition 15 was the liberal choice. Historically, liberals had promoted 

gun control and conservatives had opposed it.1 Proposition 15 was started and strongly 

supported by prominent liberals, and liberal voters favoured it in much greater numbers 

than did other voters.2 The crucial element of the initiative – a freeze on gun sales – 

promoted government as a restraining force for the public good.  

 

Proponents were careful to emphasise the initiative as a moderate approach. If passed 

into law, Proposition 15 would have required the registration of all handguns, a freeze 

on the number of handguns in the State, a tightening of rules on gun transfers and a 

mandatory jail penalty for carrying concealed weapons.3 The ballot initiative was 

revised several times in an attempt to find a formula strong enough to be effective yet 

still palatable to a majority of voters.4 There was an attempt to sway the owners of 

handguns through a specific clause in the proposition prohibiting the state legislature 

banning handguns outright at some future stage. However, it remained a contentious 

measure. The gun control debate was highly visible in California in 1982. The issue of 

gun ownership was portrayed as representative of the broader issue of individual rights 

and the Proposition 15 campaign spilled out onto the national scale. The Californian 

authors sought advice in drafting the initiative from handgun control advocates in 

Washington,5 while much of the money to fight the proposal came from interstate 

sources.6  

 

                                                 
1 Gun control initiatives were deemed more likely to succeed in liberal states. An initiative had been put 
before voters in Masachusetts in 1976 with high expectations (see David J. Bordua, “Adversary Polling 
and the Construction of Social Meaning,” Law and Policy Quarterly, July 1983: 355-56).  
2 Bordua, “Adversary Polling and the Construction of Social Meaning:” 360. This was specifically true in 
California in 1982 (see Los Angeles Times, 3 November 1982: 14). 
3 Ibid, 21 February 1982: IV3 
4 Ibid, 19 September 1982: 24 
5 Ibid
6 San Francisco Examiner, 29 September 1982 
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The genesis of Proposition 15 

 

Immediate impetus for Proposition 15 came from the murder of John Lennon in 

December 1980 and the attempts on the lives of President Reagan and Pope John Paul 

II the following year.7 The issue of motive in these acts was crucial. The pro-gun lobby 

summed up their advocacy of gun ownership in the simple phrase “it is not guns which 

kill people, it is people who kill people.” In other words, gun availability was not the 

problem; rather it was an issue of individual responsibility. This put the emphasis on 

crime, both prevention and punishment, rather than on the marketplace of supply and 

demand for guns. If liberals had used ‘rationally’ motivated assassinations to renew 

calls for gun control, they would have placed their argument within the gun lobby’s 

framework. If an assassination was ‘rationally’ motivated then it followed that the 

problem lay with the perpetrator and has nothing to do with the ease of availability of 

the gun used.8

 

Consequently, portraying the assailants as insane allowed liberals to use the 

assassination attempt symbolically. The liberal press argued that gun availability was 

the problem, rather than the states of mind of the gun owners. The problem became the 

weapons of violence rather than the act of violence. After John Hinkley’s attempt on 

Reagan’s life, the Sacramento Bee demanded a way to “Keep Guns From the Crazies,”9 

and the editors did not dwell on motive in the shooting but asked simply how a person 

with Hinkley’s record could so easily buy another gun and place himself so close to the 

president.10 Most of the liberal/moderate papers also noted that handgun sales and use 

had increased dramatically over the previous five to seven years. For example, the 

                                                 
7 Los Angeles Times, 21 February 1982: IV3, 19 September 1982: 24 and 24 October 1982: II5. The 
same had been the case in the 1960s, when national handgun legislation was passed in 1968 following 
the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King. 
8 It may fit the pattern that national gun control legislation was introduced after the Robert Kennedy and 
Martin Luther King assassinations rather than that of President John Kennedy. Neither of the first two 
was a clearly politically motivated act in terms of American politics. Robert Kennedy’s murder was 
motivated by an unclear non-American based ideology. King, who was a social rather than political 
leader, was murdered for racial rather than political reasons. At least this is the way these events were 
portrayed which is the critical distinction. Kennedy’s assassination was probably the most difficult to 
ascribe motive to but the way in which that event unfolded gave those on all parts of the political 
spectrum reason to believe it was a most overtly political act. 
9 Sacramento Bee, 7 April 1981: B10 
10 Ibid, 1 April 1981: B6. The Bee noted that Hinkley was “a crazy man who had been arrested with three 
guns less than six months ago – arrested near the point where President Carter was making a speech and 
candidate Reagan had been scheduled to appear...” Liberal papers and columnists may not have wanted 
to tie Hinkley to his motives but Reagan did not escape so easily. Syndicated columnist Mike Ryoko was 
published in the Mercury News a week after the assassination attempt saying “I never feel overwhelmed 
when someone who opposes strict handgun laws is shot” (see San Jose Mercury News, 9 April 1981: 
11B). 
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Riverside Press-Enterprise wrote of a “Boom in Guns,”11 while the Times had written 

that a “Rising Tide of Violence Shocks City.”12  

 

Likewise, although John Lennon was almost universally recognised, he was not a 

political figure and his murder was not politically inspired. Therefore, it was also 

‘irrational.’ The Los Angeles Times published syndicated liberal columnist Ellen 

Goodman’s eulogy for Lennon in which she stated that he had been “shot dead by a 

looney, a cookoo, a nutcake... some crazed cousin to all the crackpots and criminals 

who can buy guns as easily as Christmas trees.”13

 

However, while those extraordinary events had immediate impact, it was no 

coincidence that the Proposition 15 organisers chose to put it on the November 1982 

ballot. They reasoned that the nuclear freeze initiative would draw to the polls people 

who would also vote for gun control.14 Proposition 15 was the first time gun control had 

appeared as a ballot initiative in California.15 Backing for the gun control initiative 

came mainly from an old guard of Californian liberals.16  

 

Among those present at meetings held to discuss the issue in early 1981 were prominent 

Democrats Howard Berman and John Van de Kamp, former Cranston aide (and now an 

employee of Van de Kamp) Lucien Haas as well as Palevsky and Sheinbaum.17 The 

latter two, along with Willens and Lear, were major donors to the campaign.18 Actor 

Jack Lemmon, who featured in a pro-nuclear freeze commercial with Paul Newman, 

was on the Proposition 15 steering committee, as was former Deputy Secretary of State 

Warren Christopher.19 Former Democratic governor Pat Brown was another who was 

deeply involved from the outset.20 One of the key organisers was lawyer Victor 

Palmieri, a co-author of a previous Massachusetts gun control law.21 Palmieri was a 

former United States ambassador of refugee affairs and member of the Kerner 

                                                 
11 Riverside Press-Enterprise, 22 October 1982: B1 
12 Los Angeles Times, 16 December 1980: II6 
13 Ibid, 12 December 1980: II11 
14 California Journal, June 1982: 196 
15 An attempt to qualify an initiative in 1976 had failed when the organizers could not get enough 
signatures to have it placed on the ballot. 
16 As noted in the previous chapter there was a lot of crossover between the gun control and the nuclear 
freeze campaign elites. 
17 Sacramento Bee, 8 August 1982: 3 and Los Angeles Times, 24 October 1982: II5 
18 Sacramento Bee, 8 August 1982: 7 and 8, San Francisco Examiner, 29 September 1982 
19 Californians Against Street Crime advertisement, Los Angeles Times, 28 March 1982 
20 Ibid, 24 October 1982: II1 
21 San Francisco Chronicle, 27 October 1982: 7 
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Commission that had investigated urban violence in the 1960s,22 and would go on to be 

a major contributor to Alan Cranston’s presidential bid in 1984.23 The connections 

between these men ran deep. Haas and Brown Snr. were associated with the liberal and 

once powerful California Democratic Council, an organization that was important in 

backing the mayoral bid by Tom Bradley.24 Max Palevsky had been Bradley’s finance 

chairman and had provided a major portion of the Bradley campaign budget during the 

latter’s successful mayoral campaign in 1973.25 The coalition between the Times, the 

Westside Jewish liberals and the African American community in Los Angeles was the 

basis for Bradley’s election and was the dominant political power structure in Los 

Angeles until the early 1980s, when a rift developed between the Westside liberals and 

Bradley.26 It is not surprising, therefore, to note also the personal efforts of Otis 

Chandler, the chairman and editor of Times Mirror, the Los Angeles Times’s parent 

company. Chandler helped the campaign raise funds in the business community,27 and 

throughout the campaign the Los Angeles Times provided strong support for gun control 

both in the public arena and behind the scenes. 

 

Proposition 15 was sponsored by an ad hoc organisation, Californians Against Street 

Crime, which had Palmieri as chairman and public interest lawyer John Phillips as the 

campaign director.28 Max Palevsky wrote the initial cheque, for $50 000, in February 

1982.29 By the end of June, his wife, Mary Joan Palevsky had given nearly $100 000 to 

liberal initiatives and candidates.30 This included a donation of $25 400 to the 

Proposition 15 campaign and a further $25 000 loan.31 These early donations were vital 

in setting up the campaign organization and providing resources to raise further 

money.32  

 

                                                 
22 Palmieri also made a major loan to the Proposition 15 campaign (see San Francisco Examiner, 29 
September 1982). 
23 Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 166 
24 Sonenshein, Politics in Black and White: 47-50, 86-88. Bradley himself was described as “a highly 
involved CDC activist” (see ibid: 86). 
25 Ibid: 104 
26 Davis, City of Quartz: 127, 141
27 Los Angeles Times, 16 October 1982: 26 
28 Ibid, 24 October 1982: II5 
29 Sacramento Bee, 8 August 1982: 7 
30 State of California Fair Political Practices Commission, Major Contributors to Statewide and State 
Officeholders, Candidates, Ballot Measure Committees and Other State Committees January 1, 1981, 
Through June 30, 1982, Volume I FPPC, California, 1982 
31 Ibid.
32 Phillips was on record early in the campaign saying that it was early financial backing from Max 
Palevsky that made the 1982 initiative possible (see Sacramento Bee, 8 August 1982: 7). 
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Several Republicans donated heavily to the gun control initiative, and campaign 

organisers utilised the fact that a number of Reagan allies were in favour of gun control 

to help negate the president’s consistent anti-control stance.33 In addition to the 

financial support, at least one prominent Republican politician, Paul McCloskey, 

supported Proposition 15.34 However, most Republican leaders were opposed to the 

proposal and, as noted, a liberal elite controlled the issue.35 According to the San 

Francisco Chronicle, the issue split politicians along party lines,36 and this is evident, 

as shown below.  

 

Liberal politicians and gun control 

 

Several assumptions that were made during and after the campaign must be questioned. 

Firstly, in post-election analysis commentators writing and speaking of the gun control 

issue claimed there had been an outpouring of conservative voters to defeat the 

initiative,37 and consequently that Proposition 15 had harmed liberal candidates. Such 

comments were still being made well after the election, as, for example, when the 

editors of the National Journal reflected “In 1982, the gun control referendum brought 

to the polls thousands of people who had not voted before... [who] voted for 

Republicans up and down the ballot.”38 However, the proposition was tested for Tom 

Bradley and Jerry Brown in chapter nine and for Justice Reynoso in chapter ten, and 

shown to be incorrect.  

 

Gun control was also probably less harmful to liberal members of Congress than was 

supposed, as one more case study will suggest. Proposition 15 was soundly defeated in 

the Fourth Congressional District,39 garnering just 30 percent approval. The total 

number of votes cast in this ballot was almost identical to the number cast in the contest 

for the congressional seat. Despite this, the conservative choice in the congressional 

                                                 
33 In particular, these Republican supporters included Justin Dart, a member of Reagan’s “kitchen 
cabinet,” Pete Hannaford, a former Reagan aide and David Packard, a former deputy secretary of defence 
during the Nixon administration and head of Hewlett-Packard Corporation (see San Francisco Chronicle, 
10 September 1982: 10). 
34 Los Angeles Times, 27 May 1982: 3 
35 And gun control would be referred to in 1981 as a “hopeless liberal cause” (see The Economist, 4 July 
1981: 57). 
36 San Francisco Chronicle, 10 September 1982: 10 
37 See, for example, New York Times, 4 November 1982: 22 
38 Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American Politics 1984: 112 
39 The Fourth Congressional District consisted of the suburbs in the north of Sacramento County, the 
more rural south of the county and all of Yolo and Solano Counties, which were also rural. Solano is 
generally a conservative county. Yolo, while containing many conservative voters, is also home to the 
very liberal university city of Davis in the south and was overall quite liberal.  
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race, Republican Roger Canfield, received just 67 047 votes compared to 129 497 votes 

cast for the conservative choice in the gun control contest, that is, a ‘No’ vote.40 It 

appears that a third of the voters cast a ballot against gun control but for the relatively 

liberal Democrat, Vic Fazio. The claim that there was an outpouring of conservative 

voters because Proposition 15 was on the ballot is further undermined if one examines 

the turnout in the Fourth District. Here, the relatively liberal Sacramento and Yolo 

Counties had much higher rates of turnout on Proposition 15 than did the more rural 

and conservative Solano County.41

 

Even though backing it was considered a liability most major Democratic candidates 

supported the measure, albeit sometimes quietly. Van de Kamp was instrumental in the 

genesis of Proposition 15 (he wrote a pro-control opinion piece for the Times42) and 

was easily elected. Leo McCarthy was another who backed it while running for a 

statewide office and he too won easily (Howard Gingold, a former McCarthy aide, was 

the Proposition 15 press secretary43). Don Edwards spoke out in favour of Proposition 

15 in San Jose and was not damaged politically, even though his district gave 

Proposition 15 just a 38 percent ‘Yes’ vote.44 Congressman Pete Stark spoke in favour 

of gun control,45 while only 37.4 percent of his district voted in favour of Proposition 

15. In the Sixth District, Barbara Boxer was publicly in favour of gun control,46 and 

successfully contested the seat for the first time. In San Diego, Jim Bates stated his 

support and still won the Forty-fourth District convincingly. Support could even be 

beneficial, particularly in the very liberal districts, as was the case with Phillip Burton 

who received help in his tight campaign from the Washington-based organization 

Handgun Control Inc.47

 

One of the surprises of the campaign was that Jerry Brown, who had previously 

opposed gun control, came out in support.48 Early in 1981, gun control advocates had 

accused Brown of blocking efforts by his father to raise money from entertainment 

                                                 
40 Ibid: 89 and Supplement to the Statement of the Vote: 209 
41 Ibid
42 Los Angeles Times, 31 December 1980: II5 
43 Sacramento Bee, 8 August 1982: 7 
44 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote: 209 
45 Congressional Record, 30 March 1982: H1279 
46 San Francisco Chronicle, 2 October 1982: 6 
47 Donald E. Fraher, Letter, dated 3 November 1982, Phillip Burton Papers, University of California at 
Berkeley. Proposition 15 passed easily in Burton’s district, with a 59.7 percent yes vote. 
48 San Francisco Chronicle, 10 September 1982: 10. Campaigning for President in 1980, Brown had told 
a group of gun owners in New Hampshire that he was opposed to restrictions on gun ownership because 
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industry figures to help fund the proposed gun control initiative.49 A spokesperson for 

the Coalition for Handgun Control charged that Brown was attempting to prevent fund-

raising for Proposition 15, fearing that if it was on the same ballot it would create 

problems for him.50 Yet a year later, Brown endorsed Proposition 15 as an acceptable 

compromise that stopped short of an outright ban.51

 

Tom Bradley surprised many observers when he took what seemed to be a considerable 

political risk in declaring his support for gun control.52 The explanation may lie in the 

close ties between the Bradley Administration, the Westside liberals and the Times.53 

The latter two were strong supporters of gun control. By mid-1982 the Times was 

moved to declare that the traditional reticence of politicians to support gun control 

might be outdated.54

 

The liberal press and Proposition 15 

 

In November 1980, Times political writer Kenneth Reich had written on the likelihood 

of gun control legislation.55 He noted that with the gun lobby able to block effectively 

passage of gun control in the legislature, a ballot initiative was the best hope.56 The 

chairperson of the Southern California Coalition for Handgun Control declared his 

belief that the election of Reagan and other conservative successes nationwide indicated 

that hopes for gun control could not rely on politicians.57 Reich referred to liberal 

politicians in the state being unwilling to champion the issue publicly because they 

were bullied by the concentrated lobbying by anti-control forces, but he was optimistic 

that the same could not be repeated across the broad electorate.58 Reich was in no doubt 

the country had recently witnessed a “conservative sweep,” but, significantly, he did 

not think this precluded a successful gun control initiative, because of the promising 

polls: 

                                                                                                                                               
they would provide “an opening wedge for more government control” (see Los Angeles Times, 9 
October 1982: II1). 
49 Ibid, 2 April 1981: 3 
50 Ibid
51 Ibid, 27 May 1982: 3 
52 San Francisco Chronicle, 10 September 1982: 10 
53 See Davis, City of Quartz
54 Los Angeles Times, 27 May 1982: 3 
55 Ibid, 30 November 1980: V5 
56 Ibid
57 Ibid
58 Ibid
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even if the gun lobby poured millions of dollars into a campaign against the initiative, 

which is likely, the prospects of eventual voter approval would be fairly good, if not on the 

first try then on the second.59

From then on, the Times ran a strong pro-control campaign. Whatever arguments were 

exchanged over the causality of gun related deaths, the Times editors made it apparent 

very early on that they felt little doubt about the relationship. In December 1981, a front 

page headline declared “Gun Sales, Homicides; Both Rising.”60 A column from 

Stanford University librarian David Heron criticised the selective use of the Second 

Amendment by the pro-gun lobby.61 Closer to the election, the paper ran several 

editorials and opinion columns covering the pro-control arguments from several angles. 

The first editorial called Proposition 15 “a rational and moderate” proposal that would 

“get those deadly weapons off the street.”62 Five days later, Proposition 15 was referred 

to as “a tough but reasonable answer to the plague” of “these murderous weapons.”63 

Defeat of the initiative, the paper declared, “will exact a price, and that price will be 

paid in human lives.”64  

 

Then, between August and November 1982 the polls that Reich had placed his faith in 

began to turn against gun control. Liberals blamed this on the relatively new tactic of 

incessant advertising by the anti-gun control forces, rather than a natural shift in voters’ 

sentiments. According to this point of view, pro-gun forces were corrupting an 

underlying ‘truth’ – that the public favoured gun control.  The basis for this fear was 

found in the successive public opinion polls and the final voting results on Proposition 

15, reproduced below in table 13.1. 

 

 

                                                 
59 Ibid
60 Ibid, 20 December 1981: 1 
61 Ibid, 19 October 1982: II5 
62 Ibid, 10 October 1982:  IV4 
63 Ibid, 15 October 1982: II6 
64 Ibid
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Table 13.1: Election results and California Polls showing public attitudes toward 
Proposition 15, the gun control initiative in 1982, and the final vote 

  
 August October 1-4 October 24-26 October 29-31 November 2 
Have not seen or 
heard about the 
gun control 
initiative (%) 
 

 
20 

 
8 

 
3 

 
2 

 
n/a 

Intend to vote ‘yes,’ 
or voted ‘Yes’ (%) 
 

 
40 

 
47 

 
41 

 
39 

 
37.2 

Intend to vote ‘no,’ 
or voted ‘No’ (%) 
 

 
36 

 
41 

 
49 

 
54 

 
62.8 

Undecided (%) 
 

4 4 7 5 n/a 

 
Source: Mervyn D. Field, The California Poll, 1 November 1982 

       

 

Over a long period nationwide polls showed the same as those conducted in California 

immediately before the campaign: a plurality of the electorate favoured gun control in 

some form.65 The first two polls shown in table 13.1 support this. However, table 13.1 

also shows that the percentage of people who became aware of the ballot initiative 

between August and the election was the same as the increase in the percentage 

intending to vote against it (eighteen percent). Over that period, there was little change 

in the percentage intending to vote for the measure. This was the period when the issue 

was being advertised and opponents of the measure did most of the advertising, 

implying that the campaign turned a crucial margin of voters away from gun control. 

This scenario cause liberal commentators much consternation. 

 

Proposition 15 organiser John Phillips, writing a pro-control argument for the 

Sacramento Bee, voiced his complaints: 
Seldom is a media campaign started so early for a November election, but the opponents 

knew what they had to do... What [polls] indicated was that when voters understood 

Proposition 15 they clearly favor it, so it became the opposition’s goal to replace 

understanding with confusion.66

Phillips noted there was majority public support for gun control, and refuted claims 

made by Proposition 15 opponents. His was a negative approach; there was no attempt 

                                                 
65 Ibid, 30 November 1980: V5. An article in Congressional Quarterly in 1981 noted that opinion polls 
usually showed that between 60 and 75 percent of Americans favoured stricter gun control laws but that 
about two-thirds of voters also oppose a ban on the sale and manufacture of guns (see Congressional 
Quarterly Weekly Report, 9 May 1981: 800). 
66 Sacramento Bee, 17 October 1982: F1. As noted, though, it appears that all those who first heard about 
the initiative from August decided to vote against it.  
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to show what the gun control initiative would do, he stated just that it would not lead to 

gun confiscation, create extra bureaucracy and divert police resources as the opposition 

claimed.67

 

An editorial from the Bee, published on the eve of the election, is worth reprinting at 

length as it shows the level of concern over the manipulative power of the media: 
Perhaps the dirtiest part of this fall’s campaign has come not in the pattern of negative 

attacks on individual candidates but in the systematic attempts to deceive that have 

characterized the attacks on Propositions 11, 13 and 15. 

The huge and disproportionate amounts being raised by the opponents of these ballot 

measures lend themselves precisely to the sort of attack – difficult to answer by proponents 

who don’t have nearly the same amount of money to buy television time – that distorts, 

deceives and confuses. One can only hope that the attacks fail, not only because their 

tactics are reprehensible, but because the initiatives under attack have real merit.68

Even a moderate paper like the Los Angeles Herald Examiner commented on the way 

the issue was debated, although the paper laid the blame more evenly: 
Part of the problem, experts agreed, is that both sides... waged a vicious media contest in 

an attempt to grab voters’ emotions, which often seemed to leave out any mention of the 

measure’s real provisions.69

 

The Herald Examiner had a point. The pro-gun control Times was itself guilty of 

distorting the issue on occasion. An obvious example came in the wake of the passage 

in San Francisco of a citywide gun control ordinance. The paper noted that while “there 

ordinarily would be little to unite members of the National Rifle Assn., the radical 

White Panther Party and the newly formed Gays for Guns” they had joined forces 

against the San Francisco ruling.70 Spokespersons for the latter two groups were quoted 

but there was no comment from the National Rifle Association (NRA) (although the 

NRA was often quoted at other times).71 These interest groups were thus given equal 

status for the purpose of the story but clearly they were very different. The NRA 

claimed about 240 000 members in California in 1982,72 had been long established and 

was preparing a multi-million dollar campaign against Proposition 15. The Times article 

accredited no facts on the Gays for Guns organisation, but the organisation was 

                                                 
67 Ibid
68 Ibid, 31 October 1982: F2. Liberal concern was widespread: The New York Times agreed with the 
‘dirty tactics’ claims, saying that in both the campaigns for Propositions 12 and 15 “the opposition has 
attempted to confuse the issues, obscure the facts, sow doubts and stimulate fears” (see New York Times, 
29 October 1982: 27) 
69 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 3 November 1982: 12 
70 Los Angeles Times, 4 July 1982: 1 
71 Ibid
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mentioned in a Bay Guardian article in April, where it was referred to as Gay Guns, 

and described as having eleven members.73 The Times article also suggested that self-

interest (the issue of personal protection) was splitting groups which had a consistent 

record of voting together on the progressive side of issues. In this case, it was purported 

that homosexual voters, usually part of the progressive coalition, were being alienated 

because of gun control. In any case, the Times’s analysis proved not to be entirely 

accurate. Those areas of the state with large homosexual communities – San Francisco 

and West Los Angeles/Hollywood – voted very strongly in favour of Proposition 15.74

 

The heavy defeat of Proposition 15 provided a lesson in the new reality of media 

politics. A key ingredient of liberal thought is that a successful democracy requires fair 

and open debate. Yet as the Proposition 15 campaign developed, liberal commentators 

seemed concerned that such debate was being suppressed. The liberal newspapers 

feared that the anti-gun control advertising campaign had rendered ineffective the 

actual substance of any publicly debated issue and engineered the result of the gun 

control vote.  

 

This concept made the prospects look grim for progressive politics. How could liberals 

respond to a situation where the change in voter behaviour was caused not by internal 

motives, as was supposed to have happened when the deteriorating economy evidently 

caused many voters to switch to voting Republican between 1976 and 1980, but by 

entirely external stimuli? If voter behaviour was being manipulated by entirely external 

factors, then it was impossible for sound and well-presented argument to be effective, 

because that presumed to affect a voter’s internal decision-making process. Gun control 

therefore represented a crisis for liberals, and this was especially evident in the Times. 

The liberal press had responded to the election of Reagan and other conservative 

political successes over the previous four years warily but with acceptance because the 

voters had made their decision.75 Gun control brought a much more emotive response 

from the liberal press. 

A few weeks before the 1982 general election, gun control backers unveiled an even 

more emotive strategy. On the eighteenth of October, Richard Morefield, one of the 52 

                                                                                                                                               
72 Ibid, 19 September 1982: 24 
73 Bay Guardian, 28 April 1982: 6. The article declared the attempt to encourage increased ownership of 
handguns within the gay community in San Francisco “has been something of a dud.” 
74 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote: 209, 211 
75 For example, the Herald Examiner’s comment on the election of Ronald Reagan noted in chapter two: 
“While we did not formally endorse Mr. Reagan... Mr. Reagan has a clear mandate” (see Los Angeles 
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returned Iranian hostages,76 and his wife Dorothea called a news conference to 

announce their family’s support of Proposition 15.77 Their son Richard had been killed 

during a robbery, a trauma the Morefields said was worse than the hostage crisis.78 The 

Times picked up the story, noting that groups like Handgun Control Inc. were counting 

on the participation of well-known figures such as the Morefields to counter what was, 

in a replication of the television commercial, referred to as “big Eastern gun money 

trying to tell California how to vote.”79

 

The Times had previously attempted to discredit the opposition’s source of (far 

superior) funding and to promote the initiative as pro-law and order and a way to 

reduce violence. Now, it published a column on the opinions editorial page written by 

Dorothea Morefield. It gave the usually staid paper an opportunity to sidestep its self-

imposed restraint and the subsequent article contained the most emotive language of 

any issue debated during the 1982 campaign:  
Only when we see it as the story of one human being at a time – God’s creation wiped out 

by man’s creation – can we begin to understand the anger... [the gun manufacturers] 

profited and Rick Morefield was blasted into a splattered mass of lifeless tissue... 

Proposition 15 won’t stop our nightmares, but it might prevent yours.80  

The opinion columns and letters pages allowed for further emotive language. Phil 

Kerby wrote an article titled “The Facts on Handgun Issue” in which he railed against 

the “insanity of uncontrolled handguns,” and noted that more Americans died from 

handguns during the Vietnam War than were killed on the battlefield.81 Letters 

published in the Times included phrases that were even more graphic. In 1979, declared 

one, “five Californians a day were blown away,”82 but the final word belonged to the 

editors: “We Have Had Enough.”83

 

Apart from the Times, gun control endorsements came from the Bee papers, the Herald 

Examiner, the Tribune, the Mercury News, the Press Enterprise and the Chronicle. The 

smaller liberal papers followed suit. The language and tactics of all these papers were 

                                                                                                                                               
Herald Examiner, 5 November 1980: A). The Times followed a similar pattern after the passage of the 
tax-cutting Proposition 13 in 1978 (see Los Angeles Times, 11 June 1978: VI1). 
76 Morefield was a former embassy consul general and one of the Americans held for 444 days by Iranian 
radicals in 1979-80 (see Ibid, 19 October 1982: 4). 
77 Ibid
78 Ibid
79 Ibid, 19 October 1982: II4 
80 Ibid, 22 October 1982: II7 
81 Ibid, 27 October 1982: II1 Interestingly, the Times edition for conservative Orange County ran the 
identical column under a different heading, one which did not use the word ‘Facts.’ 
82 Ibid, 10 October 1982: IV4 
83 Ibid, 5 July 1982: II4 
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similar to that of the Times, but without ever reaching the same emotive level. While 

generally acknowledging that Proposition 15 was but a step in reducing gun deaths, the 

oft-used phrase was that it was a step in the right direction. This was usually followed 

by a concerted attempt to explain the provisions of the ballot initiative. The Mercury 

News referred to the incidence of deaths from handguns as “carnage,”84 and the Daily 

Californian, ignoring doubts expressed in other sources, assured readers that a similar 

law in Massachusetts had seen a substantial decrease in gun homicides,85 and later 

declared, “it’s about time that the state take a step toward curbing the contemporary gun 

mania.”86

 

The campaign for Proposition 15 

 

As with the nuclear freeze and environmental campaigns, gun control forced liberals to 

accept what appeared to be a new politics; campaign strategies being determined by 

opinion poll results, campaigns which lacked substance, issues which were created to 

distract voters and so on. Both sides conducted polls to identify the issues that would 

sway those people who did not own guns and aimed a message to exploit their fear of 

handgun violence.87 In Los Angeles, San Francisco and San Diego, pro-gun control 

forces ran a television commercial which displayed the names of recent handgun 

fatalities next to a list of handgun manufacturers who had contributed to the opposition 

campaign.88

 

A later commercial was more provocative, though it too was aimed more at moderates 

and conservatives, using the message that handguns promoted the breakdown of law 

and order rather than acting to preserve it.89 The commercial showed graphic footage of 

the attempted assassinations of Presidents Ford and Reagan and the assassination of 

Robert Kennedy.90 Over the images of Robert Kennedy’s death, a voice intoned: “Since 

Robert Kennedy, over 200 000 other, less famous Americans have been killed with 

handguns – 200 000. Isn’t enough enough?”91 The advertisement appeared effective, to 

judge by the reaction of the Chronicle, which reported it in very emotional terms (for 

                                                 
84 San Jose Mercury News, 22 September 1982: 8B 
85 Daily Californian, 21 October 1982: 5 
86 Ibid, 1 November 1982: 5 
87 Los Angeles Times, 12 October 1982: 3 
88 Ibid
89 San Francisco Chronicle, 30 October 1982: 6 
90 Ibid. The more famous footage of John Kennedy’s death was not used. 
91 Ibid
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example, the reporter wrote of seeing in the advertisement “[Robert Kennedy’s] life 

slowly ebbing away...”).92

 

The provision for mandatory jail for carrying concealed weapons brought Proposition 

15 support from a number of senior law enforcement officials. Gun control proponents 

used several of these officials in a series of television commercials. The intention was 

to defuse the law and order issue, reassuring white liberals and appealing to moderate 

and conservative voters. President of the California Police Chiefs Association John 

Norton spoke of “getting deadly handguns off the street,”93 while San Francisco Police 

Chief Con Murphy declared in a television commercial, “Any punk caught on the street 

with an unregistered gun gets six months in prison...”94 Most provocatively San Jose 

Police Chief Joseph McNamara was used in an attempt to discredit the source of 

funding for the anti-Proposition forces, saying that the opposition campaign, 
is paid for with the kind of blood money that comes from (sale) of guns that kill police 

officers... The phoniest image in the country is that the NRA is pro-law enforcement.95

  

The reason these senior police officials supported gun control was the danger facing 

their officers.96 In the face of these powerful appearances, however, most rank and file 

law enforcement officers remained firmly opposed to gun control.97 Campaigners on 

both sides spent considerable effort in attempting to portray their side of the argument 

as having the support of the law enforcement community. Yet the Chronicle exit poll 

suggests that voters were not overly influenced either way. Only nine percent of those 

who voted for gun control cited law enforcement support as the reason they cast their 

vote.98 Thirteen percent of those who voted against gun control said police opposition 

was the reason for their choice.99

 

Proponents of gun control did have a valid point in claiming they were outspent, though 

it is not clear whether more even funding would have tipped the result the other way. 

According to post-election analyses, pro-Proposition 15 forces spent 1.5 million and 2.6 

                                                 
92 Ibid
93 Ibid: IV4 
94 Ibid, 10 September 1982: 10 
95 Los Angeles Times, 24 October 1982: II5 
96 Ibid: II1 
97 Ibid
98 San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B 
99 Ibid
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million, compared to between 5.2 and 7 million spent by their opponents.100 However, 

supporters had benefited from mandated free television and radio advertising, and from 

a pro-control 60 Minutes segment aired a little over a week before the ballot.101

 

An analysis of the election results 

 

In the end, Proposition 15 suffered a heavy defeat 63 against to 37 percent in favour 

(see table 13.1). Although the elite of the gun control coalition maintained a common 

interest on the gun control issue, the liberal coalition broke down at the mass level on 

the issue. Liberals voted for the initiative more than any other ideological group – 56 

percent of liberals supported it, compared to 35 percent of moderates and 23 percent of 

conservatives102 – but that support was still relatively low. Voting patterns suggest self-

interest motives were the major determinant in the Proposition 15 vote. Only sixteen 

percent of voters polled cited an ideological reason for opposing the measure; that it 

would threaten the right to bear arms.103

 

During the campaign, political consultant George Young, one of those who led the fight 

against Proposition 15, noted that polls revealed a split that was not ideological, but 

based on income.104 He claimed that middle-income groups, which included most 

voters, provided the strongest opposition to gun control.105 This claim is tested in table 

13.2 below, which shows select figures for those congressional districts where 

Proposition 15 passed. 

Table 13.2: Select characteristics of the congressional districts which passed 
Proposition 15 in 1982 

 

                                                 
100 Ibid: B6, New York Times, 29 November 1982: 27 and National Rifle Association, American 
Rifleman, 1982: vol. 130, number 12: 49, all given in Bordua, “Adversary Polling and the Construction 
of Social Meaning:” 361 
101 Ibid
102 Ibid: 360 
103 Exit polling showed that of those who voted against Proposition 15, twenty-one percent claimed 
people needed handguns for protection and eleven percent said it would increase government 
bureaucracy and cost. 37 percent gave as their reason the belief that guns could still be purchased 
elsewhere, presumably they meant that this made the control initiative useless. The other reasons given 
suggested there was concern over cost, irrelevance, and practicality. Of those who voted in favour, easily 
the most popular reason, cited by 55 percent of respondents, was passage of Proposition 15 would place 
controls on the selling of handguns. After that, the other major reasons given were; 33 percent believed 
that it would reduce crime, 28 percent that it would reduce accidents involving guns and 27 percent that 
it would limit the number of guns. A number of less popular choices followed. Only thirteen percent 
gave what might have been an ideological reason for voting for gun control; that handguns should not be 
available to the public (see San Francisco Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B). 
104 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 22 October 1982: 19 
105 Ibid
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Congressional District: 
 

5th 8th 24th 23rd 6th 27th State 
average 

Liberal ranking 2nd  1st  6th  9th  5th  8th  - 
 

‘Yes’ vote on Proposition 15 59.7 58.8 57.0 55.9 52.3 50.9 41.7 
 

Percent of dwellings rented 58 49 73 52 51 60 41 
 

Average monthly rent per unit $285 $218 $235 $337 $261 $302 $253 
 

Median house value (thousands) $107 $108 $112.6 $134 $114.2 $126.2
  

$84.7 
 

Households with children (%) 21 29 22 25 29 26 37 
 

Percent African American 7 24 6 2 13 10 7 
 

Percent Hispanic 11 6 22 8 7 14 16 
 

Percent Asian American 20 8 11 4 12 6 5 
 

 
Source: Figures in row three are from Supplement to the Statement of the Vote – Results of the 

November second general election counties within political districts. Figures in rows four to nine are 

from Barone and Ujifusa, The Almanac of American politics 1984: various pages.  

 
 

The sixth line of figures in table 13.2 contains information that shows home owners in 

these districts were wealthier than in most of the state. It is therefore evident that 

relatively wealthy liberal voters supported gun control best, and this supports Young’s 

contention, but it is also true that poorer Los Angeles districts gave little support to the 

initiative. Table 13.2 also shows a pattern of ideological voting, but there are notable 

exceptions. The six congressional districts in which Proposition 15 passed were among 

the most progressive. However, the third and fourth most progressive districts in the 

state were the African American dominated Twenty-eighth and Twenty-ninth. 

Proposition 15 suffered a relatively narrow defeat in the former but was soundly 

defeated in the latter. 

 

Each of the four Democratic congressional candidates from the area in west Los 

Angeles supported Proposition 15. As noted earlier, one of them, Howard Berman, was 

on the initial committee, a sign of the relative popularity of the measure in the 

Westside. Proposition 15 passed in three of the thirteen Los Angeles congressional 

districts (ironically the one Westside district that did not pass Proposition 15 was 

Berman’s Twenty-sixth). These were all in the west of the city; generally the further 

south and east one looks the weaker was the vote in favour of the initiative.106 The best 

                                                 
106 Supplement to the Statement of the Vote: 211 
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result came in the Twenty-fourth District, which had a broad mix of ethnicity and 

wealth distribution and, not incidentally, the city’s largest homosexual community.107 

The proposition also passed relatively easily in the neighbouring Twenty-third District. 

Finally, it passed, albeit very narrowly, in the Twenty-seventh. Three further districts 

provided relatively narrow defeats; Berman’s Twenty-sixth District, the Twenty-eighth, 

and the Twenty-fifth, the last two of which had large minority populations. 

 

In the other two African American districts the proposition was defeated with close to a 

two-to-one margin. The margins were very similar in the Thirtieth and Thirty-fourth, 

both Hispanic districts. In fact, in the Thirty-fourth, Proposition 15 suffered its worst 

result in Los Angeles. In the two Republican districts and the final Democratic district 

(the working-class Thirty-second), the margins were also similar. Sonenshein claimed, 

“the success of a biracial electoral coalition between Blacks and white liberals depends 

primarily on ideology, but with crucial roles for [self] interest and leadership.”108 It is 

evident that some groups who supported other liberal issues did not support gun 

control, particularly segments of the urban African American and Hispanic electorates. 

 

Proposition 15 passed in three other congressional districts in the state. Gun control 

played well in San Francisco, where a more restrictive act controlling handguns had 

been enacted prior to the 1982 election.109 In the Fifth District, Proposition 15 recorded 

its best statewide result. In the neighbouring Sixth, it passed narrowly, though in the 

portion of the district that is within San Francisco the proposition fared best. It also 

recorded a plurality yes vote in Marin County. The other parts of the Sixth – portions of 

Solano County to the northeast of San Francisco and San Mateo County to the south – 

recorded a ‘No’ vote. The final congressional district to pass Proposition 15 was the 

Eighth.  

 

As expected, the gun control initiative failed in all rural and suburban congressional 

districts. In fact, the initiative was defeated so soundly that it is evident a voter did not 

have to be a conservative to vote against Proposition 15.110 This is in keeping with 

sociologist David Bordua’s findings that anti-control forces won the day because they 

                                                 
107 Ibid
108 Sonenshein, Politics in Black and White: 10 
109 It was later declared invalid by the state appellate court. 
110 The Chronicle’s exit poll had 40 percent of the electorate describing themselves as conservative. The 
63 percent ‘yes’ vote on Proposition 15 shows approval by a much bigger group (see San Francisco 
Chronicle, 3 November 1982: B). 
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had prior public support, not because they outspent the control proponents, nor because 

they had superior lobbying resources.111

 

The Herald Examiner had claimed that Proposition 15 was not fought on a liberals-

versus-conservatives ideological divide,112 but this is arguable. It was prominent old-

guard liberals who started the campaign – neither the gun control nor nuclear freeze 

issues produced new liberal leaders. It was the liberal press that sustained the issue, in 

particular the Los Angeles Times that provided consistent, strong and at times strident 

support. Finally, the six congressional districts in which it passed were all ranked in the 

state’s most liberal. However, it is also true that African American and Hispanic 

electorates rejected the initiative,113 sometimes strongly, and that overall liberal support 

was only slightly above fifty percent. In his article “Adversary Polling and the 

Construction of Social Meaning,” Bordua suggested that liberals misread the electorate 

in assuming majority support for gun control114 and this is evident in California in this 

study.  

 

Summary 

 

The combination of instant money, a makeshift organization and a sudden but concerted 

and well-funded effort at a time that was not considered propitious to progressive 

causes combined to make the 1982 Californian gun control effort seem elitist. Claims 

that conservative voters were drawn to the polls in greater than usual numbers are not 

necessarily supported, and there is no evidence that the issue damaged high profile 

liberal Democratic candidates, although there was a perception that they had. 

                                                 
111 Bordua, “Adversary Polling and the Construction of Social Meaning:” 364 
112 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 22 October 1982 
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114 Bordua, “Adversary Polling and the Construction of Social Meaning:” 345-66 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: LIBERAL COMMENT ON THE 1982 ELECTIONS 

AND THE PROGNOSES MADE FOR LIBERALISM 

 

Prognoses about liberalism in the lead up to the 1982 elections varied. On one hand, 

pessimism about the Democrats’ chances remained right to the end. Twelve months out 

from the 1982 elections, Republicans were particularly optimistic about their prospects 

of building on the successes of 1980.1 Kevin Phillips continued to defend his theories, 

claiming that there was no substance to the apparent resurgence of liberals in the polls.2 

He admitted the possibility that Democrats might make a good showing in the 1982 

congressional elections, but he dismissively pointed out Republican presidential 

landslides had followed two years after the Democratic successes in midterm elections 

in 1954 and 1970. This was prescient; Reagan would sweep the nation in 1984. 

However, Phillips had been arguing specifically about the 1982 congressional elections, 

and in California, integral of his Sunbelt theory, he was wrong; liberals made a 

comeback at the congressional level. 

 

California Journal wrote in August 1982 that liberal Democrats were then firmly on the 

defensive.3 Just a month before that year’s elections the Los Angeles Times declared 

that Republican financial advantages and the image the Democratic Party projected as 

being devoid of new ideas meant that the party was unlikely to make significant gains4 

(though it should have been apparent by then that both the claim about finances and the 

dim prospects for picking up extra seats were questionable).  

 

Other commentators viewed Democratic and liberal prospects more positively.  In June 

1982, prominent Californian liberal Stanley Sheinbaum had stated confidently his belief 

that there had not been a widespread turn to the right, but rather there had been a false 

consensus built in the early 1980s that such a shift had occurred.5 Another liberal, 

columnist Peter Schrag in the Sacramento Bee, aired similar sentiments, referring to the 

events of 1980 as no more than a “rightward drift,” that was “more shadow than 

substance.”6 By November 1982, the Bee decreed that any rightward shift that occurred 

                                                 
1 Los Angeles Times, 1 October 1981: 3 
2 Los Angeles Herald Examiner, 9 October 1982: 9 
3 California Journal, August 1982: 271 
4 Los Angeles Times, 4 October 1982: 1 
5 Ibid, 17 June 1982: V13. See chapter thirteen for discussion of Sheinbaum’s role in the gun control 
initiative campaign. 
6 Sacramento Bee, 27 October 1982: B8 
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in 1980 (and they were not saying firmly that such a change had taken place) had been 

curtailed completely.7

 

Congressional successes in 1982 provided further indications that not all voters had 

abandoned liberalism, but also suggested that the New Right was not part way through 

an inexorable rise. Nationally, conservatives had little to show for two years of control 

of the White House and the United States Senate. They failed in 1982 to put an anti-

abortion and a pro-school prayer amendment on the national ballot and, as the San 

Francisco Chronicle noted, polls showed repeatedly the majority of voters were not in 

favour of either8 (in most Bay Area congressional races both candidates were pro-

choice9). Other articles of faith of the New Right, such as tax exemptions for private 

segregated schools, and measures to scale back school bussing, had also failed to 

advance. Times political correspondent William Schneider wrote, 
The New Right’s social agenda had been effectively destroyed for this session of 

Congress… 

How was the New Right, which looked so powerful after the 1980 sweep of the White 

House and the Senate, so humiliated? Not a single one of the New Right’s major social 

proposals has gotten through Congress.10

 

Instead, commentators such as the Sacramento Bee’s editors argued that economic 

issues were the dictating force of voter behaviour.11 In a national poll published in the 

San Francisco Chronicle in September 1982, 72 percent of respondents said economic 

issues would decide their vote for Congress, and 12 percent said they would decide on 

social issues.12 Here, the Democrats had regained some of the ground they had lost from 

the time when the economy was their strong suit. The economic volte-face Reagan had 

engineered did not inspire confidence, at least not in 1982. A Los Angeles Times poll in 

March 1981 showed that a majority of voters preferred a smaller tax cut than that 

offered by Reagan.13 An overwhelming majority of voters polled in June the following 

year stated they did not believe Reagan’s tax cut would help the economy.14 In 

September 1982, 35 percent of voters thought the Democratic Party would do a better 

job tackling the nation’s problems, compared to 26 percent who said the same of the 

                                                 
7 Ibid, 4 November 1982: B8 
8 San Francisco Chronicle, 25 September 1982: 30 
9 San Francisco Bay Guardian, 29 September 1982: 10-11 
10 Los Angeles Times, 26 September 1982: IV1 
11 Sacramento Bee, 4 November 1982: B8 
12 San Francisco Chronicle, 22 September 1982: A5 
13 Los Angeles Times, 26 March 1981: 19 
14 Ibid, 14 July 1982: 11 
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Republican Party.15 As noted in chapter ten, 27 percent of those who voted in California 

in 1982 identified themselves as liberals.16

 

Several years later, and after Walter Mondale’s heavy defeat in the 1984 presidential 

elections sparked another round of Democratic soul-searching, Congressional 

Quarterly printed an article discussing how liberal Democrats were adapting to 

unconducive conditions. By now, however, there was at least tacit recognition of 

California’s liberal contribution to the national sphere – the article was dominated by 

quotes from Californian Representatives. Henry Waxman noted (as he had in 1982 – 

see chapter two) that liberals in 1986 were merely trying to hold ground.17 Yet they 

could claim some minor successes. The liberal dream of national health insurance was 

no longer seriously considered, but Waxman had been able to expand Medicare 

eligibility while Pete Stark had similarly incrementally expanded private health 

insurance coverage.18 Augustus Hawkins remained patient, confident that he was 

witnessing just another swing of the political pendulum. He expected he would again 

see “a season for liberalism.”19 Miller was almost optimistic, claiming that in the mid 

1980s some liberal programs had become part of Republican budgets.20 Most successful 

of all were the efforts led by Ronald Dellums to push through Congress a total trade 

embargo on South Africa, a much stronger measure than Democrat leaders had 

proposed.21

 

In 1997, John Kekes,22 one of the numerous critics of liberalism published in the 1990s, 

gave a litany of what he saw as liberalism’s errors: 
With respect to the redistribution of wealth, [liberals] care more about the needs of the 

recipients than about the rights of the donors; in affirmative action and preferential 

treatment, they are more concerned with the victims of past injustice than with the present 

victims of these policies; in criminal justice they focus more on avoiding the punishment of 

innocents than on assuring the punishment of the guilty; in education they prefer special 

programs for those with low intelligence to special programs for the talented; in regulating 

pornography, they focus on the importance of free expression rather than on outraging the 

prevailing sensibility; in the separation of church and state, they stress the freedom not to 

                                                 
15 San Francisco Chronicle, 13 September 1982: 8 
16 Ibid, 3 November 1982: B 
17 Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, 9 August 1986: 1797 
18 Ibid: 1800, 1801 
19 Ibid: 1801 
20 Ibid
21 Ibid: 1800 
22 Kekes, Against Liberalism: 5. Kekes also wrote A Case for Conservatism (see John Kekes, A Case for 
Conservatism, Cornell University Press, Ithica, New York, 2001). 
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worship at the expense of the freedom to worship; in welfare legislation, they concentrate 

on what people need rather than on what they deserve; in multiculturalism, they emphasize 

the benefits of diversity, while de-emphasizing the harm of lack of unity.23

As was seen in chapters four to eight, California’s liberal Representatives did not 

follow this script. For example, the claim about education is patently wrong; while 

many of the prominent congressional liberals in 1982 were advocating a balanced 

budget or a ‘pay-as-you-go’ scheme that would safeguard the ‘rights of the donors.’ 

 

Finally, it is worth summarising the analyses of liberalism’s condition in the 1980s that 

were made later, in more reflective sources, by historians and political commentators. 

Barone stated that nation-wide, despite picking up 26 House seats, the Democratic 

Party did not win back blue-collar support in 1982 and that the Democratic triumph 

could not be read as a revival of the New Deal.24 However, he argued further that the 

political changes wrought during the Reagan years were less severe than others have 

stated.25 Congressional Quarterly suggested that the shift of congressional seats to the 

South and West of the United States should have been a boon to the Republican Party, 

but concluded, “The Sun Belt proved the Republicans’ greatest disappointment.”26 A 

large group of experienced and talented liberal Democrats went from California to 

Washington in 1983, while the Republican delegation was described as being “in 

shambles.”27  

 

Brands, on the other hand, kept returning to the theme that Americans responded 

enthusiastically to “Reagan’s anti-government message,” that public faith in 

government had been “destroyed” during the Vietnam-Watergate era, leaving liberalism 

to appear “just plain hopeless .”28 In the 1980s and 1990s, he says, “Americans were no 

more willing to trust Washington with new programs than they had been since the early 

1970s.”29 He had argued that the Cold War underpinned liberalism and when it ended, 

so too did liberalism break down.30 However, if the Cold War were an essential 

                                                 
23 Kekes, Against Liberalism: 5 
24 Barone, Our Country: 624-26 
25 Ibid: 610-11 
26 Congressional Quarterly 1982 Almanac: 12-B 
27 California Journal, December 1982: 463 
28 Brands, The Strange Death of American Liberalism: 128, 140, 131 
29 Ibid: 154 
30 Ibid: 176. Brands is the unluckiest of historians: events occurring soon after publication of his book 
proved at least part of his theory wrong. He ends by saying that only another period of America’s 
national security being threatened could bring about a revival of liberalism, and there was no such threat 
in the foreseeable future (see ibid: 173, 177). He wrote this just prior to the events of September 2001, 
since which time America has seemingly been in a period of permanent security threat, but with no sign 
of liberalism’s revival. 
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condition then liberalism would have virtually disappeared after the 1972 

rapprochement with China, as Brands argues, yet in 1982 in California (and elsewhere) 

liberalism remained a strong, viable alternative.  

 

The demise of liberalism in the United States has been pronounced on a number of 

other occasions, including by liberals. Matusow claimed President Johnson’s 

withdrawal from the 1968 election was symptomatic of the defection of the electorate 

from liberalism that was then occurring.31 The eulogy was read again in the immediate 

aftermath of the 1980 elections (the subject of this thesis), and in 1994.32 However, 

these commentators did not look at legislative liberalism closely enough. Other 

commentators, who provide better evidentiary argument, offer alternative arguments. 

Larry Schwab made the results of his research clear in the title of his study of the first 

half of the 1980s, “The Myth of the Conservative Shift in American Politics.”33 Schwab 

cited two other studies that stated the same thing about the 1980 presidential election.34 

Alonzo Hamby noted that the 1988 elections demonstrated that while the Democratic 

Party was unable to find a leader who could appeal to a broad segment of the 

population it “remained formidable in its appeal to individual constituencies.”35 

Brinkley agreed,36 and this has been a finding of this thesis for the 1982 elections. 

 

Matusow also stated Reagan ran on a platform of repealing the cultural and political 

legacy of the 1960s,37 though others claim there was no widespread support for this. 

Ferguson and Rogers provide extensive evidence of polling data to support their 

conclusion that the evidence from the period 1981 to 1986 showed the American public 

continued to support the domestic programs of the New Deal and most of the major 

programs of the Great Society.38 By 1983, a slim majority of the public opposed 

Reagan’s spending cuts, while the percentage supporting an expansion rather than 

                                                 
31 Matusow, The Unraveling of America: 395 
32 See, for example, Robert Hollinger, The Dark Side of Liberalism: Elitism vs. Democracy, Praeger, 
Westport, Connecticut, 1996: 107 as a proponent of the latter date. 
33 Larry M. Schwab, “The Myth of the Conservative Shift in American Politics: A Research Note,” 
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34 Douglas A. Hibbs, Jr., “President Reagan’s Mandate from the 1980 Elections: A Shift to the Right?” 
American Politics Quarterly, vol. 10, October 1982 and Everett C. Ladd, “The Brittle Mandate: Electoral 
Dealignment and the 1980 Presidential Election,” Political Science Quarterly, vol. 96, Spring 1981. This 
was also the conclusion reached by Adonis and Hames (see Andrew Adonis and Tim Hames (eds), A 
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35 Hamby, Liberalism and Its Challengers: 389 
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38 Ferguson and Rogers, Right Turn: 11-12 
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cutback of welfare programs actually grew.39 They note some evidence of increasing 

support for greater military expenditure, but that such support soon evaporated.40 (It is 

worth reminding that in 1982, 25 of California’s 45 congressional districts passed the 

nuclear freeze initiative, an indication of popular opposition to the Reagan 

Administration’s military policies.) Ferguson and Rogers conclude that rather than a 

move to the right, there is evidence that up to the mid 1980s there was a trend to greater 

liberalism.41  

 

Anthony Arblaster essentially agreed, arguing in 1984 that the American Democratic 

Party was one of the few remaining flourishing liberal political parties.42 Liberalism in 

general survived ‘precariously,’ he said, yet as an issue, liberalism maintained viability, 

otherwise conservatives would not have spent so much effort attacking it.43 Indeed, he 

stated that liberalism was then the dominant ideology of the West.44 While proclaiming 

the death of liberalism is even more popular after the 1994 congressional elections, 

some influential commentators, such as former Clinton administration Labor Secretary 

Robert Reich, have in very recent times forecast a viable future.45  

 

Summary 

 

Prognoses on the condition of liberalism post-1982 continued to be at variance, with 

key polls showing continued public support for liberal programs and no strong evidence 

of a turn to the right. 

 

                                                 
39 Ibid: 15-16 
40 Ibid: 19, 20 
41 Ibid: 12, 28 
42 Arblaster, The Rise and Decline of Western Liberalism: 3 
43 Ibid: 3, 5-6 
44 Ibid: 6 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 

Introduction  

 

This thesis was intended to answer two main questions: did the United States turn to the 

right in 1978-80, and if so, how did the mainstream liberal-left respond? The overall 

methodology opted for was to take one state, the most populous, as a way of making the 

research manageable. It soon became apparent that the major flaw in this reasoning was 

that California simply was not representative of the United States as a whole. 

Nevertheless, it provided a context within which to answer both the questions posed.  

 

The form of the thesis was further shaped because space and research restrictions meant 

there had to be a concentration on mainstream liberal politics rather than encompassing 

all aspects of the left. In addition, it was discovered that analysing the results of the 

1982 midterm elections did not provide a satisfactory indication of whether the 

populace was moving left or right, because economic and other short term conditions 

then prevailing had a considerable, though contentious, influence. These factors meant 

there is more of a focus on prominent individuals than had originally been intended. 

Nevertheless, the responses of the electorate have also been considered carefully, in 

regard to both the major liberal candidates and, in order to broaden the analysis, the 

major 1982 ballot initiatives. The campaign and confirmation vote for four justices of 

the California Supreme Court was also examined. If the other campaigns told us what 

liberals did, this told us what they did not do. 

 

The reality of Sunbelt conservatism 

 

When Reagan won the presidency and Republicans wrested control of the United States 

Senate, commentators on all sides were proclaiming that the post-1980 political 

landscape was irrevocably changed so that it would increasingly favour conservatives. 

Kevin Phillips was the leading theoriser of the apparent rightward shift in American 

politics. His structural model claimed that such a shift was the result of longer-term 

changes that had occurred, and he found many supporters, including the influential 

liberal writer Kirkpatrick Sale. According to Phillips’s thesis, conservative voters had 

migrated from the liberal north-east of the country to the Sunbelt states in the South and 

West (Phillips coined the term Sunbelt). In doing so, they had created a powerful 

conservative region that would dominate United States politics as congressional seats 
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were shifted from liberal to conservative regions. Sale stated this migration threatened 

to undermine progressive politics in the United States. Even in recent times, historians 

such as Brinkley have claimed the West as the mainspring of conservative strength (see 

chapter two). These claims presuppose that because prominent conservative individuals 

came from the Sunbelt, the region was inherently and predominantly conservative. As 

was seen in this thesis, this was not so.  

 

Various signs pointed to the fact that conservatives themselves were not aware of a 

long-term swing to the right. The Californian Republican Party had not anticipated the 

congressional defeats in California in 1980, while even in 1982 few of the Republican 

challengers were of a high quality and they were usually under-funded, as was the New 

Right challenge to the liberal justices on the California Supreme Court. Because they 

did not act like they were in the ascendancy Republicans were not able to build on their 

previous successes. For their part, the Californian liberal press argued that the New 

Right had not received a mandate in 1980 – that the election represented a political de-

alignment rather than a swing to the right. It is argued in this thesis that over the longer 

term some elements of California’s politics were in fact becoming more liberal (see 

chapters two and four – the changing focus of the Los Angeles Times was 

symptomatic). The state in the early 1950s was a Republican stronghold, whereas by 

1982 the California Democratic congressional delegation had become dominant and 

particularly liberal. Overall, the state was much more liberal than was usually claimed, 

and as such it acted as a buttress to the spread of conservatism in the Sunbelt. 

 

One of the causes of the liberalising trend was that, contrary to the Phillips thesis, not 

all the people who moved to the Sunbelt were conservatively-inclined voters. Some, 

among them many Jewish and African Americans voters who moved to Southern 

California, were quite the opposite. Yet even as California was absorbing tens of 

thousands of migrants, white Californian Sunbelt voters continued to support liberal 

policies partly because they had a vested interest in government spending programs, 

including spending on defence, and because the rapid population growth associated 

with California’s Sunbelt areas had produced an anti-development, pro-environment 

backlash. The case of the First District, described in chapter six, shows how movements 

of white populations could liberalise a region. (It is not claimed that Sunbelt liberalism 

was as prominent in other states; if it was the overall political landscape of the United 

States today would look much different. If Phillips was wrong, this has only been 

demonstrated for California.) 
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It was voting for the House of Representatives that best provided political power to 

many liberal and minority voters. There were twenty-three congressional districts 

wholly contained within the six southern-most Californian counties; Los Angeles, San 

Bernadino, Riverside, Orange, San Diego and Imperial – counties which are universally 

accepted as being in the Sunbelt. After the 1982 election, eleven of these seats were 

held by liberals and a further three by moderate Democrats. This made for a significant 

presence in congressional politics, yet their existence (especially that of the six Los 

Angeles minority seats) in the heart of the California Sunbelt went apparently unnoticed 

by those commenting on Sunbelt politics. 

 

Because California’s population was so large, and had a large and growing 

congressional delegation – the state picked up two extra seats in 1981 – it had by 1983 

become the single most important state as far as federal liberal legislation was 

concerned. Yet, Californians themselves often overlooked the strength of liberalism in 

the state. Relatively small centres such as San Francisco and Berkeley were 

acknowledged as left-leaning, but liberalism was seen as a more natural phenomenon in 

the North East. However, on occasion, California’s Democrats put the interests of their 

state ahead of their liberalism. For example, almost half of them voted for funds for 

developing the B-1 bomber in 1981, compared to about one quarter of Northern 

Democrats. 

 

Liberalism’s image 

 

The defeat of long-serving liberal congressmen in Sunbelt California was seen as a 

precursor of further conservative successes. From Tom Hayden declaring the ‘Death of 

New Deal Liberalism’ to claims that congressional Democrats lived in ‘abject fear,’ the 

prognoses for the Democratic Party in the early months of 1981 from the California 

liberal press were grim, while after more than a decade of strident criticisms, liberalism 

was seen as being discredited and anachronistic. 

 

Conservatives had captured the political debate to the extent that liberalism’s image 

was tarnished regardless of whom the voting public actually supported. Liberal 

politicians (those who still admitted to being such) were at times portrayed as naïve 

optimists increasingly out of touch with modern political reality. They were most 

effective when they countered New Right tactics with ‘ruthless means,’ a la Phillip 
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Burton, but such behaviour was seen as being at odds with the ‘humanitarian ends’ 

liberals pursued. 

 

An example of liberalism’s newly marginalised status came in the way the campaign 

for the handgun control initiative, Proposition 15, was portrayed by the press. The 

initiative had the support of some very senior Republican figures, but this fact was 

downplayed and ultimately completely obscured. As it became increasingly evident that 

Proposition 15 would suffer a heavy defeat, and potentially take down a number of 

other initiatives with it, coverage evolved to characterise gun control as a quixotic 

liberal quest, a symptom of the growing displacement of liberalism from the political 

mainstream.  

 

The liberal ‘revival’ 

 

In the early 1980s in California the various pockets of liberalism – certain Democratic 

Representatives, the liberal press, a handful of wealthy liberal business men and 

women, environmental organisations, and the nascent nuclear freeze movement – began 

to assert themselves, and expressions of resistance to Reagan’s agenda became more 

visible through 1981 and 1982.  

 

In March 1981, major liberal newspapers like the Sacramento Bee, the Oakland 

Tribune, and finally, the Los Angeles Times, began to question the effects of 

‘Reaganomics’ on people in lower income brackets, with the Bee virtually accusing the 

Reagan Administration of having ‘inhumane’ policies and the Times saying that the 

policies were ‘morally callous.’ The most liberal papers offered alternative policies, 

calling for an end to subsidies to business and the middles classes, even though some of 

these policies had the potential to benefit consumers, and risked alienating sections of 

their readership. 

 

Optimism among Democrats in electoral politics began to flourish as details of Burton’s 

reapportionment triumph began to emerge in 1981. This process alone jeopardised 

Phillips’s prediction that as many as fifteen of the seventeen new Sunbelt seats would 

go to the Republican Party the following year. Burton and his political allies Waxman 

and Berman demonstrated practical ways to flex liberal power in the post-1980 

environment. Burton did not merely increase Democrat numbers: he satisfied the rules 

of reapportionment, brought in more Hispanics (some would claim he initiated fair 
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Hispanic congressional representation in California – albeit Hispanics who were 

somewhat indebted to the liberal wing of the Democrat Party and to Burton and his 

allies in particular), maintained African-American representation, and personally 

ensured most of the new Democrats were liberals. No doubt Burton saw himself as a 

great defender of liberalism, a man who met conservative challenges head-on. This was 

evident not just in his actions in the reapportionment process, but in the attitude he 

expressed to conservatives, an attitude that stirred Republican action right to the White 

House.  

 

Burton’s plan provided a liberal counterforce to the charges made during the 1982 

campaigns – that conservatives manipulated the system to gain unfair advantage against 

the environmental, gun control and nuclear freeze initiatives. His Achilles heel was that 

the most oddly-shaped district was also the one he drew for his brother; the accusation 

of nepotism came easily to his many critics. Although Burton was defended by liberal 

commentators such as the Bee’s Martin Smith and the Sun Reporter, some liberal 

newspapers took greater umbrage at Burton’s plan than did the conservative press. 

Public interest liberals, a force since the Watergate scandal, went as far as joining 

conservatives to have the plan overturned. This effort resulted in Proposition 14 being 

placed on the November 1982 ballot: approval of the initiative would wrest control of 

the reapportionment process from the majority party in the state legislature.  

 

Claims that conservative voters were growing in number and political commitment 

were being put to the test by issues such as redistricting. The response was 

underwhelming. Days before the election more than a third of the electorate remained 

unaware of Proposition 14 and little over a quarter of voters intended to oppose it. 

Eventually, the initiative passed in only ten of the 45 congressional districts, hardly an 

indication of endemic conservative outrage. The proposition was opposed most strongly 

by Hispanic and African American voters, but even among the latter there was a 

geographic bias. It appears that what occurred was a quite coincidental alliance between 

some conservative white voters and a mixed bloc of voters based around the Bay Area. 

The reapportionment issue that fuelled Proposition 14 appears to have developed 

distinctly separate meanings for different groups. Conflicting motives were evident; it 

was an issue of empowerment for some and political reform for others.  

Even allowing for the typical swing away from the President’s party in mid-term 

elections, designing a map that gave Democrats 28 of California’s 45 seats was a 

remarkable effort (put very crudely, it represented 62 percent of the state’s seats, well in 
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excess of the Democrat vote of less than 52 percent). Burton was credited with 

‘decapitating’ the Republican Party; denying it the gains that according to the Phillips 

model (and the Republican leadership) were due. The result was that although outspent, 

forced to defend an unpopular ideology or to reinvent it and facing what was supposed 

to be a tide of conservatism, liberalism in ‘Reagan’s California’ not only survived but 

led a national resurgence of the Democratic party in the 1982 mid-term elections. This 

gain of six seats in California represented nearly one-fourth of the total Democrat gains 

in the House.  

 

To some extent, by manipulating congressional boundaries as he did, Burton must stand 

accused of having created an artifice of liberal strength in California. However, 

evidence of a resultant renewed liberal confidence based on more than just behind-the-

scenes dealings could be found in the decision to challenge Republicans in every seat in 

California in 1982. Liberals would still not have achieved the level of success they did 

in California if voters were not willing to support them (this was discussed in chapters 

five to nine). Burton’s machinations and the prevailing economic conditions helped the 

Democrats considerably in 1982, but the former explanation does not account for the 

fact that most of the liberal Representatives who are examined in this study had also 

won in 1980, while the economic explanation does not account for them all winning 

again in 1984.  

 

The liberal Representatives… 

 

It has been shown here that in the post-1980 period liberalism remained embodied in 

California’s Democratic Representatives; Don Edwards, Pete Stark, George Miller, Phil 

and John Burton, Edward Roybal, Ronald Dellums, Anthony Beilenson, Henry 

Waxman, George Brown, Julian Dixon, Robert Matsui, Augustus Hawkins, Mervyn 

Dymally, Norman Mineta, Vic Fazio and Tom Lantos. Many of these were white 

Representatives whose districts were majority white, quintessentially Sunbelt suburban 

areas. Yet there was little comment on the fact that such areas elected very liberal 

Representatives to Congress.  

 

Although these Representatives sought to reinvigorate liberalism by returning to past 

Democratic Party shibboleths, as the various references to the so-called ‘human needs’ 

bloc have shown (see especially chapter two), few of them invoked the New Deal in 

their public utterances (there were exceptions). Yet, various new proposals were 
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accorded a good deal of attention; for example, government promotion of high 

technology industries and education and a balanced budget amendment. This gave rise 

to the perception liberalism was changing when, at least within the Democratic 

delegation, the main change was an increased commitment.  

 

The period between 1968 and 1970 had seen an influx of young liberals, often 

galvanised by the Vietnam War, join a number of older, organised labour-oriented 

liberals in the Californian Democratic congressional delegation. By the mid 1970s, the 

delegation had a strongly pro-organised labour voting record – averaging well over 90 

percent approval from the AFL-CIO’s COPE. This rating then declined to a low point 

in 1977 and 1978, a result of both a declining sympathy towards organised labour by a 

number of incumbents and the exit from Congress of seven older Democrats who had 

rated highly on labour issues. However, this trend was reversed. In the six years prior to 

1982, supposedly fallow years for liberals, half a dozen very liberal Californian 

Democrats entered Congress. At the same time, the COPE ratings of those who 

remained in the delegation began to rise again. A statistic from chapter four is worth 

repeating: in 1980 the highest COPE rating for a California Representative was 89 

percent; in 1982, eight of them rated 100 percent. A number of Representatives who 

were not among the most liberal congressmen, such as Lantos, Mineta, Coelho and 

Lehman, also rated very highly on labour issues after 1982.  

 

Concurrently, the California delegation’s ADA ratings fluctuated between 1975 and 

1981, before rising markedly to a peak in 1982-83. Hence, by then almost four in five 

members of the Californian Democrat delegation, and an even more surprising almost 

fifty percent of the overall delegation, could be classified as very liberal (at a time when 

27 percent of the public identified themselves as ‘liberal’), a seemingly high number in 

a period of conservative ascendancy. Many of them were more liberal than their 

districts, but there is no indication that any of them tailored their votes in Congress to 

reflect a purported general conservative shift in the electorate. 

 

California’s liberal Representatives were aided in their bids for re-election in 1982 

because the diagnosis that this was a conservative era helped encourage the nomination 

of Republican candidates who had little to offer other than their extreme conservatism. 

The majority of voters did not warm to this at all. Clearly, voters were at ease with the 

notion of voting for markedly more conservative candidates in the presidential elections 

but eschewing similar congressional candidates. This occurred partly because the issues 
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that dominated the different elections were not always the same. However, it was also 

the case that many Republican Representatives ran as Reagan acolytes meaning that at 

the congressional level voters were making choices largely on national issues.  

 

It could thus be argued that the forty percent of voters who self-identified as ‘moderate’ 

were susceptible to swinging to the liberal side (at the congressional level) if the choice 

was ideologically polarised. Significantly, in light of the increasing prominence of the 

New Right and the widespread assumption that the Republican Party was well in front 

in the fund-raising stakes, the list of liberal Representatives who were able to raise huge 

sums of money for their 1982 re-election campaigns is a long one: Phillip Burton, 

Dellums, Lantos, Beilenson, Berman, Levine, George Brown and Bates all easily 

outspent their opponents. Most of them were also supported by sizable grassroots 

networks of activists. 

 

California’s liberal press in 1981 was critical of what it saw at best as a lack of action 

by Democrats or at worst as acquiescence to Reagan’s economic agenda but, as was 

shown in chapter four, California’s liberal Representatives were consistently opposed to 

the Reagan Administration – in 1983, California’s Democrats supported the president’s 

position just twenty percent of the time. Consequently, the delegation proved to be a 

major impediment to the Reagan Administration enacting its legislation in Congress. 

The failure of the press to acknowledge this contributed to the process of undermining 

liberalism. However, given the exigencies of the press, it cannot be asserted that the 

liberal papers were pursuing such an outcome, or indeed that they were even 

necessarily conscious of it.  

 

The individual analyses offered in chapters five to eight showed the level of (sometimes 

personal) antipathy towards the president. Phillip Burton was very public in his 

criticism of Reagan, changing House sub-committees early in 1981 to be more effective 

legislatively. With further congressional leadership aspirations, he was touted as 

potentially the ‘Reagan Administration’s most feared opponent.’ Seizing on his 

unexpected vulnerability in 1982 the Administration became directly involved in 

attempts to defeat him. The campaign to save him saw a coalition of organised labour, 

minority and environmental groups come into being in San Francisco that was not 

always replicated elsewhere, and helped by this he easily kept his seat. 
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Burton’s brother John revealed an idiosyncratic relationship with Reagan his successor 

Barbara Boxer did not share, though she proved to be equally liberal in Congress as 

Burton. A major theme of the 1982 elections was increased representation for women 

and minorities. If liberals failed in this regard by not giving greater support to the 

Supreme Court justices, some recompense was made in congressional politics. In this 

case, the sudden vacancy in the Sixth District opened up an opportunity for California 

to again have a female Representative.  

 

Robert Matsui was more liberal than his Third District but won so convincingly in 1980 

the Republican Party did not deign to run against him two years later. In the Eighth 

District, Ronald Dellums’s minority status and public pronouncements earned him a 

reputation as being an ultraliberal, though this belied his position to some extent. He 

was no more liberal than were the white Representatives in the surrounding districts 

(and, if anything, Dellums’s district was more liberal than he was). As indicated, he was 

an atypical minority Representative because he was less liberal on economic issues than 

on social and environmental ones, and there was evidence in 1982 that Dellums was 

estranged from the local African American political power structure.  

 

In congressional speeches Dellums continued to advocate government spending to 

assist ‘the elderly, the handicapped, the unemployed and the poor.’ He was a vociferous 

critic of the Reagan Administration’s rapidly escalating military build-up, and drafted 

an alternative military budget which involved a massive reduction in Pentagon 

spending. Though he was usually strongly supported by the local liberal/progressive 

press, the only mainstream liberal paper to report this was the Oakland Tribune, which 

agreed with Dellums that military spending should be cut and the money put to other 

uses. Dellums’s ideas were debated in Congress, but voted down convincingly, 

although he received solid support from his Californian colleagues. He won re-election 

in 1982, but not by a convincing margin. 

 

Representatives such as Miller and Beilenson argued against federal deficits but 

remained strong advocates of government spending on social welfare. This could be 

achieved, they said, by delaying the 1981 tax cut and reducing military spending; the 

compromise indicated an element of fiscal moderation. Among California 

Representatives, Miller voted against the President’s preferred position most often in 

1981 and second most often in 1982, while Beilenson was quoted in the press 

criticising the President, yet their districts had supported Reagan in 1980. Miller was 
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prominent as a defender of liberalism throughout the early 1980s (and beyond). 

Beilenson was strongly supported by the Los Angeles Times, but isolated from many of 

his colleagues, he felt he had been given a difficult task winning the seat Burton had 

bequeathed him. 

 

In the East Bay, Don Edwards had in the 1970s been behind the major Civil Rights 

bills, and in the early 1980s he used his chairmanship of the Subcommittee on Civil and 

Constitutional Rights to prevent or at least slow passage of the New Right’s social 

program. His neighbour, Pete Stark, who had been elected as an anti-Vietnam War 

activist, promoted education and training. Both had very liberal voting records that 

made them as left-wing as the ‘radical’ Dellums, but they would never be described as 

such because that would not fit preconceived notions of Sunbelt representation. Tom 

Lantos’s criticisms of Interior Secretary James Watt’s policies were well received in his 

coastal Eleventh District. The district was clearly more liberal on environmental than 

other issues, and it could be argued that Watt’s activities furthered the liberalization of 

the electorate. In the Thirteenth District, Norman Mineta led and took advantage of a 

growing anti-development movement that also helped bring environmental 

consciousness to otherwise moderate-to-conservative voters, thus moving them closer 

to the liberal camp.  

 

By 1982, in west Los Angeles, Henry Waxman, the ‘proud, unapologetic liberal,’ was 

becoming a powerful force in Congress and was a leader in fighting against the Reagan 

Administration’s urban environmental policies, particularly the attack on the popular 

Clean Air Act. Waxman also fought to protect government spending on health 

programs and promoted a national health system. In a more conservative district to the 

southeast, colleague George Brown was forced to operate within a cost-effective 

discourse to promote liberal issues. 

 

The minority Representatives were also very liberal, though sometimes less so than 

some of their white suburban counterparts. The 1982 elections trebled the number of 

California’s Hispanic Representatives. One of the newcomers was Mathew Martinez. 

During his 1982 campaign, he promoted job creation programs and defended welfare 

assistance. Martinez won a significant victory against the conservative Republican John 

Rousselot, forcing the latter to argue within a liberal framework, even though he was 

the higher-profile candidate and had much greater campaign funds. Martinez’s win can 

be seen as another liberal victory, if not against the odds, then certainly in the face of 
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strong opposition, and partially refutes the idea that blue-collar Democrats moved 

permanently to the Republican camp in 1980. 

 

The Thirty-fourth District showed Burton’s genius. His chosen candidate was Esteban 

Torres, a Hispanic and former union official with strong ties to organised labour. Torres 

campaigned on the theme that a Hispanic must represent this majority Hispanic, blue-

collar district. Since Torres owed allegiance to Burton this ultimately transferred local 

Hispanic support to the liberal wing of the Democrat Party. The district was 

conservative on social issues and Torres would ultimately prove to be more liberal than 

his electorate. He was therefore also a perfect fit for Burton, who also, in a clear 

statement of purpose, shut out the conservative local Democrat Jim Lloyd from making 

a political comeback in this seat. 

 

Until 1982, California had only one ‘Hispanic seat,’ the Twenty-fifth, held for the 

previous twenty years by Edward Roybal. Both representative and district were very 

liberal (though both were less so on environmental than other issues). In the early 

1980s, Roybal strongly defended the tenets of the welfare state, opposing Reagan on 

the issue and criticising Democrats who failed to do likewise. In Congress he continued 

to extol the ‘compassion and ideals’ of the Democratic Party and to rail against the 

‘human impact’ of Reaganomics. He also played a major role in delaying indefinitely 

attempts to introduce a bill to curb immigration.  

 

Each of Los Angeles’ three African American Representatives rated more liberal on 

economic and pro-labour issues than on social issues, and their districts showed a 

similar pattern. This slant was somewhat at odds with the liberalism that developed 

from the early 1970s, which had a major focus on lifestyle issues. Julian Dixon was also 

less liberal on environmental issues than on economic ones, a personal idiosyncrasy not 

attuned to his Twenty-eighth District. Mervyn Dymally was also not overly liberal on 

environmental issues, though this was in keeping with the Thirty-first District’s 

sentiments. Although only one third of his constituents were African American, in 

Congress he consistently voiced minority concerns. Augustus Hawkins, the senior of 

the trio, represented the poor, largely African American Twenty-ninth district. Hawkins 

was one of Reagan’s most implacable opponents, and a critic of those Democrats who 

were less dogmatic. He was a surviving New Dealer (Senator Paul Simon identified 

Hawkins with Franklin Roosevelt); his liberalism was markedly different to Dellums’s 

racy diatribes against American imperialism and military spending, and might have 
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been branded anachronistic in the climate of 1982, but little comment was made. 

Hawkins’s overarching concern with government sponsored employment programs 

reflected the sentiments of his district. It was also a focus that sometimes put Hawkins 

at odds with his Californian liberal colleagues, because it led him to support defence 

spending in particular. Dymally too found himself at odds with other liberals over this. 

 

… and their districts 

 

While San Francisco, Berkeley and West Los Angeles were the publicly acknowledged 

centres of liberalism in California, other key centres of congressional liberalism were 

largely ignored. Three of the six most liberal congressional districts in California were 

minority districts, a fact often overlooked when the politics of the Sunbelt were 

assessed. This disregard means that definitions of Sunbelt were tailored to suit 

prevailing theories, but it was unwarranted. The liberalism of these districts was similar 

in most regards to the majority white liberal districts, so they should not have been 

considered as a somehow separate entity. 

 

However, it was the white-dominated suburban Sunbelt districts such as the Tenth, 

Seventh and Ninth in the East Bay Area – districts that were only just within the most 

liberal third of California’s 45 districts – which sent the most liberal Representatives to 

Congress. Significantly, the Tenth District gave greater majorities to statewide 

Democratic candidates than did the other two districts. It also contained more blue-

collar workers than the Seventh and Ninth, suggesting that many of these voters 

remained true to the Democratic Party after 1980, contrary to claims made at the time 

and since. 

 

The seats in west Los Angeles contained sufficient liberal political organisation, voters 

and financial resources to ensure that all four were won by liberal Jewish Democrats in 

1982. These too were Sunbelt seats that had been made more liberal by population 

shifts, in this case largely from Jewish immigration. Other seats dominated by white 

suburban voters, such as the Eleventh and the nearby Thirteenth in the southern Bay 

Area, were liberal on environmental issues and ranked highly on the nuclear freeze 

vote, though they were less liberal on economic issues. Conversely, the Hispanic-

dominated Thirtieth District in Los Angeles was not among the top third most liberal 

districts, but distinctly favoured the economic measure, Proposition 1. The Thirty-sixth 
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District was a blue-collar, somewhat conservative inland seat, but was also inclined to 

liberalism on economic matters, indicating another possible future for liberal policies. 

 

The First District in northern California was the only seat in the state to switch from 

Republican to Democrat in 1982. Although based on a small and local sample, this 

result raises questions about the widely held assumption that high unemployment gave 

Democrats a great boost in 1982. In this case, the major reason the Republican 

incumbent was beaten was structural; parts of the district that had distinctively Sunbelt 

socio-economic characteristics had become suburbanised and more liberal (and not 

more conservative as the Kevin Phillips model would suggest). Similarly, while the 

1980 defeat of Van Deerlin in the San Diego region was seen by some as vindicating 

Phillips’s contention that Republicans were poised to take over south of the 37th 

parallel, the ease with which Burton was able to fashion a new safe, liberal Democratic 

district there showed that even in 1981, at the height of Reagan’s presidency, this was a 

premature assumption. 

 

As noted, voters in San Francisco’s very liberal Fifth District failed to turn out in large 

numbers. A lack of enthusiasm for incumbent Phil Burton may have been the reason, 

but it was damaging to the liberal initiatives and statewide candidates also on the ballot. 

Interestingly, although the candidates in the Twenty -third, Twenty-sixth and Twenty-

seventh Districts all won with virtually identical voting percentages, Beilenson in the 

Twenty-third was singled out by the press as being the only one of the three who was 

vulnerable. Like Beilenson, Howard Berman in the Twenty-sixth District had within his 

electorate a large number of conservative Democrat voters in the San Fernando Valley. 

Reagan carried the district in 1980, but liberal newcomer Berman won easily in 1982.  

 

The major statewide contests 

 

Jerry Brown was the most readily defined ‘neo-liberal’ running in California in 1982. In 

chapter nine it was stated that growing doubts about his record as governor complicated 

the way the electorate judged him, but it is also true that for much of the eight years he 

had been governor he had been seen as innovative – able to identify the problems new 

to the 1970s and propose new solutions – and yet was popular with the Californian 

electorate. This relationship suggests Californians were receptive to new forms of 

liberalism. 
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By 1982, Brown embodied much of the changes liberalism had undergone; he was more 

liberal on social and environmental issues than on economic ones. He had declared 

New Deal politics no longer viable, and had disappointed liberals in several regards. 

However, he did on occasion claim that policies from the 1930s remained relevant in 

the 1980s; for example, he was still in favour of public works programs and he was 

seen as being in favour of using government to control business, which led business 

interests to spurn him. In his 1982 campaign he emphasised his environmentalist 

credentials (yet he would not take a position on the major environmental propositions), 

he aligned himself closely with the nuclear freeze campaign, he championed greater 

funding for education, defended Social Security, and argued against the Reagan 

Administration’s proposed tax cuts. In the latter two positions, he was close to 

‘traditional’ liberal congressmen like Miller. 

 

Overall support for Brown from the mainstream liberal press was, at best, lukewarm, 

with the Times in particular being very critical of him. On the other hand, the minority 

press was strongly supportive, and this was a reflection of the support from minority-

dominated districts. On the surface, this is a paradox, since the Times and others were 

searching for new liberal policies, while minorities tended to want a more traditional 

form of liberalism maintained. 

 

Tom Bradley’s 1982 campaign to be California’s governor elicited much interest, 

largely because he was African American. Blame for his narrow defeat was placed on 

racial voting behaviour and/or the great number of conservative voters drawn to the 

polls because of the gun control initiative. Professional commentators have understated 

that on an array of issues Bradley took a liberal position, although the electorate 

appears to have been more discerning. As noted in chapter nine, 40 percent of voters 

saw Bradley as a liberal and eighty percent of committed liberal voters stated they 

would support him (though it is also argued that while Bradley alienated conservatives 

with his tax statements, he also failed to emphasise the flip side – funding government 

programs – that might have better attracted liberal and minority voters). 

 

Bradley’s environmental pitch worked for him, but his taxation policies hurt his 

campaign; stories on tax dominated the campaign coverage in its latter stages. While 

allegations California was becoming more conservative are at best doubtful, it is 

unquestionably true that increased taxation was an unpopular concept. However, while 

liberals could not be seen to support increased taxation, it is also true that most of 
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California’s Democrat Representatives had opposed Reagan’s tax cuts and if their 

Republican opponents made that an issue in 1982 it was not an effective campaign 

strategy. The voting public also indicated it did not strongly support the tax cuts, by 

supporting these congressmen, and in polls quoted in chapter fourteen. Liberals could 

operate in the narrow space between the two: further tax increases would not be 

tolerated, but the public accepted the current levels as necessary to fund government 

programs. 

 

Law-and-order issues were important in 1982, and conservatives dominated this debate. 

Yet against all expectations, John Van de Kamp, who supported such liberal initiatives 

as the gun control measure, won the contest for the Attorney General’s office. He was 

pitted against a Republican candidate he could portray as rigidly conservative, and the 

longer the campaign progressed the further ahead Van de Kamp forged. Part of the 

explanation for this lies in the fact that the race had a low profile and a relatively small 

amount of money was spent by the candidates. Yet this in itself says something. If the 

turn to the right occurred as portrayed, this position was ripe for conservatives to take, 

yet little effort was put in. Van de Kamp’s opponent simply lacked the resources to 

publicise his efforts and policies. Like other liberals, Van de Kamp found favour by 

promoting environmental and consumer protection as major parts of his platform. 

Ultimately, voters were willing to back him, this time to a statewide post, and one that 

had previously been held by a conservative. 

 

Leo McCarthy’s victory in the contest for the position of Lieutenant Governor was 

another surprise – he was the most liberal candidate running for statewide office. Here 

too, though, it was a contest that was only slightly publicised, and one in which the 

contestants spent little money. Nevertheless, it is significant that McCarthy’s lead over 

his opponent Carol Hallett increased as the campaign wore on and his liberalism, and 

her extreme conservatism, was made more apparent.  

 

Van de Kamp and McCarthy joined the many solid liberal successes in 1982, but on the 

other hand, Brown’s and Bradley’s were conspicuous failures: in a generally good year 

for Democrats, California bucked the national trend to elect Republicans to the two 

major statewide positions. It may also have been that a different (yet still moderate to 

liberal) candidate to Jerry Brown, unencumbered by his particular political baggage, 

may have won that contest, in which case the overall assessment of the 1982 elections 

in California would have been different. 
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The major ballot initiatives 

 

Liberal activists put four major initiatives, covering a range of issues, on the ballot in 

November 1982. In terms of participation, the most widespread was the push for a 

freeze of nuclear weapons production and deployment by the United States. Perhaps the 

most liberal was the attempt to introduce legislation to tighten gun control rules. The 

other two were extensions of the environmental movement; the first for a more careful 

use of water and the second to legislate for a deposit on soft drink containers. These 

initiatives were electoral manifestations of policy debates that were not confined just to 

the period of this study. However, for each issue the 1982 election represented a 

significant point.  

 

To some extent, the initiatives fit the description ‘neo-liberal,’ as they pressured for a 

change in social conditions without necessitating new taxes or making any attempt to 

redistribute income. Their nature also suggests that as conservatives took up the attack 

on big government, an elite group of veteran liberal activists and financiers in 

California – those named in chapters eleven, twelve and thirteen – were switching from 

defending activist government to attempting to limit the excesses of big business.  

 

Both the gun control initiative and the bottle deposit bill could be seen as an attempt to 

control an aspect of the market economy and to redefine liberalism by introducing a 

number of lifestyle issues. At the same time, other groups from the old liberal coalition 

resisted attempts to have their participation in the market economy determined through 

the initiative process. 

 

The nuclear freeze movement aimed to stir politicians on both sides into action – 

Democrats to oppose the Reagan Administration’s arms build-up, and the 

administration to respond – but it was clearly a liberal initiative. It began as a grassroots 

leftist peace movement, partly operating through the Unitarian church, and it brought 

many new activists to local level politics. The movement then came under the control of 

a small group of prominent liberals and they made a deliberate attempt to separate the 

campaign from its origins and to moderate the issue. In the early stages, organisers 

spoke of reducing arms expenditure – California’s congressional liberals were also 

advocating this idea – but this was mentioned less and less as the campaign wore on. 

Instead, the freeze was framed as a more easily explained and more palatable arms 
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reduction proposal. Interestingly, those who co-opted the movement were described as 

pragmatists, but one source referred to the majority of the freeze’s supporters, many of 

them further to the left, as ‘simplistic.’ 

 

In its new guise, the freeze campaign came increasingly to rely on spreading its 

message through the electronic media. This was new territory for a liberal initiative: it 

was glitzy, expensive and somewhat hyper-real (perhaps not surprising; this was, after 

all, a discussion on nuclear weapons), but the way the nuclear freeze issue was played 

out, in the simulated realm of television, made it more of a simulated issue. The 

approach taken by Willens and the other financial backers of the freeze increased 

public awareness but stifled debate in the sense of a multilateral exchange of ideas. It 

was then easier for a member of Congress to proclaim support for the freeze and vote in 

favour of specific weapons program like the MX missile. The direct pressure applied 

by grassroots organisations might have altered this situation. 

 

The high profile campaigning was born partly out of the fact that an early poll showed 

that half the electorate had not heard of the issue. Spending so much money on a 

television campaign was a sign of the confidence organisers had in the success of this 

issue: they were sure that making voters aware would translate into success for the 

ballot initiative. Ironically, however, all the money spent did not work in favour of the 

pro-freeze campaign (and drew resources from directly acting in political contests). 

Eventually, the fund-raising becoming its own raison-d’être and helped further alienate 

the original grassroots campaigners. As a result of the changing focus, too, ethnic 

minorities and labour organisations, which would have been reachable through the 

church or other grassroots networks, also became excluded from direct involvement in 

the campaign, and certainly from leadership positions. In the end, the response of 

Hispanic and blue-collar voters was lukewarm, though African Americans and white 

liberals were strongly in favour.  

 

As the nuclear freeze became a more mainstream and popular issue a number of 

Democratic politicians associated themselves with it. In particular, Jerry Brown utilised 

the issue against his opponent, Alan Cranston used it to position himself as one of the 

more liberal candidates running for president in 1984 and the state party organisation 

endorsed Proposition 12. The liberal press was generally supportive of the freeze 

campaign, with the initial and significant exception of the Los Angeles Times. Willens 

was forced to write to the Times clarifying the movement’s aims, and as the moderate 
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nature of the freeze proposal became apparent the paper gave it increasing support. The 

press tended to view the freeze movement through the framework created by the 

Vietnam War protests, and there were similarities; the mass public protests, the 

involvement of celebrities and the central role of television in defining the narrative of 

the movement. 

 

It could be argued that national security should be a fixed concept, that is, the nation is 

either secure or it is not, but obviously this is not the case. Consequently, the nuclear 

freeze campaign set out to convince the electorate the Reagan point of view that more 

resources were needed for national security was wrong. However, it did so in a context 

in which the opposition to the Administration that became manifest did not become 

entrenched. Protest against the nuclear arms race represented the most visible and 

widespread form of citizen activism in the early 1980s, but it was not a strong 

repudiation of the New Right’s agenda. Perhaps it was instead an ideal vehicle for a 

generation that had backed the civil rights and anti-Vietnam War protests but then 

found itself voting for Proposition 13 in 1978 and Reagan in 1980.  

 

Ultimately, the style of the campaign and the effort to make it politically palatable left it 

as an issue with little substance. Voters did not respond to the claim that this issue was 

paramount; it rated well down on the list of issues voters were concerned with, and 

voter participation was often lower than in the congressional contests. The proposal as 

it appeared on the ballot was unambiguous and it had the same meaning for everyone. 

Yet while voting is generally an expression of self-interest, the determination of that 

self-interest can be made at different stages. In the case of the freeze initiative, the 

determination of the way a vote was cast was not made because of the text of the ballot 

proposal, as with, for example, gun control, where the text of the initiative contained all 

that was needed to determine a person’s vote. Even if it is only an assumption, people 

understand themselves to be voting on a text that asks if guns should be more or less 

available and they react to that question according to their preset beliefs (generally 

whether they are a gun-owner or not). Nor was the vote determined by self-interest in 

the way broad economic issues were. Instead, the determinant appeared in the space 

between the two; in other words, it was the form and content of the campaign and the 

perceptions drawn from this campaign. As it was written, the effect of the nuclear 

freeze proposal on the population was universal and equal (whereas with gun control a 

voter either owns or does not own a gun). It would not take from some to give to others 
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(which is why it was a palatable middle-class issue in the first place). Therefore, voters 

reacted to reasons that were external to both themselves and the ballot initiative. 

 

As with the freeze, the strongest supporters of gun control were white, wealthy liberals. 

The specific timing of this initiative was partly due to organisers believing people who 

had been drawn to the polls to vote for the nuclear freeze initiative would also support 

gun control. The initial optimism about the prospects of what was, essentially, a liberal 

issue, suggests there was no great despair about a ‘turn to the right.’ Although 

organisers misread the public’s attitude to the issue, some of the pessimistic 

assumptions made about Proposition 15 were also wrong. 

 

All the liberal newspapers gave strong support. This time, the Los Angeles Times (and 

its owner Otis Chandler) was very much in the fold. Some liberal politicians ducked the 

issue, but staffers connected with prominent Democrats Berman, Van de Kamp and 

Cranston were deeply involved, as was former governor Pat Brown. Leo McCarthy and 

Van de Kamp himself were publicly in favour, while Jerry Brown, Tom Bradley and a 

number of liberal congressmen gave support, albeit qualified. It mattered little: in the 

end, even though senior law enforcement figures were paraded in an attempt to make 

the issue more broadly appealing, support was muted among middle- and working-class 

liberals, while ethnic minorities joined moderate and conservative voters in being 

largely dismissive of the initiative.  

Environmentalism 

 

Environmentalism in the early 1980s was in better shape than were the other strands of 

liberalism. Watt’s actions proved to be a boon, creating widespread opposition and 

generating renewed grassroots activism. The memberships of the major environmental 

organizations blossomed, particularly the Sierra Club, and they publicly set themselves 

to have a much greater impact on electoral politics.  

 

Given this, environmentalists did not pick their fights well. They may have believed the 

movement had enough strength to succeed with its agenda alone but the 1982 elections 

suggested that they were wrong. Umbrella environmental organisations put two major 

initiatives on the California ballot, Proposition 11, a bottle-deposit bill, and Proposition 

13, a water conservation measure.  
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In a time of recession, Proposition 11’s opponents portrayed the initiative as threatening 

jobs, while the forces backing the initiative shut many voters out of the debate by 

focusing on white, middle-class voters. As the campaign wore on, attitudes against 

Proposition 11 hardened and ultimately it was most soundly defeated in solidly 

Democratic blue-collar areas, particularly minority ones. The concepts that the Sierra 

Club and associated interests championed – pristine wilderness and litter free highways 

– were of relatively little interest to urban minorities and organised labour groups. The 

evidence came in the fact that while some Democratic districts voted most strongly for 

Proposition 11, others voted most strongly against it.  

 

The initiative’s dismal showing in African American districts might be compared to 

two other contests. Firstly, the other ‘upper-middle-class white’ issues, gun control and 

the nuclear freeze, did better than expected in the African American districts. Secondly, 

senatorial candidate Jerry Brown was proposing reducing government spending, and so 

might have alienated African Americans, yet they gave him strong backing. Clearly, 

what set Proposition 11 aside was the potential threat to employment. Although liberal 

on most issues, minority voters were very concerned with jobs: this was also evident in 

Hawkins’s career-long pursuit of government-backed employment programs and the 

minority representatives’ dissent from their white counterparts on the B1 bomber 

funding. Had white liberals taken more care on this issue, it seems likely the liberal 

coalition could have remained stronger into the 1980s. In this case, liberals did not 

necessarily lose the support of African Americans by questioning the value of the 

welfare programs devised in the 1960s, but rather it was the shift in the liberal focus to 

environmentalism that soured relations. 

 

Proposition 13 also became increasingly unpopular through the course of the campaign, 

although it was also the major initiative that attracted the least voter interest. The liberal 

press backed Proposition 13, which put them at odds with a majority of their readers. 

Ultimately, such support did not help. As were supporters of the other liberal ballot 

measures, proponents of Proposition 13 were decisively outspent. 

 

The limits of liberalism 

 

The limits of liberalism in the early 1980s were perhaps best defined by the judicial 

confirmation vote (see chapter ten). Influential sources such as the Los Angeles Times 

characterised the attempt to deny the Supreme Court justices their reconfirmation as an 
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ideological struggle, symbolic of the apparent ascendancy of the New Right taking 

control of the debate on the issues of crime and law-and-order. For their part too, 

organised labour defended the court using ideological language. Liberal counties gave 

relatively stronger support to the ‘liberal judges’ than to the moderate/conservative 

ones, whereas voters in conservative areas tended not to differentiate. This suggests that 

liberals and conservatives were operating within different discourses, where one side 

argued the Court was ideologically unsound, the other that the defining issue was of 

judicial independence. 

 

Post-election analyses assumed that the liberal judges, along with other initiatives and 

liberal candidates, had been fatally harmed by conservative voters going to the polls in 

greater than usual numbers to defeat Proposition 15, but this does not bear scrutiny. Nor 

did their presence at the ballot hurt the liberal, pro-control Democratic candidate for 

Attorney General. It appears that many single issue voters, long predisposed to 

opposing gun control, came out to vote against Proposition 15 but were not bothered to 

vote in other contests, including those with a clearly liberal choice. If there was a 

surging tide of conservatism it might be expected that increasing numbers would cast 

votes for the conservative choice in all ballots, but this did not happen. 

 

Valuable and effective support for the beleaguered judges came from legal 

organizations and the liberal press generally. Politicians, however, usually tried to 

avoid the issue. Conservatives accused the Court of being ‘soft on crime,’ stating this 

was a liberal weakness. Those who defended the Court were then accused of the same 

weakness. It was an effective tactic. When liberal politicians did offer public support, 

they often resorted to arguing that the Court was tough on criminals (indeed, some 

argued their own ‘tough on crime’ credentials). Minority advancement had been seen as 

one of the greater purposes of 1960s liberalism. The Court played a significant role in 

protecting minority interests, and Brown’s appointments were some of the most 

prominent symbols of minority and women’s advancement in the 1970s and early 

1980s, so this lack of support was detrimental to the liberal coalition.  

 

Liberal accusations of deceptive campaigns 

 

One result of the editorialising on the state of liberalism noted earlier was that even as 

liberal principles were being reasserted, many liberals despaired at what they perceived 

as right-wing control of the political arena and deceptive tactics used in the media. The 
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kind of optimism expressed by Sheinbaum (that the public remained liberal on many 

issues – see chapter fourteen) seemed to disappear under the impression that the media 

was being used to corrupt political issues so that it may not matter whether the public 

was liberal or not. 

 

Chief Justice Bird, the target of much vitriol but not on the ballot in 1982, lamented that 

the court system was vulnerable to emotive attacks because it required complex 

arguments in its defence, and such arguments were not easily made in the age of the 

electronic media. At the same time, freeze impresario Willens claimed the Reagan 

administration used ‘deceit, confusion and outright lies’ in an attempt to defeat 

Proposition 12 (even as nuclear freeze liberals conducted their own electronic media 

barrage, outspending their opponents by two million dollars to virtually nothing, with 

the stated aim to change public opinion). Having experienced a long period of success, 

environmentalists were unprepared for the failure of Proposition 11 and made similar 

complaints that conservatives were behaving unfairly.  

 

Proposition 15 was on the ballot because liberals believed the gun lobby was able to 

effectively block gun control in the state legislature, yet even during the course of the 

campaign, from August to November 1982, a majority of voters turned against the 

initiative. Proponents of gun control used provocative advertising, but apparently 

without great success. At the same time, liberals publicly argued that the failure of 

Proposition 15 was due to big-spending opponents subverting the will of the public. 

Yet, the pattern of voting on Proposition 15 shows strong variations according to 

ideology, geography and income – suggesting voters made up their own minds, rather 

than being manipulated. 

 

Whether or not one accepts the argument that expensive electronic media campaigns 

derailed legitimate liberal aims, it must also be noted that by blaming these tactics, 

questions that might have been asked about liberalism itself were avoided, primarily, 

about the need to build and maintain political coalitions and to deliver benefits within 

those coalitions. The nuclear freeze, environmental and gun control propositions were 

all issues that appealed mainly to narrow segments of the population. The liberal-left 

was long predicated on the idea of channelling benefits to certain interest groups, 

traditionally poorer ones. The first part of the equation continued in California in the 

early 1980s; but the intended beneficiary groups were now the wealthiest ones. 
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The attempt to develop grassroots organisations 

 

By 1980, the New Right had made enormous advances in developing grassroots 

organisations. From pro-gun organisations to fundamental religious groups, 

conservatives were increasingly able to get voters to the polls. While the environmental 

and freeze movements achieved some commensurate success, examples such as the low 

San Francisco turnout in 1982 show that liberals had fallen behind in the crucial effort 

to get liberal voters to the polls.  

 

Several congressional contests in California were affected by grassroots campaigning. 

These campaigns were independent of the Democratic Party and were run by left-

leaning activists, who linked military spending with spending on social programs. The 

evidence suggests that these efforts were partially responsible for the defeat of 

Republican Don Clausen in the First District and for another Republican having his 

winning margins much reduced from previous elections. One factor undermining the 

effort to defeat California’s congressional hawks was that Burton’s reapportionment 

work had made Republicans safer in their districts as well as Democrats, but it is 

possible that a more concerted and better funded effort against the most right-wing 

Republicans might have further shifted the balance of California’s congressional 

delegation. 

 

It was noted in chapter eleven that the initial liberal response to Reagan’s election came 

in the form of a coalition between environmental and consumer groups. This 

represented a small and somewhat exclusive form of liberalism. The direction taken by 

nuclear freeze organisers discussed in chapter twelve, the poor response of 

economically liberal groups to the bottle deposit bill, the failure of many nominally 

progressive groups to respond to the gun control campaign and the lack of support 

given to the Supreme Court justices all suggests that middle-class liberals in the early 

Reagan era chose to fight battles where they would be the main beneficiaries of victory. 

This suggests that outside of Congress liberalism had changed from an advocacy of 

government power for the benefit of all to a form of (self-) interest group lobbying.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Finally, though, claims about ‘the death of liberalism’ (see chapter fourteen) were 

fanciful. One of the key foundations of liberalism, big government, was there to stay, as 



402 

a natural result of the development of complex economies. It has been stated widely 

that events of the 1970s engendered distrust of government but the evidence presented 

in this thesis makes an alternative seems likely: distrust of government behaviour may 

have increased, but not of government largesse and the latter remained associated with 

liberalism. Some liberal programs, such as Social Security and Medicare, and therefore 

some aspects of liberalism, remained popular. Various factors had boosted the liberal 

vote in 1982, but as this thesis shows, even if liberalism was much less dominant than it 

was in the 1960s, there were still committed liberals in the 1980s, and voters willing to 

support them. 
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