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Governor Olson call a special elec-

tion. Hoping to please the Ham ‘n’ 

Eggers, Olson called the election 

as he gambled on a second defeat 

which would dispel the move-

ment. California’s business and 

political establishments, appalled 

by Olson’s decision, defeated the 

new initiative. The Ham ‘n’ Eggers 

blamed Olson’s tepid support 

and promptly launched a series of 

three politically damaging recall 

efforts. Olson was defeated in 

1942 and the Ham ‘n’ Eggers faded 

to obscurity by the mid-1940s.

The History of Special Elections in California

Policy Snap Shot

1911:  Progressives 
Triumphant

Hiram Johnson was elected gov-

ernor in 1910. Although Johnson 

won with only a plurality of 47 per-

cent of the vote, he and a legislative 

majority of Progressive Republi-

cans and like-minded Democrats 

immediately moved to transform 

California politics and government. 

After the Legislature passed 23 con-

stitutional amendments, Johnson 

called a special election for October 

10, 1911. All but one of the measures 

were passed giving California the 

initiative, referendum and recall, as 

well as women’s suffrage.

1939:  Ham ‘n’ Eggs

In 1938 the Ham ‘n’ Eggs move-

ment qualifi ed an initiative giv-

ing seniors “$30 every Thursday.” 

Republican Governor Frank Merriam 

and Democratic U.S. Senator Wil-

liam Gibbs McAdoo opposed the 

initiative and lost their elections. 

Democrat Culbert Olson became 

governor in part by avoiding taking 

a position on the election but he 

also benefi ted from the Democratic 

candidate for Lieutenant Governor 

who was a vocal Ham ‘n’ Egger. The 

initiative was defeated but, by early 

1939, the same movement qualifi ed 

another initiative and demanded 

1949:  Initiative Abuses 

Corrected

In 1948, after an imaginative, if 

unethical, political entrepreneur 

decided the path to riches lay in 

the initiative process. George H. 

McLain wrote and oversaw the 

campaign for the Aged and Blind 

Act, which passed easily. The 

Act created a Director of Social 

Welfare, with a generous salary, 

immunity from oversight and it 

named McClain’s assistant as the 

Director. Although government 

advocates quickly responded with 

an initiative repealing most of the 

Act, Governor Earl Warren called 

a statewide special election for 

November 1949, the new initiative 

passed and McClain became an 

infamous footnote.

1973:  Reagan’s 
Overreach

The special election of 1973 has 

been called the “most damaging 

political defeat” of Ronald Reagan’s 

career1. It also marked the fi rst time 

a California governor used the ini-

tiative process as a primary means 

of pursuing new policies. 

By 1972 the budget defi cits of 

Reagan’s fi rst term had, through 

tax increases, cuts and an improv-

ing economy, evolved into budget 

The special election called by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger is the eighth such 

election since 1911 when the special election approved the initiative, referendum 

and recall. Statewide special elections are not unheard of, but have been used 

sparingly by California governors. This issue of SNAP SHOT summarizes California’s 

statewide special elections as well as the phantom special of 1973. 
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surpluses. Lewis K. Uhler, a former 

member of the ultra-conservative 

John Birch Society (and the propo-

nent of this year’s Proposition 75) 

proposed a tax limitation initiative. 

Calculating that his popularity 

was unassailable and the special 

election turnout would favor 

Republicans, Reagan embraced 

Uhler’s proposal. Proposition 1 

would have limited future govern-

ment spending and tax increases 

and restrict the fi scal authority and 

powers of the Legislature. It was 

lengthy, complicated and poorly 

drafted. The opposition mobilized 

by legislative Democrats and the 

California Teachers Association 

was helped immeasurably when 

Reagan quipped that he didn’t 

understand Proposition 1. In the 

end, the measure was defeated 

54-46 percent.

1979:  Busing & the 
Aftershocks of 
Proposition 13

The 1979 special election called 

by Governor Jerry Brown was trig-

gered by busing but best remem-

bered for the passage of Proposi-

tion 4, also known as the Gann 

limit. Court ordered school busing 

in the San Fernando Valley created 

an emotional and controversial 

issue that Brown and the Legisla-

ture sought to resolve by calling a 

special election for a constitutional 

amendment imposing restrictive 

busing standards. The initiative 

that provided the necessary 

constitutional excuse for calling a 

special election was Proposition 

4, sponsored by Paul Gann as a 

follow-up to 1978’s great tax revolt 

measure, Proposition 13. Proposi-

tion 4 imposed limits on state and 

local government expenditures 

and provided many Democrats an 

opportunity to embrace the “Spirit 

of 13.” Both the Gann Limit and the 

busing measure passed.

1983:  The Phantom 
Special

In 1983, following what was 

perhaps the most bitter and con-

voluted redistricting in California 

history, Republican Governor 

George Deukmejian called a spe-

cial election for December 1983. 

Deukmejian’s purpose was to pass 

a redistricting initiative sponsored 

by Republican Assemblymember 

Don Sebastiani. The state Supreme 

Court ruled that the Constitution 

permitted only one redistricting 

per decade and because Sebas-

tiani’s measure was only a statu-

tory initiative, the measure was 

deemed unconstitutional and the 

special election never happened. 

1993:  Budgets & 
Vouchers

Governor Pete Wilson and the 

Legislature faced a major budget 

defi cit in 1993. Their solution 

included shifting $2.3 billion from 

cities and counties to the state and 

replacing local public safety servic-

es funds with a half-cent sales tax 

increase. This option required an 

immediate vote on the necessary 

constitutional amendment. The 

justifi cation required to trigger a 

special election was met with a 

school voucher initiative which 

had already qualifi ed for the 1994 

primary election. Wilson called the 

special election and voters passed 

the tax increase but rejected all 

the other initiatives.

2003:  Recall!

A special election was called for 

October 7, 2003 for the purpose of 

voting on the recall of Governor 

Gray Davis.

Summary

Over six special elections, 

California voters have passed judg-

ment on 52 measures of which 

nine, or 17 percent, were voter 

qualifi ed initiatives or referenda 

and 43 (83 percent), were legisla-

tive enactments. Of all measures, 

voters approved 41 (79 percent) 

and rejected 11 (21 percent). Of 

the nine initiatives or referendums, 

four (44 percent) passed and fi ve 

(56 percent) failed. 

1 Lou Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to 
Power. (New York: Public Affairs Press, 2003) 
p. 368
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