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A Matter of Rights:  
Housing Referendums, California, and the Rise of the New Right 

 
By Nick Mann1 

Over the course of the 1960s, many of the liberal policies that had been enacted since the 

New Deal faced new challenges. Across the country, a backlash arose against public housing, 

integrated schools, and other aspects of what might be called the welfare state. While 

considerable attention has been given to the counterculture and leftist radicals of the era, it 

should be remembered that the decade also saw the rise of the New Right. One of the major 

issues that helped to define the New Right was the concept of property rights. Generally, 

emerging suburban conservatives latched onto private property rights as a way to fight off the 

encroachments of the liberal state and preserve the racial integrity of their neighborhoods. 

Exchanging the racially charged language of a George Wallace or Orval Faubus for an ostensibly 

“colorblind” terminology, groups like the California Real Estate Association successfully 

organized resistance to the Rumford Act, a bill guaranteeing fair housing practices. 

  This paper will look at two critical referendums that defined homeowner opposition to 

“fair housing.” First, homeowners and real estate groups banded together in April 1963 to defeat 

a fair housing ordinance enacted in Berkeley, a city that was considered a bastion of liberalism. 

After the passage of the Rumford Act in June of the same year, the CREA managed to get 

Proposition 14 on the state ballot. Proposition 14 did more than simply repeal the Rumford Act, 

it would add an amendment to the California constitution prohibiting the state from interfering 

                                                             

1 Nick Mann completed his research under the mentorship of Dr. Peter Cole for a Spring 2011 research 
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with the homeowner’s right to sell to anyone they wanted. With its successful passage in the 

1964 election, conservative activists could claim a victory against the liberal agenda (though the 

victory would be short-lived, as Proposition 14 would eventually be ruled unconstitutional by the 

Supreme Court).  

 What made the California referendums such heated issues was the battle between two 

conflicting sets of rights. This battle over rights is the key to understanding the events of 1963-4. 

For supporters of fair housing legislation, the issue at stake was civil rights, the opening of equal 

opportunities in the housing market for all. On the other hand, the opponents of fair housing 

considered themselves defenders of traditional property rights. These conflicting sets of claims 

were able to split the California electorate and spawn polarization on both sides of the political 

spectrum. In 1964, the state voted for Johnson, but then rejected fair housing, an issue associated 

with liberalism. By looking at these referendums, we can begin to trace the rise of a new 

conservatism, one that would eventually help propel Ronald Reagan’s rise to the governorship in 

1967. 

The Rumford Act 

 On February 14, 1963, California Assemblyman Byron Rumford of Oakland introduced 

Assembly Bill 1240. Rumford was an African-American assemblyman, whose electoral coalition 

“united blacks in Oakland with CIO labor, a handful of AFL progressives, and Berkeley’s labor 

and middle-class liberals.”2 This innocuous-sounding bill set off controversy not simply in the 

California Assembly, but in the broader arena of public opinion. The language of the bill was 

clear, as it decreed that “the practice of discrimination because of race, color, religion, national 

                                                             

2 Robert O. Self, American Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2003), 79. 



 
 

 

54 

origin, or ancestry in public accommodations is declared to be against public policy.”3 Originally 

elected to the Assembly in 1948, Rumford was a tireless advocate of civil rights. In 1959, he was 

partially responsible for the state of California’s first Fair Employment Practices Law. After 

years of lobbying for fair housing legislation, the political atmosphere in 1963 seemed to favor 

the passage of such a bill. This issue of housing was one bound up with race: certainly Rumsford 

was motivated by the dismal housing conditions for many of his predominantly black district’s 

citizens. Even the federal government would eventually realize the connection between housing 

policy and racial issues as the federal Civil Rights Act of 1968 “outlawed discrimination and 

sought to take affirmative action in winning better access to better housing for African-

Americans.”4 Pat Brown had just been re-elected as Governor over former Vice President 

Richard Nixon, and had pledged to support legislation against housing discrimination. In 

Sacramento, the partisan balance now favored the Democrats, who had a 52-28 majority in the 

Assembly and a 27-13 advantage in the state Senate. Furthermore, the new Speaker of the 

Assembly was Jesse Unruh of Los Angeles. Unruh was a colorful yet efficient legislator, 

described as “second only to the Governor in terms of power in the state” and “credited with 

molding the State Legislature into a well-staffed, full-time body.”5 

 The Rumford Act was the latest in a series of attempts by Democratic politicians to end 

segregated housing in California. In 1959, the Hawkins and Unruh Acts had successfully passed 

the state legislature. The Unruh Act prohibited “discrimination in all business establishments.”6 

Meanwhile, the Hawkins Act, named for its sponsor, Augustus F. Hawkins, declared that 

                                                             

3 Thomas W. Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations: California’s Rumford Act and Proposition 
14 (Berkeley, CA: Institute of Governmental Studies, 1967), 85. 
             4 Stephen Grant Meyer, As Long As They Don’t Move Next Door: Segregation and Racial Conflict in 
American Neighborhoods (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 10. 

5 Mark Uhlig, “Jesse Unruh, a California Political Power, Dies,” New York Times, August 6, 1987.  
6 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 10. 
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“discrimination in any publicly assisted housing accommodations is hereby declared to be 

against public policy.”7 The Rumford Act helped to finish the civil rights work started four years 

earlier, and, at least on paper, provided a solution for the housing crisis facing cities such as 

Oakland. The influx of population brought on by the Second World War had never been fully 

addressed by local government, especially the rising black population. Self points out that 

“between 1949 and 1951, less than one half of 1 percent of the building permits issued in the Bay 

Area were for private dwellings open to blacks (600 out of 75,000).”8 

Berkeley, 1963 

 It was against this backdrop that the city of Berkeley engaged in its own fair housing 

initiatives. As early as 1959, an ad hoc organization of local socialists calling itself the United 

Socialist Action group sponsored a fair housing ordinance. This ordinance forbade property 

owners from refusing to rent or sell multiple dwellings to any person because of race, color, or 

ancestry. At the same time, the proposed ordinance would establish a city commission to study 

housing discrimination. Unfortunately for the socialists, they did not coordinate their efforts with 

civil rights groups, and their proposal was eventually defeated by a vote of 23,769 to 8,144.9  It 

would not be until 1961, when local liberals gained a 5 to 4 majority in the city council that 

action was finally taken on the housing issue. In January of 1963, the city council had succeeded 

in passing the fair housing ordinance. The council had laid the foundation for the fair housing 

ordinance through two years of study. Liberal law students from the University of California at 

Berkeley had conducted tests that clearly documented discrimination against blacks in both home 

buying and renting. In another step, the city council had created the Citizens’ Committee to 

                                                             

7 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 11. 
8 Self, American Babylon, 68. 
9  Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 14. 
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Study Discrimination in Housing in Berkeley. The Committee was designed to be broadly 

representative—it included real estate agents, lawyers, housewives, physicians, insurance 

brokers, and even a research sociologist. There was even an effort to ensure racial balance, as 

“twelve Caucasians, four Negroes, and two Orientals were nominated by the Council Committee 

on Appointments.”10 

With the support of the University, the city council decided to pursue a new ordinance. 

After a long investigation, the Citizens’ Committee concluded “that discrimination in housing 

within the City is widespread and general.”11 In his book Berkeley at War: the 1960s, William J. 

Rorabaugh argues that “this ordinance was very expensive for the liberals.”12 The ordinance was 

mostly symbolic—blacks simply did not have the financial resources to begin mass migration 

out of the ‘flats’ and into the more affluent, predominantly white areas. Moreover, the liberals on 

the city council had unwittingly given their conservative foes in City Hall a new weapon with 

which to bludgeon them. After all, the liberal majority was not overwhelming and conservatives 

on the council were shrewd enough to understand how the housing ordinance could be exploited 

as a political issue.  Coming on the heels of the Unruh and Hawkins Act, another fair housing 

ordinance could be, and was, construed as unnecessary governmental interference with private 

property. 

 The California real estate industry saw the Berkeley fair housing issue as a test case for 

the state as a whole, and mobilized against it. In an interview with the San Francisco Chronicle, 

one member of the CREA admitted “if we can beat the ordinance in Berkeley, we’re certain it 

                                                             

10 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 25. 
11 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 36. 
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will hammer the final nails into the coffin of the Rumford Bill.”13 The means by which the 

CREA would defeat fair housing in Berkeley would be through the popular referendum. On 

February 11, just three days before Rumford would introduce A.B. 1240, a referendum petition 

was filed in Berkeley. This effectively suspended the fair housing ordinance until the election in 

April, when it would be held to a vote. The use of the referendum signaled a new approach on 

the part of conservative activism. In the past, the CREA had been an opponent of the referendum 

process. In his 1967 work Apartheid American Style, the lawyer and real estate specialist John 

Denton cited CREA literature from 1936, which warned the public “not to sign any initiative 

petition…most of them are bad and the safest thing to do is not sign any.”14  Where in the past 

the CREA had disdained the use of the referendum, it now began to embrace it as a way to 

preserve its prerogatives. These prerogatives included maintaining the control and manipulation 

the CREA had enjoyed over the housing market since before the New Deal.  The CREA had a 

real financial stake in ensuring housing segregation, as it “allowed the industry both to 

manipulate the racial prejudice of home buyers and to create predictable markets.”15 The 

resulting referendum in Berkeley was the city’s first since 1929. Ordinance No. 3915 was 

“prohibiting discrimination because of race, color, religion, national origin of ancestry in the 

sale, rental, lease, or other transfer of housing accommodations.”16 

 The fair housing campaign in Berkeley was hotly contested and illustrated some of the 

racial patterns that emerged in the later, statewide vote for Proposition 14. The campaign was 

intense and saw a record-setting turnout, as 82 percent of registered voters in Berkeley went to 

the polls. Inevitably, the ordinance became the dominant issue in both the mayoral and city 

                                                             

13 J.L. Pimsler, “The Battle of Berkeley,” San Francisco Chronicle, March 17, 1963. 
14 John Denton, Apartheid American Style (Berkeley, CA: Diablo Press, 1967), 115. 
15 Self, American Babylon, 265. 
16 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 1. 
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council elections. On the state level, Governor Brown and Speaker Unruh urged the citizens of 

Berkeley to vote for the ordinance. Two rival groups emerged in the electoral battle—The 

Citizens League for Individual Freedom and The Citizens for Fair Housing. Unlike the later fight 

over Proposition 14, the anti-fair housing forces were better funded than their opponents, as 

those opposing the ordinance raised around $15,000 as compared to $12,000 for those favoring 

fair housing. The CREA played an important role in the election, asking local realty boards 

throughout the state to provide donations for the campaign.17 In the end, the ordinance was 

narrowly repealed by a vote of 22,750 to 20,456. Rorabaugh saw the election as a critical turning 

point for the city’s history: “the damage from this election was enormous; the entire history of 

the city in the sixties might have been different if this issue had never arisen.”18  

 Berkeley had a deserved reputation as a liberal city, yet its citizens had rejected fair 

housing. This success was owed to the formation of a new electoral coalition, one that emerged 

as a viable competitor to the traditional New Deal alliance. In 1965, a political scientist at the 

University of California-Berkeley examined the voting returns from the 1963 election to find 

what caused the defeat of the fair housing ordinance.  His analysis uncovered some of the 

dividing lines within the city as well as the groups that were crucial to the formation of the New 

Right. In his postmortem of the election, Thomas Casstevens developed several conclusions 

explaining the defeat. First, African-Americans in Berkeley had insufficient time to mobilize and 

register voters. The ordinance passed the city council on January 22, and the last day for citizens 

to register to vote in Berkeley was February 7. In the same article, he also argued that the battle 

over fair housing in Berkeley was an accurate indicator of how unpopular fair housing legislation 

was not just in California, but nationally at this time.  
                                                             

17 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 71. 
18 Rorabaugh, Berkeley at War, 58. 
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It was not surprising that those backing fair housing tended to be Democrats—the 

Democratic Party had made an official stand supporting the ordinance. Those with post-graduate 

degrees, renters, professionals, and the young also backed the ordinance, and more of these 

people were Democrats than Republicans. On the other hand, Casstevens observed that 

Republicans were “overwhelmingly Protestant and have few postgraduate degrees.”19 What 

made Casstevens’ findings interesting was the composition of those who opposed the ordinance. 

71 percent of homeowners, 81 percent of those with a high school education or less, and 85 

percent of housewives or retirees voted against the fair housing ordinance.  

There was a clear gender divide, as most men favored the ordinance; the majority of 

women did not. As another political scientist put it in 1968, “the data suggested that opposition 

to fair housing proposals might be found among homeowners, Republicans, and the aged.”20 

Republicans in general were against what they considered encroachments. In  My Blue Heaven, 

Becky Nicolaides addressed the concerns of white, suburban, working-class voters at this time. 

The elderly and the working class were concerned about the value of their homes, which was an 

important part of their social identity. Having obtained the suburban dream, homeowners were 

not going to let fair housing lower home values. (Although this in turn was a result of decades of 

racial zoning and interference by the same CREA that now posed itself as a defender of the free 

market.) Nicolaides, when writing about the later Proposition 14 campaign, argued that “most 

residents, anxious about defending the suburban ideal of racial homogeneity and the value of 

property, vigorously supported the initiative.”21  Homeowners also made up a proportion of what 

                                                             

19 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 95. 
20 Harlan Hahn, “Northern Referenda on Fair Voting: The Response of White Voters,” The Western 

Political Quarterly 21 (September 1968), 484. 
21 Becky Nicolaides, My Blue Heaven: Life and Politics in the Working-Class Suburbs of Los Angeles, 

1920-1965 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 310. 
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Casstevens called the “Deviant Democrats.” Not all Democrats in Berkeley supported fair 

housing—in fact, “Caucasian Democrats who defected from the party line were likely to be 

retired, craftsmen or civil servants, poorly educated, or Christians.”22 Here, perhaps, was a 

combination powerful enough to fight back against the Democrats and their labor union allies. In 

addition, the findings of Casstevens support Lisa McGirr’s claims in Suburban Warriors that 

“kitchen-table activists have fundamentally shaped the course of American politics.”23  

What, then, was the New Right? Plenty of scholarly attention has been given to the 

development of the New Left during the 1960s, and many of the figures of the New Left still 

have a role in modern American life (one is reminded of the attempts by some conservatives to 

link William Ayers to Barack Obama during the 2008 presidential campaign).  Just as the New 

Left rejected older leftist organizations, the New Right abandoned some of the tenets of earlier 

conservatism. The New Right, though anti-Communists, did not have the single-minded focus on 

Communism that conservatives during the 1940s and ‘50s had embraced. Rather, the New Right 

was more concerned with social and economic issues.  McGirr describes the formation of the 

New Right: “the confluence of a middle-class economic backlash over taxes and state spending 

with Christian conservative hostility towards ‘Big Brother’ stoked a fiery brew that would 

nourish conservative fortunes nationally.”24  

 Events moved quickly after the Berkeley referendum. Speaker Unruh cautioned the 

legislature to “go slow” on the Rumford Act, arguing that if the ordinance “was defeated badly, I 

think this would be a warning signal.”25 Unruh was fiercely attacked by fellow Democrats on this 

                                                             

22 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 98. 
23 Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2001), 6. 
24 McGirr, Suburban Warriors, 16. 
25 Berkeley Daily Gazette, February 16, 1963. 
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issue. The debate was long and hard, with Democrats claiming it to be a necessity and the 

president of the CREA arguing it would depress the home market in California. On April 25, 

1963, the bill passed the Assembly but awaited an uncertain fate in the Senate. Successful 

passage of the Rumford Act ultimately required the combination of Governor Brown’s political 

clout, Speaker Unruh’s prestige, and Assemblyman Rumford’s persistence to force the bill 

through the Senate. Brown signed A.B. 1240 into law on June 21, 1963. 

The California Real Estate Industry 

 The California Real Estate Association had a membership of 38,000 in 1963, making it 

the largest job-affiliated organization in the California real estate industry. A survey of the 

industry taken by the Center for Real Estate and Urban Economics at UC-Berkeley tried to offer 

an example of the “typical” real estate licensee. The average broker was a male, spending most 

of his work week listing and selling residential property—exactly what the Rumford Act was 

targeting. Notably, this typical broker was a member of the CREA and usually subscribed to its 

publications. Key among these publications was the California Real Estate Magazine, which 

effectively functioned as a propaganda outlet backing Proposition 14. This magazine ensured 

that most real estate brokers were getting the same message from the CREA, keeping the 

message in line. In fact, university researchers in 1963 argued that “the Real Estate Research 

Program should make more extensive use of the California Real Estate Magazine in 

disseminating research news,” as seventy-five percent of active licensees had subscriptions.26 

Proposition 14 
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 Having been foiled in the legislature, the CREA decided to appeal to the court of public 

opinion by adding Proposition 14 to the 1964 ballot. The campaign for Proposition 14 was to be 

a definitive one for the New Right. As Robert O. Self puts it in American Babylon, the 

Proposition 14 campaign “rhetorically linked property to freedom and permitted whites a public 

forum in which to express a segregationist politics in a language of private rights.”27 There were 

many ways in which the CREA advanced this ideology of homeowner rights, and the best 

examples can be found in the California Real Estate Magazine itself. It is important to note that 

the CREA literature always used the term “Rumford Forced Housing Act” to describe the law, 

raising the threat of government oppression. Race was rarely mentioned unlike the Deep South, 

as conservatives in California could not always rely on the issue to rally suburban whites. Rather, 

the campaign required a more sophisticated approach, concealing the underlying issue of race in 

favor of deceptive language that was racially neutral. 

 One agency in particular the CREA attacked was the Fair Employment Practices 

Commission. The FEPC was responsible for administering the Rumford Act. In his 1967 book 

Politics, Housing, and Race Relations: California’s Rumford Act and Proposition 14, Thomas 

Casstevens pointed out that “the F.E.P.C’s responsibilities exceeded its resources, its staff was 

too small to keep abreast of the housing and employment caseload.”28  Despite the efforts of civil 

rights activists, the FEPC was dominated by moderates, and in the view of Casstevens, “the 

Rumford Act chiefly assisted the middle-class Negro.”29 So despite the good intentions of 

legislators like Rumford, the agency responsible for ensuring fair housing practices was 

generally understaffed and overworked.  
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 Yet the CREA campaign literature painted a much different picture of the FEPC, an 

image that fit in better with the new conservative ideology. The September 1964 issue of the 

CREA Magazine provides an example of how the FEPC was depicted. In this issue, it was 

argued that under the Rumford Act, “any person who suspects or imagines he has been refused 

because of his race…can complain to the FEPC at little inconvenience, no expense, and little 

liability to him.”30 The article goes on to complain how after such a complaint is filed the entire 

power of the state is pitted against the property owner. A simple dichotomy is established here—

the heavy hand of the intrusive liberal state against the proud, hardworking individual 

homeowner.  

 In order to overturn the recently passed Rumford Act, the CREA joined forces with the 

California Apartment Owners’ Association, forming the Committee for Home Protection. This 

organization would sponsor an initiative constitutional amendment, known as Proposition 14, 

which stated that “neither the state or any subdivision or agency thereof shall limit or abridge the 

right of any person to decline to sell, rent or lease property to such…persons as he, in his 

absolute discretion, chooses.”31 The effort to get Proposition 14 on the ballot demonstrated the 

ability of the CREA and local real estate boards to raise an army of supporters, be they paid or 

volunteer. They needed to gather 468, 259 valid signatures to get the proposition on the ballot. In 

a mere eighteen days in February of 1964, volunteers gathered 600,000 signatures.32 Normally in 

California, petitions were circulated on a commercial basis. There is some dispute here over the 

role of volunteers in gathering the signatures for Proposition 14. In his study of Proposition 14, 

Casstevens attributed the unpaid volunteers as the key group in acquiring the signatures. Yet 
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Denton argued in Apartheid American Style that “the principal organizations formed to carry on 

the initiative campaign spent more than $600,000—but even this does not include contributions 

of time by the staff of the California Real Estate Association.”33 It is clear that while the pro-

Proposition 14 forces had substantial financial backing, they were also able to sustain a powerful 

grassroots movement. 

 What made the Proposition 14 campaign unique was the response of both major political 

parties to the constitutional initiative. On one side, the Democrats predictably opposed 

Proposition 14. Governor Brown, Speaker Unruh, Senator Pierre Salinger, and a host of 

Democratic organizations campaigned furiously against it. There was more confusion on the 

Republican side. Some Republicans, such as Assemblyman Don Mulford, refused to take a stand 

on the issue either way, and were harshly criticized by the pro-Proposition 14 forces for doing so. 

The Republican State Central Committee remained firmly neutral.  The other senator from 

California, Republican Thomas Kutchel, actually attacked Proposition 14. It was left to another 

rising star on the New Right, a genial former actor by the name of Ronald Reagan, to back the 

measure. Though he was not a prominent voice in 1964, he would later use the issue of fair 

housing to rally support among conservatives for a run at the governor’s office in 1966.  

 One constituency that was deeply divided over Proposition 14 was churchgoing citizens.  

Most members of the CREA were active in church life and assumed that the clergy would back 

their efforts. According to Denton, “fair housing committees sprung up in church rectories and 

parish halls, and clergymen supported efforts to bypass real estate brokers and bring about direct 

sales between sellers and minority prospects.”34 The real split in the churches reflected a larger 

division between north and south, a division that would also come to define New Right 
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conservatism. In northern California, Catholic Church leaders vigorously condemned Proposition 

14. Yet in the south, their fellow bishops remained silent on the issue. James Francis Cardinal 

McIntyre of Los Angeles actually forbade his priests from saying anything about the 

proposition.35  

 The wording of Proposition 14 was deliberately deceptive. It sounded fair, keeping 

government from interfering with private property. According to a 1964 article in TIME 

magazine, California pollsters asked local blacks if they agreed with Proposition 14. Almost 60 

percent said it was what they had wanted all along…until the pollsters explained to them what 

the proposition did.36 In the end, Proposition 14 was passed with overwhelming majorities, 

carrying 57 of the 58 counties in the state. Just as the churches had split on a north-south line, the 

voting returns for Proposition 14 indicated a regional split in the state. Southern California 

favored the initiative by a margin of 68.9 percent to 31.1 percent. Northern California, on the 

other hand, passed it by a smaller, though still clear margin—60.4 percent to 39.6 percent.37   

 The election results also showed the strength of homeowner ideology in the growing 

suburban areas. Predominantly suburban Alameda County went overwhelmingly for Proposition 

14—in San Leandro, it won by a margin of 80 to 20 percent.38 In 1964, Alameda County not 

only voted for Proposition 14, it also declared its intention to fight state rules earmarking higher 

payments to welfare recipients.”39 Proposition 14 has to be seen in this wider context—as 

property taxes rose during the 1960s, white suburbanites blamed these increased taxes on 

“welfare” spending. It was this perception of an oppressive central government, taxing 
                                                             

35 Meyer, As Long as They Don’t Move Next Door, 180. 

36 “California: Proposition 14,” TIME Magazine, September 25, 1964. 

37 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 70. 
38 Self, American Babylon, 262. 
39 Self, American Babylon, 285. 
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homeowners and then (at least in their view) telling them who to sell and rent to, that fueled so 

much of the support for Proposition 14. The campaign had been an expensive one for both sides. 

While Self seems to see the pro-Proposition 14 forces as ‘astroturf’ as opposed to ‘grassroots,’ 

well-funded by the CREA, the real money was raised by the proposition’s foes. According to 

reports filed with the California Secretary of State, the pro-14 forces spent $379, 000, the anti-14 

forces over $500,000.40 The opponents of Proposition 14 had actually spent more than their 

counterparts, a telling testimony to the power of conservative grassroots movements. 

 In 1964, the suburbanites of the Bay Area had voted overwhelmingly for Proposition 14. 

Yet in the same election, they had also voted for Lyndon Baines Johnson over the Republican 

Barry Goldwater for president. Michael Lassiter offers an interesting explanation for this 

contradiction in his The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South. Lassiter argues 

that the “suburban politics of middle-class warfare charted a middle course between the open 

racism of the extreme right and the egalitarian agenda of the civil rights movement.”41 

Aftermath  

 Two years after the passage of Proposition 14, the California Supreme Court found it to 

be unconstitutional. This decision was upheld by the United States Supreme Court in the case of 

Mulkey v. Reitman. The Supreme Court decided that Proposition 14 was in violation of the 14th 

Amendment, thus rendering all the hard work of the campaign useless. Was the Proposition 14 

campaign just a futile, quixotic enterprise? The issue of fair housing would not go away after the 

Supreme Court decision; rather, it provided white suburban homeowners and conservative 

activists with a rallying point against what they perceived as the excesses of liberalism. Despite 

                                                             

40 Casstevens, Politics, Housing, and Race Relations, 67. 
41 Michael Lassiter, The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
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later efforts during the 1970s on the part of civil rights movements to address suburban racial 

exclusion, federal civil rights policy never truly succeeded in addressing the structural forces 

behind residential segregation. This is due in no small part to the resistance of white 

homeowners.  

As Lassiter puts it, the decades after Johnson’s Great Society programs demonstrated the 

inability on the part of political institutions to “confront the spatial and socioeconomic 

boundaries placed on the reach of race-conscious liberalism by the grassroots revolt of the Silent 

Majority.”42 Ronald Reagan, in his rise to the top, found public housing to be an effective issue 

around which to rally support. He considered laws such as the Rumford Act “attempts to give 

one segment of the population rights at the expense of the basic rights of our citizens.”43 This 

contentious issue would have two practical benefits for conservatives. It united right-wingers 

under Reagan’s banner after Barry Goldwater’s defeat in 1964 and proved divisive for the 

Democratic Party, which began to lose more working-class, conservative members.  As one 

frustrated Democrat put it, “I think it’s time we Democrats rid ourselves of all the leftists and 

clean up our own party, or I won’t be a Democrat much longer.”44 While Proposition 14 failed in 

the end, it helped to create the New Right—uniting suburban housewives, real estate interests, 

disillusioned Democrats, and traditional Republicans into a potent electoral force that would 

change the face of twentieth-century Californian (and by extension American) politics. 
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