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Dedication

To Rachel and the boys. Love you so much.




Epigraph

I’m not interested in funding failure any longer.

—Gavin Newsom, April 18, 2024

Neither are we, Governor. Neither are we.
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Introduction

California means to America what America means to the world. California has always represented the essence of the American Dream. Optimism, adventure, opportunity. We are the home of free spirits, rebels, people from all over the world who dream big and work hard. There’s nowhere better than California. The beautiful Golden State has been an inspiration to so many, for so long. Still today, our innovation connects the world. Our creativity entertains the world. Our farmers feed the world. In California, we build the future. We shape the culture.

But everyone can see that things have gone off track. California is now as famous for dystopian scenes of public squalor as for our magnificent landscapes. Upward mobility—the foundation of the California Dream—has been crushed as it becomes increasingly difficult to buy a home or afford the basics of a good life. Crime is up. The quality of life is down. In 2022, for the first time in state history, California lost representation in the Congress thanks to the exodus of people and businesses to other states.

For over a century, there wasn’t anything Californians couldn’t do. People moved to the Golden State by the millions. There were good jobs, affordable homes, great schools and universities, beaches, mountains, the best weather on earth.

But something terrible has happened. California is not the welcoming place it used to be.

In recent years, California has been top of every list you’d want to be at the bottom of, and bottom of every list you’d want to be at the top of. For every essential—homes, rent, tuition, gasoline, electricity, and water—the highest prices in the United States. The worst business climate in the country. The highest taxes. The highest housing costs and lowest rate of home ownership. The highest unemployment and lowest income growth. Shamefully, despite the enormous concentration of wealth in places like Silicon Valley, California has America’s highest rate of poverty. (Yes, rate—not just the highest number of people living in poverty.) According to a recent study, over one-third of Californians cannot meet their basic needs. Public schools are failing, crime is soaring, cities are overrun with tens of thousands of desperate homeless people, electricity is unreliable, water is rationed, and the mismanaged forests are burning like hell.1

Worse, while the fabric of daily life disintegrates into chaos and decay, the politicians and activists who are in charge spend their time—and taxpayers’ money—pushing increasingly fringe race, gender, and “climate” extremism instead of attending to the basics of good governance. Who cares if homeless addicts die in the street, schools fail to teach, families can’t afford homes, and businesses can’t make a profit if you can ban plastic bags or AI parodies on the internet? It is only a slight exaggeration to say that California has become the place where jokes are criminalized and crime is legalized.

Nearly every news story you read, whether you realize it or not, has a connection to California: the rise of Elon Musk and Tesla, the “homeless industrial complex,” the “censorship industrial complex,” the professor who wouldn’t cancel a test just for Black students, social media companies, shoplifting videos, banning gas cars, banning gas stoves, the “Green New Deal,” reparations, lists of words and phrases you can’t say anymore, Covid lockdowns, pioneering “rules for thee but not for me” at the French Laundry, Netflix, iPhones, Chat GPT, the housing crisis, high-speed rail (okay, high-speed fail).

California’s wounds are self-inflicted, the result of an unchallenged political monopoly. Democrats have controlled the state legislature for over twenty-five years. They have had complete control of all statewide political offices for fifteen. In recent years they have had the benefit of a “supermajority” that allows them to impose laws, regulations, and tax increases without limit.

Califailure is what you get when Democrats get everything they want.

The purpose of this book is to help you understand how and, most importantly, why this happened. Of course we will need to review the disastrous policies that have brought working families in California to the edge of the abyss. But in the end, that’s not as interesting as trying to explain the true drivers of this calamitous experiment. After all, it’s hard to imagine that the people who did this to California did so on purpose. Something else has been going on, something that is not captured in the (by now) routine media coverage of the manifestations of Califailure on every front. What did the architects of Califailure think they were doing?

The best way to understand it is in the context of ideological pathologies. The elites who run California were infected with intellectual superbugs, dogma-driven “isms” that have addled their brains and poisoned their hearts. As a result, California became the Wuhan Lab of modern leftism, the incubator of a virus that went on to sicken the world.

We will examine these ideological pathologies: Elitism, Narcissism, Maoism, Climatism, Socialism, Bureaucratism, Compassionism, Cronyism, and Incompetism. Yes, it’s true: incompetence can, in the right (wrong!) hands, become a full-blown ideology rather than mere ineptitude. For each pathology, we will investigate the origin and what the disease has done to our wonderful state.

It wasn’t always this way. Millions of Californians still alive can remember when the state was a welcoming place to live, where jobs were plentiful and homes were affordable. Even as California’s population exploded in the postwar 1950s and 1960s, average home prices here were less than in the rest of the United States. In 1950, adjusting for inflation, a median-priced home only cost $121,336. In 1960, in 2023 dollars, it was $154,520. Even by 1970, a median-priced home in California in today’s dollars cost only $180,335. These seem like giveaway prices today, and back then, people in the rest of the nation took notice. Drawn by a booming economy, great weather, and affordable homes, new residents arrived by the millions. In 1950 the state’s population was 10.7 million, by 1960 it had risen to 15.9 million, and by 1970 it hit 20 million. Life was good.

It was a vision that appealed to me long before we moved to California in 2012. In my imagination, California had always represented the best of everything that was good, desirable, exciting. The word itself, expressive and beautiful: “California!” You just had to say it and immediately your mind was in a place that was positive and aspirational. Optimism, energy, opportunity: that was California, the very best of America. California means to America what America means to the world.

In February 2009, the British political magazine the Spectator published a cover story titled “California Dreaming.” It referenced the fact that while I was working as senior advisor to David Cameron, I spent a year in California for family reasons before moving here full-time. This is from the opening paragraph of the article:

“Once every fortnight or so, David Cameron’s chief strategist lands at San Francisco airport and returns to his own version of Paradise. Steve Hilton has spent just six months living in this self-imposed exile—but his friends joke that, inside his head, he has always been in California. . . . [I]t is here, to an extent that is greatly underestimated, that the Conservative government-in-waiting is looking to find a new blueprint for Britain.”

Is there a single advisor to a political leader anywhere in the world who would look to California as a “blueprint” today?

Why would anyone want to emulate a state whose residents are leaving in the hundreds of thousands every year—driven out by falling quality of life combined with the rising cost of living? Top of the list is housing. The exorbitant cost of buying or renting a home is making it impossible for normal working people to achieve the California Dream. Housing costs are the number one reason people are leaving California. You see ludicrous examples like the Orange County fire-fighter who kept his job in California but moved his family to Tennessee, where life is affordable. He commutes on a two-week cycle.2 What have we come to that that kind of arrangement makes sense?

Today, thanks to exorbitant fees, artificially inflated land prices, ridiculously overwrought building codes, needlessly expensive building materials (since almost nothing can be sourced in-state), and punishing delays in acquiring permits from a Byzantine array of hostile agencies, it is impossible to profitably build most types of housing at prices most people can afford. The median price of a home in California in 2024 was $904,210, over twice the national average of $410,000. The median rent in California is 55 percent higher than in the rest of the U.S. And it’s not just homes that are unaffordable. Compared to the U.S. average, utility bills are 22 percent higher, and even food, in the agricultural superpower that is California, costs 10 percent more than in the rest of the country. Overall the cost of living in California is 39 percent higher. California has gone off the deep end with far-left extremism, making it impossible for working families to survive.

How exactly it came to be that far-left Democrats turned the California Dream into a nightmare is a process that Americans in other states must not ignore. The trends that start in California almost always end up affecting the rest of the nation.

In almost every category of far-left “progressive” power, the epicenter is in California. To begin with, the sheer size of California, with nearly 40 million residents, gives it immense political and cultural influence. California has the largest congressional caucus and the highest number of politicians with national influence—former Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, governor and aspiring presidential candidate Gavin Newsom, vice president and presidential candidate Kamala Harris, the late senator Dianne Feinstein, veteran congressman and incoming U.S. senator Adam Schiff, and many others.

California’s progressive power is further enhanced by its GDP of nearly $4 trillion, which makes it the fifth-largest economy in the world. Moreover, California’s economic power includes leadership in high technology, the sector that is driving innovation all over the world, most recently with the AI revolution and the world’s first $2 trillion company, Nvidia. And before AI, California became home to Facebook, Google, X, Snapchat, and Apple, making it the birthplace and ongoing host of the social media and smartphone phenomenon that is transforming culture and shaping opinion in ways we are still just beginning to understand. Even earlier, innovators in California gave the semiconductor revolution to the world, building companies that to this day remain powerhouses in high tech, and universally recognized brands: Intel, Hewlett-Packard, Oracle, Adobe, Cisco, and many others.

Not incidentally, where you have the fifth-largest GDP in the world, you have billionaires—an estimated 180 billionaires at last count, including dozens of far-left “progressive” billionaires willing to spend hundreds of millions on national political campaigns. If that weren’t enough, California is also the center of the entertainment industry. Hollywood and Disneyland may have more competition these days than they used to, but Southern California is still America’s biggest producer of music and films.

California’s “progressive” elites use their power to elect like-minded Democrats and push far-left policies throughout the United States. They use their power in media and social media to shape public opinion throughout the country. But they also use their total control of the state legislature to enact far-left, extremist policies that become the model for Democrats to emulate in other states. It is a daunting list, and it’s coming to your state.

You see it in the approach to building things. Excessive fees, costly materials, ludicrously complicated building codes, bureaucratic delays . . . all this and more have made the cost of building housing, along with everything else, unaffordable in California. Now this has become, in Governor Newsom’s favorite—and unintentionally hilarious—phrase, “a model for the nation.” On top of exorbitant construction costs, land costs are artificially inflated by a shortage of land that is driven in turn by two interrelated obsessions: so-called New Urbanism and extreme environmentalism.

The fundamental principle of New Urbanism is that towns, cities, and suburbs must not be allowed to expand geographically and must instead develop via “infill.” The positive part of New Urbanism celebrates innovative home design and encourages “walkable,” “pedestrian-friendly” cities, great for those who choose that lifestyle. In practice, however, it limits new construction to ultra-high-density neighborhoods, denying people and families who want any other kind of lifestyle their choice. It also has led to an acute housing shortage, since it simply isn’t possible to compress all of California’s housing demand into the same amount of space. Nonetheless, New Urbanist philosophy is furthest along in California, offering support to copycat state and local governments all over America.

New Urbanism’s interrelated counterpart is extreme environmentalism, which also views the expansion of cities and suburbs as causing unsustainable “sprawl” and unacceptable damage to the natural world. Extreme environmentalist legislation in California has held back development across all industries: not just housing, but energy, water, transportation, and all the industries that require these essential inputs in order to remain competitive and provide affordable products and services. Legislation passed by extreme environmentalists in California has now become the model for their federal counterparts and for legislation and litigation in states across the U.S.

For example, California’s Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006 became the model for national legislation, including the Green New Deal. California’s decision to ban sales of cars using internal combustion engines by 2035 was the model for the Biden administration’s executive order that aimed to do the same thing. The California Endangered Species Act was a model for similar federal legislation. The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) was passed in 1970, the same year as the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and since then, the continuous expansion of requirements under CEQA has influenced the administration of NEPA. The list goes on:

The installation of smart meters not only for electricity but also for water is rolling out in California with eager corporate participation around the U.S. While smart meters are necessary installations on homes with solar panels, in all cases they enable utilities to monitor and micromanage all use of electricity, water, and gas. The Western Climate Initiative, composed of far-western U.S. states, Mexico, and Canada, has its origins in California. Although this collaboration shares a laudable goal to reduce CO2 emissions, it is applying this mandate in ways that are harming the working class while failing to address some of the most obvious causes of climate change.

While environmental extremism is destroying California’s middle-class prosperity, rendering housing, energy, and other basic essentials unaffordable, other far-left “progressive” mandates emanating from California promise to destroy people’s quality of life, starting with public education.

California’s schools, laboring under the yoke of the radical teachers union, have failed. Only 33 percent of K–12 students meet state math standards, and only 47 percent meet state English language standards.3 Instead of punishing or expelling disruptive students, “restorative justice” is now practiced in California’s schools, eliminating accountability and encouraging more disturbances. California’s new math instruction “framework” denies advanced instruction to gifted students and infuses the textbooks with rejecting “whiteness” and injecting social indoctrination into the coursework. Astonishingly, public school teachers are granted lifetime tenure after just sixteen months, making it all but impossible to remove those that underperform.

Along with the failure to recognize how progressive extremism has created a punitive cost of living and undermined public education, California’s political leadership has supported and implemented policies on crime that have only encouraged more criminal behavior. For example, several major cities in California no longer require cash bail, eliminating the primary tool to ensure criminals and victims have their day in court. California’s Proposition 47, sold to voters in 2014 through a massively funded and deceptive campaign, has downgraded penalties for property and drug crimes.4 The result is an explosion in crime, an epidemic of drug-induced mental illness, and homelessness.

All of these supposedly “enlightened” policies are being implemented in California, then marketed and sold to voters around the country through ad campaigns, social media algorithms, and donor-controlled politicians, with the money, the algorithms, and the legislative language all coming from California.

Kamala Harris has spoken of how California “is a role model of what can be done around the country.” Gavin Newsom says California is a model for other states. “California is always in the lead,” Nancy Pelosi told talk-show host Bill Maher in 2024. These California Democrats, who have come to dominate the national political scene, all brag that California is a model for the nation. That’s true. It’s a model of what not to do.

Progressive leadership in California is dominated by billionaires, while the most vocal progressive grassroots activists are often members of affluent communities. They are immune to the consequences of the extreme policies they support. Their neighborhoods are not challenged by high crime. Their income is sufficient to render California’s soaring costs for household essentials an annoyance, but not a crisis. They are able to hold what the author and commentator Rob Henderson first described as “luxury beliefs.” These are sometimes well-intentioned but always unrealistic ideological schemes that make leftist elites feel virtuous without any real cost to them while inflicting grievous pain on California’s working class—pain that is unmitigated by any actual virtue. Upward mobility, something that could be taken for granted fifty years ago, is now denied to California’s new arrivals and aspiring communities.

Many Californians have given up and fled to other states. The latest estimates in mid-2023 are that California’s population has declined by over 600,000 people in the last three years. The scale of this exodus is understated, however, because California remains a magnet for foreign immigrants as well as tens of thousands of Americans who find the weather, the benefits, and the lax law enforcement an inducement to live on California’s streets. For example, just in 2020, an estimated 725,000 Californians moved to other states: over 105,000 to Texas, 63,000 to Arizona, 55,000 to Nevada, 46,000 to Washington, and 41,000 all the way to Florida. Not one state in the U.S. had net migration into California in 2020.5

Why on earth would anyone leave such a beautiful, amazing place as California? How did this happen? That is the question we will answer in Part I of this book.



Part I: Califailure




Chapter 1

One-Party Rule

What caused California’s decline? What changed, turning a state that created so much wealth and abundance, celebrated freedom and prosperity, enabled millions of people to buy homes and give quality education to their children, into a state that now denies those opportunities to all but a few most fortunate?

Answering this question first requires identifying the enabling milestones along the way. What created the conditions in which California’s leftist elites felt empowered to strip away the broad-based prosperity and opportunity that defined California through most of the twentieth century? As it turns out, there are a few key turning points that made all the difference. The first requires going all the way back to 1968, when California was still a solidly Republican state, with Ronald Reagan serving as governor.

Reagan has gone down in history as a conservative, and during the turbulent 1960s he was regarded as a reliable conservative governor. But Reagan also signed the Meyers-Milias-Brown Act, which granted collective-bargaining rights to local government employees.1 The expected impact of this legislation at the time was to solidify the political allegiance of California’s police and firefighters, who were almost all committed Republicans during an era when police were routinely demonized by demonstrators protesting the Vietnam War.

For this reason, the harmful consequences of allowing government employees to unionize was considered an acceptable trade-off for their partisan support (at that time) for Republican politicians in California. But a generation earlier, even Democrat superstar and four-term U.S. president Franklin Delano Roosevelt denounced public sector unions as incompatible with good governance, stating in 1937 that “all government employees should realize that the process of collective bargaining as usually understood cannot be transplanted into the public service.”2

A further step in the unionization of California’s public sector employees came in the 1970s. By this time the political pendulum in California had swung in favor of the Democrats, with ultraliberal Jerry Brown serving his first term as governor. Brown signed the Rodda Act in 1974, granting the right to unionize to all public school employees, and three years later in 1977 he signed the Ralph C. Dills Act, which extended that right to all state employees.3

With these pieces of legislation, passed a half century ago, the stage was set for one of California’s biggest structural impediments to responsible governance—total domination of state and local government by public employee unions. The mechanics of their control are straightforward: taxpayers fund the government, which pays public employees, who then pay dues to the unions, and those unions use that money to make campaign contributions to politicians who then owe their allegiance to these unions.

In California today, public sector unions collect and spend roughly $1 billion per year.4 About one-third of that money is explicitly used for politics—lobbying and campaign contributions. Approximately another third is used for public information campaigns that do not have to be reported as political spending but are designed to influence public opinion to support policies that the union is promoting. There is no special interest, anywhere, that has perennial clout at anything close to this scale. Every election cycle, California’s public sector unions spend hundreds of millions of dollars to promote their political agenda and their chosen candidates, from the Governor’s Mansion all the way to every city council, school board, and special district in the state.

Because their leftist ideologies were in basic alignment, and because Democrats were generally much less likely ever to call for fiscal restraint, the power of government unions in California was applied almost exclusively to supporting Democratic politicians. As a result, over time California went from being a battleground state to turning solidly Democratic, and Republicans became less and less able to influence public policy. But because the state budget had historically required a two-thirds majority of both houses to gain approval, the Republicans were able to retain some influence and relevance despite being in the minority for nearly twenty years.5 This final structural obstacle to complete domination by Democrats was removed in 2010 with Proposition 25, which changed the requirement to pass the state budget from two-thirds to a simple majority vote.6 It was sold to voters who were fed up with all politicians by cleverly adding a clause “requiring legislators to forfeit pay when they do not pass a state budget on time.”

Voters approved Proposition 25 by a margin of 55 percent to 45 percent in 2010, but the Democrats didn’t need it for long. Democrats achieved supermajority status in both the State Senate and the State Assembly in 2012 and have held it ever since. For over a dozen years, there has been no check on one-party rule in California. Business interests recognize the difficulties taking on the Democratic legislature and their union backers and typically reserve their political opposition to situations where they face existential threats.

Here again, there are structural barriers. Business interests, unlike public sector unions, for the most part have narrow operational priorities that divert their attention and resources from vital structural reforms that are broader in nature. Taking on California’s public sector, which essentially governs itself for its own benefit, would require a commitment at the same scale and duration as the opposition—that’s over a billion dollars per election cycle, forever. The strategy that California’s business community has adopted in lieu of such costly long-term political engagement is accommodation whenever possible.

Democratic structural dominance in California received yet another decisive advantage with supposedly “nonpartisan” redistricting reforms approved in 2008 and first implemented in 2010. The California Citizens Redistricting Commission was formed to redraw the boundaries of the districts for the State Senate, the State Assembly, and the U.S. Congress every decade, adjusting for shifts in the state’s population to ensure that each district has about the same number of residents.7

This process ought to be straightforward, and the commission got off to a good start. The fourteen members included five Democrats, five Republicans, and four people not affiliated with either party.8 In the initial meetings the commissioners all agreed that the primary criteria would be to respect the borders of cities and counties. From there, maps could have been produced using the latest data to develop a set of district boundaries while maintaining equal populations. The commission could have used the centers of cities and county seats to specify the initial geographic centers of each district, and geographically logical district maps would have been produced.

That’s not what happened. Instead, the commission had to deal with “expert” staff from the California State Bureau of Auditors, all of them union members. In line with pressure from the left-wing group Common Cause, redistricting commissioners and the people making recommendations to the commission were instructed to present boundary suggestions that took into account “communities of interest.” This threw the entire process into entirely subjective territory, leaving the ultimate set of boundaries almost impossibly convoluted.9 The true purpose of these blatantly gerrymandered new boundaries is easily verified merely by considering the results of recent elections.

There are eight elected offices in California where the entire state electorate votes together for partisan candidates: Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Attorney General, Secretary of State, Treasurer, Controller, Superintendent of Public Instruction, and Insurance Commissioner.10 In California’s “top two” jungle primary system, Republicans managed to advance a candidate to the general election runoff in every one of these offices in 2022, and lost them all. But in every case, the Republican’s share of the vote was over 40 percent—with one exception. The Republican candidate for secretary of state got 39.9 percent of the vote.

This has been the pattern for many election cycles, a performance that suggests that Republican candidates ought to attract 40 percent of the vote, and therefore around 40 percent of the seats—in the State Legislature (Senate and Assembly). But thanks to the insertion of “communities of interest” as cover for gerrymandering, Republicans only hold 22 percent of the seats in the State Assembly and 20 percent of the seats in the State Senate. For that matter, Republicans only hold 23 percent of California’s 52 seats in the U.S. Congress, for which the “nonpartisan” redistricting commission also drew new boundaries in 2020. Republican voters in California receive only about half the representation that their performance in statewide—non-gerrymandered—elections indicate they should earn.

The structural advantages contributing to Democratic dominance in California are great indeed. And what is the result? Apart from the myriad policy failures, we see a creeping authoritarianism, a sense that the Democrat political monopoly cannot even be challenged; that any political alternative is illegitimate and must therefore be crushed. You see it in the contemptuous way Sacramento Democrats swoop in to overturn any election outcome they don’t like, whether that’s passing a bill overriding Huntington Beach voting for Voter ID or the state attorney general filing a lawsuit against a newly elected Chino Hills school board implementing a policy of parental notification for changes in their own children’s gender identity.

Most of all, you also see it in the increasingly chaotic and cavalier behavior of the state legislature, whose 2023–24 session ended in a farcical meltdown of antidemocratic arrogance.

To begin with, by the time of the February 16 deadline for that year’s legislative session, a staggering 2,124 bills had been introduced by state legislators. That is typical. The previous year, more than 2,600 bills were introduced, and 1,046 were passed and sent to Governor Newsom for his approval. He ended up signing 890 of them. What kind of a state, already choking on laws and regulations pursuant to those laws, needs to pass nearly 1,000 more, year after year?

In 2024, despite having had nearly seven months to deliberate on these bills, on August 31 the State Assembly still had 144 bills to either approve or reject. And so, in a special session on that last Saturday of the last month of their legislative year, they gathered bright and early, 2 p.m., in the Assembly chamber and got started. In the final hours of this final day, just to speed things along, they amended the Assembly’s rules to limit debate on bills to just thirty seconds per person. Thirty seconds.

This didn’t sit well with Bill Essayli, a Republican representing California’s 63rd Assembly District in Southern California. As a former federal prosecutor and district attorney in Riverside County, Essayli is no lightweight. He understands the rules of the Assembly. But as someone serving his first term, he was also not yet numb to the corruption.

In a confrontation that was recorded on video and went viral, Essayli demanded the Assembly adhere to the existing rules. The presiding officer, Speaker Pro Tempore Jim Wood, was having none of it. The following dialogue ensued:

Wood: Mr. Essayli, you are using dilatory tactics, I will no longer recognize you.

Essayli: I have a right to debate.

Wood: You are no longer recognized, Mr. Essayli.

Essayli: Jim Wood, I’m talking to you. I have a goddamn right to speak.

Wood: You sacrificed that right earlier tonight.

Essayli: No I did not. You’re a fucking liar. You lie.

Wood: You are out of order. Mr. Essayli, I’ve already told you, you will no longer be recognized tonight.

Essayli: I will debate this with or without you, I am allowed to debate every damn bill on this floor. You cannot stop me.

But they did stop him, and proceeded on that day to finish the session by passing 142 of the 144 bills that had been remaining. In a guest column published a few days later in the Orange County Register, “Authoritarianism Turned to Chaos at the Capitol,” Essayli summed up what happened. “The message was clear: I was, for all intents and purposes, no longer a member of the Assembly, and the 478,000 Californians I represent were now voiceless—all because I dared to question the undemocratic actions of the self-proclaimed defenders of democracy. Sit down, shut up, and vote as you like, but we will do what we want with no regard for rules, civility, or respect. Any others who followed my lead would face the same silencing.”

It is difficult to overstate how easy it is to send transformative legislation through a legislature that is captured by one party. Bills that will completely upend entire industries can sail through on the last day without even meaningful objections logged into the record by dissenting legislators. Once the 2023–24 session ended, Governor Newsom was left with 911 bills to either sign or veto, with 142 of them passed with little or no discussion on the last day.

Making matters worse is the fact that mad rushes to approve legislation before the close of the session is not the only way to enact laws without public scrutiny. An even more effective way to sneak game-changing legislation onto the books is via the so-called trailer bills. These are bills that are introduced when the state budget is being negotiated, and if they include even a token amount of financial appropriations in their language, they can be “attached” to the budget and automatically passed if the budget itself is approved. But when they are attached, they can be blank—devoid of any policy content. The bills are passed with zero scrutiny or debate. Pass it now, fill in the details later. Astonishing—but this is where one-party rule gets you.

Also available to legislators intent on circumventing the public vetting process is the “gut and amend” tactic. This is where a legislator takes an existing bill that has already made it through several committees and adds new, completely unrelated language. In some cases, the provisions of the original bill are completely removed.

This is not democracy. This is authoritarianism.

There is another structural factor enabling progressive fantasies to captivate California’s elites and transmute into policies that rain misery down on the vast majority of Californians. It is what has been referred to in relation to dysfunctional petrostates as the “resource curse.” A principality on the Persian Gulf can afford to descend into corruption and indolence because it is a spit of sand floating on a sea of petroleum. The weirdest and wildest excesses can be absorbed without fatal consequences, because they can always be patched up by a never-ending torrent of oil revenue. This is a curse, of course, because no reforms ever become necessary. The petrostate’s incredible resource wealth makes all things possible.

California’s resource curse, such as it is, derives from the fact that it is one of the most desirable places to live in the world. Scenic beauty and a Mediterranean climate give California’s politicians latitude they would never enjoy in, say, Nebraska. When you have beaches to the west and alpine wonderlands to the east, with some of the world’s finest farmland and wine-growing regions in between, businesses and billionaires alike are going to think twice before they relocate. There may indeed be an ongoing exodus from California by people and businesses that can’t take it anymore, but if it were anywhere else but California, the state would already be pretty much empty!

The final factor enabling California’s elites to indulge in policies that are failing everyone else is the truth that for so long, California actually worked. The state’s growth during the second half of the twentieth century was remarkable and sustained. Fantastic infrastructure and world-class universities were built and expanded, and the state became the unrivaled, global epicenter of high-tech innovation and venture capital. California retains this status despite the policies that threaten to eventually take it away. There is a staggering amount of wealth concentrated in California. Wealth like that helps keep the state running. It also breeds arrogance and complacency.

Because this is a state with so many natural and preexisting advantages, the repercussions of bad policies are not always immediately felt. It may be that some of the most extreme of these failed policies, affecting the cost of living, the quality of public education, and the incidence of crime and homelessness, are finally coming to a head. But for decades these problems slowly festered and grew without voters demanding solutions. And in some ways, California’s failures worsened the ability for California’s politicians to be held accountable. Instead of confronting the deteriorating trends caused by their policies, they used them as a scapegoat to demand even higher taxes, more spending, and more laws and regulations. This is the Democrat Doom Loop:


	Implement extremist policies that cause costs to rise.

	Panic that rising costs will cost them votes.

	Hand out cash to compensate for rising costs.

	Raise taxes to pay for handouts.

	Causing costs to rise.

	Repeat . . .



California’s politics moved from being idealistic and left-leaning, but still functional, into pathologically dysfunctional as California’s elites—politicians and intellectuals, and the donors and patrons that sponsor their political campaigns and university endowments—turned away from the interests of the working-and middle-class people who live here. California’s wealthiest citizens, with the recent tech booms adding dozens of multibillionaires to their ranks, began to smugly view their financial success as validating something much greater—the ability, even destiny, to define the future on their terms.

This hubris, backed up by a stupefying amount of money, brought California’s economic elites into alignment with established special interests: extreme environmentalists and public sector unions.

Together they form what so far is an unassailable political bloc, maintaining a one-party state, serving their own agenda while systematically eliminating upward mobility and quality of life for the vast majority of Californians.

It was good while it lasted. California was the only state to have its own, proprietary version of the American Dream. With all due respect to those estimable states, our culture does not speak of a “Nebraska Dream” or even, despite its recent incarnation as the “Freedom State,” a Florida variant.

Yet this priceless inheritance—the “California Dream”—has been, in just a few short years, destroyed by this generation of Democrat politicians and their backers. One-party rule has allowed their ideological pathologies to run rampant.

It starts with Elitism.




Chapter 2

Elitism

On December 3, 2020, facing a Covid pandemic that continued to spread throughout California and around the world, Governor Gavin Newsom reluctantly issued a ban on all outdoor dining in the state. He and his advisors correctly foresaw January 2021 as having the most reported deaths in America for the whole pandemic. Already required not to serve diners indoors, California’s restaurants were now restricted to filling takeout orders. With businesses barely able to operate and schools closed, residents braced themselves for another year of crippling lockdowns.

California was taking no chances with the Covid pandemic. Transmission rates were rising and the governor had just made another difficult decision, forced upon him by difficult times. It was one more step in a series of measures that were taken starting earlier that year.

In March 2020, Newsom was urging restaurants to enforce “social distancing” and urged public venues where people typically congregate in close proximity to each other—bars, nightclubs, wineries, and breweries—to shut down. In some counties, Newsom’s suggestions quickly became local mandates. On March 15, Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti ordered bars in the city to close and ordered restaurants to cease indoor dining. Additional mandates quickly followed.

The next day, on March 16, we saw the nation’s first “shelter-in-place” lockdown, led by Santa Clara County’s public health officer Sara Cody. All seven San Francisco Bay Area counties jointly issued a lockdown order, shutting down festivals and even family gatherings, banning people from school, work, and church.1 Within days, on March 19, Governor Newsom extended the lockdown across the state, including all public schools. For the most part, public schools didn’t fully reopen for eighteen months, at the beginning of the 2021–22 school year.

California’s response to Covid continued to escalate throughout 2020.2 On April 15, Los Angeles County ordered all residents to wear “face coverings” whenever they left their own homes. This was consistent with similar orders that took effect in dozens of other cities and counties across the state.

By May 2020, the shutdown was affecting the entire supply chain. California was disproportionately impacted, due to the strict measures being applied to cope with the pandemic, and also because California’s economy includes a huge agricultural sector. Farmers, truckers, along with restaurateurs and grocers, were all spiraling toward economic disaster. In response, in mid-May, the state allowed restaurants to resume indoor dining provided they adhere to new regulations, including requiring staff to wear face masks, and limited-capacity seating.

The summer of 2020 saw another surge in Covid cases and authorities quickly erased the limited reopening that had been permitted. On June 30, Newsom ordered seven counties to close all bars, breweries, and pubs and directed restaurants in nineteen counties to cease indoor dining. In Los Angeles County, affected by both state orders, officials authorized health inspectors to impose fines on any restaurants or bars that violated the new restrictions. By now countless restaurants had gone out of business across the state.

Throughout this period, California was praised for its strong leadership. Acting quickly and decisively, communicating transparently with the public, and putting public health professionals at the forefront of the state’s response, California became the symbol of “following the science.” At the start of 2021, the New Yorker ran a lengthy article whose title says it all: “What the San Francisco Bay Area Can Teach Us About Fighting the Pandemic.” Governor Gavin Newsom took pride in, as he put it, “leading the nation” on the pandemic. (The article was published just as California posted its worst Covid death numbers, though defenders still made the case it would have been even worse without Newsom’s actions.)

It is in this context that his announcement on December 3, 2020, shutting down outdoor dining, needs to be seen. Although there was a momentary decline in the rate of new Covid infections in September and October, by late fall the cases were increasing again. Newsom did not want California to fall behind.

And so it was that even outdoor dining was suspended.

*  *  *

That ban on outdoor dining prompted one of the most visceral moments of the entire pandemic, exemplified by what happened to the owner of a small restaurant in Los Angeles.

The Pineapple Hill Saloon & Grill sits in the heart of the San Fernando Valley in the city of Van Nuys. Populated mostly by working families, it is just a few blocks from Studio City, a few miles from Hollywood, with the northern entrances to the fabled Laurel Canyon and Beverly Glen Canyon within walking distance. With an eclectic clientele attracted by its all-natural Angus-beef “Hill Burgers,” served with generous portions of fries or tater tots, it was a thriving business.3

That is, until Covid came along in 2020.

Angela Marsden, the youthful owner of the popular saloon, readily adapted to the crisis. Borrowing $80,000, she set up a spacious outdoor dining area in her parking lot in order to accommodate patrons, who were no longer permitted to dine indoors. For a time, her business continued to thrive.

But on November 25, 2020, Los Angeles County banned all outdoor dining. Just a week later, on December 3, Governor Newsom signed an order banning outdoor dining throughout the state.

With a business that would struggle to survive merely on takeout orders, Marsden knew she was in trouble. Financial assistance that had been promised to small businesses affected by the lockdowns had not arrived. She had just taken on new debt to pay for an outdoor dining area that she could no longer offer to her customers. The strict measures imposed to “stop the spread” were about to destroy everything she had worked for.

So imagine her surprise when a few days after the county and statewide ban on outdoor dining had taken effect, she saw a huge outdoor eating area set up to accommodate actors and crew who were filming on location, literally a few yards away from her own shut-down patio. Getting online, Marsden expressed her outrage in a video that quickly went viral.

“Everything I own is being taken away from me and they set up a movie company right next to my outdoor patio,” Marsden said in the video. “They have not given us money and they have shut us down. We cannot survive. My staff cannot survive.”4

We still hear that story. The governor claims he did what he had to do. But why, if the need to “stop the spread” was so desperately urgent, was it necessary to close down outdoor dining everywhere but make an exception for politically connected entertainment executives, whose Hollywood studios continued to conduct on-location shoots and continued to offer outdoor food service to their crew? Because of Elitism.

A core tenet of the modern left is their belief that some people have significantly superior morality and intellectual judgment, and that therefore they should make the decisions for the rest of us. How do you find such enlightened people? Easy: they are already at the top of liberal society. That is how they got to the top of liberal society.

California’s elites believe their ideas are so good, they have to be made compulsory, ignoring the impact of those ideas on the working people they claim to defend. The “progressive” ideals that they insist on turning into policy almost never involve solving actual problems in real people’s lives. When so many Californians struggle to balance a monthly budget for their family that will stretch to include rent, utilities, food, health insurance, and a car payment; when so many are anxious about their children’s prospects in catastrophically failing government schools . . . or fearful as they go about daily life in their neighborhood thanks to the explosion of crime, the constant lectures about “climate,” “gender,” “race,” and “equity” seem cruelly irrelevant, even decadent.

This elitist mindset drove California’s pandemic response. It took nearly three years before things were back to normal. By contrast, California’s elites—able to finagle exemptions to their own mandates, economically empowered to work around them, and indifferent to the impacts wreaked on working families—continued to live much as they had before the pandemic.

Over and over we heard the same justifications. This quote from state senator Richard Pan (D-Sacramento), who was an MD before entering politics, sums it up: “We’re asking you to do really hard things,” he said in March 2020, and “there’s a science part of it. And then there’s the ‘getting everyone to go along.’ Because we’re going to ask people to do really hard things.”5

The slogan “getting everyone to go along with hard things” summarizes the California left amazingly well.

The “science part of it” is how our elites routinely convince a majority of Californians that issues of major consequence to our quality of life and future prospects are “beyond debate.” Senator Pan’s quote was made during lockdowns that paralyzed the entire state for over a year. These lockdowns destroyed countless small businesses, drove millions of Californians into bankruptcy or near bankruptcy, and imposed devastating and prolonged interruptions in the opportunities for California’s K–12 students to get an education.

Did any of these unprecedented efforts “stop the spread”? There’s nothing like definitive proof they did, but we were told they were so obviously effective that it was evil to debate them. Their entire case—that they were smart and moral and everyone should obey—falls apart in retrospect.

This problem is not Covid-specific. It’s just one well-known example of their believing themselves superior in every way to normal citizens.

At the time there were people—including me—who looked at the facts surrounding the virus and saw clearly that lockdowns, school closures, mask mandates, and most of the rest of the pandemic paraphernalia were hunches and superstitions rather than sound policy. As I put it on my Fox News show The Next Revolution in March 2020: “The cure is worse than the disease. In fact, the ‘cure’ is not even a cure!”

None of this deterred California’s leaders from taking an extreme and unjustified approach. “Science” was how Covid lockdowns were sold to Californians, just as “science” is the rationale for other destructively misguided policy agendas in our state, from climate change to crime and homelessness.

From the legacy of hardship left by California’s overwrought response to the Covid pandemic to the ongoing difficulties with crime, homelessness, affordability, and educational underachievement, policies that are justified on the basis of “the science” have routinely fooled Californians into acquiescence.

Genuine science is inseparable from skepticism. The scientific method begins by making a guess (the hypothesis), then running experiments either to verify or disprove the hypothesis, and only then drawing conclusions. And once there is enough data to point to a conclusion, the scientific method nonetheless embraces new information and welcomes challenges. But California’s elites do not respect the scientific method. Instead they have misrepresented “science” in order to convince voters to support policies that are contrary to their own interests and contrary to the interests of the people these policies are supposedly designed to help.

Millions of Californians were convinced, thanks to politicized “science,” that lockdowns were the only way to prevent the Covid pandemic from expanding into an apocalyptic catastrophe. Ignoring contrary evidence available at the time from the examples being set in other states and nations, our state went into a prolonged lockdown. While the elites were able to spare themselves hardship thanks to their spacious private estates, their ability to work virtually from home, and the private schools that stayed open for their children, millions of working families in California had their lives turned upside down.

The story of Raquel Lezama, a single mother of three who lives and works in Los Angeles, is testament to the fragility of working-class households in California.6 An immigrant from Mexico who escaped a troubled marriage, she initially survived doing piecework in the downtown garment district. But after twenty years of hard work, Lezama had finally achieved a precarious measure of financial stability. She got a job at a luxury hotel and worked her way up to earning $17.76 per hour as a minibar attendant. Then came Covid, and as she told the Los Angeles Times, Lezama abruptly found herself laid off without severance and no longer eligible for health insurance for her and her children.7 Even her life insurance plan, a benefit of employment, was canceled when she was laid off. Within days, the life she had worked so hard to attain was shattered.

The paychecks were gone but the bills still came due: $1,400 per month rent for a tiny duplex. A $300-per-month car payment; $140 per month for car insurance. Utility bills, medical bills, $35 per month for an internet connection that was a necessity for “distance learning.” For Californians with savings or with jobs they could do remotely, Covid was an alarming financial drain and a serious annoyance. For members of the working class, for people like Raquel Lezama, and for people who had no savings, it was a catastrophe.

How Lezama tried to cope with the disaster exposed all of the weaknesses in a system designed by people who would never have to use it. Offering $450 per week, unemployment benefits could have helped. But the state’s website was overwhelmed with applicants and repeatedly crashed. Once Lezama finally got an application submitted, working from a computer she was still making monthly payments on, it turned out she would have to wait ten days before getting a response. With late fees on rent assessed by her landlord at a rate of $10 per day of nonpayment, ten days is an eternity.

This is a world unrecognizable to—and unrecognized by—California’s elites.

Along with only being permitted outside for “essential” errands, workers were only permitted to retain “essential” jobs. In California’s hospitality industry, these Covid rules translated into massive layoffs and hideous job conditions for those employees who remained. Another story that typifies what these workers went through is that of Cristina Velasquez, a hotel housekeeper in Hollywood who kept her job during the pandemic.8 The conditions she encountered were appalling.

Because her hotel had made daily housekeeping optional during the Covid pandemic, based on the theory that regular room cleaning would create more opportunities to transmit the disease, Velazquez found herself most often cleaning rooms only once, after the guests had left. She encountered an astonishing level of filth and trash.

Examples of what Velazquez found in these rooms included multiple days’ worth of trash, dirty towels, candy wrappers, takeout containers with rotting food still inside, spilled soft drinks, and mountains of dirty towels. The messes she found were at times gross in the extreme: dead animals, blood, maggots, hypodermic needles, feces smeared on a shower. But with most of the housekeepers laid off, Velaquez was under pressure to get these rooms ready under deadlines and quotas that had been set when room cleaning occurred every day.

Hotel housekeepers in Los Angeles, at least the ones who could keep their jobs, weren’t just expected to try to perform the same number of cleanings per day despite the average room being much harder to clean. In many cases they were cleaning up after a new sort of client. During the pandemic, starting in April 2020, the Los Angeles Homeless Services Agency moved thousands of people off the street and into vacant hotel rooms.9 It has been estimated that at least 80 percent of homeless people suffer from mental health problems, drug and alcohol addiction, or both. Herded into these rooms and under minimal supervision, the results were predictable, and hotel housekeepers were on the front lines.

Such was the heartbreaking cruelty of the lockdowns. But if you were a member of California’s elite, the rules didn’t apply. You met with family, friends, business partners, and political allies, going to exclusive restaurants and sporting events, and masks were optional. Your businesses stayed open. Unlike the public schools, the private school where you sent your children stayed open.

For example, on November 6, 2020, as documented in photos leaked to a Fox network affiliate in Los Angeles, Governor Newsom sat down for an intimate dinner with several of his associates at one of the most expensive restaurants in the world, the French Laundry in Napa Valley.10 Newsom was photographed sitting at a crowded table with at least twelve people, part of a group that reportedly became so boisterous that the large sliding doors to one side of the “outdoor” room had to be closed to avoid creating a disturbance.

Newsom had been repeatedly warning Californians to avoid travel and family gatherings, and in fact less than a week after dining at the French Laundry had issued a “joint travel advisory” discouraging nonessential travel, including families getting together for Thanksgiving.11 Weeks later he would shut down outdoor dining too. For everyone else, that is. Not for the elites.

Throughout 2021 Californians continued to reel under the pandemic and the lockdowns. And the hypocrisy from California’s elites didn’t stop. Just over a year after the French Laundry incident, in January 2022, in an elite private box at SoFi Stadium in Los Angeles, famous stars and powerful politicians were observed and photographed without their masks.12 It was a who’s who of celebrities, including then mayor of Los Angeles Eric Garcetti, San Francisco mayor London Breed, former NBA star Magic Johnson, and Governor Newsom.

For those of us who have thankfully forgotten the timeline of the Covid pandemic, January 2022 was one of the worst surges of the entire ordeal. On January 5, 2022, California had just extended its public health guidelines requiring people in all indoor public settings to wear masks regardless of their vaccination status until February 15.13 There was no end in sight. But for Garcetti, Breed, Johnson, Newsom, and their elite entourages, none of that mattered.

These blatant violations of the rules set for everyone else aren’t the exception. In the elitist world of Califailure, they are the rule. These examples define how California’s elites ignored the lockdown protocols that were
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