
At the beginning of a session, each house votes in 
its Speaker. This is generally someone picked 
beforehand by a caucus, or meeting, of members 
of the majority party. The majority leader and the 
minority leader rank just below the Speaker of the 
house. Majority and minority here refer to the 
respective strengths of the major par 
ties. Either the Democratic or the Republican 
Party may hold the majority of seats in a chamber. 
(In 2014, fewer than two-dozen legislators—out 
of more than 7,000 nationwide—were indepen 
dents or members of third parties.) In the senate, 

the top leader is generally known as the president, 
president pro tempore (often shortened to presi-
dent pro tem), or majority leader.

Certain aspects of the leadership positions 
remain constant across all the states. For example, a 
Speaker will typically preside over daily sessions of 
the house or assembly, refer bills to the appropriate 
committees, and sign legislation as it makes its way 
over to the senate or the governor’s desk. Leaders 
appoint committee chairs (in some states, all the 
members of committees), set or change committee 
jurisdictions, and offer staff or legislative help to 
rank-and-file members. They also often help with 
campaigns, including providing financial support.

The amount of power invested in the office of 
Speaker or senate president does vary by state, 
however. In the Texas Senate, leadership powers 
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Partisan Control of State Government, 1954

Source: All data from Carl Klarner Dataverse, “State Partisan Balance Data, 1937–2011,” https://thedata.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/cklarner.

Caucus
All the members of a party—Republican or Democrat—within a 
legislative chamber; also refers to meetings of members of a political 
party in a chamber
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