
are invested in the office of lieutenant governor. 
Lieutenant governors normally do not possess 
much formal power, but in Texas, they appoint the 
members of committees and committee chairs in 
the 31-member body and decide which bills are 
considered and when. In some older legislatures, 
such as those in New Jersey and Massachusetts, the 
Senate president performs all those functions, pre-
sides over debates, counts votes, and ensures mem-
ber attendance. In California, those powers rest 
with the Senate president pro tem. But regardless 
of how the formal duties are divided up, usually 
there is one individual who emerges as holding the 
most power and speaking for the chamber in nego-
tiating with the other chamber and the governor.

With the exception of Nebraska, where parties 
are actually banned from the nonpartisan  

unicameral legislature, legislatures are divided 
along party lines (and even in Nebraska, the 
Democratic and Republican parties endorse can-
didates for the legislature, so it’s well-known 
which lawmakers affiliate with which party). Not 
only does the majority party get to pick the top 
leader, but it gets to fill virtually all the important 
committee chairs as well. A party majority is 
worth much more than the comfort of knowing 
that your fellow Democrats or Republicans will 
help you outvote the opposition on most bills. 
Holding the leadership and chair positions means 
that the majority party gets to set the agenda—
deciding which bills will be heard for a vote. From 
the 1950s into the early 1990s, Democrats held a 
2-to-1 edge in the number of legislative seats and 
controlled many more chambers than did their 
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Partisan Control of State Government, 2014

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures, “2014 State and Legislative Partisan Composition,” June 9, 2014, www.ncsl.org/documents/statevote/
legiscontrol_2014.pdf.
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