
The Texas Legislature 
Part I 

How can you look at the Texas Legislature and still believe in 
intelligent design? 

Kinky Friedman 



State Legislatures 

• ...originally strong yet non-professional in nature 

• Half original state legislatures began without a gubernatorial 
veto check. 

• Many formulated budgets and made administrative 
appointments. 

• citizen legislators 

• Today, 43 state legislatures meet every year. 

• floor sessions longer 

• more committee work 

• All but Nebraska have two chambers. 



Term Limits on State Legislatures 

Term limitation is the movement to restrict the number of terms legislators may serve. 
Advocates of term limits believe they will improve the capacity of the legislature to do 

its work. Opponents believe term limits make legislatures less effective. 



Functions of Legislative Bodies 

• lawmaking 

• reapportionment / redistricting 

• constitution / amendments 

• casework for constituents 

• education / information 

• oversight 

• investigation 

 

 

 



Texas Legislative Functions 

• represent the people of Texas 

• listen to voters concerns about current issues 

• make laws that govern Texas 

• propose constitutional amendments: must be approved in a joint 
resolution by a vote of at least two-thirds of both the Senate and 
the House ... can originate in either 

• approve or reject the governor’s appointments 

• use the power of oversight to review the actions of other branches 
of government 

• oversee state bureaucracy through the budget process and the 
Sunset Act 



11th Texas Legislature: ended in March 
1867 when the US Congress passed the 
First Construction Act and divided the 

South into military districts 

Texas Legislative Functions 

• discuss how state monies should be spent 

• determine policy dealing with 

• prison overcrowding 

• taxes 

• education 

• the environment 

• redistricting: redraw legislative and congressional districts after a 
census is completed to account for population changes 

• nonlegislative functions: constituent powers, electoral powers, 
investigative powers, directive and supervisory powers, judicial 
powers 



Electing Texas Legislators 

• selection in November general election 

• take office in January 

• single-member districts: all residents of a district vote for one 
individual 

• Legislature, Legislative Redistricting Board or courts must 
redistrict after census so districts remain roughly equal in 
residents. 

• 2 year terms for representatives 

• 4 year staggered terms for senators 

• vacancies filled by special election 



Legislative Turnover in Texas 

• ...the replacement of individual members of a legislature from one 
session to the next 

• It usually peaks in the first election after redistricting. 

• The 78th legislature, which was the first legislature elected from 
the 2000 census redistricting, included 43 new members -  5 
senators and 38 members of the House. 

• The 79th legislature included only 19 new members out of 181. 

• In the 85th legislature (2017), there were 25 freshmen and 156 
incumbents. 



Legislative Turnover in Texas 

• many causes of turnover 

• running for higher office, retirement, movement into private 
sector, reapportionment/redistricting, tough urban reelection 
races, changing party alignments 

• It is more often the result of voluntary retirement, rather than 
election defeat.  Some members leave because they cannot win 
reelection. Others quit out of frustration. 

• traditionally high: 20% - 25% 

• reduced recently to 6% in Senate 

• Seniority not as important in Texas as in Congress but it does 
increase the probability that members will be knowledgeable 
about policy issues, understand the system and, especially in the 
Senate, have an opportunity to chair a committee. 



Incumbency and Turnover in the 
Texas Legislature, 1930-2013 



Formal Qualifications of 
Texas Legislators 

• Article III of Texas Constitution 

• Senate: 26 or older, registered voter, resident of state 5 years, 
resident of district 1 year 

• House: 21 or older, registered voter, resident of state 2 years, 
resident of district 1 year 



Informal Characteristics of 
Texas Legislators 

• white male 

• lawyer or business person 

• fiftyish 

• at least some college 
education 

• married 

• protestant 

• member of right groups (civic 
organizations, business and 
professional groups, social 
clubs) 

• has money or is able to raise 
money 

• able to appeal to the state's 
conservative media 



Immunities of Texas Legislators 

• Legislators cannot be sued for slander for statements made during 
legislative proceedings. 

• Except for treason, felonies or breaking the peace, legislators 
cannot be arrested during a legislative session or while journeying 
to or returning from a legislative session. 



Membership of the 
Texas Legislature 

• the 85th legislature (2017-2018) 

• 80% male 

• 64% white 

• 36% minority 

• 78% ages 35-65 

• 52% postgraduate education 

• 66 Democrats, 115 Republicans 

• America’s Future is Texas 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/07/10/americas-future-is-texas
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Representation in the 
85th Texas Legislature 



Representation in the 
85th Texas Legislature 



Ethnicity in the Texas Legislature, 
1989-2011 



Representation in the 
85th Texas Legislature 



Political Party Membership in the 
Texas Legislature, 1977-2011 



Representation in the 
85th Texas Legislature 



Texas Senate Membership, 
1975-2003 



Texas House Membership, 
1975-2003 



Compensation of Texas Legislators 

• The official salary for members of the legislature, both House and 
Senate, is set by the Texas Constitution at $600 a month or $7,200 
a year (unchanged since 1975). 

• Compared with most other large states, this compensation 
figure is low. 

• Members are paid $100 per year in New Hampshire and $300 per 
year in Rhode Island, but $104,118 per year in California. 

• The Texas Constitution would have to be amended to increase 
this salary. There is no groundswell of support for such a change. 

• The intent of the framers and contemporary Texans is to 
establish a legislature staffed by citizen politicians. 



Compensation of Texas Legislators 

• Nonsalary compensation provided for Texas legislators when the 
legislature is in regular or special session equals to a daily expense 
allowance of $190. 

• Adjustment of this expense allowance used to require 
constitutional amendment. Now the Texas Ethics Commission 
sets it. 

• Including the per diem, total pay is $33,800 a year for a regular 
session (140 days) and no special sessions, with the total pay for 
a two-year term being $41,000. 



Compensation of Texas Legislators 

• However, Texas legislators have provided themselves with one of 
the most generous pension plans in the nation. 

• They passed legislation in 1975 that made themselves eligible for 
pensions starting at age 60, if they serve 8 years. 

• Retirement pay amounts to 2.25% of a district judge’s salary for 
each year served. That’s about $18,000/year for a member who 
serves eight years, or $68,000/year for a member who serves 30 
years.  

• Furthermore, state law allows legislators to deposit leftover or 
excess campaign funds into officeholder accounts that can be used 
to pay for any expenses the lawmaker wants to cover. 



Legislative Salaries and Per Diem 
for the 10 Largest States, 2017 
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Organizing Principles of 
Legislative Bodies 

• centralization 

• concentration of power into a few hands 

• sometimes called the oligarchic tendency 

• focus on principal officers and leadership 

• decentralization 

• diffusion of power across the entire body 

• sometimes called the democratic tendency 

• focus on committees and subcommittees 



Characteristics of the Texas Legislature: 
Bicameral Structure 

• The 1875 Texas Constitution established a bicameral, biennial, low-
paid legislative branch. 

• Texas has a bicameral legislature (meaning two rooms or 
chambers) composed of a House of Representatives and a Senate. 

• Each House member represents approximately 168,000 
individuals, each Senate member about 811,000 constituents. 

• Representatives serve for a term of two years. Senators serve 
for a term of four years. 

• Bicameralism has supporters and critics. The conventional wisdom 
is that bicameralism has a conservative effect on the policymaking 
process because two chambers must approve a measure before it 
can clear the legislature. 



Characteristics of the Texas Legislature: 
Bicameral Structure 

• The Texas constitution assigns each legislative chamber certain 
powers and responsibilities. 

• The Senate has the authority to confirm or reject the governor’s 
appointments by a two-thirds majority. 

• The House alone, by majority vote, has the power of 
impeachment: a formal accusation against an executive or 
judicial officeholder. Appropriations bills must start in the House. 

• Lawmakers from both chambers decide how much money should 
be spent on education, whether taxes should be raised or lowered, 
and how to help the economy. 



Characteristics of the Texas Legislature: 
Biennial Sessions 

• In order to limit what the legislature can do the authors of the 
Texas constitution restricted the legislative session to 140 calendar 
days every other year. 

• Legislative activity in Texas thus tends to concentrate at certain 
times, i.e., the deadline for submitting bills and the end of the 
session. 

• The regular biennial (every other year) session begins on the 
second Tuesday in January of odd numbered years and runs for 140 
calendar days. 



Characteristics of the Texas Legislature: 
Biennial Sessions 

• Special sessions lasting no longer than 30 calendar days may be 
called by the governor at any time. If he chooses to call one, he has 
the authority to specify what issue(s) will be considered during the 
session. 

• A 30-day session can cost more than $800,000 and perhaps as 
much as $1 million. 

• Annual legislative sessions are near the top of the list of 
constitutional reforms because reformers believe that the affairs 
of state government are too complex to handle in biennial 
sessions. 



Called Special Sessions, 
1977-2002 



continued in The Texas Legislature 
Part II 


