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CHAPTER 5

Voting, Campaigns, and Elections 
learning objectives
Upon completion of this chapter students will be able to:

1. Explain the importance of voting in a democracy, the reasons why Texas has low voter turnout, and the major consequences for public policy of this low turnout.

2. Identify the two most important campaign resources, outline the history of efforts to control campaign finances, and describe the consequences for democracy of “negative campaigning.”

3. Recount the basic facts about primary, general and special elections in Texas.

4. Describe the pattern of election results in Texas from 1994 to 2012, and explain what change in citizen behavior might cause a change in that pattern.

Summary OverView 


Elections are central to the concept of democratic government. In an ideal world, elected representatives are freely chosen by the people with each person’s vote counting equally. In a not so ideal world, election campaigns deal in trivialities, personal attacks, candidates are more attuned to special interests and few citizens participate on Election Day. Texas is closer to the latter than the former. 


Voting matters depending on whose perspective one is examining it from. From a voter’s view, voting can be viewed as a civic duty even though an individual’s vote has little chance of determining the outcome of an election. From the candidate’s point of view, voting is crucial because votes determine who wins. Voting is also essential to the democratic system since it is people’s votes that make government legitimate. Even though one single vote may not matter, democracy depends on each citizen acting as if it does. 


Suffrage or the right to vote has a storied and sometimes sordid history in America and Texas. Originally only white property-owning males (and in states, religion was a qualification) were eligible to vote. Property ownership and religion faded as requirements by the Jacksonian era, but the franchise was still restricted to white males. From the post-Civil War era all the way through to the 1960s, suffrage was gradually and grudgingly expanded, so that today, any citizen 18 years and older is eligible to vote. Many of these gains in suffrage came as a result of amendments to the U.S. Constitution (15, 19, 24  & 26) or federal laws such as the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 


Every democratic system has some form of voter registration to determine who is eligible to vote. Until compelled by the U.S. Supreme Court, Texas has always made it difficult for people to register to vote. The poll tax (outlawed by the 24th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution) was the longest and most effective discouragement to voter registration. After the poll tax could no longer be used, Texas turned to an exceedingly tough residency requirement. That too was rejected. In the 21st century, some argue that Texas’ requirement of photo identification for voting is another attempt at discouraging voter registration and political participation. 


Texas voter turnout consistently lags behind national averages despite the fact that voter registration is much easier than in the past. Why don’t Texans vote? Texas is a poor state, and voter turnout is highly correlated with income and education; the higher the income and educational attainment, the higher the voter turnout. There is also an ethnic group impact as non-Anglos in Texas vote in lower numbers than Anglos. The impact of non-voting is that since whites turn out at a higher rate, Texas’ public policy follows the conservative preferences of a majority of voters. Since liberal opinions are found in higher rates in minority populations, their lack of voting results in lack of liberal public policy. According to Table 5-4, had minorities turned out at just 32% in the 2002 elections, they could have potentially changed the outcome. This is why voter turnout matters. 


Since election dates are well known in advance, candidates mount campaigns to win public offices. People volunteer to help the candidate of their choice by performing a variety of tasks. Candidates also and increasingly rely on professional campaign consultants. Both kinds of people are needed for a successful campaign. Except for municipal elections, money is a necessary ingredient for a successful campaign. Texas does not have publicly funded campaigns and few candidates can afford to personally bankroll their own campaigns. Therefore money comes from individuals and interest groups, and most of it comes from wealthy donors who represent some sort of special interest. Texas has very little control over money in election campaigns. There are no limits on how much can be contributed to candidates, and while the Texas Ethics Commission tries to keep things above board, it is a tough job. Candidates do face some disclosure requirements about where they get and how they spend the money they raise for campaigns. Despite its corrosive effect, negative campaigning has become a staple of Texas election campaigns.


Texas has three kinds of elections: primary, general and special. Primary elections are contests where members of a political party choose their nominees for the general election. Technically, Texas has a closed primary (restricted to registered party members) but in practice, it is an open primary. Under Texas law, one primary candidate must win with a majority vote. If one does not, the top two primary finishers go on to a run-off primary which determines the winner. Primary elections are conducted by the political parties in the state. General elections are where national and state offices are filled and are administered by the state. General elections are held on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November in even-numbered years. Cities tend to hold their special elections in May of each year. A special election may be called to fill vacancies in Congress, or the state legislature or to vote on proposed amendments to the Texas constitution. 


Recent Texas elections have witnessed the rise of the Republican Party to dominance. The 2002 general election is considered the dirtiest and least informative election of recent memory. However, the 2014 Republican Primary Run-Off election for Lieutenant Governor between David Dewhurst and Dan Patrick may rival it. After 2002 and through 2014, Democrats mounted no serious threat to Republicans in state-wide elections. 
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Key Terms
closed primary
An election held within a party to nominate candidates for the general election, in which only voters who are registered members of that party may participate.

election campaign
The activities of candidates and parties, trying to persuade citizens to vote for them, in the period of time before an election.
equal protection 
The passage in the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution that 
clause
guarantees all citizens the same rights as all other citizens.
general election
An election in which voters choose government officeholders.

open primary
An election held within a party to nominate candidates for the general election, in which any registered voter may participate in any party’s primary.

poll tax
A tax levied on citizens before they are permitted to vote, forbidden by the Twenty-Fourth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1964.
primary election
An election held within a party to nominate candidates for the general election or choose delegates to a presidential nominating convention; also known as primary and direct primary.

privately funded
A system in which candidates and parties must rely on private citizens to 

campaigns
voluntarily donate money to their campaign chests.
publicly funded
A system in which the government pays for the candidates’ campaign campaigns 

expenses, either directly or through parties.

suffrage

The legal right to vote in public elections.

voter registration
The process used in every democracy to identify and list the residents who are eligible to vote.
voter turnout


The proportion of the eligible citizens who actually cast their ballots in an election.
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