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Chapter 7: The Legislature 

Learning Objectives
7.1 Identify the functions of the legislature and legislators. 
7.2 Compare the strength of the Texas legislature to other state 
legislatures. 
7.3 Describe the organizational structure and leadership of the 
legislature. 
7.4 Outline the legislative process. 
7.5 Assess how legislative tools are used to speed up or slow down 
legislation. 
7.6 Explain how legislators represent their constituents 
demographically. 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

The Texas Legislature
• Like Congress, the Texas legislature is a bicameral legislature, 

meaning it has two houses or chambers: the House of 
Representatives and the Senate. 

• French political theorist Montesquieu first conceived of this 
division as a means of ensuring that no one chamber 
dominated the other. The “dissimilarity” of the chambers 
provided that the minority would have a voice not shouted 
down by the majority. 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Powers of the Legislature 
• The Texas legislature’s chief responsibility is to create and pass 

legislation. 

• Laws establish and reinforce economic interactions, resolve 
disputes between individuals or groups, and protect individual 
rights and liberties. 

• The legislature’s laws dictate everything from the sales tax you pay 
on cars, to the type of insurance you are required to carry, to how 
many hours of training your hairstylist needs to be certified. 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Powers of the Legislature
General law: law where the bill potentially affects all Texans

Local law: law that only affect units of government at the 
local level 

Special law: law that exempts businesses or individuals from 
state laws 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Texas House of Representatives 
• The Texas House is made up of 150 members, elected for two-

year terms. 

• The entire membership of the House is up for election every 
two years. 

• The Texas Constitution requires members of the Texas House 
to be at least twenty-one years of age, a citizen of Texas for 
two years prior to election, and a resident of the district from 
which he or she is elected one year prior to election. 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Texas House of Representatives 
• Similar to the US Constitution, the Texas Constitution grants 

the House responsibilities that the framers believed belonged 
in the hands of the people. 

• For example, all revenue bills must originate in the House, so 
that the power of the purse (funding policies) remains in the 
hands of the people. 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Texas Senate 
• The Texas Senate has thirty-one members, elected for four-

year terms from districts that carve up the state.

• One half of the membership of the Senate is elected every 
two years, so the entire chamber is not up for election in any 
single election cycle.

• As outlined in the Texas Constitution, a senator must be 
twenty-six years of age, a citizen of Texas five years prior to 
being elected, and a resident of the district from which he or 
she is elected one year prior to the election.



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Texas Senate 
• The Texas Senate has thirty-one members, elected for four-

year terms from districts that carve up the state.

• One half of the membership of the Senate is elected every 
two years, so the entire chamber is not up in any single 
election cycle.

• As outlined in the Texas Constitution, a senator must be 
twenty-six years of age, a citizen of Texas five years prior to 
being elected, and a resident of the district from which he or 
she is elected one year prior to the election. 



The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Texas Senate 
• The Senate serves as the vehicle for protecting minority 

interests against the tyranny of the majority.

• The Senate is granted responsibilities that require more 
deliberation, such as confirming or rejecting all of the 
governor’s appointments to state boards and 
commissions. 

• The Senate confirms a nominee through a two-thirds vote. 







SOURCES: For Texas House, numbers calculated by author based on data from the Directory 
of Elected Officials of the Texas Tribune:  www.texastribune.org/directory/. State demographic 
data calculated from the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey. 
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SOURCES: For Texas House, numbers calculated by author based on data from the Directory 
of Elected Officials of the Texas Tribune:  www.texastribune.org/directory/. State demographic 
data calculated from the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey. 
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Occupation

SOURCES: For Texas House, numbers calculated by author based on data from the Directory of Elected Officials of the Texas Tribune:  www.texastribune.org/directory/. 
State demographic data calculated from the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey. 
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The Functions of the Legislature and Legislators 

Models of Representation  

Trustee: a legislator who votes in accordance 
with their interpretation of what his or her 
district would want 

Delegate: a legislator who is simply a mouthpiece 
for the wishes of his or her constituency



The Texas Legislature in Context 

Weak Legislature  
• Political scientists classify legislatures as “strong” or “weak” based 

upon whether they have access to adequate resources to address 
key issues. 

• “Strong” legislatures consist of full-time, professional, well-paid 
legislators, year-round or annual sessions, plentiful legislative staff, 
and competitive elections. 

• Texas has a “weak” legislature—due to the length of its sessions, 
salary, staff, and boards that facilitate the legislative process. 



The Texas Legislature in Context 

The Legislative Session  
• The Texas legislature meets biennially (every two years) 

in January of odd numbered years.

regular session: legislative session meeting for 140 days in 
January of odd-numbered years 

special session: legislative session that can be called by the 
governor on any issue the governor decides requires attention



The Texas Legislature in Context 

Bills 
Passed
by 
Session



The Texas Legislature in Context 

The Legislative Session  
• The total bills filed has risen sharply since the 66th legislature to the 

present, from 3,500 to more than 6,000. 

• This growth (more than 70 percent) has exceeded the growth in the state 
population during that time. 

• The percent of bills passed (out of bills filed) is lower than a decade ago. 

• More students in public schools and state universities, an expanding 
criminal justice system, booming populations, and a growing economy all 
give way to a rising need for new laws. 

• Lower percentages of bills passed in the last few sessions reflect the 
increasing dominance of conservatives, who favor fewer laws and less 
regulation, in the legislature. 



The Texas Legislature in Context 

Length of Legislative Session (by days) 



The Texas Legislature in Context 

The Legislative Session  
• Most states’ legislative sessions last less than 100 days, especially 

states with smaller populations. 

• Texas has a long session compared to other states, but Texas only 
meets once every two years, while most states meet annually. 

• Fourteen states have no limit on the length of the session—
legislators in these states agree on the length of the session 
instead of having this set by law. 

• Texans decided long ago that a shorter legislative session every 
two years should produce a smaller government footprint. 



The Texas Legislature in Context 

Salaries 
• Despite the size of its economy and population, Texans’ belief in 

small government keeps legislators’ annual salary at $7,200—the 
lowest set legislative salary in the nation. 

• Legislators also receive a $190 per diem for meals and travel, a 
total of $26,600 for daily expenses for a regular session. 

• Legislators are expected to have other jobs because lawmaking in 
Texas is not designed to be a full-time occupation. 

• Professionalized legislatures (full-time, year-round sessions) in 
other states tend to pay legislators more. 



The Texas Legislature in Context 

Incumbency and Turnover  
Incumbent: an individual who currently holds a public office

Turnover: when incumbents lose their seats or leave their 
seats and new members (freshmen) are voted into office 

Institutional memory: a collective understanding of the way 
an organization works held by those who run it 



The Texas Legislature in Context 

Incumbents Reelection Rate  



How the Legislature Is Organized 

The Committee System
Committee: a small group of legislators who investigate, craft, 
assess, and take action on legislation before it is considered by the 
whole chamber

Standing Committees: permanent committees that deal with a 
specific issue or topic 

Select Committee: a committee that is temporary and has a fixed 
issue to investigate or legislation to consider 



How the Legislature Is Organized 

– Committees are �little legislatures�.
– Committees are extensions of the presiding officers.

• In committee the bills may be 
– rewritten
– pigeonholed 
– Edited
– tagging

• Division of Labor
– Bills are marked up in each committee.



How the Legislature Is Organized 

• Pigeonhole
– Committees may also chose not to consider a bill.
• Discharge petition
• Tagging

• Bureaucratic Oversight
– Committees may also hold hearing to see that bureaucrats are 

carrying out public policy.
– Several factors make bureaucratic oversight difficult:
• short legislative session
• movement of members from one committee to another
• short term for legislators when compared to top 

administrators.



How the Legislature Is Organized 

• House Calendars
– The speaker of the house does not have direct control 

over the calendar, but does control committee 
membership.

• The Senate Calendar
– The senate calendar is used only in theory.
–Most bills are considered by a suspension of the rules.
– The lieutenant governor must recognize a senator to 

make this motion
– The presiding officer or eleven senators could prevent 

any bill from becoming law.



How the Legislature Is Organized 

The Speaker of the House 
• The presiding officer in the Texas House, the Speaker of the 

House, has several powers that make him or her the most 
influential member of the chamber 

• The Speaker resolves all questions of process and procedure 
within the House. 

• The speaker also decides which legislators become committee 
chairs. 

• The Speaker also controls the Calendar Committee that 
determines the order of bills considered.



How the Legislature Is Organized 

The Lieutenant Governor
• The lieutenant governor is one of the most powerful elected 

officials in the state government. 

• Although not a member of the Senate, the lieutenant 
governor acts as the presiding officer of the Senate and is 
officially called the president of the Senate. 

• The lieutenant governor only casts a vote in the case of a tie.

• The lieutenant governor has full authority to appoint senators 
to committees and as committee chairs. 

• The lieutenant governor assigns legislation to specific 
committees, allowing him or her to influence the chances of a 
bill becoming law. 



The Legislative Process

How a Bill Becomes a Law 
In Committee: For a bill to become law in Texas, each 
chamber has to hear it three times. These are referred to as 
the three readings. 

First Reading: legislation considered at the committee stage 
Amend: the process of bill 

Markup: where legislators add, subtract, or replace part of the 
original legislation so that it meets the preferences of the 
committee 

Second Reading: legislation considered at the floor stage 



The Legislative Process

How a Bill Becomes a Law 
On the Floor: In the second reading—the floor stage— the 
full chamber debates the measure and amends it as desired 
(with a simple majority backing). 

• During the second reading stage, members publically 
debate the legislation being considered.

• The third reading is the final stage—the voting stage 
(called engrossment in the House). 



The Legislative Process

How a Bill Becomes a Law 
Both chambers have to agree on legislation in order for 
it to arrive at the governor’s desk.

– House and Senate Agreement
– Conference Committee 
– The Restraints of the Calendar 



The Legislative Process

• Two-thirds rule
– A bill requires a two-thirds vote in Senate for a bill to 

be voted on out of order
• Recognition
– Speaker determines how much floor time a bill gets, 

and also controls who can speak
• Very powerful political tool allowing some legislators to 

shine, while others are shut down



Working Together 

Working Together  
• Each chamber has unique rules and traditions that 

contribute to the passage (or more than often stoppage) 
of legislation. 

• Similar to the US Congress, the process is designed 
purposively to slow down the passage of legislation to 
restrict the number of laws that can be passed. 

logrolling: trading favors, votes, or influence for 
legislative actions 





Working Together 

Slowing it Down 
• Delay, distract, disrupt—these are all ways in which 

members of the legislature can interrupt or slow down 
the legislative process. This is an especially powerful tool 
when a party is in the minority and has less political 
muscle to force the chamber to a particular decision. 

Filibuster: when a senator holds the floor and restrains 
the chamber from moving forward on legislation 



Working Together 

Increasing Partisanship 
• One obstacle to cooperation within the state legislature is 

rising partisanship. The growing gap between liberals and 
conservatives has come to define politics nationally but also 
in Texas.

• As Stanford political scientist Morris Fiorina wrote, “issues 
and ideology used to cross-cut the partisan distribution, now 
they reinforce it.”

Political Polarization: voters’ opinions on policy and 
political matters become more strictly defined by their 
identification with a political party



Working Together 

Increasing Partisanship 



Working Together 

Redistricting/Gerrymandering?
• Especially important in Texas
– Gained seats in nine of last 10 reapportionments
– 2010, Texas picked up four seats (36 total)

• Districts must have equal number of voters.
– Redistricting takes place after each census.
– Legislature draws new maps.
– Legislative Redistricting Board if no agreement

• Federal preclearance required in Texas


