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One of the most important outcomes of requiring Texans to elect so many posi-
tions in the state is the tendency for many to vote along party lines or even utilize 
straight-ticket voting. Texas is one of fifteen states that allow straight-ticket voting 
in the election of state officers. The problem is that party labels are less meaningful 
in judicial races as compared to other political contests, and they can have substan-
tively different meanings than party labels in other political campaigns. For instance, 
Republicans tend to favor businesses and defendants in civil trials, whereas Democrats 
are more likely to side with plaintiffs. A watch group called Court Watch estimates that 
between 2000 and 2010, the Republican-dominated Supreme Court of Texas ruled in 

Raul A. Gonzalez Jr.

Raul A. Gonzalez Jr. rose from picking crops 
alongside his parents to serving on the 
state’s highest court. Along the way, he 
earned a reputation as a hard-working 
judge who was never afraid to speak his 
mind. Whether picking crops or serving 
on the Supreme Court of Texas, Gonzalez 
was determined to do whatever it took to 
achieve success, once stating, “I’ve got big 
hands and a big drive to succeed.”i

Born in 1940, Gonzalez grew up in 
Weslaco, Texas, near the Mexican border. 

After graduating from the University of 
Texas in 1963, he earned a law degree at 
the University of Houston in 1966. Gonzalez 
first became a judge in 1978, and over the 
course of his career won the support of 
both Republican and Democratic gover-
nors. Governor Dolph Briscoe appointed 
him to fill a vacancy in the 103rd District 
Court shortly after he first took the bench. 
Gonzalez was soon appointed associate 
justice on the Thirteenth Court of Appeals 
by Governor Bill Clements in 1981, becom-
ing the first Hispanic to serve in that 
role. One year later he won election to a 
four-year term in the same position, but 
before it could be completed, Governor 
Mark White in 1984 appointed him to the 
Supreme Court of Texas, and Gonzalez 
made history by becoming the court’s 
first Hispanic member. This also led him 
to become the first Hispanic elected for 
statewide office in Texas in 1986. 

Gonzalez’s focus and determination 
paid off in 1994 when he was challenged in 
the Democratic primary by Rene Haas, a 
well-funded challenger backed by powerful 
trial lawyers groups. While Gonzalez even-
tually won the nomination and reelection, 
the race was one of the most expensive 
judicial races in the state’s history, with 
almost $4.5 million spent by both sides. Like 

many veterans of the state’s highest court, 
Gonzales is uneasy with the expensive, 
partisan races that the state uses to elect 
judges. 

Gonzalez’s service on the court was 
more than a symbolic victory for Hispanics. 
As one historian of the court noted, “Not 
merely a Latino in surname, Gonzalez’s 
life embodied the struggle of Mexican 
Americans.”ii The court had a justice who 
understood the general challenges of being 
Hispanic in Texas. As a child he had labored 
in the fields with his family. As the son of 
parents born in Mexico, Gonzalez under-
stood the plight of immigrants as they 
found their way in a new country. Gonzalez 
brought more than a Hispanic surname to 
the court, he brought a broad understand-
ing of the needs and challenges of a popula-
tion moving from the fields of south Texas 
to the highest posts in the state’s justice 
system.
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Straight-ticket voting
the practice of selecting all the 
candidates for office who are 
running under a party label simply 
by checking off a single box 
marked with the party label.
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