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  Figure 2.3   �Voter Turnout during Special Elections and Off-Year Elections, 1981–2013
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on a ballot. A referendum allows voters to cast a popular vote on statutes passed by 
the legislature. These two voter-led mechanisms are consistent with Texans’ legendary 
preference for limited government and popular control. So it is particularly surpris-
ing that the Texas Constitution does not have provisions for either procedure. While 
Texans’ preference for limited government may be notorious, in this case it is apparently 
trumped by their equally entrenched resistance to change. In the end, prospects for con-
stitutional change seem limited. Most Texans, even as they acknowledge the problems 
with the current constitution, still distrust more the potential problems of a new one.

Winners and Losers

n Texas, the general distrust of government and resulting resistance to change 
has created an environment in which the fundamental law is unyielding—a dif-
ficult situation for one of the nation’s most rapidly changing states. The authors 

of the current Texas Constitution distrusted the Reconstruction government, which 
they viewed as the government of an occupying army. Their reaction was to create a 
constitution intended to limit the power of government, curb the potential for abuse 
by business, and preserve the power of citizens in the state. Ironically, the constitution 
entails such a high democratic cost to Texas citizens that the goals of the framers were 
guaranteed to fail. In an effort to safeguard the power of individuals, voters in Texas 
routinely face a long ballot and are literally overwhelmed by the number of offices 
and constitutional amendments put before them at each election. Instead of ensuring 
popular control of government, such a burden on citizens ensures voter fatigue and 
apathy. When citizens don’t play their role to keep government in check, professional 
politicians and narrow special interests fill the gap.

Referendum
a mechanism that allows voters 
to cast a popular vote on statutes 
passed by the state legislature; 
the legislature can place 
measures on the ballot for voter 
consideration.


