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Senator Wendy Davis (D–Fort Worth) speaks on the floor of the 
Texas Legislature as time runs out for it to consider an abortion 
bill in 2013. Davis filibustered the bill for eleven hours to prevent 
a vote on it.

boys.” Republican Joan Huffman suggested that the Texas 
Legislature was not friendly to women. “It’s probably the 
last of the good ol’ boys clubs.”1 Progressive and liberal 
opinion leaders have focused on the low number of 
women in the Texas Legislature as one of the causes of 
the lack of attention by members on women’s issues. The 
assumption is that if more women were elected to the 
Texas Legislature, laws in Texas would change on issues 
such as abortion and public health. However, we also 
might see that electing more Republican women could 
bring in different perspectives on conservatism. The fact 
of the matter is that it is hard to say since Texas has had so 
few women in office.

Whether these assumptions are correct, Davis’s 
filibuster and the related media coverage and opinion 
pieces did highlight a few key issues for political 
science and students of government. The first is the 
relative lack of women in the Texas Legislature. Edith 
Williams became the first woman elected to the Texas 
Legislature in 1922, but she served only a single term. 
In the decades that followed, only a handful of women 
were elected to the legislature. Until the 1960s, fewer 
than a dozen women served during any given session 
of the legislature. In 2013, Wendy Davis was one of six 
women serving in the Texas Senate, and only thirty-one 
women served in the Texas House of Representatives 
that year.

Second, women may only be elected to the 
legislature when they actually appear on the ballot. Yet 
in 2016, only fifty-four women ran either as a Democrat 
or Republican for the 150 seats in the Texas House of 
Representatives and thirty-one seats in the Texas Senate 
that year.2 Thus, if women’s issues are being ignored or underfunded and if electing 
more women to the legislature is the answer, then the political parties need to 
recruit more women to run for office. In fact, in the primary elections to nominate 
candidates for the general election for the 84th Legislature in November 2014, no 
challenger to a male incumbent in the Texas Senate faced a female opponent, and 
no female candidates contested the open seats available.3 In addition, while many 
hoped that Wendy Davis’s filibuster and Leticia Van de Putte’s decision to run for 
lieutenant governor would inspire more women to enter politics, the Texas Senate 
began their 2015 session with only seven women out of 31 members. In an unusual 
race for the 83rd Legislature in the 2012 elections, the 134th District for the Texas 
House of Representatives, which includes the Houston areas of River Oaks and 
Bellaire, featured Republican incumbent Sarah Davis versus Democratic challenger 
Ann Johnson.4 A state legislative race featuring a woman nominated by each major 
political party is a rarity in Texas politics.
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