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Court and as the Texas state treasurer. A former 
teacher, Governor Richards decentralized education 
policy, encouraged economic growth, and promoted 
women and minorities during her administration. 
In contrast to Ma Ferguson, Richards became a 
symbol of women’s progress in the state, famously 
displaying a T-shirt of the state capitol with the 
caption “a woman’s place is in the dome.”

Although Hispanics have increasingly added 
their voices to the state’s dialog and are both the largest 
and fastest-growing minority in Texas, the state has 
yet to elect a Hispanic governor. In 2002, wealthy 
oil tycoon Tony Sanchez made an unsuccessful 
bid for the governor’s office, spending a reported 
$59 million of his own money.11 Although Sanchez 
lost to Rick Perry, many observers saw Sanchez’s 
campaign as a test of whether the Democratic Party 
could tap Hispanic voters to loosen the grip of the 
Republican Party on the state.12

Terms

The Texas Constitution of 1876 originally 
established a relatively short term of just two years 
for the governor. A preference for short terms, 
usually one or two years, was common in early 
American state politics, reflecting a distrust of 
executive power carried over from the colonial era. 
Early on, most governors in Texas were elected to 

two terms, serving a total of four years. In 1972, the Texas Constitution was amended 
to increase the governor’s term to four years. Despite the fact that Texas has no term 
limits, few governors have been elected to two terms since that time. Dolph Briscoe 
served six years after he was initially elected to a two-year term, which began in 1973, 
before the amendment took effect, and was reelected to a second term under the new 
rules. Governors elected after Briscoe won only a single four-year term until George W. 
Bush. Bush was the first governor to be elected to a second four-year term, although 
he resigned in 2000 to become president after having been governor for only six 
years. While Texans have shown a consistent preference for regular turnover of their 
governors, everything changed with Rick Perry. Then lieutenant governor Rick Perry 
finished out Bush’s term and then ran successful bids for reelection in 2002 and 2006. In 
2010, Governor Perry, already the longest-serving governor in Texas, won a third term, 
serving as governor for an unprecedented fourteen years.

Obviously, the longer a governor serves, the more likely that governor will 
successfully pass his or her own political agenda. Texas’s four-year terms with no term 
limits create a potential source of power for its governors. The constitutional design 
of the governorship staggers gubernatorial appointments across the terms in order to 
limit the impact of any single governor. However, since Perry was in office for so long, 
he was able to appoint every appointive office in the state; not surprisingly, this afforded 

Miriam “Ma” Ferguson served as the first female governor of Texas and 
was the second woman in the country to assume a governorship.
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