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Alan Rosenthal argues that governors, unlike other officeholders, are singular decision 
makers who can lay claim to accomplishments and who are more likely to be listened 
to. After serving as U.S. senator, Price Daniel famously declared he would “rather be 
governor of Texas than the president of the United States”7 and returned to Texas to run 
for governor. President George W. Bush called Governor Perry from the White House 
to let him know that governing Texas was the best job in the world.8

Texans have occasionally displayed a willingness to elect governors with no 
political experience. While inexperienced gubernatorial candidates can tap into Texans’ 
distrust of government, it is a larger-than-life personality that helps make up for lack 
of experience in public service. James “Pa” Ferguson, for example, had no political 
experience when he was elected governor in 1914. His popularity was based less on 
political skill and more on his self-styled image as “Farmer Jim,” who represented tenant 
farmers and poor workers across the state. He also impressed audiences by quoting 
Shakespeare, Jefferson, or Hamilton whenever the opportunity presented itself.9

Equally colorful—and perhaps equally ineffectual—was Governor Wilbert Lee 
“Pappy” O’Daniel. O’Daniel worked at a flour mill and hosted a weekly radio show 
during which he sold flour; featured his band, the Light Crust Doughboys; and 
expressed his opinions. O’Daniel’s platform promised to block a state sales tax, end 
capital punishment, and institute a state pension for elderly Texans. Despite his lack 
of experience, his popularity on the radio helped him win the governor’s office—
twice—and afterward a U.S. congressional seat. O’Daniel was highly popular as a radio 
personality; he inspired a character in the Coen brothers’ movie O Brother, Where Art 
Thou? As governor, however, he proved unproductive, delivering none of his campaign 
promises.

Inexperience does not always equate with ineffectiveness, however. In 1994, 
George W. Bush ran for governor with no prior experience in office. Bush did have the 
benefit of name recognition from his father’s presidency and enjoyed a conservative 
reputation in an overwhelmingly conservative state. As governor, Bush was known for 
his ability to forge bipartisan coalitions. He successfully supported several education 
initiatives and state tax cuts and was a relatively popular governor.

Governor Party Term Military Experience Occupation 

Mark White Democrat 1983–1987 TX National Guard Lawyer 

Bill Clements Republican 1987–1991 None Oilman

Ann Richards Democrat 1991–1995 None Teacher/Campaigner 

George W. Bush Republican 1995–2000 TX Air National Guard Oilman/Businessperson 

Rick Perry Republican 2000–2014 U.S. Air Force Farmer/Rancher 

Greg Abbott Republican 2015– None Lawyer

Source: Compiled by the authors using data from University of Texas at Austin, Liberal Arts Instructional Technology Services, http://texaspolitics.laits.utexas.
edu/html/exec/governors/index.html (accessed August 30, 2014); Legislative Reference Library of Texas.
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