James Talarico’s Texas win puts anti-trans campaign ads to the test
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Voters have sent James Talarico to the US Senate after a Texas campaign in which Republicans repeatedly targeted his support for transgender people and questioned his masculinity. The result offers a sharp test of anti-trans campaign messaging, but it doesn’t settle what comes next: transgender rights remain under pressure, and Democrats now face choices about whether to defend them.
Essential Takeaways
Talarico won in Texas: His victory came despite Republican attacks focused on his support for transgender people.
The ads were part of a wider strategy: The Washington Post estimated that Republican campaigns and political groups spent $183 million on transgender-related television ads during the final phase of the midterms.
The results were mixed: Voters backed restrictions on transgender athletes in several states, while Missouri rejected a ballot proposal combining restrictions on gender-transition treatment for minors with an abortion-rights repeal.
The campaign had other forces at play: Reporting points to economic concerns, turnout, swing voters and the candidates themselves as factors in the Texas result.
Democrats face a decision: The debate now is whether to defend transgender rights directly or treat them as a political liability.
Texas voters rejected the attack line
The contrast in Ken Paxton’s first general-election ad was designed to be blunt: a construction worker and brisket stood in for “Texas”, while Talarico’s support for transgender student athletes and a climate campaign were cast as something outside it. The jibe about being “Too Low-T for Texas” made the gendered message impossible to miss.
But Talarico won the Senate race anyway. The Texas Tribune reports that Democratic enthusiasm, support from independents and swing voters, early voting and advertising aimed at the political middle all helped him overcome Paxton. Republicans who stayed home or declined to back Paxton also formed part of the picture, so the result can’t be pinned on one campaign issue alone.
A costly culture-war bet
The attacks on Talarico were part of a larger effort to make transgender rights a defining campaign issue. The Washington Post estimated that Republican campaigns and political groups spent $183 million on television ads focused on transgender-related attacks against Democrats during the final stretch of the midterms.
That figure covers a particular period and type of advertising, rather than every campaign message. Still, it shows the scale of the bet: campaigners hoped cultural conflict would compete with voters’ concerns about the economy and political leadership. In Texas, the Houston Chronicle’s review of campaign advertising also points to a crowded field of competing messages, including attacks on Paxton over his political record and ads presenting Talarico as a teacher and bipartisan-minded candidate.
What voters said on other ballots
Talarico’s win doesn’t mean anti-trans policies lost everywhere. The Associated Press reports that voters approved restrictions on transgender girls’ participation in school sports in Washington and Colorado, expanded existing restrictions in Arizona, and backed a constitutional change concerning school sports in Nebraska.
Missouri went the other way, rejecting a proposal that combined restrictions on gender-transition treatment for minors with a repeal of abortion rights. The split matters: ballot results varied by state and by measure, making it hard to describe the midterms as a single verdict on transgender rights. Political ads may shape the debate, but these results alone don’t prove what persuaded voters.
The ads deserve a closer look
Some campaign claims about Talarico went beyond straightforward criticism. PolitiFact examined selected advertisements, including material using artificial intelligence and claims about his views on transgender issues, and found some portrayals misleading or exaggerated. It also traced a widely shared quotation about trans children to a 2023 interview.
That’s a useful reminder for voters: an ad can use a candidate’s real words and still leave out context that changes how they sound. Check the original statement and the claim being made around it, especially when a clip or image is doing most of the persuading.
Democrats have a choice to make
Talarico’s victory was not the only sign that the campaign attacks didn’t decide every race. The Washington Post’s election report describes the Texas contest as shaped by multiple factors, including the economy, turnout, campaign resources and Paxton’s political vulnerabilities. It also records a local Democratic campaign figure’s view that anti-trans ads failed to persuade voters.
Yet wins for Democrats don’t automatically amount to a promise of stronger protections. The AP’s account of state ballot results shows that restrictions advanced in several places, even as voters rejected the Missouri proposal. That leaves the next question for elected Democrats: will they defend transgender people as part of a wider commitment to rights, or keep trying to sidestep the issue?
The Texas result may have challenged one campaign tactic, but the wider fight over transgender rights is far from over.
Closing Line
Voters can reject a campaign’s framing; what lawmakers do with that message is the next test.
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