
Should Tigua tradition trump women's 
right to vote? 

Byline: Ken Herman 

Rep. Norma Chavez sponsored the bill to reopen the Tigua tribe's casino. 

Deborah Cannon 2005 AMERICAN-STATESMAN 

If you hang around the Texas Legislature long enough - usually about 45 minutes or so 
will do it - you're likely to see something unlikely. 

Recent highlight from the Department of the Unlikely: Female lawmakers emerging from 
a closed-door meeting and declaring it none of their business if some Texas women are 
not allowed to vote in their local elections. 

At issue was that women in El Paso's Tigua tribe are barred from voting in tribal council 
elections. The topic came up at the Capitol because the tribe, again, is seeking 
legislative action allowing it to reopen its once-profitable Speaking Rock Casino. 

The female-voting issue engenders [causes] discussion about traditions versus a 
human right as basic as voting. 

… 

Days before the meeting, Democratic Rep. Valinda Bolton of Austin said that "the right 
to vote is a basic human right." 

On her way into the meeting in the Capitol's Old Supreme Court Room, Bolton 
discussed the tension between a basic human right and respect for a culture that 
doesn't embrace that right for all. 

"I think it's some of both," she said, unwilling to pick a winner between rights and 
traditions. "I think that it is important that all people, all Americans, all of our citizens are 
fully enfranchised [have the right to vote]. 

"That being said, I recognize that there are long-standing tribal traditions," she said, 
noting that the Tiguas will "have to ultimately make those kind of choices." 

After the meeting - during which she discovered that Tigua women have "a great deal of 
self-determination for themselves and their families" - Bolton went laissez-faire on the 
voting issue. "Like a lot of things, I realize it's a lot more complex than I probably 
appreciated," she said. "Their tribal customs and culture are evolving like everybody's 
culture and traditions evolve." 



So, does Bolton want the Tiguas to evolve into allowing women to vote? 

"That's not my decision to make," she said. 

That being said, would the lack of female suffrage [voting] affect Bolton's vote on the 
Tigua casino? No. 

… 

Bolton voted nay, though the House scoreboard recorded her as a yea. After the vote, 
she submitted a statement saying, "I was shown voting yes. " I intended to vote no." 

… 

Rep. Senfronia Thompson, D-Houston, known as an advocate for human rights and 
against discrimination since her election in 1972. There's no right much more important 
than the voting right, Thompson said, speaking "as an African American who has fought 
for the right to vote and whose voting rights are still being attacked." 

"Even though suffrage [voting] rights for women came in the '20s you know my rights 
really didn't come through until the '60s," Thompson said. 

That being said, Thompson is not ready to demand voting rights for Tigua women. 

"They have a system that works for them," she said. "They say it works for them, it 
works for their culture. And I don't think I should be imposing my views and my ideas 
upon them because they don't feel discriminated against." 

… 

For now, Tigua women say they don't want to do anything different other than getting 
back into the gambling business. 

"We don't vote on election night but that doesn't mean we don't have a say," said tribal 
member Edna Sierra, who was at the Capitol meeting. 

She talked about the powers Tigua women have, including serving in nonelected tribal 
positions that affect millions of dollars in spending. 

That being said, does Sierra want the right to vote? 

"That is something I feel is internal and when we are ready for that we will, the women 
of the pueblo will voice that opinion," she said. 

… 



The difference here is that Tigua women are not demanding voting rights. 

It raises a rather basic question. Can you voluntarily forfeit [give up] a basic human right 
such as voting? 

Sure, millions of Americans do it every Election Day. That being said, does it make it 
right to systematically deny that right? 

For now, for Tigua women, some female Texas lawmakers - pointing to tradition - say 
yes. 

And will the voting rights question affect the vote on the Tigua casino? 

That's uncertain. As they say at the closed casino, all bets are off. 
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