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Executive Summary

Bottom line in one sentence: Talarico is a real 2026 battleground candidate because he combines extraordinary
fundraising, disciplined affordability messaging, a distinctive faith-and-teacher biography, and a uniquely vulner-
able opponent; however, the statewide Republican floor remains high enough that a Talarico win still requires
simultaneous Democratic base mobilization, suburban improvement, Latino recovery, and meaningful Republi-
can under-consolidation.

VERIFIED Talarico remains a Texas House member for District 50, representing part of Travis County. He won the
March 3 Democratic U.S. Senate primary outright. Paxton, the Texas attorney general, survived a Republican primary
in which John Cornyn finished narrowly ahead in the first round and then defeated Cornyn in the May 26 runoff after
receiving an eleventh-hour endorsement from President Donald Trump. The general election is November 3, 2026;
early voting runs October 19-30. [S1-S4]

VERIFIED The general-election campaign has settled into a recognizable two-track structure. Talarico is defining him-
self through affordability, former-teacher credentials, Texas roots, faith language, and bipartisan legislative work while
simultaneously trying to make the race a referendum on Paxton’s ethics, legal history, impeachment, and governing
record. The campaign’s attempt to unseal Paxton-related depositions in August shows that the anti-Paxton track is not
incidental; it is an organizing principle of the fall campaign. [S10-S17]

VERIFIED Talarico holds a historically large candidate-resource advantage. FEC authorized-committee data through
June 30 showed roughly $68.6 million in receipts and $21.5 million in cash on hand for Talarico, compared with about
$9.25 million in receipts for Paxton’s principal authorized committee structure. Texas Tribune accounting that includes
joint-fundraising activity produced higher cumulative totals for both candidates and reported that Talarico ended June
with roughly $23.3 million on hand, more than triple Paxton’s broader campaign total. These accounting frames are
not identical and should not be mixed without explanation. [S5-S7]

VERIFIED Talarico also used that financial edge earlier. By August 20, Adimpact data reported by The Texas Tribune
showed more than $25 million in Talarico general-election advertising, including roughly $10.7 million on broadcast
and $8.4 million on streaming. Paxton’s campaign had spent only about $119,000 over the same post-runoff period,
though Republican outside spending and coordinated support began accelerating in the final week of August. [S8-S9]

VERIFIED Recent public polling is competitive. A transparent unweighted average of six polls fielded from July 23
through August 24 — Fox, TSU/YouGov, Bush School/ReconMR, Emerson, UT/Texas Politics Project, and Texas Public
Opinion Research — gives Talarico 46.8% and Paxton 44.0%, a Talarico lead of 2.8 points. This is a descriptive average,
not a forecast. The August UT/Texas Politics Project poll found Talarico 42%, Paxton 39%, Libertarian Ted Brown 3%,
and 14% with no preference. [S27-S31]

VERIFIED Major forecasters disagree on how much weight to give the summer polling versus Texas's structural Re-
publican baseline. Cook Political Report moved the race to Toss Up on August 20; Sabato’s Crystal Ball moved it to
Toss-up on August 26; Inside Elections continued to rate the open seat Lean Republican and listed a Texas baseline
of R+10.9. [S32-S34]

INFERENCE The decisive question is whether Paxton’s summer weakness is durable. If Republican voters who backed
Cornyn, suburban conservatives, and low-intensity GOP voters consolidate toward Paxton once sustained negative
advertising nationalizes the race, the contest can revert toward a familiar Texas pattern. If Paxton remains unusually
weak with Republicans and independents while Talarico retains a large media and organizational advantage, Texas
can remain genuinely competitive through Election Day.

What has been materially improved in this edition

This revision adds a fully paginated table of contents, expands the treatment of policy and regional strategy, clarifies
the campaign-finance accounting differences, separates verified general-election actions from expected fall strategy,
adds a more rigorous polling table, expands voter-group analysis, strengthens the county-level electoral math, adds
explicit conditional scenario probabilities, and tightens spelling, punctuation, syntax, and spacing across the report.
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1. Verified Race Status, Nominations, Ballot, and Calendar

1.1 Candidate status and nomination process

Item

James Talarico / Democratic side

Ken Paxton / Republican side

Current office

Nomination

General-election

Texas House, District 50; former middle-
school teacher; elected to the Texas House
in 2018. [S1]

Won the March 3 Democratic primary out-
right, defeating Jasmine Crockett and Ah-
mad Hassan. [S2]

Faces Paxton and Libertarian Ted Brown.

Texas attorney general; Republican nominee
for the open U.S. Senate seat. [S3]

Advanced from the March Republican pri-
mary with John Cornyn, then defeated
Cornyn in the May 26 runoff. [S3]

Faces Talarico and Libertarian Ted Brown.

field
Election date

[S33]
November 3, 2026. Early voting October Same statewide calendar.
19-30. Voter-registration deadline October
5. Mail-ballot application deadline October

23. [S4]

1.2 Democratic primary: what Talarico proved

VERIFIED Talarico’s primary victory was not a low-information fluke. The Texas Tribune described a race in which
he turned a less famous starting position into a decisive win over Crockett through organization, heavy paid media,
statewide travel, message discipline, and a populist message framed as “top versus bottom” rather than simply left
versus right. [S2,561]

The primary demonstrated four assets relevant to the general election: first, the capacity to raise money at national
scale; second, an ability to convert digital visibility into television and field operations; third, a message that could be
expressed in both economic and moral/religious language; and fourth, enough ideological flexibility to make electability
itself part of the Democratic primary argument. Those assets do not automatically transfer to a Republican-leaning
general electorate, but they are genuine campaign capabilities rather than theoretical strengths.

1.3 Republican primary and runoff: why Paxton is both dangerous and vulnerable

VERIFIED Cornyn and Paxton advanced from a bruising March primary, with Cornyn’s forces massively outspending
Paxton’s side. Paxton nevertheless won the May 26 runoff, aided by Trump’s endorsement shortly before Election Day.
The result confirmed Paxton’s strength with highly engaged Republican voters and MAGA-aligned activists. [S3]

At the same time, the runoff left behind unusually valuable opposition material for Democrats. Cornyn-aligned groups
had already spent tens of millions of dollars arguing that Paxton was ethically compromised, personally problematic, and
a general-election liability. Talarico did not have to invent this line of attack; a major part of the Republican establishment
had already delivered it to GOP voters. [S3,57]

Strategic paradox: The same qualities that allowed Paxton to defeat Cornyn — intense MAGA loyalty, anti-
establishment credibility, and indifference to establishment criticism — can make him resistant to persuasion among
base voters while simultaneously reducing his appeal among moderate Republicans and independents.

1.4 Other candidates and ballot caution

VERIFIED Libertarian Ted Brown is included in current public polling and is listed by Inside Elections as the Libertarian
candidate. Some independent or write-in filings can appear in state records without becoming equivalent to a fully certi-
fied ballot line; this report therefore does not inflate the field with names whose final status has not been independently
confirmed. [S33,541]
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1.5 Critical calendar

Date Election significance

September 2026 National party, Super PAC, and coordinated-ad spending becomes increasingly consequen-
tial; candidate definition hardens.

October 5 Voter-registration deadline. [S4]

October 19 First day of early voting in person. [S4]

October 23 Deadline for the early voting clerk to receive a ballot-by-mail application. [S4]

October 30 Last day of early voting in person. [S4]

November 3 Election Day; regular polling hours 7 a.m.—7 p.m. [S4]

2. Texas’s Structural Baseline and the Historical Problem for Democrats

Texas Democrats have repeatedly shown that large fundraising totals and energetic urban coalitions are insufficient on
their own. The statewide challenge is not simply to maximize Democratic counties; it is to control the size of Republican
margins across the enormous suburban, exurban, rural, and small-city remainder of the state.

Recent Texas statewide/federal Republican winning margins

2018 Senate

2020 President

2022 Governor

2024 Senate

2024 President R+13.7

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16
Republican margin (percentage points)

Figure 1: Recent Republican winning margins in major Texas statewide/federal contests. Sources: official results and cited election
summaries. [S47,S57-S59]

2.1 The relevant comparison elections

2018 Senate: Beto O’Rourke vs. Ted Cruz. O’Rourke lost by 2.6 points, an exceptional Democratic performance
built on metropolitan turnout, suburban gains, enormous fundraising, and relentless statewide campaigning. It remains
the modern benchmark for a Democratic near-win. [S57,560]

2020 presidential election. Donald Trump carried Texas by about 5.6 points. The result confirmed continued suburban
movement toward Democrats but also showed that the Republican statewide floor remained resilient. [S58]

2022 governor. Greg Abbott defeated O’Rourke by roughly 11 points, illustrating how midterm turnout, border poli-
tics, incumbent strength, and post-2020 Republican consolidation can overwhelm a nationally prominent Democratic
challenger. [S59]

2024 presidential and Senate elections. Trump won Texas by roughly 13.7 points, while Ted Cruz defeated Colin
Allred by roughly 8.5 points. The split shows that candidate effects matter, but also that Democrats entered 2026 from
a much more Republican presidential baseline than they had in 2018 or 2020. [S47,S59]

2.2 Is Talarico simply repeating the Beto model?

The overlap is obvious: high-dollar national enthusiasm, heavy small-dollar fundraising, statewide travel, digital story-
telling, and an effort to make a Texas race nationally salient. But the coalition theory is not identical.
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Dimension

O’Rourke 2018

Talarico 2026

Core identity

Optimistic generational change, anti-
Trump energy, statewide town halls

Former teacher, faith language, economic
populism, bipartisan-legislator image

Opponent contrast Conservative incumbent with national pro- MAGA-aligned attorney general with
file impeachment/legal controversies and

weaker personal ratings

Suburbs, new voters, Democratic enthusi- Suburbs plus explicit outreach to moder-
asm ate Republicans, Cornyn voters, and reli-
gious moderates

More explicit cost-of-living, anti-billionaire,
anti-corruption frame
TikTok/Instagram/short-form video, pod-
casts, influencer ecosystem, streaming

Persuasion focus

Economic frame Broad optimism and health care

Facebook/live events and national earned
media

Digital model

INFERENCE Talarico’s campaign is best described as a Beto-scale mobilization effort combined with a more deliberate
permission structure for cross-party voting. The crucial empirical question is whether that permission structure can
survive a full Republican negative-ad campaign.

3. From Democratic Primary Strategy to General-Election Strategy

3.1 What carried over

The primary’s “top versus bottom” economic populism remains the umbrella. Talarico still argues that ordinary Tex-
ans are paying more while wealthy donors, giant corporations, and politically connected interests receive favorable
treatment. His religious vocabulary also remains central rather than ornamental. [S12,517,523,524]

3.2 What changed after May 26

The general election is more opponent-centered, more cautious on border and public-safety issues, and more explicit
about bipartisan credibility. The campaign’s general-election execution can be summarized as permission plus contrast:
persuade culturally cautious voters that Talarico is a recognizable Texas Democrat rather than a nationalized caricature,
then raise the perceived cost of voting reflexively Republican by making Paxton’s controversies impossible to ignore.

Dimension

Democratic primary

General election

Core contrast

Geography

Paid media

Identity

Target electorate

Economic populism; electability vs. Crock-
ett

Broad statewide Democratic persuasion

Heavy primary advertising and pro-Talarico
outside support
Teacher, young Chris-
tian/seminarian

Democratic primary voters

legislator,

Affordability and biography plus sustained
anti-Paxton ethics/legal frame

Border tour, Black outreach, major-metro
persuasion, suburban and exurban margin
reduction

More than $25m in candidate advertising by
Aug. 20 across broadcast, streaming, ca-
ble, digital, radio, satellite [S8]

Same identity deployed as ideological reas-
surance and trust-building

Democratic base + independents + sub-
urban moderates + weak Republicans +
Cornyn voters

3.3 The general-election message architecture

A durable statewide message must answer three questions simultaneously: “What is wrong?” “Who is responsible?”
and “Why should a voter trust this Democrat instead?” Talarico’s answer is increasingly coherent:

1. Problem: life is too expensive and politics is captured by concentrated money.

2. Villain: corrupt or self-serving politicians and billionaire megadonors.

3. Alternative: a teacher/seminarian legislator who emphasizes working families, public institutions, and moral re-
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sponsibility.
4. Specific opponent: Ken Paxton as the embodiment of corruption, ideological extremism, and political self-interest.

The vulnerability is equally clear: Republicans will try to replace that architecture with a simpler identity cue — “national
Democrat, culturally far left, weak on border/crime/guns.”

4. Talarico’s Ten Core Strategic Pillars

4.1 1. Economic populism: working people vs. billionaire megadonors

VERIFIED Campaign language repeatedly attacks billionaire political influence, corporate PACs, tax advantages, and
a political system that Talarico says favors the wealthy. The campaign links those themes to school funding, health
premiums, wages, property costs, and Social Security. [S12,513,519,S23]

INFERENCE This frame is strategically valuable because it allows Talarico to use progressive economic policy without
leading with ideological labels. It is also potentially attractive to non-college voters who distrust institutions. The risk
is that Paxton can reinterpret anti-billionaire language as hostility to business, energy, investment, or Texas's growth
model.

4.2 2. “The People vs. Ken Paxton”

VERIFIED Talarico’s campaign explicitly uses a “People vs. Ken Paxton” frame and in August sought to unseal depo-
sitions related to an old securities dispute. Paxton was impeached by the Republican-led Texas House in 2023 and
acquitted by the Texas Senate; his separate felony securities-fraud case was later resolved. Those distinctions matter.
[S10,S11]

INFERENCE The strongest version of this attack is documentary, specific, and legally precise. The weaker version
is a generalized “corrupt” label that lets Paxton answer with a familiar persecution narrative. Talarico benefits when
Republican sources, court records, or official proceedings carry the factual burden.

4.3 3. Kitchen-table affordability

VERIFIED Grocery-store advertising, truck-themed spots, the “New American Dream” tour, and campaign issue pages
emphasize food, housing, health care, wages, tariffs, taxes, and household insecurity. [S8,513,5S38]

INFERENCE Affordability is probably Talarico’s single best persuasion issue because it is concrete, non-symbolic, and
aligned with broad voter concern. It also gives him a way to discuss economic populism without asking a moderate
Republican to agree with the Democratic Party on every social issue.

4.4 4. Faith as a bridge

VERIFIED Talarico identifies as a Presbyterian seminarian, uses Christian language about loving God and neighbor,
criticizes Christian nationalism, and defends church-state separation and pluralism. His religious communication has
been a major source of viral attention. [S17,524,S25]

INFERENCE Faith is not a realistic mechanism for winning the evangelical vote outright. It is a trust signal aimed at
lowering cultural suspicion among religious moderates and at rebutting the claim that progressive policy necessarily
reflects hostility to religion. August UT crosstabs still showed frequent churchgoers heavily favoring Paxton. [S29]

4.5 5. Personal narrative: teacher, Texan, younger politician

VERIFIED Talarico’s biography emphasizes public-school teaching, a Texas upbringing, family economic experience,
and public-service work. [S1,514,521,543]

INFERENCE Biography is unusually important because the campaign is asking voters to separate the candidate from
their default view of the Democratic brand. A teacher story can make education, wages, and health-care costs personal;
a seminarian identity can make cultural moderation credible; youth can signal change without forcing an ideological
rebrand.

4.6 6. Digital, social, podcast, and viral communication

VERIFIED Talarico has used TikTok, Instagram, podcasts, YouTube, short-form clips, Spanish-language content, and
high-reach interviews. AP and The New Yorker documented the scale of his social following during the campaign.
[S24,S25,545]

INFERENCE The operational advantage is not simply “going viral.” The real value is rapid message testing, donor
acquisition, national earned media, and the ability to move winning content from social platforms into paid media. The

The American Newspaper e AmericanTV e Page 8 of 27



The 2026 Texas U.S. Senate Race Revised and Expanded Edition | August 28, 2026

risk is a persistent gap between digital engagement and turnout among younger or less habitual voters.

4.7 7. Small-dollar fundraising plus national donor networks

VERIFIED The Texas Tribune reported that 51% of Talarico’s total fundraising came from people who had contributed
less than $200 during the campaign. It also found that roughly 55% of his itemized contributions came from Texas,
meaning the campaign combines an in-state donor base with substantial national money. [S7]

INFERENCE The advantage is obvious: sustained advertising and field capacity. The vulnerability is rhetorical: a
campaign attacking billionaire political power can be accused of hypocrisy when supportive Super PACs are funded by
wealthy donors, even if those groups are legally independent.

4.8 8. Crossover strategy toward moderate and traditional Republicans

VERIFIED Talarico’'s campaign has emphasized bipartisan work, border enforcement capacity, and anti-corruption
themes likely to appeal to Republicans who backed Cornyn or dislike Paxton. Reporting documents donor hesita-
tion and some post-runoff crossover interest, though no representative poll of the exact Cornyn-voter universe has
established the size of that bloc. [S44,546,S56]

EXPECTED STRATEGY Fall messaging will likely distinguish between “Republicans” as a group and Paxton specif-
ically. The campaign has an incentive to say, in effect, that a Republican voter can remain conservative and still

conclude that Paxton is unfit or too risky.

4.9 9. Independents and lower-polarization voters

Current polling shows Talarico performing well among independents, but large undecided/no-preference shares make
those crosstabs unstable. The opportunity is real; the certainty is not. [S27,529,S31]

4.10 10. Defensive strategy against culture-war attacks

VERIFIED Paxton and allied Republicans are attacking Talarico on immigration, taxes, gender/LGBTQ issues, religion,
crime, guns, China, and a broad “far left” label. Talarico’s defense is to foreground faith, teacher biography, bipartisan
lawmaking, targeted border enforcement, law-enforcement funding, and affordability. [S10,515-S17,5S36,S40]

INFERENCE The campaign does not need to win every culture-war argument. It needs to prevent any one of them
from becoming the dominant lens through which low-information swing voters interpret the race.

5. Policy and Message Matrix: Where Talarico Helps or Hurts Himself

Policy area

Talarico position/message

Potential advantage with mod-
erates

Main vulnerability

Economy / inflation

Taxes

Labor / wages

Health insurance /
Medicaid

Abortion / reproduc-
tive rights

Border / illegal immi-
gration

Affordability, wages, lower house-
hold costs, anti-concentration, crit-
icism of tariffs that raise prices.
[S13,519]

Emphasizes tax fairness, property-
cost relief, and closing advantages
for wealthy interests. [S13]

Supports worker bargaining power,
higher wages, and pro-worker busi-
ness policy. [S19]

Expanding access, lowering premi-
ums/drug costs, and strengthening
coverage. [S14]

Supports abortion rights and repro-
ductive autonomy. [S17]

More agents, judges, technology, se-
lective barriers, targeted deportation,
legal pathways; criticizes failures by
both parties. [S15,S37]

Directly aligned with voter con-
cern; avoids abstract ideol-

ogy.

Populist framing can appeal
across party lines.

Can improve working-class
credibility.

High salience and practical
benefit.

Strong with women, younger
voters, and many suburban
moderates.
Acknowledges
security  demand
than dismissing it.

border-
rather

Republicans can frame pro-
posals as inflationary spend-
ing or anti-business regula-
tion.

Past votes and opposition to
some tax-limitation measures
are attack material.

Union-friendly agenda can be
portrayed as hostile to Texas
employers.

“Government-run health care”
attacks can activate conserva-
tive voters depending on pro-
posal design.

Remains a major liability with
social conservatives and fre-
quent churchgoers.

Republicans will use older
rhetoric and state-legislative
votes to argue the pivot is
election-year positioning.
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Policy area

Talarico position/message

Potential advantage with mod-
erates

Main vulnerability

Crime / public safety

Guns

Public education

Higher education /
college costs

Energy / oil / gas

Climate / grid

Housing

Rural economy /
agriculture

Social Security /
Medicare

LGBTQ /
war

culture

Religious freedom

Demaocracy / corrup-

tion

Foreign policy / Iran

Funds law enforcement and preven-
tion; supports accountability and se-
lected gun-safety policies. [S16]

Background checks, safe-storage
policies, and selected age/restriction
measures. [S16]

Strong public-school investment;
teacher pay; opposition to policies
he sees as draining traditional
schools. [S21]

Cost reduction and access; work-
force and training emphasis.

Reliability, grid investment, lower en-
ergy costs, clean-energy develop-
ment without abandoning Texas en-
ergy production. [S18]

Grid reliability, resilience, and ac-
countability for data centers and high-
demand users. [S18,540]

More supply, lower costs, affordabil-
ity. [S13]

Rural investment, hospitals, broad-
band, farm and small-business sup-
port. [S20]

Protect benefits; attack cuts or priva-
tization. [S23]

Equal rights, marriage equality, op-
position to discrimination, religious
pluralism. [S17]

Protect faith while rejecting Chris-
tian nationalism and government-
imposed religion. [S17,S24]

Ethics, voting rights, anti-
gerrymandering, campaign-finance
critique. [S23]

More restraint, focus on security and
costs; national environment sensi-
tive to Iran conflict and gasoline
prices. [S22,S27]

Can rebut “defund” caricature
and reassure suburban vot-
ers.

Popular elements exist among
suburban voters.

Excellent fit with teacher biog-
raphy and suburban parents.

Helps younger families and
students.

A pragmatic “all-of-the-above”

presentation can reassure
moderates.
Grid reliability is a Texas-

specific consensus concern.

High  salience in  met-
ros/suburbs.
Can reduce GOP margins

without requiring county flips.

Valuable with older voters and
working-class households.

Strong with younger, urban,
and many college-educated
suburban voters.

Distinctive bridge message.

Fits the Paxton contrast and
anti-establishment mood.

Can appeal to war-weary inde-
pendents.

Gun and policing huances can
be simplified in negative ads.

Major rural/exurban and Sec-
ond Amendment vulnerability.

School-culture and parental-
rights attacks can nationalize
education.

Limited salience compared
with border/economy.

Climate votes can be framed
as threatening oil-and-gas
jobs.

Regulation can be attacked as
raising costs.

Federal Senate role is less di-
rect than local/state policy.
Rural cultural partisanship re-
mains intense.

Republicans can deny cut
claims and shift debate to fis-
cal sustainability.

High-risk  attack  surface
among social conservatives.

Opponents will use provoca-
tive prior comments to chal-
lenge sincerity or orthodoxy.
Can sound process-oriented
unless tied to household con-
sequences.

Any perceived weakness can
be attacked as naive on na-
tional security.

Moderate-voter synthesis. Talarico’s strongest moderate issues are affordability, health care, public schools, grid
reliability, corruption, and a visibly enforcement-oriented border posture. His hardest issues are guns, abortion
among social conservatives, gender/LGBTQ disputes, and any tax vote that can be simplified into a “higher taxes”

attack.
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6. Geographic Strategy: Where the Race Must Be Won or Lost

The winning map is not a search for one magic county. Talarico must simultaneously (1) maximize large Democratic
counties, (2) improve or hold suburban margins, (3) recover enough in South Texas, and (4) reduce the Republican
margin across rural and exurban Texas.

6.1 Houston | Harris County

Harris is too large for a narrow Democratic margin to be sufficient. The 2024 presidential baseline was only about
D+5.6 in the county in the data used for this report. A plausible narrow statewide Democratic win likely requires a
substantially larger Democratic margin, strong Black turnout, Latino recovery, and continued strength among college-
educated west-side and inner-suburban voters. [S47,5S52]

Talarico’s Houston-area Black outreach and affordability focus are therefore not optional coalition gestures; they are part
of the arithmetic. Paxton’s strength among evangelical and outer-suburban Republicans makes Montgomery County
and the northern exurbs the counterweight.

6.2 Dallas-Fort Worth: Dallas, Tarrant, Collin, Denton

Dallas must remain a large Demaocratic vote bank. Tarrant is the biggest symbolic and arithmetic swing county: moving
from a 2024 presidential R+5 environment to roughly even or slightly Democratic would be a powerful statewide signal.
Collin and Denton need not flip, but a winning Talarico map likely requires cutting their Republican margins into the
low-to-mid single digits. That is where college-educated suburban persuasion and Republican crossover matter most.

6.3 Austin / Travis and Williamson

Travis is already overwhelmingly Democratic, so the marginal value comes from turnout and from adjacent Williamson
County. Williamson is a model of the kind of fast-growing, college-educated county that can move from near-even
presidential voting to a clear Democratic Senate margin if Paxton underperforms the Republican brand.

6.4 San Antonio | Bexar

Bexar combines a large Latino electorate, military families, working-class neighborhoods, and suburban growth. Ta-
larico needs both turnout and a stronger Democratic margin than the 2024 presidential result. Economic costs, health
care, education, veterans’ issues, and border credibility can all matter here.

6.5 El Paso

El Paso remains Democratic but the 2024 margin was smaller than Democrats historically expect. Talarico’s target is
not just turnout restoration; it is renewed trust among Latino working-class voters on the economy and immigration.

6.6 Rio Grande Valley

The RGV is the most important “recovery” region. The 2024 presidential results in Hidalgo and Cameron counties
demonstrated how far the Democratic assumption of automatic Latino loyalty had eroded. A Talarico win becomes
dramatically easier if Hidalgo returns to a clear Democratic margin and Cameron moves back toward parity or slight
Democratic advantage. Spanish-language communication, border-security repositioning, economic populism, and lo-
cal validators are all verified or strongly implied campaign priorities. [S15,526,S37]

6.7 Corpus Christi | South Texas

Nueces and the Coastal Bend are useful tests of whether a working-class economic message can reverse Republican
gains without requiring a return to old Democratic margins. A narrow statewide win does not require dominating the
region; it requires stopping the bleeding.

6.8 East, Central, and West Texas

The Demaocratic objective is margin management. Itis unrealistic to expect broad county flips across East or West Texas.
The question is whether Talarico can convert some R+60 or R+70 precinct environments into something modestly less
severe through education, rural hospitals, Social Security/Medicare, farm economics, and an anti-corruption frame —
while maintaining enough cultural credibility that voters do not simply default to party identity.

6.9 Exurban counties

Fast-growing exurbs can determine whether suburban Democratic gains actually translate statewide. Montgomery,
Ellis, Kaufman, Rockwall, Parker, Wise, Comal, and similar counties need not become competitive, but a few points of
margin reduction can be worth tens of thousands of votes. Conversely, if culture-war and immigration attacks produce

The American Newspaper ¢ AmericanTV e Page 11 of 27



The 2026 Texas U.S. Senate Race Revised and Expanded Edition | August 28, 2026

exceptionally high GOP turnout, exurban growth can erase Democratic metro gains.

County performance: 2024 baseline vs. narrow-win benchmark
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Figure 2: lllustrative county benchmarks for a narrow Democratic win. These are analytical targets, not forecasts or campaign
claims. Sources: 2024 official/official-derived county results. [S47-S53]

7. Voter-Group Analysis: Opportunities and Binding Constraints

7.1 Latino voters

The opportunity is not demographic destiny; it is partial recovery from a historically poor Democratic presidential per-
formance in 2024. Recent polling has shown Talarico ahead among Latinos, but subgroup sample sizes are large
enough to require caution. The campaign’s Spanish-language World Cup ad, border tour, and cost-of-living emphasis
are verified attempts to rebuild credibility. [S15,526,529]

Opportunity: a double-digit statewide Latino margin combined with a return to Democratic advantage in Hidalgo and
competitive performance in Cameron. Risk: voters who shifted right because of inflation, border concerns, religion, or
cultural identification remain Republican even when the Democratic candidate is more moderate in tone.

7.2 Black voters

Black voters remain strongly Democratic in preference, but turnout and enthusiasm are the central constraints. Texas
Southern University polling and related reporting showed overwhelming Talarico preference among Black voters while
also documenting a perception that Texas Democrats take Black voters for granted. Talarico’s Houston town hall and
commitment to major Black outreach directly address that problem. [S39,S54]

7.3 Young voters

Digital reach gives Talarico a natural communications advantage, and recent polling shows a clear youth preference
for him. The strategic question is conversion: registration, early-vote planning, and repeated contact matter more than
raw view counts. Midterm drop-off is the principal risk.
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7.4 Women

Abortion rights, health care, education, candidate favorability, and household costs create a plausible Talarico advan-
tage among women, especially in metropolitan suburbs. The risk is that married, religious, or non-college women can
still be strongly Republican on immigration, crime, guns, and culture-war issues.

7.5 College-educated suburban voters

This is the single most important persuasion bloc in Tarrant, Collin, Denton, Fort Bend, Williamson, and the suburbs of
Harris and Bexar. Talarico does not need ideological conversion; he needs a candidate-specific judgment that Paxton
is too polarizing, too scandal-plagued, or too risky to support.

7.6 Non-college working-class voters

Economic populism is designed for this group, but the party-brand obstacle is severe. Recent UT crosstabs still showed
Paxton leading among high-school-only respondents. Talarico’s best route is to make costs, wages, health care, and
anti-corruption more salient than national partisan identity. [S29]

7.7 Rural voters

The campaign’s realistic rural goal is loss reduction, not winning rural Texas. Any analysis that assumes broad rural
flips is not credible. Moving a typical rural margin from R+50 to R+40 can matter in aggregate; moving it to even is not
a reasonable baseline assumption.

7.8 Evangelical Christians and frequent churchgoers

Talarico’s faith profile is unusual and potentially valuable, but current data do not show an evangelical realignment.
The faith strategy is best understood as a way to reduce distrust, win some religious moderates, and keep culture-
war attacks from producing unanimous opposition. Paxton remains strongly positioned with frequent churchgoers.
[S17,S29]

7.9 Independents

Independents are Talarico’s largest visible persuasion opportunity and a major source of uncertainty. Several recent
polls show him ahead, but large no-preference shares suggest that late advertising can still move the group. An
economic and anti-corruption frame is likely more durable here than ideological messaging.

7.10 Moderate Republicans and Cornyn primary voters

No public dataset proves that Talarico is winning a large share of Cornyn voters. What is verified is that Cornyn’s
campaign and allies spent months making a general-election case against Paxton, some Republican donors have
been hesitant, and Cornyn himself has declined to devote his fundraising network to Paxton’s Texas race even while
saying he supports the Republican ticket. [S3,5S56]

INFERENCE Talarico’s minimum goal is probably not to “win Republicans.” It is to create a combination of crossover,
abstention, undervoting, and reduced enthusiasm large enough that Paxton cannot reach normal Texas Republican
consolidation.
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8. Money, Media, and Statewide Campaign Infrastructure

80 Campaign fundraising snapshot (through June 30, 2026)

$72.0M I Talarico

$68.6M - Paxton

$ millions
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Receipts Cash on hand Broader cumulative
(FEC authorized) (FEC authorized) (Tribune incl. JFCs)

Figure 3: Two different accounting frames are shown deliberately. FEC authorized-committee figures and broader cumulative/joint-
fundraising totals should not be treated as identical. [S5-S7]

8.1 Fundraising quality, not just quantity

The Texas Tribune’s August 28 money analysis adds important texture. It reported that 51% of Talarico’s fundraising
came from individuals who gave less than $200 over the course of the campaign, compared with a Paxton donor base
dominated by larger contributions. It also reported that about 55% of Talarico’s itemized contributions and 83% of
Paxton’s itemized contributions came from within Texas. [S7]

This creates a dual strategic effect. Talarico can credibly claim broad small-dollar energy, yet Paxton can point to the
Democratic candidate’s substantial national donor network. Paxton, meanwhile, has a weaker candidate committee
but can benefit disproportionately from joint fundraising and national Republican resources.

8.2 Advertising deployment

VERIFIED By August 20, Talarico had spent more than $25 million on general-election advertising. The mix — broadcast,
streaming, cable, digital, radio, and satellite — matters. Broadcast creates statewide definition; streaming improves
targeting and frequency among younger and cord-cutting households; digital provides rapid testing and fundraising;
Spanish-language creative addresses South Texas and urban Latino audiences. [S8]

VERIFIED Paxton’s direct campaign advertising remained tiny over the same period, but the late-August environment
changed. Trump’s Houston fundraising appearance, Ted Cruz-aligned television spending, Lone Star Liberty’s first
general-election broadcast buy, and other Republican groups signaled the beginning of a rescue-and-consolidation
phase. [S9,536,S56]

8.3 Independent expenditures and Super PACs

The primary produced an unusual outside-spending legacy. Pro-Cornyn Texans for a Conservative Majority spent
about $25 million opposing Paxton before the general election. Lone Star Liberty PAC and Fellowship PAC supplied
early pro-Paxton outside support. Lone Star Rising PAC was the largest pro-Talarico outside spender in the Democratic
primary and was backed by major donors. [S7]

EXPECTED STRATEGY The most important September question is not whether Republican money exists; it does. It
is whether national Republican groups decide Texas is important enough to justify a sustained, expensive negative-ad
campaign rather than assuming the state will revert to partisan baseline on its own.

8.4 Field organization, volunteers, registration, and GOTV

Public reporting verifies that Talarico built a serious primary organization with paid staff, field activity, statewide travel,
and heavy media. Exact general-election counts of field offices, staff, doors knocked, texts, calls, registrations, and
volunteer shifts were not consistently available in the reviewed public record. [S61]
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That absence should not be filled with invented numbers. The correct analytical test is operational evidence: office
openings, county organizers, coordinated-party hiring, volunteer shift volume, voter-registration partnerships, early-
vote chase programs, and October spending on turnout rather than only persuasion media.

8.5 Texas Democratic Party and DSCC relationship

The DSCC and national Democratic leaders have publicly supported the race, and Kamala Harris endorsed Talarico
immediately after the primary. The unresolved issue is not rhetorical support; it is the magnitude and timing of co-
ordinated/independent resources. A candidate with Talarico’s own money can reduce dependence on the national
committee, but a true statewide ground operation still benefits from party voter files, coordinated staff, legal teams, and
turnout infrastructure. [S35,S63]

9. Paxton’s Counterstrategy and the Republican Structural Advantages

Paxton does not need to out-organize Talarico in every dimension if he can restore the normal Republican vote through
partisan consolidation. His most powerful strategy is therefore to nationalize the race and convert a candidate-specific
contest into a party-identity choice.

9.1 Trump and MAGA

VERIFIED Trump’s endorsement was important in the runoff and his August 27 Houston appearance was designed to
generate money and momentum for Paxton. Trump’s direct attacks on Talarico further signal that national Republican
actors see the race as requiring attention. [S3,59,562]

9.2 Texas Republican infrastructure

Republicans possess a durable statewide network of elected officials, donors, churches and conservative groups,
county organizations, issue organizations, and habitual voters. The Texas GOP's structural advantage is especially
strong in rural and exurban counties where Democratic persuasion has weak organizational support and the electorate
is older and more habitual.

9.3 Border, immigration, crime, guns, and culture-war attacks

These issues are potent because they do not require detailed policy comprehension. They are identity shortcuts.
Paxton’s optimal negative campaign is likely to bundle several claims — “open borders,” “higher taxes,” “anti-gun,”
“radical gender policy,” “hostile to traditional Christianity,” “soft on China” — into a single definition of Talarico as culturally
outside the Texas mainstream.

LI
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9.4 The specific attack lines now visible

Attack Republican argument Talarico’s defense / strategic risk
“Far left” Moderate presentation hides a progressive Biography, bipartisan bills, affordability,
voting record. faith. High risk because party brand is weak
statewide.
Border Older rhetoric and votes show an “open bor- Border tour, more
ders” record. agents/judges/technology, selective bar-
riers, targeted deportation. High risk.
[S15,S37]
Crime / guns “Defund” or anti-gun caricature. Law-enforcement funding plus selected gun-
safety measures. Medium-high risk. [S16]
Gender / LGBTQ /reli- Prior statements and votes are framed as Christian identity, pluralism, religious free-
gion culturally radical. dom, equal-rights framing. High risk with fre-

China / land owner-
ship

Outside money

National Democrat

Votes are framed as weak on hostile foreign
influence.

Anti-billionaire rhetoric is inconsistent with
billionaire-backed independent spending.

Tie Talarico to unpopular national party posi-
tions.

qguent churchgoers. [S17,524]
Distinguish  opposition to  discrimina-
tory/poorly designed statutes from support

for national-security restrictions. Medium
risk. [S36,540]

Emphasize no corporate PAC money and le-
gal independence of Super PACs. Medium
risk.

Texas biography, criticism of prior Demo-
cratic border failures, selective issue sepa-
ration. High risk.

INFERENCE The most consequential Republican attack is not any single controversy. It is the attempt to collapse Ta-
larico’s individualized brand back into the national Democratic brand before undecided Republicans and independents

make a final choice.
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10. National Intervention: Trump, Vance, Abbott, Cruz, DSCC, and Outside

Groups

Actor

Verified role as of Aug. 28

Analytical significance

Donald Trump

Ted Cruz

Greg Abbott

JD Vance

NRSC

DSCC

Kamala Harris / Demo-
cratic leaders

Lone Star Rising PAC

Lone Star Liberty / Fel-
lowship

Endorsed Paxton before runoff; appeared
in Houston Aug. 27 to raise money and
rally support; directly attacked Talarico.
[S3,59,562]

Allied PAC launched a reported $1.7m TV
buy attacking Talarico. [S36]

Texas GOP’s most powerful statewide
elected leader; Republican infrastructure
moving toward unity.

Part of broader national Republican
midterm mobilization; no separately quan-
tified Paxton-specific investment verified
in the sources used here.

Opposed Paxton during primary, then
backed the nominee and publicly signaled
support. [S3,S56]

Public support and attacks on Paxton; na-
tional Democratic interest in expanding
the Senate map. [S63]

Harris endorsed Talarico after having
backed Crockett in the primary. [S35]

Major  pro-Talarico outside

spender. [S7]
Early pro-Paxton outside spend; Lone Star

Liberty moved into general-election broad-
cast. [S7,S56]

primary

Most important Republican validator and
base-mobilization asset; also polarizing with
independents if his Texas approval remains
weak.

Gives Paxton tested statewide conservative
messaging and donor relationships.

Abbott’s organization and donor network can
provide an implicit or explicit backstop even if
candidate-to-candidate transfers are limited.

Potentially useful with populistt MAGA voters,
but evidence of direct Texas Senate deploy-
ment is weaker than for Trump/Cruz.

National committee coordination can partly
neutralize Paxton’s candidate-fundraising
weakness.

A Texas investment becomes more likely if
polling remains close in September.

Party-unity signal; can help fundraising but
may not be the best persuasion surrogate in
Republican-leaning areas.

Expands media capacity but creates an anti-
big-money consistency challenge.

Evidence that Republican rescue spending
has begun.

SPECULATION The scale of late Trump-aligned Super PAC spending is not yet knowable. Announced intentions and
fundraising capacity are not the same as verified independent expenditures. The race can change quickly if tens of
millions of dollars are reserved for September and October.

11. Latest Polling: Full Table, Average, and Interpretation

Recent public polling, late July-August 2026
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Figure 4: Recent public polls included in the simple average. [S27-S31]
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Pollster Field dates Sample MOE Talarico Paxton Other/ undec. Sponsor
[ orien-
tation
note

Fox News Jul. 23-27 1,006 RV +3.0 51 48 1 Media-
sponsored;
biparti-
san
research
team.

TSU/YouGov Jul. 27-30 1,200 LV +2.8 47 45 8 Texas
Southern
Univer-
sity /
YouGov.

Bush School / Re- Jul. 27-30 619 LV +4.7 47 43 10 Texas

conMR A&M
Bush
School
/ Re-
conMR.

Emerson Aug. 9-10 1,000 LV +3.0 46 47 7 Emerson
College /
Nexstar.

UT/TxPP Aug. 5-13 1,200 RV +2.83 42 39 18 University
of Texas
/| Texas
Politics
Project.

TPOR Aug. 21-24 1,000 LV +3.3 48 42 10 Self-
described
nonpar-
tisan;
directed
by Demo-
cratic
strategist
Luke
Warford.

Recent six-poll simple average: Talarico 46.8%, Paxton 44.0%, Talarico +2.8. This is an unweighted mean,
not a polling model. It does not adjust for house effects, likely-voter quality, sponsor, mode, undecided allocation,
or correlated samples.

11.1 What the polls currently say

They say Talarico is competitive now. They do not prove that he will lead after two months of intensive Republican
advertising. Paxton’s share in several summer polls is unusually low for a Republican nominee in Texas, which makes
GOP consolidation the most important single polling variable.

11.2 What the polls do not say

They do not establish a durable Democratic realignment; they do not reliably estimate tiny demographic subgroups;
they do not tell us whether turnout among young and Black voters will match expressed preference; and they do not
resolve whether Cornyn voters will cross over, abstain, or return to the Republican column.
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11.3 Forecaster synthesis

Forecaster Current rating Interpretation

Cook Political Report Toss Up (Aug. 20) Public and private polling made a Lean Republican rating
too conservative despite Trump’s double-digit 2024 state win.
[S32]

Talarico leads more often than not in polling; Paxton may re-
quire a national Republican rescue operation. [S34]

Continues to emphasize Texas’s structural baseline; lists a
2025 baseline of R+10.9. [S33]

Sabato’s Crystal Ball Toss-up (Aug. 26)

Inside Elections Lean Republican

INFERENCE A fair synthesis is “true battleground, Republican structural edge.” Thatis narrower than “Lean Republican
by default” but more cautious than treating a summer polling average as evidence that Talarico is favored.

12. National and State Issue Environment: Economy, Trump, Iran, and Prices

The Senate race is not occurring in isolation. A candidate-specific Paxton problem becomes more electorally mean-
ingful when the national environment also weakens the Republican brand.

Indicator

August UT/TxPP reading

Why it matters

Trump job approval
Handling inflation/prices
Handling economy

Iran

State wrong track

43% approve / 51% disap-
prove

57% disapprove
54% disapprove

51% disapprove overall,
68% among independents

57%

A negative presidential environment
duce GOP midterm efficiency and
crossover/abstention. [S27,529]

Directly reinforces Talarico’s affordability message.

Makes the race less favorable to a pure Republican
referendum.

National-security conditions can shift independent
views and gasoline-price perceptions.

Anti-incumbent mood can hurt the long-governing

can re-
increase

state party, though it can also reflect broader dissat-
isfaction.

MAGA favor- 38% / 50% Paxton’s strongest ideological brand is intense but
able/unfavorable not majority-popular.
Democratic Party favor- 33%/51% Talarico must run materially ahead of the Democratic

able/unfavorable label.

Reuters/Ipsos national polling in late August found Democrats with an advantage on who had the better cost-of-living
plan, a shift associated in part with rising fuel costs and broader economic dissatisfaction. National evidence cannot
be mechanically transferred to Texas, but it reinforces why Talarico’s affordability message is strategically well-timed.
[S65]

INFERENCE The national environment is currently a tailwind for Democratic competitiveness, not a substitute for a
Texas coalition. If gasoline prices, consumer sentiment, and Trump’s approval improve substantially by October, Pax-
ton’s structural advantage becomes more powerful. If they worsen, Republican under-consolidation becomes easier
for Talarico to sustain.
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13. County-Level Electoral Math: 2024 Baseline to 2026 Target

County Harris 2024  Trump 2024 2024 margin lllustrative 2026 target  Swing needed
Harris 808,771 722,695 D+5.6 D+15 +9.4 pp
Dallas 511,118 322,569 D+22.6 D+32 +9.4 pp
Tarrant 384,501 426,626 R+5.2 D+4 +9.2 pp
Collin 222,115 279,534 R+11.4 R+3 +8.4 pp
Denton 191,503 250,521 R+13.4 R+5 +8.4 pp
Bexar 411,389 337,545 D+9.9 D+19 +9.1 pp
Travis 398,981 170,787 D+40.1 D+42 +1.9 pp
El Paso 143,156 105,124 D+15.3 D+22 +6.7 pp
Hidalgo 104,517 110,760 R+2.9 D+8 +10.9 pp
Cameron 54,258 60,991 R+5.8 D+3 +8.8 pp
Nueces 53,248 67,201 R+11.6 R+4 +7.6 pp
Fort Bend 179,310 173,592 D+1.6 D+9 +7.4 pp
Williamson 147,766 155,310 R+2.5 D+7 +9.5 pp
Hays 65,528 58,438 D+5.7 D+13 +7.3 pp
Montgomery 82,277 221,964 R+45.9 R+30 +15.9 pp

These targets are not campaign projections. They are stress-test benchmarks asking what county performance could
be consistent with a statewide Talarico win if turnout is also favorable. [S47-S53]

13.1 Why the math is demanding

A statewide Democratic win cannot come from simply “turning out Houston and Dallas.” The rest of Texas is too large.
The metro vote banks must expand while Republican margins fall across Tarrant, Collin, Denton, Williamson, South
Texas, and the non-metro remainder.

Illustrative components of a minimum-winning coalition

+400k

Metro/base turnout

Latino rebound

Suburban margin swing

Black turnout

Moderate GOP crossover

Other/independents

T T T T T T T
0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450
Illustrative net vote gain vs. 2024-style baseline (thousands)

Figure 5: lllustrative net-vote components required to move from a 2024-style baseline toward a 50%-+1 coalition. Not a forecast.

An illustrative minimum-winning coalition can be conceptualized as roughly +400,000 votes from improved Democratic-
base turnout and metro margins, +300,000 from Latino recovery, +350,000 from suburban gains, +100,000 from
stronger Black turnout, +200,000 from moderate Republican crossover/abstention, and +150,000 from other indepen-
dents and geographic margin compression. The categories overlap in real life; the chart is an arithmetic decomposition,
not a claim that the campaign can independently “add” each pool.
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13.2 The non-metro firewall

The most important lesson of the stress test is negative: if the vast non-metro/exurban remainder votes at something
close to 2024 presidential margins, even excellent major-county performance may not be enough. The Democratic
path requires a statewide loss-reduction effect, not merely large-city turnout.

14. Key Variables That Will Decide the Result

Variable Leverage What movement likely matters

Democratic base turnout Necessary condition Harris, Dallas, Travis, Bexar, and El Paso Democratic
precincts must avoid a severe midterm drop-off.

Latino margin Very high Talarico probably needs a clear statewide Latino advantage
and visible recovery in Hidalgo/Cameron.

Black turnout Very high Preference is already strong; turnout and post-primary trust
are the binding variables.

Suburban swing Very high Tarrant near even or blue; Collin/Denton low-single-digit R;

Williamson/Fort Bend clearly Democratic would describe a
winning map.

Republican crossover / ab- High Paxton probably cannot afford to remain in the high-

stention 70s/low-80s among Republicans; normal Texas GOP nom-
inees approach 90%-+ partisan consolidation.

Rural Republican margin High Democrats do not need rural wins, but must avoid catas-
trophic R+60/R+70 margins across large swaths of the
state.

Trump approval High Sustained negative approval makes Paxton’s Trump align-
ment less efficient with independents and soft Republicans.

National environment High Generic ballot, economy, war, and presidential approval af-
fect turnout intensity and resource allocation.

Economic conditions High Costs, wages, gasoline, housing, and health care are the
center of Talarico’s message.

Iran / national security Medium-high Can move gas prices and independents quickly; also cre-
ates an opening for security-based attacks.

Campaign spending High, diminishing Early Talarico dominance mattered; marginal value falls
once both sides reach saturation.

Paxton favorability Very high A structurally Republican state becomes competitive only
if the Republican nominee is unusually weak with persuad-
able voters.

14.1 The most important single threshold

If Paxton’s Republican support normalizes above 90% and Talarico’s independent lead shrinks materially after sus-
tained GOP television, the race probably moves back toward Lean Republican. If Paxton remains stuck materially
below normal Republican consolidation through late September, the Toss Up ratings become easier to justify.

15. Five Most Effective Talarico Strategies and Five Largest Weaknesses

15.1 Five most effective potential strategies

1. Keep affordability as the master frame. It connects inflation, housing, health care, wages, tariffs, and corruption
without requiring voters to adopt a progressive identity.

2. Use Paxton’s controversies through Republican and documentary validators. Republican impeachment
votes, Cornyn-era attack material, court records, and specific legal history are more persuasive to GOP-leaning
voters than generalized Democratic rhetoric.

3. Turn digital scale into a measurable early-vote machine. The campaign’s digital reach only becomes electorally
transformative if it produces registration, volunteer shifts, repeat contacts, and early voting among younger and
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lower-propensity voters.

. Treat South Texas as a persuasion region, not a demographic birthright. Spanish content, border-security

credibility, jobs, small business, energy, and local validators should dominate over national identity appeals.

. Build a permission structure for Cornyn Republicans. The campaign should allow voters to reject Paxton

without asking them to renounce conservatism; biography, faith, anti-corruption, and competence are the relevant
bridges.

15.2 Five largest strategic weaknesses

1.

The Democratic statewide brand. Talarico’s personal image can be better than his party’s and still be over-
whelmed by the partisan cue.

. Rural and evangelical margins. Faith messaging can reduce hostility but is unlikely to neutralize the Republican

advantage.

. Culture-war opposition research. Republicans have multiple clips, votes, and statements that can be edited into

a simpler “far-left” identity.

. South Texas uncertainty. A modest Latino rebound is not enough if Hidalgo, Cameron, and Nueces remain close

to 2024 presidential patterns.

. Late Republican money. Talarico’s summer media advantage may be partly a timing artifact. A national Republi-

can rescue operation can rapidly change candidate definition.

16. Paths to Victory and Defeat

16.1 Talarico’s path to victory
A credible winning path is additive rather than magical:

Democratic base turnout in the five largest urban Democratic vote banks is strong for a midterm.

Talarico wins Latinos by a clear margin and retakes Hidalgo while substantially improving Cameron/Nueces perfor-
mance.

Tarrant reaches parity or turns slightly Democratic; Collin and Denton fall to low-single-digit Republican margins;
Williamson and Fort Bend are clearly Democratic.

Paxton fails to consolidate a meaningful share of Cornyn/moderate Republicans, through crossover, abstention, or
undervoting.

Rural/exurban Republican margins remain large but compress enough to prevent the rest-of-state vote from swamp-
ing the metros.

Talarico’s October field program converts digital enthusiasm into early votes and keeps Black/young turnout from
collapsing.

The national environment remains unfavorable to Republicans on costs, Trump approval, or war-related concerns.

16.2 Talarico’s path to defeat
The defeat path is more familiar:

GOP advertising successfully redefines him as a national “far-left” Democrat.

Paxton’s Republican support rises into a normal 90%-+ range.

Cornyn voters return to party and donors decide Senate control outweighs intra-party resentment.
South Texas stays close to its 2024 Republican shift and Latino margins remain narrow.

Black and youth turnout underperforms expressed preference.

Tarrant stays Republican, Collin/Denton remain double-digit or high-single-digit Republican, and exurban growth
produces large GOP vote totals.
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< Trump approval or economic sentiment improves, reducing the national Democratic tailwind.

17. Best Case, Base Case, and Worst Case Scenarios

The probabilities below are conditional heuristic estimates, not model outputs. They answer: “If this scenario’s
described environment is the one that actually materializes, how likely is Talarico to win?” They should not be interpreted
as exact statistical probabilities or as scenario occurrence weights.

Scenario Conditions Talarico vote-share Conditional win
range probability
Best case Strong urban/Black/young turnout; Latino re- 50.5-52.5% 70-85%

bound; Tarrant flips; Collin/Denton sharply
narrow; Paxton GOP support remains soft;
national environment deteriorates for Repub-
licans; Talarico survives negative ads.

Base competitive GOP consolidates partially; Talarico retains 48.0-50.5% 35-50%
case a modest independent/suburban edge; South

Texas improves but not dramatically; late Re-

publican spending narrows the race.

Worst case Normal GOP consolidation; culture-war at- 44.5-47.5% 5-15%
tacks land; rural and South Texas resemble
2024; Democratic midterm turnout is soft; na-
tional environment improves for Republicans.

17.1 Overall analytical range

INFERENCE Taking the current Toss Up/Lean Republican split among major forecasters seriously, a reasonable non-
model characterization is that Talarico is somewhere between a substantial underdog and an even-money candidate
—roughly a 40-50% overall chance as of August 28, with unusually high sensitivity to Republican consolidation and
late spending. A narrower number would imply more precision than the available evidence supports.

18. Leading Indicators to Monitor Through Election Day

Indicator What to watch

Multi-poll average Does Talarico remain ahead or near even after sustained Republican televi-
sion?

Paxton share among Republicans  Does it rise from summer weakness toward 90%+7?

Independent vote Does Talarico’s lead survive as undecideds shrink?

Latino crosstabs Does a double-digit Democratic advantage persist in likely-voter samples?

Hidalgo / Cameron signals Does early voting show stabilization or reversal of the 2024 rightward shift?

Black turnout proxies Houston/Dallas participation relative to 2022 and 2024 benchmarks.

Tarrant / Collin / Denton Suburban polling, registration, and early-vote composition.

Trump approval in Texas A key nationalization variable.

Cost-of-living sentiment Food, gas, health, housing, and economic-direction measures.

Iran / gasoline Conflict trajectory, gasoline prices, independent approval.

GOP outside spending Weekly Adimpact reservations; NRSC, MAGA-aligned, Cruz/Abbott-linked ac-
tivity.

Talarico cash burn Whether the summer advertising blitz leaves sufficient October field and TV
capacity.

Paxton favorability Whether negative views soften when Republicans consolidate.

Debates / major earned-media Any high-salience event that changes candidate definition.
events

Early-vote geography The strongest real-world evidence available before Election Day.
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19. Final Assessment

( A
Answer to the central question: James Talarico is a genuinely realistic candidate to end the Democratic Party’s
statewide losing streak in 2026 — but his realism is conditional rather than structural. He is competitive because
several unusual factors are aligned at once: extraordinary resources, disciplined early advertising, a message
suited to the affordability environment, a personal brand that can run ahead of the Democratic Party, and an
opponent with exceptionally high controversy and weaker fundraising. Those factors make the race real. They do

not, by themselves, prove that Texas has become a 50-50 state.
S J

The strongest evidence for genuine competitiveness is not one poll. It is the convergence of multiple facts: Talarico
has led in several public polls; two major forecasters now call the race a Toss Up; his candidate committee has an
enormous financial advantage; Paxton required late help from Trump and Republican outside groups; and the core
issues of affordability and anti-corruption fit the current environment. [S5-S9,5S27-S34]

The strongest evidence against assuming a Democratic breakthrough is structural. Texas has not elected a Demo-
crat statewide since 1994; Trump won by roughly 13.7 points in 2024; Cruz won by 8.5; rural and frequent-church
voters remain heavily Republican; and Talarico must run substantially ahead of the statewide Democratic brand while
simultaneously producing higher-quality turnout among groups that often drop off in midterms. [S27,529,547,S59]

INFERENCE The most accurate description is therefore neither “temporary mirage” nor “Democratic favorite.” Talarico
has built a candidate-specific path that is materially stronger than a normal Texas Democratic campaign. The path
depends on an unusually weak Republican nominee and a favorable national context, but that does not make it unreal.
Many statewide breakthroughs occur when a strong challenger meets a weak nominee in a favorable cycle. What would
distinguish a true partisan realignment from a one-cycle upset is whether similar Democratic performance persists in
other statewide offices and future elections without Paxton-like opponent vulnerabilities.

Current one-sentence characterization: As of August 28, 2026, Texas is a genuine Senate battleground by current
polling and two major forecasters, but Talarico still needs a coalition that outperforms the 2024 Democratic baseline
across multiple regions at the same time; Paxton can still win by restoring ordinary Republican consolidation.

The American Newspaper ¢ AmericanTV e Page 24 of 27



The 2026 Texas U.S. Senate Race Revised and Expanded Edition | August 28, 2026

Appendix A. Source Notes and Documentation

ID Source

S1 Texas House of Representatives, Rep. James Talarico, District 50, accessed Aug. 28, 2026.
house.texas.gov/imembers/50.

S2 The Texas Tribune, “James Talarico defeats Jasmine Crockett in blockbuster Democratic primary for U.S. Senate,”
Mar. 3—-4, 2026. Texas Tribune.

S3 The Texas Tribune, “Ken Paxton defeats John Cornyn for U.S. Senate GOP nomination,” May 26, 2026. Texas
Tribune.

S4 Texas Secretary of State, November 3, 2026 Election Law Calendar and candidate date guide, accessed Aug. 28,
2026. SOS calendar.

S5 Federal Election Commission, James Talarico candidate overview, 2026 cycle, data through June 30, 2026. FEC.

S6 Federal Election Commission, Ken Paxton candidate overview, 2026 cycle, data through June 30, 2026. FEC.

S7 The Texas Tribune, “Tracking the money raised and spent in the U.S. Senate race between James Talarico and Ken
Paxton,” Aug. 28, 2026. Texas Tribune.

S8 The Texas Tribune, “Talarico floods Texas airwaves in U.S. Senate race as Paxton, GOP stay quiet,” Aug. 20, 2026.
Texas Tribune.

S9 The Texas Tribune, “Trump visits Texas to fundraise for Ken Paxton’s Senate bid,” Aug. 27, 2026. Texas Tribune.

S10 The Texas Tribune, “Talarico campaign asks court to unseal Paxton depositions,” Aug. 26, 2026. Texas Tribune.

S11 Associated Press, Talarico effort to unseal Paxton-related depositions, Aug. 26, 2026. AP.

S12 Talarico for Texas, Issues index, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S13 Talarico for Texas, Taxes & Cost of Living, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S14 Talarico for Texas, Health Care, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S15 Talarico for Texas, Immigration & Border Security, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S16 Talarico for Texas, Public Safety & Justice, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S17 Talarico for Texas, Freedom, Family & Faith, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S18 Talarico for Texas, Energy & Environment, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S19 Talarico for Texas, Labor & Business, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S20 Talarico for Texas, Rural Investment, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S21 Talarico for Texas, Public Education, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S22 Talarico for Texas, Foreign Policy, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S23 Talarico for Texas, Corruption & Democracy, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S24 The Texas Tribune, profile/reporting on Talarico’s progressive Christianity and viral politics, Sept. 16, 2025.

S25 The New Yorker, “James Talarico Puts His Faith in Texas Voters,” Mar. 2, 2026.

S26 The Texas Tribune, Spanish-language World Cup ad, June 11, 2026.

S27 University of Texas / Texas Politics Project, August 2026 poll analysis, Aug. 24, 2026. UT/TxPP.

S28 Texas Politics Project, Texas 2026 U.S. Senate Poll Tracker, updated Aug. 2026. poll tracker.

S29 University of Texas / Texas Politics Project, August 2026 crosstabs and polling archive. polling archive.

S30 The Texas Tribune, Texas Senate poll tracker and methodology guidance, updated Aug. 27, 2026.

S31 Texas Public Opinion Research, Aug. 21-24, 2026 poll release.

S32 Cook Political Report, 2026 Senate ratings, Texas moved to Toss Up Aug. 20, 2026. Cook ratings.

S33 Inside Elections, Texas 2026 Senate Il page, Lean Republican; baseline R+10.9, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. Inside
Elections.

S34 Sabato’s Crystal Ball, “Three Rating Changes in Texas, All Towards Democrats,” Aug. 26, 2026. Crystal Ball.

S35 The Texas Tribune, Kamala Harris endorsement of Talarico, Mar. 4, 2026.

S36 Houston Chronicle, Cruz-affiliated PAC reported $1.7 million Paxton ad buy, Aug. 22, 2026.

S37 Texas reporting on Talarico border-security tour, July 2026.

S38 Texas reporting on Talarico “New American Dream” affordability tour, Aug. 2026.

S39 Texas reporting on Talarico Black-voter outreach and Houston town hall, July 2026.

S40 The Texas Tribune, Paxton data-center platform and Talarico contrast, Aug. 24, 2026. Texas Tribune.

S41 Texas Secretary of State, 2026 candidate filing information, accessed Aug. 28, 2026.

S42 Reuters and other national reporting on Republican midterm mobilization in Texas, Aug. 2026.
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https://www.texastribune.org/2026/05/26/texas-john-cornyn-ken-paxton-us-senate-republican-primary-runoff/
https://www.sos.texas.gov/elections/laws/advisory2026-21-november-3-election-law-calendar.shtml
https://www.fec.gov/data/candidate/S6TX00479/?cycle=2026
https://www.fec.gov/data/candidate/S6TX00388/
https://www.texastribune.org/text/236623/
https://www.texastribune.org/2026/08/20/texas-us-senate-race-donors-ken-paxton-james-talarico/
https://www.texastribune.org/2026/08/27/texas-trump-paxton-talarico-senate-campaign/
https://www.texastribune.org/2026/08/26/texas-james-talarico-ken-paxton-depositions-motion-to-unseal-securities-fraud-dispute/
https://apnews.com/article/dcb8298c9390ae12a58f0fb18dd704bf
https://jamestalarico.com/issues/
https://jamestalarico.com/issue/taxes-cost-of-living/
https://jamestalarico.com/issue/health-care/
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https://jamestalarico.com/issue/public-safety-justice/
https://jamestalarico.com/issue/freedom-family-faith/
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https://jamestalarico.com/issue/rural-investment/
https://jamestalarico.com/issue/public-education/
https://jamestalarico.com/issue/foreign-policy/
https://jamestalarico.com/issue/corruption-democracy/
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https://texaspolitics.utexas.edu/blog/texas-2026-u-s-senate-poll-tracker
https://texaspolitics.utexas.edu/polling
https://www.cookpolitical.com/ratings/senate-race-ratings
https://insideelections.com/election-year/2026/?office=ii&state-district=tx
https://insideelections.com/election-year/2026/?office=ii&state-district=tx
https://sabatoscrystalball.substack.com/p/three-rating-changes-in-texas-all
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ID Source

S43 Talarico for Texas, campaign biography/homepage, accessed Aug. 28, 2026. campaign site.

S44 Texas reporting on post-runoff Cornyn-voter crossover and donor hesitation, summer 2026.

S45 Associated Press, reporting on social media in the Texas Senate primary, Feb. 2026.

S46 Texas Standard / Texas political reporting on Cornyn donors and GOP unity after the runoff, summer 2026.

S47 NPR, certified 2024 Texas election results, updated Mar. 21, 2025. NPR results.

S48 Bexar County, official Nov. 5, 2024 election summary results.

S49 El Paso County, official 2024 final election results.

S50 Nueces County, official 2024 cumulative results.

S51 Montgomery County, official 2024 canvass results.

S52 Civic Result Maps / official-derived Texas 2024 presidential county data, accessed Aug. 28, 2026.

S53 County election-result datasets for Hidalgo, Cameron, Fort Bend, Hays, Collin, and other counties, 2024.

S54 The Texas Tribune / TSU reporting on Black-voter polling, Aug. 2026.

S55 The Texas Tribune, July 2026 poll reporting including independent and non-college results, July 28, 2026.

S56 The Texas Tribune, “John Cornyn is raising money for competitive Senate races — just not in Texas,” Aug. 28, 2026.
Texas Tribune.

S57 The Texas Tribune, 2018 Cruz—O’Rourke U.S. Senate result, Nov. 6, 2018.

S58 The Texas Tribune, 2020 Trump-Biden Texas results/background, Nov. 2020.

S59 Official/major-media summaries of the 2022 Texas gubernatorial and 2024 Cruz—Allred results.

S60 The Texas Tribune, O’Rourke—Cruz fundraising comparison, Oct. 26, 2018.

S61 The Texas Tribune, “How Jasmine Crockett slipped from Democratic frontrunner to decisive defeat,” Mar. 6, 2026.
Texas Tribune.

S62 Contemporary reporting on Trump’s Aug. 28 attacks on Talarico; claims are treated as campaign rhetoric unless
independently verified.

S63 Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, public statements on the Texas Senate race, 2026. DSCC.

S64 Texas reporting on outside-group plans aimed at moderate Republicans, June 2026; announced plans are not treated
as actual expenditures until verified.

S65 Reuters/Ipsos, cost-of-living issue polling, Aug. 25, 2026.
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Appendix B. Methodology and Limitations

« As-of date: All claims described as current are checked against publicly available information through August 28,
2026.

e Polling: The displayed average is a simple unweighted summary. It is not a Bayesian model, does not estimate
house effects, and does not allocate undecided voters.

* Subgroups: Demographic crosstabs can have very large sampling error. They are used as directional evidence,
not point forecasts.

« Candidate claims: Candidate websites are cited as evidence of positions and messaging, not proof that a policy
would achieve its promised result.

< Paxton legal history: The report distinguishes allegations, impeachment, acquittal, dismissed/resolved charges,
civil disputes, and verified court actions. Campaign rhetoric is not converted into a legal finding.

« Campaign finance: FEC authorized-committee totals and broader totals that include joint fundraising can differ.
This edition explicitly labels the accounting frame to avoid false apples-to-apples comparisons.

* Independent expenditures: Announced spending intentions are separated from actual reported/ad-tracked expen-
ditures.

« Field/IGOTV: Exact office, staff, door, call, text, and volunteer counts are not reported unless a reliable public source
verifies them.

« County model: County benchmarks are sensitivity assumptions using 2024 results as a baseline. They are not
forecasts.

« Scenario probabilities: The probability bands are explicit analytical heuristics conditioned on the scenario descrip-
tion. They are not proprietary model outputs and should be updated as September/October polling and early-vote
data arrive.

* Graphics: Analytical graphics in this edition were generated from the cited polling, finance, historical, and county
data. They are explanatory, not predictive.

Editorial standard. The report distinguishes VERIFIED campaign actions and facts; EXPECTED STRATEGY
professional expectations strongly suggested by observed behavior; INFERENCE conclusions derived from data;
and SPECULATION possibilities for which evidence remains insufficient.

The American Newspaper — https://americannewspaper.org
AmericanTV - https://americantv.org

Revised and expanded August 28, 2026.
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