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OpiniOn THE FIRST AMENDMENT: Congress shall make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of all 

the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the government for a redress of grievances. 
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What Democrats can learn about 
rhetoric from Sanders, Buttigieg

M
y purpose in writ-
ing is not partisan.  
Echoing my prior 
op-eds, I wish to 

discuss the rhetorical lessons 
candidates of  all political stripes 
can learn, offer-
ing examples of  
politicians who 
take to heart 
these lessons—
even if  they don’t 
reflect my own 
political ideology 
and candidate 
preferences.

 Longtime 
scholar Dan 
Nimmo, whose 
research has 
contributed to the disciplines 
of  political science, journalism, 
and communication, was one of  
the first to define and analyze the 
various audiences to whom po-
litical candidates might address. 

These audiences ranged from 
true believers (the base who 
must be motivated to work for 
the campaign), to those open 
to persuasion (voters who may 
not have made up their minds 
and/or don’t follow the cam-
paign closely), to those who are 
weakly supportive and must be 
motivated to vote, to those firmly 
committed to the opposition 
candidate and beyond persuasive 
reach. 

 For Nimmo, the key question 
faced by all candidates is: Stra-
tegically, to which audiences 
do you want to allocate a finite 
amount of  money and devote 
limited rhetorical resources?  
What has become clear since 
Donald Trump became President 
is that politicians seem more 
inclined than ever before to 
communicate primarily to their 
own tribe; there is a reticence to 
target the opposition’s audience.

 Two notable exceptions to 
this trend are Vermont Senator 
Bernie Sanders and South Bend 
Mayor Pete Buttigieg. To be clear, 
I am not endorsing or recom-
mending either as the choice 

of  the Democrats for President 
of  the United States. I have not 
made up my mind about who to 
support—and won’t until more is 
known about each candidate.

 Nevertheless, as someone who 
has spent his 40-plus year career 
studying and teaching commu-
nication, I applaud both Sanders 
and Buttigieg for the way they 
are responding to Nimmo’s ques-
tion about audiences, and hence 
teaching other presidential hope-
fuls important rhetorical lessons.   

 First, consider Sanders. We 
must applaud his decision to do 
a town hall inside the Fox News 
bubble on the evening of  Mon-
day, April 15—a place one would 
guess is unfriendly to his policy 
proposals.  It should be noted 
that Sanders is one of  only a 
small number of  Democrats thus 
far to enter this den. Actually, 
Eric Swalwell may be the only 
other to appear on Fox.  This is 
significant rhetorically. 

A key principle in political 
communication emerging from 
Nimmo’s research is that can-
didates for public office may 
not be successful by exclusively 
preaching to the choir. Sanders’ 
decision to talk with Fox News 
shows that he and his handlers 
understand this principle.  More-
over, moving outside his comfort 
zone—to speak to an audience 
comprised of  many who do not 
share his political beliefs—ap-
pears to have been successful.

 To the surprise—if  not cha-
grin—of  the Fox hosts, Sanders 
received enthusiastic applause 
from the town hall audience on 
several important issues; most 
notably, the audience expressed a 
clear willingness to give up their 
current healthcare insurance 
plan for a single payer provider. 

 The rhetorical lesson Sanders 
may be teaching his fellow Demo-
crat presidential aspirants is 
obvious: To defeat Donald Trump 
will require going well beyond 
their political base; it will neces-
sitate getting outside the echo 
chamber that already embraces 

their candidacy.
With Buttigieg, a second rhe-

torical lesson is emerging—one 
quite distinct from Sanders. 
Recent polling and campaign 
donation data reveals that with 
each day, every new speech and 
additional interview, Americans 
are becoming increasingly im-
pressed by Pete Buttigieg.  Why?  
Perhaps it is because his rhetori-
cal message is unique.

 First, Buttigieg’s discourse 
underscores his sharp intellect, 
compassion, clear vision and 
hope for America, impeccable 
understanding of  history, abil-
ity to talk directly to voters, and 
thorough grounding in the issues 
facing our nation—all of  which 
are nothing less than striking. 

 Second, and more significant, 
Buttigieg has chosen—deliber-
ately, I suspect—rarely to invoke 
Trump’s name or attack him 
explicitly and directly. From a 
rhetorical perspective this is 
important.  Buttigieg appears 
to have decided not to alienate 
Trump voters which might give 
them additional reasons and 
motivation to vote for the incum-
bent President.

 This rhetorical choice could 
prove that Buttigieg is that once 
in a lifetime presidential can-
didate who comes on the scene 
at precisely the right time with 
a potentially persuasive, posi-
tive and bipartisan message—a 
message avoiding attack and 
calling for genuine change 
(where “change” is more than a 
cliché and tired rhetorical trope) 
to extricate the country from a 
dangerous time in history.

 In short, whoever the Demo-
crats nominate, it would behoove 
them to take note of  the rhetori-
cal lessons being taught by Sand-
ers and Buttigieg—lessons based 
in communication research.

 
Richard Cherwitz is the Ernest S. 
Sharpe Centennial Professor in the 
Moody College of Communica-
tion and founder of the Intellectual 
Entrepreneurship Consortium at the 
University of Texas at Austin.

RICHARD
CHERWITZ
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your say  |  letter to the editor

Reader: Elderly residents do not have tax rates frozen
I would like to correct something I read in the 

Herald Banner over the weekend. 
One of  the letters to the Editor stated that elderly 

citizens have their tax rate frozen. This is not ac-
curate. If  you are over 65 the tax amount on your 
homestead is frozen, not your tax rate. 

This means that if  either the tax rate OR the ap-
praised value of  your homestead goes up you will 
still not pay one penny more than you did when 

you were 65. 
I should point out that this only applies to the 

school portion of  your taxes. The city and county 
have not chosen to allow this option on their taxes 
even though they are allowed by Texas law to do so. 

Thank you for allowing me to correct this misin-
formation.

JOHN KELSO
Greenville

W
e observed San Jacinto Day on Eas-
ter Sunday. It was 183 years ago, 
on April 21, 1836, that Texan and 
Mexican armies fought the Battle 

of  San Jacinto, the most important military 
engagement ever on Texas soil. Some historians 
now view the battle as one of  the most decisive 
in world history.

We have those brave men and women who 
fought that day to thank for our beautiful state.

San Jacinto Day also is a day to honor all who 
fought for the independence of  Texas. They 
were “Texians” - native citizens and immigrant 
citizens speaking Spanish, English, German 
and more - all with a common purpose of  self-
preservation and liberty.

In 1835, after the Texas Declaration of  Inde-
pendence was signed, Mexican President Santa 
Anna brought his army to Texas to suppress the 
uprising of  support for Texas independence. 
The Texans lost a number of  battles to Santa 
Anna, leading to the battlefield cries of  ”Re-
member the Alamo” and ”Remember Goliad.”

This is the day that Gen. Sam Houston and 
the Texas Army defeated Santa Anna’s Mexican 
troops, winning independence for Texas in a 
battle that lasted only 18 minutes near Lynch’s 
Ferry, at a point where Buffalo Bayou and the 
San Jacinto River flow into the bay. Though 
the battle was short, the course of  history was 
changed forever. For almost 10 years, Texans re-
mained an independent country until becoming 
the 28th state of  the United States of  America. 
San Jacinto Day was made a legal state holiday 
by the 14th Texas Legislature in 1874.

The significance of  the battle led to not only 
the annexation of  Texas, but to the Mexican 
War, resulting in the U.S. acquisition of  addi-
tional states New Mexico, Arizona, California, 
Nevada, Utah and parts of  Oklahoma, Kansas, 
Colorado and Wyoming. Approximately one 
million square miles of  territory, or almost one-
third of  today’s United States, changed sover-
eignty because of  the victory at San Jacinto.

Celebrations in honor of  the victory at San 
Jacinto have been held every year since the 
battle. The San Jacinto Monument, a memorial 
to honor all who fought for independence of  
Texas, stands at the site of  the battle and is the 
tallest column monument in the world at 567 
feet. It is a fitting tribute and reminder of  what 
it took to make Texas. Events are held annu-
ally at the San Jacinto Battleground State Park, 
which features a re-enactment of  the battle and 
a festival highlighting Texas history. For infor-
mation about the park and activities, visit tpwd.
state.tx.us/state-parks/san-jacinto-battleground 
or call (281) 479-2421.

San Jacinto Day is one of  13 Texas Honor 
Days designated by The Daughters of  the 
Republic of  Texas, the oldest women’s patriotic 
organization in Texas dedicated to the preserva-
tion and education of  Texas history. For more 
information on Texas Honor Days and the work 
of  the D.R.T., visit drtinfo.org.

— Lufkin Daily News

State holiday 
commemorates Texas 

winning independence
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