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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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How Democrats can soften blow
 of upcoming nomination battles

Editor’s note: A previous version 
of  this opinion column was pub-
lished recently in The Hill and the 
Austin American-Statesman.

With the entrance of  former 
Vice President Joe Biden to the 
2020 presidential 
race, there now 
are 21 candi-
dates vying for 
the Democratic 
nomination — 
something that 
poses unique 
logistical and po-
litical challenges 
for the would-be 
nominees, as well 
as for the party.

By definition, the presidential 
nominating process is a win-
nowing one. Each of  the cur-
rent Democratic candidates are 
searching for — and must find 
— effective ways to distinguish 
themselves from their competi-
tors, in rhetoric and in practice. 
Consider recent comments by 
Senators Bernie Sanders and 
Elizabeth Warren. Represent-
ing the progressive wing of  the 
Democratic Party, they imply 
that Joe Biden, who represents 
the establishment arm of  the 
party, accepts corporate dona-
tions that likely will influence 
his policy decisions.

Many political analysts worry 
these critiques — one Democrat-
ic candidate of  another — will 
only accelerate, creating a toxic-
for-everyone-except-Republicans 
environment and resulting in a 
weakened, vulnerable Democrat-
ic nominee with substantially 
diminished chances of  defeating 
President Trump.

As a communication profes-
sor who has studied and taught 

political rhetoric and debate for 
over 40 years, I offer a potential 
remedy — one that resonates 
with and extends the “we are 
indivisible” pledge put forth re-
cently by some Democrats. Some 
might call my proposal idealistic 
or naïve, but I think it’s doable: 
Prior to the first debate in June, 
all the Democratic candidates 
should convene an event broad-
cast on television nationally and 
streamed live online. The Demo-
cratic National Committee then 
could run portions of  this as an 
advertisement during the gener-
al election campaign, regardless 
of  the chosen nominee.

The message communicated in 
such a convening would be: “We 
are here tonight to make clear 
that, despite our differences 
which no doubt will emerge in 
the upcoming debates, as Demo-
crats we are united on some of  
the most important domestic and 
foreign policy issues facing the 
nation, as well as in a sincere 
belief  that our democracy and 
Constitutional norms can ill af-
ford four more years of  Donald 
Trump. 

“That is why we refuse to be 
divided — no matter what Trump 
and his supporters say or do. 
This evening we shall discuss 
Democratic solutions for each 
of  these issues, sharing our 
profound agreements. We also 
pledge that following the prima-
ries and caucuses, all of  us will 
campaign enthusiastically for 
our party’s nominee.”  

To be clear, this would not be a 
public relations stunt and would 
not be designed to minimize the 
important differences among the 
candidates — differences that 
necessarily must be articulated 
in the debates. It would go well 

beyond the Indivisible pledge 
that many of  the candidates have 
already supported.

Imagine the potential persua-
sive effects. 

First, it might lessen what 
some predict will be a bitter 
rhetorical fight among the Demo-
cratic aspirants. 

Second, it will underscore how 
the Democrats’ policy differences 
are far less severe than currently 
portrayed by the media; it would 
demonstrate that their disagree-
ments pale by comparison to 
their commonalities, not to 
mention their sharp contrast in 
substance and style to President 
Trump. 

Third, the rhetorical act of  the 
event itself  would communicate 
emphatically just how unique 
and important the 2020 election 
is. 

Perhaps this might propel 
those who normally are disaffect-
ed by politics — and view cam-
paigns in general as negative if  
not toxic — to the voting booth.

I think the public would see 
this as welcome and refreshing. 
Tom Perez and the Democratic 
National Committee could con-
vince the candidates to partici-
pate.

Beyond the 2020 election, this 
new practice might also establish 
a powerful precedent helping 
the country to transcend the 
rancorous and polarized political 
environment that currently para-
lyzes our democracy and makes 
it hard to govern effectively.

 
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.
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Lawmaker right 
to demand state

change procedures
in executions

S
tate Sen. John Whitmire is calling on 
the Texas Department of  Criminal Jus-
tice to make a change to its execution-
day procedures following the execution 

of  a man sentenced to die for the gruesome 
modern-day lynching of  James Byrd Jr. in 
Jasper.

Whitmire said he was “shocked” to see John 
William King’s written statement quoted in the 
media. He wants the TDCJ to end the policy of  
a prison spokesman reading aloud prisoners’ 
written statements after their death. “I believe 
this action was totally improper and should 
never be repeated,” he said.

He’s right. Reading aloud King’s statement 
after the fact was rude and disrespectful to 
Byrd’s family, just as doing so for any other 
condemned killer is rude and disrespectful to 
the families of  their victims. A condemned 
killer’s only chance to weigh in with final 
thoughts should be any last words uttered 
while strapped to the gurney inside the execu-
tion chamber.

King kept his eyes closed as witnesses ar-
rived in the death chamber and never turned 
his head toward Byrd’s relatives. Asked by 
Warden Bill Lewis if  he had a final statement, 
King replied: “No.” That should have been the 
last we ever heard from him.

Former Jasper County District Attorney 
Guy James Gray - the man who prosecuted 
King, Lawrence Russell Brewer and Shawn 
Allen Berry - told the Texas Tribune in an Au-
gust 2018 story, “When you handle a case like 
that and get inside the mind of  a real racist, 
a white supremacist racist, and you see how 
dangerous those people are to the fabric of  our 
society ... ”

Gray is right. Byrd was beaten, stripped na-
ked, tied to the back of  a truck by three white 
supremacists and dragged down a dirt road 
until he was dead and decapitated. King was 
found guilty of  orchestrating one of  the most 
gruesome hate crimes in U.S. history. Why 
would anyone want to get inside the mind of  
that type of  individual?

In a 2001 interview, King described himself  
as an ”avowed racist.” He had offensive tattoos 
on his body, including one of  a black man with 
a noose around his neck hanging from a tree, 
according to authorities. A Hollywood ending 
where the condemned expresses regret and 
sorrow for their heinous act isn’t realistic. 
It certainly wasn’t going to happen in this 
instance.

This isn’t the first time Whitmire has been 
critical of  the prison system after the execu-
tion of  one of  Byrd’s killers. Berry was sen-
tenced to life in prison; his first parole hearing 
is set for June 2038.

Before he was executed in 2011, Brewer 
ordered two steaks, a triple-patty bacon cheese-
burger, a cheese omelet, fried okra, a pound of  
barbecue, white bread, fajitas, pizza, Blue Bell 
ice cream, fudge and three root beers. At the 
time it was standard for prisoners to request a 
special meal before their execution. But when 
Brewer refused to eat any of  the food, Whit-
mire demanded an end to the practice, calling 
it “ridiculous.” Prison officials complied, and 
since then condemned men can only eat what’s 
on the mess hall menu for the day.

Whitmire also wants to examine the death-
penalty appeals process and a look into how 
King was able to linger on death row for more 
than two decades. On average, inmates on 
Texas’ death row have spent 15 years, 8 months 
there, according to the Texas Tribune. 

Louvon Byrd Harris said King and Brewer 
got “an easy way out” compared to “all the 
suffering” that her brother faced. Sadly, she’s 
also right.

— Lufkin Daily News
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