Politicians as Role Models

On Tuesday, November 6, 2007 I interviewed Denton County Commissioner Bobbie Mitchell, who in 1993 became the first African-American Mayor of Lewisville. We talked about many issues that pertain to politics, including social programs, political parties, and the importance of faith in politics. 

When talking about her childhood, Commissioner Mitchell remembered how she grew up in poverty, and “had to put cardboard” into her shoes to be able to use them longer. Her dad motivated her to aspire for high goals, saying that she could grow up to be anything she wanted. Ironically, it was her poverty that pushed her to try to help others because she never had anyone help her.  Understanding what it was like to be poor allowed Commissioner Mitchell to have a first-hand perspective on how to assist people in need when she was elected major, and later county commissioner. 

Commissioner Mitchell became an active participant in the political process partly because her job at GTE encouraged it, partly because she had free time after her daughter left for college, and mostly because her water bill went up. She attended the Lewisville City Council meetings, liked it, and was elected to the Zoning Board of Adjustment in 1985. She was then elected the Mayor of Lewisville in 1993, and received praise from throughout the nation for becoming the first African-American to attain this post. 

On the issue of social programs, the commissioner believes they should be used sparingly. She said that in some situations people need help, but the extent to which social programs function today by handing benefits out to people without getting anything back in return, was wrong. She praised programs like CCA and the people’s clinic as social programs in Denton County that not only provide medical care, but also offer counseling, and help the patients find jobs, so that they can get their lives back on track. 

When asked about the efficacy of our government, the commissioner said it was somewhat effective. She likes the two-party system because she believes that everyone’s view points fall under one or the other. People can be classified as moderate or extremist, but still belong to either the left or the right. The commissioner said that if more parties were around, then ideas would be recycled, and multiple parties would promote the same idea or belief, making the system inefficient. She also talked about politics in general, saying that it is important, no matter which party you belonged to, to work together for the good of the people. She said that she always tried to marginalize differences, and look for common ground she shares with her colleagues. She stated that the important thing was the difference politicians made in the lives of ordinary people, and that could only be achieved through cooperation and compromise.

The commissioner talked about her belief in God as being a fundamental part of her life.  She said that in order to run for public office, you need to have faith because of the amount of negative campaigning that is done against you. She gave the example of her first campaign for County Commissioner as the time when she was hit with a huge amount of negative ads.  She said that if she didn’t have faith, and couldn’t talk to God about dealing with her problems, she would have dropped out of the race. She said that The Lord helped her get back up and get back in the fight after every negative ad and false accusation that was made against her. She named Isaiah 41:10 as the verse that guided her:

       So do not fear, for I am with you; 
       do not be dismayed, for I am your God. 
       I will strengthen you and help you; 
       I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.

Overall, the commissioner said, she enjoyed serving the people because she felt that she was making a difference in people’s lives. She also had a message for other politicians out there: never forget that you are working for the people, not the other way around. Talking to the commissioner was very enlightening; she was very optimistic about our political system, and worked hard every day to make it function as efficiently as possible.

