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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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guest view  |  the cohen testimony

Like her or not,  Ocasio-Cortez showed how 
Congress should, but won’t, ask questions

By RIcHARD cHERwITz

As a scholar of  communica-
tion, I watched with interest last 
week’s congressional hearing 
and Michael Cohen’s testimony.  
From a nonpartisan perspective 
I was impressed 
by Congresswom-
an Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez’s 
performance; she 
did a masterful 
job interrogating 
Cohen—and in so 
doing, she under-
scored a glaring 
shortfall in how 
members of  Con-
gress interview 
witnesses.

For over 40 years I have taught 
a course in argumentation at 
the University of  Texas. One of  
the major distinctions discussed 
in this class is the difference 
between argument as “advocacy” 
and argument as “inquiry” — the 
former focusing primarily on 
explicit appeals to persuade and 
the latter emphasizing discovery.

This distinction is especially 
useful when evaluating congres-
sional hearings.  For example, I 
have observed that more often 
than not members of  Congress 
do not know how to — or won’t 
— ask genuine and useful ques-
tions. Their penchant is to prac-
tice argument as advocacy. 

Rather than engaging in in-
quiry, members spend their ques-
tioning time making speeches 
and asking rhetorical questions 
designed to lead to a predeter-
mined political claim. 

They posture and dramatically 
draw attention to themselves—
which, of  course, is why the me-

dia is titillated and hence spends 
an inordinate amount of  time 
including their questioning in a 
seemingly endless news loop. 

Last Wednesday, Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (and perhaps a few 
others) was the exception to the 
rule. She practiced argument as 
inquiry. Her questions were pro-
bative and focused on discovery, 
setting up future lines of  inquiry, 
obtaining new information and 
discerning additional witnesses 
who might testify; unlike others, 
hers was not an exercise in self-
promotion. 

For example, Ocasio-Cortez 
asked Cohen several specific 
questions about how Trump 
handled insurance claims and 
whether he provided accurate 
information to various compa-
nies. “To your knowledge,” she 
inquired, “did Donald Trump 
ever provide inflated assets to an 
insurance company?” He had. 
She also asked whether Trump 
attempted to reduce his local 
taxes by undervaluing his assets. 
Cohen confirmed that the presi-
dent had also done that.

Most importantly, she asked, 
“Do you think we need to re-
view financial statements and 
tax returns in order to compare 
them?” She pressed Cohen for 
the names of  others who would 
be able to corroborate the testi-
mony or provide documents to 
support the charges — to which 
he replied by listing the execu-
tives Allen Weisselberg, Ron Li-
eberman and Matthew Calamari, 
individuals who eventually may 
be called to testify.

It was refreshing, therefore, to 
see that the rhetorical unique-
ness of  Ocasio-Cortez’s question-
ing was noted by the media and 

political pundits. 
The larger point to be made, ex-

tending well beyond last week’s 
Cohen hearing, is that too often 
members of  Congress — Repub-
licans and Democrats — don’t 
know how to or won’t informa-
tively interview expert witnesses 
and persons with relevant per-
sonal experience. 

Whether the subject is envi-
ronmental, social welfare or 
other important issues, sena-
tors and representatives engage 
in argument as advocacy; they 
handpick witnesses who reflect 
members’ partisan conclusions, 
cherry-pick answers, and gener-
ally substitute posturing, self-
promotion and speechmaking for 
questioning.

What a waste of  time and igno-
rance of  the fact-finding purpose 
of  questioning.

This might explain why many 
of  our public policies are not 
grounded in sufficient knowl-
edge of  the problems being ad-
dressed. Just imagine what these 
hearings would look like if  their 
primary objective was inquiry 
rather than advocacy — if  wit-
nesses were allowed to testify 
and interact for the purpose of  
discovery. 

As my students learn this more 
informative rhetorical format 
for questioning leads to genuine 
persuasion and compromise; 
and that is the ultimate objective 
of  argument and the basis for 
informed and reasoned decision 
making.   

 
richard cherwitz is the ernest S. Sharpe 

centennial Professor in the Moody college 
of communication and founder of the intel-
lectual entrepreneurship consortium at the 
University of Texas at austin.
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 ‘Momo Challenge’ 
reminder to 

monitor content  
your child ingests

others say  |  guest editorial

S
ocial media has been abuzz in recent 
weeks with the latest parental panic: an 
alleged challenge for kids to complete 
harmful tasks - such as taking pills, 

turning on stoves without telling their parents, 
disappearing for 72 hours, or even killing them-
selves - as encouraged in purported videos.

The “Momo Challenge” has been sweeping 
through Facebook and other social media feeds 
with parental warnings accompanied by a 
frightening image of  a grotesque creature with 
matted hair and bulging eyes.

The challenge is most likely a hoax, ac-
cording to fact-checking website Snopes. It’s 
unclear how many videos have been made or 
to what extent they’ve been circulated among 
kids, while some of  the videos were likely 
made in response to the media attention sur-
rounding the hysteria. And the grinning crea-
ture is reportedly a Japanese sculpture.

But unlike panic-inducing hoaxes from 
decades past - like the false belief  in the 1980s 
that teenagers were hearing Satanic messages 
in rock ’n’ roll lyrics - it’s entirely possible that 
kids could hear about this “challenge” without 
having ever seen a video and decide to “par-
ticipate” in it anyway. That’s why despite the 
fact that the “Momo Challenge” was debunked 
fairly quickly, we hate to see people dismiss it 
as “just a hoax.”

Fortunately, there’s been no evidence so 
far that any child has committed any kind of  
harmful act as a result of  the “Momo Chal-
lenge.” In fact, despite stirring up a lot of  
unnecessary panic, we hope it serves as a 
reminder to parents that they need to keep up 
an open dialogue with their kids about what 
they’re seeing online and what they’re hearing 
about from their peers.

“Parents are increasingly frustrated with 
feeling surprised or caught off-guard by what 
is being put in front of  their kids,” Jill Murphy, 
editor-in-chief  at Common Sense Media, said 
in a recent Associated Press article. Whether 
the “challenges” are real or not, she said, “they 
elevate the idea that they may or may not know 
exactly what their kids are absorbing through 
these platforms.”

That’s why Murphy says talking to children 
is important.

“Take the right time to have an age-appro-
priate conversation, and help your kids under-
stand not everything on the internet is real.”

The article suggested other steps parents can 
take to try to prevent their children from ac-
cessing harmful content:

• Take advantage of  the parental settings 
built into many products and services. Most 
browsers can block certain websites, limit 
what kids can see and provide a report about 
any sites a child has visited. Smartphones and 
tablets can limit screen time, as well as access 
to certain apps. YouTube Kids allows parents to 
disable search and turn off  “autoplay.” Murphy 
said these free tools are good enough; there’s no 
need for parents to pay for third-party parental 
apps.

• Download apps from shows or channels di-
rectly rather than through streaming services 
such as YouTube. PBS, Peppa Pig, Nick Jr. and 
other popular services for kids have their own 
apps containing pre-screened videos deemed 
appropriate for children.

• And while it may seem contradictory, going 
online to research hoaxes also can help. Give 
weight to trusted news sources and fact-check-
ing sites like Snopes.com.

Most importantly, don’t just chunk a toddler 
a tablet like it’s a pacifier or give a kid a smart-
phone as if  it’s an Etch A Sketch. Stay involved 
in actively parenting, occupying and entertain-
ing your child and be aware of  the content 
they’re ingesting.

— Lufkin Daily News
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