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herald-banner columnist  |  a texan’s view of washington

Trump’s ‘Four Corners’ offense effective strategy for 2020

P
resident Donald J. 
Trump and members 
of  his Administration 
are stonewalling on 

the issue of  the Mueller report 
and subsequent congressional 
investigations. 
They are employ-
ing a political 
version of  Dean 
Smith’s “four 
corners” offense 
— a frequently 
effective offensive 
strategy for stall-
ing in basketball. 
This conclusion is 
unmistakable in 
view of  Trump’s 
rhetoric and its effects.

Although none of  us can be cer-
tain about the intent of  a politi-
cian’s words nor their effects, we 
have clues — pieces of  a puzzle 
that can be put together through 
rhetorical analysis. Scrutinizing 
what is said, when and how it is 
said, as well as what isn’t said, 
enables rhetorical analysts to 
make informed inferences about 
intent and effect.

How so?
First, the evidence mounts to 

suggest that Trump’s refusal 
to allow former White House 
counsel Don McGahn and others 
to provide documents, testify 
and comply with subpoenas is a 
deliberate and calculated attempt 
to play a four corners offense. 
The same is true of  Trump’s 
incessant mantra: “No collusion, 
no obstruction.” Early on, he 
preemptively controlled this nar-
rative, disseminating it through 
his surrogates, on Fox News, and 
via relentless Twitter posts.

Second, the President seems to 
believe this tactic will force the 
Mueller issue into the courts, 
thus making resolution prior 
to the 2020 election extremely 
unlikely. Like the four corners of-
fense, he will run out the clock. 

While many legal observers 
contend that Trump eventually 
will lose these legal battles, there 
is ample reason to believe this 
could be Trump’s most effective 

rhetorical strategy to remain in 
office, especially given the sup-
port of  Republicans in Congress 
and voter fatigue with and ap-
parent disinterest in the Mueller 
report.

Third, Tuesday’s declara-
tion by Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) that the 
Mueller matter is “case closed,” 
echoing the same sentiment 
previously expressed by Senate 
Judiciary Chairman Lindsey 
Graham (R-S.C.), is further indi-
cation that this rhetorical strat-
egy may work. As House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi candidly observed 
Tuesday, “Trump is goading us 
[Democrats] to impeach him.”

Regardless of  whether one 
insists that the Democrats, 
because of  the duty to discharge 
their oversight function, have 
an obligation to impeach (both 
as a necessary response to the 
Mueller findings as well as the 
President’s refusal to comply 
with almost every Congressional 
request, which itself  reasonably 
could be interpreted as “obstruc-
tion”), surely we can see why 
Trump’s stonewalling might very 
well work.

As always, this poses an enor-
mous challenge for Democrats 
who need to devise an effective 
rhetorical strategy to counter 
the President. Thus far, there 
doesn’t seem to be one, and those 
opposed to Trump should worry 
about whether the Democrats 
will be successful in holding him 
accountable and whether he will 
be voted out in 2020.

Some Democrats — though 
certainly not all — appear to 
have decided to walk a fine line, 
continuing relentless investiga-
tions, delaying impeachment 
until, as Pelosi says, it becomes 
“self-imposed” by the President 
— all while passing legislation 
benefitting Americans.

The rhetorical advantage of  
this approach is that it allows 
Democrats to fulfill their consti-
tutionally prescribed oversight 
function, giving the President 
enough rope to hang himself. 

They then can claim: “We didn’t 
act in a partisan manner by 
rushing to impeachment hear-
ings — Trump’s actions forced 
the choice.”

Time will tell whether the 
Democrats have the rhetorical 
discipline to adopt a consistent 
and coherent strategy, as Trump 
clearly has done.

This is far more than the typi-
cal partisan concern expressed 
by those opposed to an incum-
bent President’s policies. It is 
about larger democratic prin-
ciples, the rule of  law and the 
Constitution’s system of  checks 
and balances. 

Behind closed doors, Repub-
lican Senators and Representa-
tives must have angst over the 
same issues. However, to date 
they remain loyal to party, prag-
matically believing that holding 
power — and what comes with 
that (saving their own positions, 
court picks, deregulation, etc.) — 
is more important than standing 
up for principle and what is right 
for the nation.

Will the average American see 
through what Trump and the 
Republicans are doing? Will they 
be able to separate the substance 
and form of  the President’s dis-
course? It’s doubtful. We live at a 
time when many of  us are locked 
into our existing opinions and 
receive most information from 
members of  our own tribe.

If  nothing else, this issue high-
lights the fact today’s political 
events — and the polarized re-
sponses they evoke — constitute 
a real test of  the great experi-
ment created by our Constitu-
tional framers.

Editor’s note: This opinion piece 
was originally published in The 
Hill and Citizen Critics and is 
reprinted here with permission.

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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Stop standing in 
way of marijuana 
reform in Texas

S
tates from California to Colorado to 
Massachusetts have relaxed marijuana 
laws. They recognize how foolish it is 
to jam our courts and jails with people 

caught with small amounts of  pot. Some have 
fully legalized (and taxed) the drug; many oth-
ers have moved more cautiously and kept it 
illegal to grow or sell but reduced or removed 
the criminal penalty for possession.

In Texas? We’re like the last teetotaling hold-
outs of  the Prohibition era. And we’re running 
out of  time to do anything about it as the 2019 
Texas Legislature hurtles toward its May 27 
close. If  you care about modern, common sense 
pot policies for Texas, or just about fairness in 
our criminal justice system, now is the time to 
call Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick, Gov. Greg Abbott or 
your Texas senator to demand they not let this 
opportunity pass.

This session had looked so promising on the 
pot front. The GOP-led House passed three 
smart bills with huge, bipartisan vote margins, 
each vote reflecting Texas’ recent reputation 
for being not just tough on crime, but smart, 
too. That momentum is now at risk, just be-
cause Patrick appears determined to play the 
role of  Dr. No in the Texas Senate.

Texans should demand better.
The three bills are different.
Two passed last week that would expand 

— one by a lot and the other more conserva-
tively - Texas’ tiny experiment with medical 
marijuana. Since 2015, some patients have been 
allowed to buy cannabis seed oil to ease their 
symptoms. The bolder bill would grow from 
three to 12 the number of  dispensaries that 
could be approved by the Texas Department of  
Public Safety, and would add many conditions 
and diseases to those that can be grounds for 
participating in the program. 

That bill, HB 1365, co-authored by Rep. Eddie 
Lucio III, D-Brownsville earns our strongest 
support. But a second, more cautious bill, by 
Rep. Stephanie Klick, R-Fort Worth, which the 
House approved last Tuesday, would also be a 
step in the right direction. That bill is HB 3703, 
and it was referred to the Senate Health and 
Human Services committee Friday.

The medical marijuana expansion would 
make life better for hundreds, maybe thou-
sands, of  Texans who rely on the oil made from 
cannabis to relieve their symptoms. In April, 
Marine veteran First Sgt. Arthur Davis, a Hous-
ton native with four combat tours, told us that 
pot was the only thing that has helped with his 
crippling anxiety attacks. “It’s marijuana. I 
have my life back,” he said.

Klick’s bill would expand the program she 
created with 2015 legislation amid concerns 
about the growing epidemic of  deadly over-
doses from abuse of  painkillers. We supported 
the program then, when Texas was one of  the 
last states to approve medical marijuana, and 
support it now. 

It just needs to be bigger. Too few patients can 
enroll in the current program, even when the 
cost of  traditional drugs can place treatment 
out of  reach for many.

The third bill is admittedly a bigger step for 
Texas - but one it only makes sense to take. The 
House voted 103-42 in favor of  HB 63 by Rep. 
Joe Moody, D-El Paso, which would virtually 
decriminalize small-time possession of  pot. It 
builds on experience in Texas’ biggest jurisdic-
tions, where local prosecutors have long argued 
criminal charges are not appropriate for most 
cases of  pot possession.

Despite that, the number of  pot arrests is 
staggering. In 2017, according to the Depart-
ment of  Public Safety, police across Texas made 
nearly 25,000 adult arrests for dealing marijua-
na but more than 64,000 arrests for possessing 
it. . That latter figure was more than the arrests 
for cocaine, heroin, or any other illegal drug. 
That’s crazy.

Arrests for marijuana are also unfair to 
people of  color, especially African-Americans. 
Black Texans age 17 and older made up just 11.8 
percent of  the Texas adult population in 2017, 
and yet their arrests accounted for 27 percent 
of  the total that year. HB 63 would reduce those 
arrests, perhaps by thousands.

The Senate needs to stop standing in the way 
of  progress on marijuana reform in Texas. 
Bills to decriminalize pot and to expand medi-
cal exemptions for cannabis oil aren’t radical 
departures from Texas values. They’re smart, 
humane and fair solutions that have already 
been tried and tested in other states. Reform 
can happen this session. Call Patrick and your 
local senators and tell them to do the right 
thing.

— Houston Chronicle
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