
“How To Respond To Conservatives” 
Using the latest insights of the brain.

Four Really Important Guidelines

I. Respect conservatives’ 1st Amendment freedoms by understanding their moral 
worldview of self-interest, maximizing personal profit above all else. Be personal.


II. Reframe the conversation to our own moral worldview of community-interest, 
leading to expanding freedom and fairness for all, without using the language of 
self-interest. Be plainspoken.


III. Use the vision and values language of freedom and fairness for all, by focusing on 
our core value of empathy, the soul of democracy. Be positive and avoid 
vilification.  

IV. Say what you mean and what you want in the expansion of freedom and fairness 
for all. Be plausible.


Our American Values (Five Sets of Three Related Progressive Values) 

1. Empathy, Responsibility (personal and community) and Strength - Our core values.  

2. Protection, Fulfillment and Fairness - When you care for someone, you want to 
protect them, help them fulfill their dreams and see that they are treated fairly.


3. Freedom, Opportunity and Prosperity - Freedom expands as opportunity expands 
as prosperity expands. Freedom is the mantra of the health care debate.


4. Community, Service and Cooperation - Children are shaped by their communities 
and learn community responsibility by observing and cooperating in serving their 
neighbors in their communities.


5. Trust, Honesty and Open Communication - Honest and open communication builds 
trust and fosters cooperation.


Other Linguistic Guidelines


1. Progressive values are the best of traditional American values. Stand up for your 
values with dignity and strength. You are a true patriot because of your values.


2. Remember that right-wing ideologues have convinced half of the country that the 
strict father family model, which is bad enough for raising children, should govern 
our national morality and politics. This is the model that the best in American values 
has defeated over and over again in the course of our history - - - from the 
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emancipation of the slaves to women’s suffrage, Social Security and Medicare, civil 
rights and voting rights acts, and Brown v. the Board of Education and Roe v. Wade. 
Each time we have unified our country more behind our finest traditional values.


3. Remember that everybody has both strict and nurturant models, either actively or 
passively, perhaps active in different parts of their lives. your job is to activate for 
politics the nurturant, progressive values already there (perhaps only passively) in 
whoever you are talking to.


What do I tell my students when they ask me what to say at Thanksgiving dinner? My 
advice: Ask your aunt or grandfather what they are most proud of that helped other 
people. Those of my students who have done this report, to their surprise, their 
grandfather or other relative did a number of good things to help others and show some 
important social concerns. My next bit of advice: Keep talking about those things. The 
more you keep talking about their empathy and responsibility toward others, the closer 
you get to them. Don’t try to convert them. Just try to open up and maintain a positive 
relationship. If you show respect and affection for your relatives, you may get some 
back.  

4. Show respect to the conservatives you are responding to. No one will listen to you if 
you don’t accord them respect. Listen to them. You may disagree strongly with 
everything that is being said, but you should know what is being said. Be sincere. 
Avoid cheap shots. What if they don’t show you respect? Two wrongs don’t make a 
right. Turn the other cheek and show respect anyway. That takes character and 
dignity. Show character and dignity.


5. Avoid a shouting match. Remember that the radical right requires a culture war, and 
shouting is the discourse form of that culture war. Civil discourse is the discourse 
form of nurturant morality. You win a  victory when the discourse turns civil. They 
win when they get you to shout.


6. What if you have moral outrage? You should have moral outrage. But you can 
display it with controlled passion. If you lose control, they win.


7. Distinguish between ordinary conservatives and nasty ideologues. Most 
conservatives are personally nice people, and you want to bring out their niceness 
and their sense of neighborliness and hospitality.


8. Be calm. Calmness is a sign that you know what you are  talking about.
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9. Be good humored. A good-natured sense of humor shows you are comfortable with 
yourself.


10.Hold your ground. Always be on the offense. Never go on defense. Your voice 
should be steady. Never whine or complain. Your body and voice should show 
optimism. Never act like a victim. Never plead. You should show compassionate 
conviction without losing control. Avoid the language of weakness — for example, 
rising intonations on statements.


11.Conservatives have parodied liberals as weak, angry (hence not in control of their 
emotions), weak-minded, softhearted, unpatriotic, uninformed, and elitist. Don’t 
give them any opportunities to stereotype you in any of these ways. Expect these 
stereotypes, and deal with them when they come up.


12.By the way you conduct yourself, show strength, calmness, and control; an ability 
to reason; a sense of realism; love of country; a command of the basic facts; and a 
sense of being an equal, not a superior. At the very least you want your audience to 
think of you with respect, as someone they may disagree with but who they have to 
take seriously. In many situations this is the best you can hope for. You have to 
recognize those situations and realize that a draw with dignity is a victory in the 
gave of being taken seriously.


13.Many conversations are on-going. In an on-going conversation, your job is to 
establish a position of respect and dignity, and then keep it.


14.Don’t expect to convert staunch conservatives.


15.You can make considerable progress with biconceptuals, those who use both 
models but in different parts of their life. They are your best audience. Your job is to 
capture territory of the mind. With biconceptuals your goal is to find out, if you can 
by probing, just which parts of their life they are nurturant about. For example, ask 
who they care about the most, what responsibilities they feel they have to those 
they care about, and how they carry out those responsibilities. This should activate 
their nurturant models as much as possible. Then, while the nurturant model is 
active for them, try linking it to politics. For example, if they are nurturant at home 
but strict in business. talk about the home and family and how they relate to 
political issues. Example: Real family values mean that your parents, as they age, 
don’t have to sell their home or mortgage their future to pay for health care or the 
medication they need.
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16.Avoid the usual mistakes. Remember, don’t just negate the other person’s claims; 
reframe. The facts unframed will not set you free. You cannot win just by stating the 
true facts and showing that they contradict your opponent’s claims. Frames trump 
facts. His frames will stay and the facts will bounce off. Always reframe and fit the 
facts to your frame.


17. If you remember nothing else about framing, remember this: Once your frame is 
accepted into the discourse, everything you say is just common sense. Why? 
Because that’s what common sense is: reasoning within a commonplace, accepted 
frame.


18.Never answer a question framed from your opponent’s point of view: Always 
reframe the question to fit your values and your frames. This may make you 
uncomfortable, since normal discourse styles require you to directly answer 
questions posed. That is a trap. Practice changing frames.


19.Be sincere. Use frames you really believe in, based on values you really hold.


20.A useful thing to do is to use rhetorical questions: Wouldn’t it be better if . . . ? Such 
a question should be chosen to presuppose your frame. Example: Wouldn’t it be 
better if we could fix the potholes in the roads and bridges that are crumbling? Or, 
wouldn’t we all be better off if everybody with diseases and illnesses could be 
treated so that diseases and illnesses wouldn’t spread? Or, wouldn’t it be better if 
all kids were ready for school when they went to kindergarten?


21.Stay away from set-ups. Fox News shows and other rabidly conservative shows try 
to put you in an impossible situation, where a conservative host sets the frame and 
insists on it, where you don’t control the floor, can’t present your case, and are not 
accorded enough respect to be taken seriously. If the game is fixed, don’t play. And 
if you do play, reframe and don’t be a patsy.


22.Tell a story. Find stories where your frame is built into the story. Build up a stock of 
effective stories.


23.Always start with values, preferably values all Americans share such as security, 
prosperity, opportunity, freedom, and so on. Pick the values most relevant to the 
frame you want to shift to. Try to win the argument at the values level. Pick a frame 
where your position exemplifies a value everyone holds - like fairness. Example: 
Your uncle says, “We need right-to-work laws. Unions are corrupt and run by thugs. 
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They force you to join and just take your money. Response: Unions make you free 
— free from being a slave to a company. Without a union, you have to take 
whatever wage the company offers, often with no pension or medical care, with no 
constraints on hours or scheduling, and no guaranteed overtime pay. I wouldn’t 
want to be a slave to a company I work for. I want to eat dinner with my family and 
have weekend time with my kids. Unions created weekends. People used to have 
to work six day weeks for less pay than they get now. Unions created eight hour 
days, when people used to work ten or twelve for no more pay. Unions put you on 
even basis with the company. I want to be paid fairly, treated fairly, be respected in 
the company where I work, and feel good about the company. I’m not interested in 
being a slave, whatever I pay to the union, I more than make up for from pay from 
my job.


24.Be prepared. You should be able to recognize the basic frames that conservatives 
use, and you should prepare frames to shift to. My website, 
www.georgelakoff.com, posts analyses of frame shifting. Example: A tax cut 
proponent says, “We should get rid of taxes. People know how to spend their 
money better than government.” Reframe: “The government has made very wise 
investments with taxpayer money. Our interstate highway system, for example. You 
couldn’t build a highway with your tax refund. The government built them. Or the 
Internet, paid for by taxpayer investment. You could not make your own Internet. 
most of our scientific advances have been made through funding from the National 
Science Foundation and the National Institute of Health — great government 
investments of taxpayer money. Computer science was developed with taxpayer 
money, so was the satellite system, so were the chips in our cell phones, so were 
the wonder drugs we needed. No matter how wisely you spent your own money, 
you’d never get those scientific and medical breakthroughs. And how far would you 
get hiring your own army with your tax refund?


25.Use wedge issues, cases where your opponent will violate some belief he holds no 
matter what he says. Student debt is a good example. Ask if he believes in equality 
of opportunity and  an opportunity society, which conservatives have continually 
argued for (as opposed to “equality of outcome.”) Reframe:  “Many poor students 
with talent can only go to college if they get a government loan. But those loans 
cost between 6 percent and 12 percent interest and leave students with a mountain 
of debt that many cannot afford. The income from that bet yields profit for the 
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government that is scheduled to be funneled into the general fund for many years 
into the future. Elizabeth Warren has proposed lowering the student debt interest 
rate to an affordable 3.86 percent, still giving government some profit, while making 
up the profit lost to the government by plugging tax loopholes that allow the rich to 
avoid paying taxes. The students would then go to college, get out without a 
mountain of debt, and then be able to use  the money they earned — not to pay off 
the government loans, but to get married, buy homes, and have kids, spending that 
money in the economy and boosting the economy and creating jobs. Do you want 
equality of opportunity with the poor able to afford college loans and boost the 
economy or do you want to protect unfair tax loopholes for billionaires and kill off 
equality of opportunity.”


26.An opponent may be disingenuous if his real goal isn’t what he says his goal is. 
Politely point out the real goal, then reframe. Example: Suppose he starts touting 
smaller government. Point out that conservatives don’t REALLY want smaller 
government. They don’t want to eliminate the military, or the FBI, or the Treasury 
and Commerce Departments, or the nine-tenths of the courts that support 
corporate law. It is big government that they like. What the really want to do away 
with is social programs - programs that invest in people, to help people help 
themselves. Such a position contradicts the values the country was founded on - 
the idea of a community where people pull together to help each other. From John 
Winthrop on, that is what our nation has stood for.


27.Your opponent may use language that means the opposite of what she says, called 
Orwellian language. Realize that she is weak on this issue. Use language that 
accurately describes what she’s talking bout to frame the discussion your way. 
Example: Suppose she cites the “Healthy Forests Initiative” as a balanced approach 
to the environment. Point out that it should be called “No Tree Left Behind” because 
it permits and promotes clear-cutting, which is destructive to forests and other 
living things in the forest habitat. Use the name to point out that the public likes 
forests, doesn't want them clear-cut, and that the phony name show weakness on 
the issue. Most people want to preserve the grandeur of America, not destroy it. 
Don’t you?


28.Remember once more that our goal is to unite our country behind our values, the 
best of traditional American values. Right-wing ideologues need divide our country 
via a nasty cultural civil war. They need discord and shouting and name calling and 
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put-downs. We win with civil discourse and respectful cooperative conversation. 
Why? Because it is an instance of the nurturant model at the level of 
communication, and our job is to evoke and maintain the nurturant model. 


Those are a lot of guidelines. But there are only four really important ones: 

Show respect 

Respond by reframing 

Think and talk at the level of values 

Say what you believe

from George Lakoff’s Don’t Think Of An Elephant: Know Your Values and Frame the Debate �             7
http://empathysurplus.com

http://empathysurplus.com

