
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 persona

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 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 your interlocutors.

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.
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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.

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. Never whine or complain. Never act like a victim. 

Never plead. Avoid the language of weakness, for example, rising intonations on statements. Your voice should be 

steady. Your body and voice should show optimism. You should convey passionate conviction without losing control.

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. 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.

15. 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.
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16. 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.

17. 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.

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

19. 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 had a president who went to war with a plan to secure 

the peace?

20. 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.

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

22. Always start with values, preferably values all Americans share like 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: Suppose someone argues 

against a form of universal health care. If people don’t have health care, he argues, it’s their own fault. They’re not 

working hard enough or managing their money properly. We shouldn’t have to pay for their lack of initiative or their 

financial mismanagement. Frame Shift:  Most of the 40 million people who can’t afford health care work full-time at 

essential jobs that cannot pay enough to get them health care. Yet these working people support the lifestyles of the 

top three-quarters of our population. Some 40 million people have to do those hard jobs - or you don’t have your 

lifestyle. America promises a decent standard of living in return for hard work. These workers have earned their 

health care by doing essential jobs to support the economy. There is money in the economy to pay them. Tax credits 

are the easiest mechanism. Their health care would be provided by having the top 2 percent pay the same taxes 

they used to pay. It’s only fair that the wealthy pay for their own lifestyles, and that people who provide those 

lifestyles get paid fairly for it. 

23. 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.

24. Remember once more that our goal is to unite our country behind our values. Right-wing ideologues need discord 

and shouting and name-calling and put-downs. We win with civil discourse and respectful cooperative conversation 

to evoke and maintain the nurturant model.
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