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Lakoff's "Don't Think of an Elephant": Understanding Framing in Politics

In the realm of political discourse and communication, few concepts are as
vital as the idea of framing. George Lakoff's seminal work, "Don't Think of
an Elephant," explores how the language we use shapes our thoughts and
influences our perceptions of political issues. This article delves into
Lakoff's key arguments, the significance of framing, and the practical
implications of his ideas in contemporary politics.

Understanding the Concept of Framing

Framing refers to the way information is presented and structured,
influencing how we interpret and understand it. Lakoff asserts that the
language used in political discussions is not merely a vehicle for
information; it actively shapes our thoughts and beliefs. By understanding
the mechanics of framing, we can better navigate political conversations and
become more aware of the underlying biases that affect our perspectives.

The Importance of Frames

Frames serve several essential functions in communication:

1. Organizing Information: Frames help to organize complex information in a
way that is more digestible and relatable. By simplifying issues, frames
allow audiences to grasp the essence of a topic quickly.

2. Influencing Perception: The way a message is framed can significantly
alter how it is perceived. For instance, describing a tax cut as a "relief
for hard-working families" versus "a loss of government revenue" can evoke
different emotional responses and political alignments.

3. Shaping Values and Beliefs: Frames not only convey facts but also
incorporate underlying values and beliefs. By framing an issue in a
particular way, speakers can resonate with their audience's values, whether
they are economic, social, or moral.

Key Concepts from "Don't Think of an Elephant"

Lakoff's book is rich with insights about how language and framing affect
political thought. Here are some of the key concepts he presents:



The Elephant Metaphor

The title of Lakoff's book itself is a powerful illustration of framing. He
uses the metaphor of an elephant to highlight how our thoughts are influenced
by the frames we encounter. When asked not to think of an elephant, the very
mention of the word conjures an image of one in the mind. This serves as a
reminder that trying to suppress certain thoughts can lead to their
reinforcement.

Types of Frames

Lakoff identifies several types of frames that are commonly used in political
discourse, including:

- The Moral Frame: Emphasizes ethical considerations. For example, framing
healthcare as a "human right" appeals to moral values that prioritize
compassion and equality.

- The Economic Frame: Focuses on financial implications. Issues framed in
economic terms, such as job creation or tax benefits, resonate with audiences
concerned about their financial wellbeing.

- The Family Frame: Uses familial relationships to convey messages. This can
create a sense of unity or shared identity, making political messages more
relatable.

Metaphors in Political Language

Lakoff also emphasizes the role of metaphors in shaping political thought. He
argues that metaphors are not just linguistic flourishes but fundamental ways
in which we understand the world. Some examples include:

- War Metaphors: Describing issues such as crime or drugs as "wars" conveys
urgency and seriousness, leading to more aggressive policy responses.

- Health Metaphors: Referring to the economy as a "patient" suggests it can
be "cured" or "healed," influencing how people think about economic
interventions.

The Application of Framing in Political
Strategy

Understanding framing is crucial for political strategists, activists, and
anyone engaged in public discourse. Here are some ways framing can be applied



effectively:

Creating Effective Campaign Messages

1. Identify Core Values: Campaigns should start by identifying the core
values of their target audience. By aligning messages with these values, they
can create frames that resonate more deeply.

2. Crafting Language Carefully: The choice of words is vital. Politicians
should be mindful of the metaphors and frames they use, as these will shape
public perception.

3. Anticipating Counter-Frames: Effective communicators should anticipate how
their opponents might frame the same issue differently and prepare counter-
framing strategies accordingly.

Framing in Public Policy Discussions

1. Engaging the Public: Policymakers can engage the public more effectively
by framing complex issues in relatable terms, making them accessible and
understandable.

2. Building Coalitions: By framing issues in ways that highlight shared
interests or common values, diverse groups can come together to advocate for
policy changes.

3. Influencing Media Coverage: By establishing frames early in discussions,
policymakers can influence how media outlets report on issues, shaping public
discourse.

Critiques and Limitations of Framing

While Lakoff’s insights provide a powerful lens through which to understand
political communication, there are critiques and limitations to consider:

Oversimplification of Complex Issues

Some critics argue that framing can lead to the oversimplification of complex
issues. While frames help in understanding, they may also obscure nuances and
lead to binary thinking. It is essential to balance framing with a
recognition of complexity to foster informed public discourse.



Framing Backlash

Frames can provoke backlash, particularly if audiences feel manipulated or
misled. This is especially true when frames are perceived as disingenuous or
overly partisan. Politicians and advocates should strive for authenticity in
their messaging to build trust.

Conclusion: The Power of Framing in Political
Communication

George Lakoff's "Don't Think of an Elephant" offers profound insights into
the mechanics of language and thought in political discourse. By
understanding framing and its effects, individuals can become more discerning
consumers of information, better equipped to navigate the complexities of
political conversations. Whether in campaign strategy, public policy, or
everyday discussions, the principles laid out by Lakoff remain highly
relevant in fostering a more informed and engaged citizenry.

In an era where political communication is increasingly polarized and fraught
with misinformation, Lakoff’s work serves as a crucial reminder of the power
of language. By recognizing the frames that shape our understanding, we can
strive for more meaningful dialogues and ultimately contribute to a more
informed and democratic society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of George Lakoff's 'Don't
Think of an Elephant'?
The main thesis is that the way we frame issues influences our understanding
and opinions about them, emphasizing that language shapes our thoughts and
perceptions.

How does Lakoff explain the concept of framing in
political discourse?
Lakoff explains that framing involves using specific words and phrases to
influence how people think about an issue, thereby guiding their emotional
responses and interpretations.

What are some examples of frames used in political



debates according to Lakoff?
Examples include the 'War on Terror' frame which evokes feelings of fear and
urgency, and the 'Social Safety Net' frame that emphasizes support and care
for the vulnerable.

Why does Lakoff argue that conservatives have been
more effective in framing issues?
Lakoff argues that conservatives have been more effective because they
consistently use clear, simple, and emotionally resonant frames that resonate
with people's values and beliefs.

What is the significance of the phrase 'Don't Think
of an Elephant'?
The phrase highlights the challenge of avoiding certain thoughts when they
are presented to us, illustrating how framing can inadvertently draw
attention to the very ideas we wish to avoid.

How can progressives use Lakoff's insights to
improve their messaging?
Progressives can improve their messaging by adopting more compelling frames
that resonate with their audience's values and emotions, rather than relying
solely on facts and statistics.

What role does empathy play in Lakoff's approach to
communication?
Empathy is central to Lakoff's approach; he argues that effective
communication involves understanding and connecting with the emotions and
values of the audience.

What impact has 'Don't Think of an Elephant' had on
political communication strategies?
The book has significantly influenced political communication strategies by
highlighting the importance of framing and leading to more strategic
approaches in messaging and advocacy.
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