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Everyone’s writing about politics. What is unique about this book?
Lakoff says contemporary American politics is about worldview. Conservatives simply see the world differently than liberals, and both often have a difficult time understanding accurately what the other’s worldview is. He uses cognitive science to illuminate the unconscious thinking behind these differing worldviews.

Cognitive science, Lakoff’s area of expertise, studies how people conceptualize the world. It is a broad discipline, covering everything from vision, memory and attention to everyday reasoning and language. One of the most fundamental results in cognitive science is that most of our thought is unconscious – not unconscious in the Freudian sense of being repressed, but unconscious simply in that we are not aware of it. We think and talk at too fast a rate and at too deep a level to have conscious awareness and control over everything we think and say. We are even less conscious of the components of thoughts – concepts. When we think, we use an elaborate system of concepts, but we are not usually aware of just what those concepts are like and how they fit together into a system. 

How did this book shift my thinking?

I feel like Lakoff gave me the missing key to understanding the political landscape and especially political rhetoric and positioning. I have thought about this book every day since reading it about six weeks ago, as I see countless examples in the world around me of his paradigm in action. 
What’s his main idea?

To conservatives the positions taken by liberals seem inconsistent and immoral, and liberals view conservative politicians as cynical and self serving. Yet each group thinks of themselves as trying to do what is right, what makes common sense. 

Lakoff suggests that the answer to these apparently contradictory positions lies in the moral underpinnings of conservatives and of liberals. Lakoff’s recent work has centered on two components of conceptual systems: conceptual metaphors and categories. A conceptual metaphor is a conventional way of conceptualizing one domain of experience in terms of another, often unconsciously. He maintains we use the conceptual metaphor of the family and in-family based morality as the basis for our political worldview and that we do this because we use the common, unconscious and automatic metaphor of the nation-as-family in which the nation is seen as a family, the government as a parent and the citizens as children. 
His thesis is deceptively straight forward. Conservatives, Lakoff explains, tend to a view that favors what he calls the "Strict Father Model" of the family. Liberals, on the other hand, prefer the "Nurturant Parent Model." Each model implies a system of beliefs that determine how conservatives or liberals judge the morality of a situation. When the models are applied to the nation, the conservative and liberal politics result. 

Wait a second, this is too simplistic!
Lakoff acknowledges that the categories of conservatives and liberals are “radial categories” – rather than being absolute they have central cases with many variations on that central case. The theory of radial categories allows us to account for both the central tendencies and the variations.
The book attempts to say what it means to be entirely liberal or entirely conservative. In reality, people can use different models in various aspects of ones life, e.g. a strict father model in your political life and a nurturant parent model in your family life. Similarly, many citizens don’t have coherent ideologies, meaning they can even shift models based on the issue under consideration.
Lakoff suggests that one test for the usefulness of this model might be if it explains some of the apparently contradictory positions taken by conservatives or liberals. He argues that, while the model's ability to predict various aspects of politics may not be sufficient proof of its validity, it would certainly be a strong indicator as to its usefulness.
For example, Conservatives are largely against abortion, saying that they want to save the lives of unborn fetuses. The United States has a high infant mortality rate, largely due to the lack of adequate prenatal care for low-income mothers. Yet conservatives are not in favor of government programs providing such prenatal care and have voted to eliminate existing programs that have succeeded in lowering the infant mortality rate. Liberals find this illogical.
Liberals, on the other hand, oppose the death penalty, reasoning that the value of human life is diminished by it, but they don't see a problem with abortions. To conservatives, this seems outrageously immoral or just plain foolish. 
Yet, these seemingly contradictory points of view make complete sense when viewed through Lakoff’s model.

What is the “Strict Father” model of the family?
“A traditional nuclear family with the father having primary responsibility for the well-being of the household. The mother has day-to-day responsibility for the care of the house and details of raising the children. But the father has primary responsibility for setting overall family policy, and the mother's job is to be supportive of the father and to help carry out the father's views on what should be done. Ideally, she respects his views and supports them.

Life is seen as fundamentally difficult and the world as fundamentally dangerous. Evil is conceptualized as a force in the world, and it is the father's job to support his family and protect it from evils -- both external and internal. External evils include enemies, hardships, and temptations. Internal evils come in the form of uncontrolled desires and are as threatening as external ones. The father embodies the values needed to make one's way in the world and to support a family: he is morally strong, self-disciplined, frugal, temperate, and restrained. He sets an example by holding himself to high standards. He insists on his moral authority, commands obedience, and when he doesn't get it, metes out retribution as fairly and justly as he knows how. It is his job to protect and support his family, and he believes that safety comes out of strength.

In addition to support and protection, the father's primary duty is tell his children what is right and wrong, punish them when they do wrong, and to bring them up to be self-disciplined and self-reliant. Through self-denial, the children can build strength against internal evils. In this way, he teaches his children to be self-disciplined, industrious, polite, trustworthy, and respectful of authority.

The strict father provides nurturance and expresses his devotion to his family by supporting and protecting them, but just as importantly by setting and enforcing strict moral bounds and by inculcating self-discipline and self-reliance through hard work and self-denial. This builds character. For the strict father, strictness is a form of nurturance and love -- tough love.

The strict father is restrained in showing affection and emotion overtly, and prefers the appearance of strength and calm. He gives to charity as an expression of compassion for those less fortunate than he and as an expression of gratitude for his own good fortune.

Once his children are grown -- once they have become self-disciplined and self-reliant -- they are on their own and must succeed or fail by themselves; he does not meddle in their lives, just as he doesn't want any external authority meddling in his life.”

How does this “Strict Father” morality translate into conservative politics?
· Morality and prosperity are linked. The best people are the prosperous people.

· Those who are undisciplined cannot follow moral precepts – they are immoral.

· Those who are undisciplined cannot earn their way in the world – they are dependent.  
· Social programs are immoral, since they produce dependency, by giving people things they haven’t earned.
· Tax cuts for the wealthy reward the “best people” – those who have been self-reliant, successfully competed and made it.
· Those who are not disciplined enough to become prosperous deserve their poverty.
· There will always be winners and losers.
· If everyone pursues their self-interest, the self-interest of all will be maximized. The pursuit of self-interest is maximally moral.
· “Do-gooders” who try to help people, get in the way of those pursuing their self-interest and are actually hurting people.
· Free markets are moral and regulation is not.
· In foreign policy, a strict father nation would be giving up its sovereignty and its moral authority if it has to ask permission to act in a way it judges to be moral.
· There is a sharp division between good and evil, right and wrong.
What is the Nurturant Parent Model of the Family?
In this model, both parents have equal responsibility. Their job is to nurture their children and to raise them to be nurturers of others.

Nurturance here is defined by two central values: empathy and responsibility, for oneself and others. From these two values other values follow. If you empathize with a child, you protect the child, care for her, treat her fairly, and promote her fulfillment in life. To be fulfilled, she will require sufficient freedom and opportunity. Communication must be open, honest, and two-way. Trust and cooperation are essential. And since no one does it all alone, you need to build community. And above all, you have to be strong to be a good parent.
A fulfilling life is assumed to be, in significant part, a nurturant life, one committed to family and community responsibility. Self-fulfillment and the nurturance of others are seen as inseparable. What children need to learn most is empathy for others, the capacity for nurturance, cooperation, and the maintenance of social ties. 
In progressive politics, the core values again are empathy and responsibility. From these, all the other progressive political values follow. For example, protection becomes consumer protection, worker protection, and environmental protection, as well as security. Fairness becomes social justice. Open communication becomes open government. Trust and cooperation become central values in many areas, especially trust in business and cooperation in foreign policy. Strength translates to political will, courage, dedication, and effectiveness. And care translates into social programs, such as Social Security and Medicare.

These are moral values. They characterize progressive morality. From this perspective, social programs are moral and eliminating them is immoral. Unilateral preemptive war is immoral. So is degrading the environment. Harming or defrauding consumers, hiding governmental operations, and betraying trust in business are all immoral.
Moral strengths are social responsibility, generosity, respect for the value of others, open-mindedness, inquisitiveness, ability to communicate, honesty, cooperativeness, community-mindedness and self-respect.
Conservatives see this model as permissive and refer to it as "the mommy state" coddling those who should be disciplined. It isn't, of course, since everything about the strength and responsibility of nurturance is left out.
What does Lakoff mean by the language of conservatives and liberals?
Words don’t have meaning in isolation. Words are defined relative to a conceptual system. And both conservatives and liberals have an entire lexicon that they use repeatedly.

Conservative language is full of the following words and phrases: character, virtue, discipline, tough it out, get tough, tough love, strong, self-reliance, individual responsibility, backbone, standards, authority, heritage, competition, earn, hard work, enterprise, property rights, reward, freedom, elite, intrusion, interference, meddling, punishment, human nature, traditional, common sense, dependency, rot, decay, degenerate, deviant, lifestyle.

Liberals talk about social responsibility, free expression, human rights, equal rights, concern, help, health, safety, basic human dignity, oppression, diversity, deprivation, alienation, corporate welfare, ecology, ecosystem, biodiversity, pollution, compassion, respect for the values of others, honesty.

The Media

News reporting assumes that concepts are literal and nonpartisan. But as Lakoff shows us, concepts and the language that expresses them, are typically partisan, especially in the moral and political sphere. It is assumed that language is neutral, that words are just arbitrary labels for literal ideas. But that is rarely true in this arena. To use the language of a moral or political conceptual system is to use and to reinforce that conceptual system. To report a story in the language and conceptual system of conservatives is to reinforce and give support to the conservative worldview. Where liberals have an appropriate language (a highly underdeveloped area, from Lakoff’s point of view) appropriate to their moral politics, the same is true.
Recent  Examples in the News: Strict Father vs. Nuturant Parent
Salt Lake City Tribune, July 7th, 2004:
“Reading from the Bible on the floor of the Senate on Tuesday, Sen. Orrin Hatch endorsed a federal judicial nominee who wrote that wives should have a subordinate role in marriage, with the Utah Republican emphasizing "millions and millions of people will agree with" that view.  In a preview of the religious rhetoric that will likely dominate next week's scheduled Senate debate over a constitutional amendment to ban gay marriage, Hatch led the fight for confirming Arkansas lawyer J. Leon Holmes to the U.S. District Court in the Eastern District of Arkansas. With Hatch's support and that of Sen. Bob Bennett, R-Utah, Holmes was confirmed 51-46 in the Senate on Tuesday evening, even though many members of the Senate predicted his nomination would be rejected.” 

New York Times, Paul Krugman, July 9th, 2004

“Voters will (sic) face some stark choices. Here's one of them: tax cuts for the very well-off versus health insurance. John Kerry has proposed an ambitious health care plan that would extend coverage to tens of millions of uninsured Americans, while reducing premiums for the insured. To pay for that plan, Mr. Kerry wants to rescind recent tax cuts for the roughly 3 percent of the population with incomes above $200,000. George Bush regards those tax cuts as sacrosanct.”

New York Times, Bob Herbert, July 10th, 2004 

Domestically there are two very divergent paths looming on such issues as the economy and jobs, taxes, health care, Social Security and government support for education. It is in this area that the differences between the two major parties are starkest, and as the campaign unfolds it's likely that the clearest evidence of the divide will come not from the top of the respective tickets, but from John Edwards and Dick Cheney.

This could be the most interesting fight of the campaign.

Dick Cheney believes, and has acknowledged (which is rare), that one of the main reasons for cutting taxes is to starve the government of resources. In an interview published in The New Yorker in May 2001, the vice president said, "If we collect those taxes, government'll spend 'em."

"So to some extent," he added, "by preventing government from collecting taxes that it currently has no use for, we avoid a situation in which we collect them and spend them and put them into the baseline to become a permanent part of the government."

That's a statement of values from a man who is proud of his hard-right political credentials. According to Time magazine, "The Washington Post once referred to Cheney the congressman as a `moderate,' prompting him to order an aide to call the paper's editors and `suggest they look at my voting record.' "

And there was very little that was moderate about Mr. Cheney's voting record as a congressman from Wyoming. He opposed federal funding for abortion, even in cases of rape or incest. He voted against funding for Head Start, against subsidizing school lunches for poor children, against aid to college students and against the Older Americans Act, which offered nutrition and other services to the elderly.

"Cheney's voting record was slightly more conservative than mine," said Newt Gingrich a few years ago, "but his style was not as confrontational."

Mr. Cheney's positions on some issues have no doubt evolved since the 1980's, but he has not undergone any transformation of values and still considers himself a "hard-liner." 
Senator Edwards is as straightforward as the vice president about his own views and values, which can fairly be called populist. Mr. Edwards objects to what he calls the "two Americas," and believes government has an obligation to try to maximize opportunities for everyone. "We will say no," he says, "to kids going hungry, to the kids who don't have the clothes to keep them warm, and no forever to any American working full time and living in poverty."
Decoding Some of the Issues
Drugs

“Nancy Reagan’s proposed solution to the problem of drugs was to tell children to “Just say no.” That idea made no sense to liberals, who saw drug problems as having to do with despair over social conditions, with peer pressure, and with entrapment into addiction. But to conservatives whose value system gives priority to Moral Strength, the problem of drugs is the personal lack of the moral strength to just say no. It is a problem of personal values, not of social change or drug treatment centers. The conservative answer to the drug problem is the inculcation of Strict Father values, especially the teaching of self-discipline. People without such discipline, who can’t say no, are immoral and deserve punishment. They should be imprisoned for drug use.”
Teen Pregnancy and the Spread of AIDS
“Don’t give out condoms or clean needles, as liberals urge. That just encourages promiscuity. Instead, be tough and teach self-discipline, self-restraint and abstinence. In a moral system in which morality is correlated with self-discipline and chastity and following societal norms, the moral people won’t get pregnant or get AIDS. And the immoral people have to learn to be responsible for their actions and they deserve what they get if they don’t learn.”

Taxation
“From the conservative worldview, the rich are the best people. They are the model citizens, those who, through self-discipline and hard work, have achieved the American Dream. They have earned what they have and deserve to keep it. Because they are the best people – people whose investments create jobs and wealth for others – they should be rewarded. Taking money away is conceptualized as harm, financial harm: that is the metaphor for seeing taxation as punishment. Taxation of the rich is punishment for doing what is right and succeeding at it.

Liberals see taxation through very different lenses. In Nurturant Parent morality, the well-being of all children matters equally. Those children who need less care, the mature and healthy children, simply have a duty to help for those who need more, say younger or infirm children. The duty is a matter of moral accounting. They have received nurturance from their parents and they owe it to the other children if needed. In the Nation as Family metaphor, citizens who have more have a duty to help those who have much less. Progressive taxation is a form of meeting this duty. Rich conservatives who are trying to get out of paying taxes are seen as selfish and mean-spirited. The nation has helped provide for them and it is their turn to provide for others. What is punishment and theft to conservatives is civic duty and fairness to liberals.”

Gay Rights
“Why are liberals for gay rights? The answer is simple and straightforward. For liberal, gay rights follow naturally from Nurturant Parent morality. A nurturant parent treats his or her children fairly and loves them equally. By the Nation as family metaphor, the government, as metaphorical parents, should treat all citizens fairly and equally, gay or not.

Why are conservatives against gay rights? Why is there so much hostility towards homosexuals on the part of conservatives? The answer is Strict Father morality. Gay and lesbian couples simply do not fit the Strict Father model of the family. Homosexuality challenges the monolithic authority of the father. And above all, it challenges the natural order, which presupposes that sex is heterosexual sex in which men are dominant over women.
The family, conservatives understand well, is the basis of all morality, all social arrangements and all politics. Homosexuality challenges the very idea that the Strict Father family is the right model of the family, and therefore of morality and politics.

That is why conservatives resist seeing homosexuality as natural for a certain percentage of the population. Conservatives do not talk much about the increasing evidence that homosexuality has a genetic basis. Conservatives speak of the gay lifestyle as though being gay were simply a conscious choice of a particular way of life. If there is no choice about being gay, if one is born gay or bisexual or homosexual, then the force is taken away from the idea of homosexuality as an immoral choice of lifestyle.”

I could go on and on – he provides 104 pages of examples.

Critiquing the Models
Lakoff claims that the conservative family values agenda is, at present, being set primarily by fundamentalist Christians (the book was first published in 1996 when this wasn’t so widely believed.) Probably the most prominent figures in the fundamentalist Christian family values movement are Dr. James Dobson, who is President of Focus on the Family (http://www.family.org), based in Colorado Springs, and Gary L. Bauer, who runs the Family Research Council (http://www.frc.org) in Washington, D.C. These groups have been actively promoting a Strict Father approach to childrearing. James Dobson alone is broadcast on 1,600 radio stations. (I checked out the front page of both websites and they are currently very focused on promoting the Marriage Amendment. This is an example of where the family agenda provides the foundation for the political agenda). There are no equivalent groups promoting the Nurturant Parent approach which he sees as a weakness for liberals and their worldview.
Lakoff’s criticism is that virtually all the mainstream experts on childrearing see the Strict Father model as being destructive to children. A nurturing model is preferred. And most of the child development literature within the field of developmental psychology confirms that.

Since there is no significant body of mainstream experts who support the Strict Father model, conservatives can rely only on fundamentalist Christians, who have the only well thought out approach to childrearing that supports the Strict Father model.

The claims to legitimacy for the conservative family values enterprise rest not with empirical research but on a fundamentalist interpretation of the bible.

But Layoff goes on to say, Strict Father morality is not just unhealthy for children. It is also unhealthy for any society. It sets up good vs. evil, us vs. them dichotomies and recommends aggressive punitive action against “them.” It divides societies into groups that “deserve” reward and punishment, where the grounds on which “they” deserve to have pain inflicted on them are essentially subjective. Strict Father morality thereby breeds a divisive culture of exclusion and blame. It appeals to the worst of human instincts, leading people to stereotype, demonize, and punish the “other” – just for being the other.
Blaming and punishing the other for being the other has led, in the worst cases, to the vilest of horrors (think the Holocaust or the KKK.) But even absent those more exceptional outcomes, a culture of blame is not one that is pleasant or productive to live in. It does not make for a harmonious society or for social progress.

He concludes by saying that Nurturant Parent morality, because it can encourage cooperation and provide the incentive, training and the environment in which the largest number of citizens can work together productively and cooperatively, is by far the better choice.
Should I read the book?

If Lakoff’s theories pique your interest, I’d recommend reading the entire book. It is 426 pages long so there is a great deal of detail I didn’t cover. If the main point is what you’re after, this summary should suffice.
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