
lakoff don t think of an elephant
lakoff don t think of an elephant is a seminal phrase from cognitive linguist George Lakoff's
influential book that explores the intricate relationship between language, thought, and political
discourse. This concept highlights how framing and language shape public perception and political
debate by controlling the metaphors and ideas people associate with certain terms. Understanding
"Lakoff don’t think of an elephant" provides valuable insight into how language influences cognition
and ideology. This article delves deeply into the origin, significance, and applications of Lakoff’s
ideas, highlighting key concepts such as framing, metaphor theory, and political communication.
Readers will gain a comprehensive overview of how Lakoff’s work revolutionized the study of
political language and its effects on public opinion. The following sections examine the core
principles of Lakoff’s theory, its impact on political strategy, and practical examples of its usage.

Understanding the Origin of "Don’t Think of an Elephant"

The Theory of Framing and Cognitive Linguistics

Applications in Political Communication

Impact on Political Strategy and Campaigns

Critiques and Further Developments

Understanding the Origin of "Don’t Think of an
Elephant"
The phrase "don’t think of an elephant" originates from George Lakoff’s 2004 book of the same
name, which focuses on how language shapes political thought. Lakoff, a cognitive linguist, uses this
phrase as a metaphor to illustrate how the human brain processes language and ideas. The
instruction "don’t think of an elephant" inadvertently causes the listener to picture exactly what they
are told not to, demonstrating the power of framing and mental imagery in communication. This
paradox serves as a foundational example in Lakoff’s argument that language cannot be separated
from thought, particularly in political contexts.

George Lakoff and Cognitive Linguistics
George Lakoff is a prominent scholar in the field of cognitive linguistics, which studies how language
reflects the way humans conceptualize the world. His work challenges the traditional view that
language is merely a tool for communication, proposing instead that language shapes how people
perceive reality. Lakoff’s research emphasizes that metaphors and frames are not just rhetorical
devices but fundamental mechanisms by which individuals understand complex ideas, including
politics.



The Book’s Key Message
In "Don’t Think of an Elephant," Lakoff explains that political discourse is heavily influenced by
framing, whereby certain words or ideas activate specific mental models. He argues that
conservatives have successfully framed political debates by controlling language and metaphors,
while progressives often fail to recognize or counter these frames effectively. The book serves as
both an analysis and a call to action for progressives to develop better linguistic strategies to
influence public opinion.

The Theory of Framing and Cognitive Linguistics
Framing is a central concept in Lakoff’s analysis of language and politics. It refers to the way
information is presented so that it influences interpretation and judgment. Lakoff’s framing theory
asserts that frames are mental structures that shape the way individuals see the world, guiding their
perceptions and decisions. This section explores how framing operates within cognitive linguistics
and why it is crucial for understanding political communication.

What is Framing?
Framing involves selecting certain aspects of reality and making them more salient to promote a
particular interpretation. Rather than merely describing facts, frames embed values and
assumptions that affect how information is understood. For example, describing a tax cut as a "tax
relief" frame suggests that taxes are a burden, influencing public attitudes toward taxation.

Frames and Metaphors
Metaphors play a critical role in framing by linking abstract concepts to familiar experiences.
Lakoff’s research reveals that many political debates are fought through contrasting metaphorical
frames, such as "nation as family," where conservatives emphasize a strict "strict father" model and
progressives highlight a "nurturant parent" model. These metaphors activate different moral
systems and values, shaping political ideologies.

The Elephant as a Frame
The elephant metaphor itself exemplifies framing. By telling someone "don’t think of an elephant,"
the speaker inadvertently activates the image of an elephant in the listener’s mind. This
demonstrates that negating a frame does not remove it but may reinforce it. Understanding this
cognitive dynamic is essential for crafting effective political messages.

Applications in Political Communication
Lakoff’s insights on framing have profound implications for political communication. Politicians,
campaigners, and media strategists use framing to influence public attitudes, shape policy debates,
and win elections. This section examines how "Lakoff don’t think of an elephant" principles are



applied in real-world political messaging.

Framing in Political Campaigns
Political campaigns strategically employ framing to highlight favorable issues and downplay
unfavorable ones. By choosing specific language, slogans, and narratives, campaigns can evoke
particular frames that resonate with voters’ values and beliefs. For example, framing healthcare
reform as "protecting families" rather than "government takeover" can significantly affect public
support.

Media and Framing
The media plays a pivotal role in reinforcing or challenging political frames. News outlets often
adopt frames that align with their editorial slants, influencing how audiences perceive political
events and policies. Understanding framing helps explain why different media sources report the
same issue in contrasting ways, shaping public discourse.

Challenges for Progressive Messaging
Lakoff points out that progressives often struggle with framing because they inadvertently repeat
conservative frames or fail to offer compelling alternatives. For example, responding to conservative
rhetoric about "big government" by defending "government programs" may reinforce negative
frames instead of reframing the debate around shared values such as fairness and community.

Impact on Political Strategy and Campaigns
The insights from "Lakoff don’t think of an elephant" have influenced political strategists and
activists who seek to harness the power of language in shaping electoral outcomes. This section
explores how framing theory has been integrated into campaign strategies and political organizing.

Strategic Frame Alignment
Political strategists use frame alignment to connect their messages with the existing values and
beliefs of target audiences. By identifying frames that resonate with specific voter groups,
campaigns tailor their communication to maximize persuasive impact. This method increases voter
engagement and loyalty.

Reframing Opponents’ Messages
Effective political communication often involves reframing opponents’ arguments to undermine their
appeal. For example, reframing "tax cuts" from a narrative of economic freedom to one of benefiting
the wealthy shifts the debate’s moral focus and challenges the original frame’s legitimacy.



Examples of Framing in Recent Elections

Use of "Make America Great Again" as a nostalgic nationalistic frame.

Framing climate change action as economic opportunity and innovation.

Reframing healthcare debates around "protecting families" and "affordable care."

Critiques and Further Developments
While Lakoff’s "don’t think of an elephant" framework has been highly influential, it has also faced
critiques and inspired further research in linguistics and political science. This section addresses
some of the critiques and highlights ongoing developments in the study of language and politics.

Critiques of Lakoff’s Theory
Some critics argue that Lakoff overemphasizes the power of language and underestimates other
factors shaping political behavior, such as economic interests or institutional constraints. Others
contend that framing effects are not always as straightforward or universal as Lakoff suggests,
varying significantly across cultures and contexts.

Extensions and Related Research
Subsequent studies have expanded framing theory by incorporating insights from psychology,
sociology, and communication studies. Researchers have explored how frames interact with
emotions, identity, and social networks to influence political attitudes and actions. These
developments build on Lakoff’s foundational work to provide a more nuanced understanding of
political communication.

The Future of Framing in Politics
As digital media and social platforms evolve, framing continues to be a critical area of study. New
technologies enable rapid dissemination and contestation of frames, making linguistic strategies
more complex and dynamic. Understanding "Lakoff don’t think of an elephant" remains essential for
navigating and analyzing these evolving political landscapes.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main thesis of George Lakoff's book 'Don't Think
of an Elephant'?
The main thesis of George Lakoff's 'Don't Think of an Elephant' is that framing is crucial in politics
and communication, and that conservatives have successfully used frames to shape public discourse,
while progressives need to develop their own effective frames to influence political debates.

Why does George Lakoff emphasize the importance of framing
in 'Don't Think of an Elephant'?
Lakoff emphasizes framing because the way issues are framed influences how people think and
respond. Frames activate certain values and emotions, shaping public opinion and political
outcomes.

What is an example of a political frame discussed in 'Don't
Think of an Elephant'?
An example is the frame around the word 'tax relief,' which frames taxes as a burden or harm,
influencing people to favor tax cuts without considering broader fiscal impacts.

How can progressives apply Lakoff's ideas from 'Don't Think of
an Elephant' to their messaging?
Progressives can apply Lakoff's ideas by creating and consistently using frames that resonate with
their core values, such as fairness, community, and responsibility, rather than simply reacting to
conservative frames.

What role does language play according to 'Don't Think of an
Elephant'?
Language plays a critical role as it activates frames in the brain; choosing words carefully can
influence how issues are perceived and discussed.

Does 'Don't Think of an Elephant' suggest that facts alone are
enough to change opinions?
No, Lakoff argues that facts alone are insufficient because people interpret facts through their
existing frames; changing frames is necessary to change opinions.

What does the title 'Don't Think of an Elephant' signify in
Lakoff's book?
The title illustrates how negation activates the very image or idea it tries to suppress, demonstrating
the power of framing—telling someone not to think of an elephant actually makes them think of it.



How has 'Don't Think of an Elephant' influenced political
communication since its publication?
The book has influenced political communication by highlighting the strategic use of framing and
encouraging activists and politicians to be more mindful and intentional about their language and
messaging.

Can the framing techniques in 'Don't Think of an Elephant' be
applied outside politics?
Yes, framing techniques can be applied in marketing, media, education, and everyday
communication to shape perceptions and influence decision-making.

What criticism has been directed at the ideas presented in
'Don't Think of an Elephant'?
Some critics argue that Lakoff overemphasizes the power of framing and underestimates other
factors like economic conditions or traditional political ideologies in shaping public opinion.

Additional Resources
1. Don't Think of an Elephant! Know Your Values and Frame the Debate by George Lakoff
This is the original book that explores how language shapes political thought. Lakoff explains the
importance of framing in political discourse and offers strategies for progressives to communicate
their values effectively. It is a foundational text on cognitive linguistics applied to politics.

2. Metaphors We Live By by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
This seminal work introduces the concept that metaphors are fundamental to human thought, not
just language. The authors argue that our everyday language reflects deeper cognitive structures,
shaping how we perceive and interact with the world. It provides a theoretical foundation relevant to
Lakoff’s ideas in political framing.

3. Whose Freedom? The Battle Over America's Most Important Idea by George Lakoff
In this book, Lakoff delves into the contrasting ideas of freedom held by conservatives and
progressives. He examines how framing influences public understanding of freedom and political
ideologies. The book extends the discussion from "Don’t Think of an Elephant" to a broader cultural
and political context.

4. Language and Woman's Place: Text and Commentaries by Lakoff George
Lakoff’s earlier work focuses on how language reflects and perpetuates gender roles. It analyzes the
subtle ways language influences social power and identity, linking to his broader theories about
language and cognition. This book complements "Don’t Think of an Elephant" by exploring framing
in gender discourse.

5. The Political Mind: A Cognitive Scientist's Guide to Your Brain and Its Politics by George Lakoff
This book presents a comprehensive view of how the human brain processes political ideas and
ideologies. Lakoff discusses the neural underpinnings of political reasoning and moral thinking,
reinforcing the importance of framing and messaging in politics. It is a scientific deep dive into



concepts introduced in "Don’t Think of an Elephant."

6. Framing the Economy: The Role of Lakoff's Thought in Economic Discourse by Edited Volume
This collection explores the application of Lakoff's framing theory to economic narratives and policy
debates. Contributors analyze how language shapes public perception of economic issues such as
taxation, welfare, and inequality. It extends Lakoff’s framing concepts into the realm of economics.

7. Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think by George Lakoff
Lakoff investigates the moral foundations underlying political ideologies in this influential book. He
argues that different moral systems shape how liberals and conservatives frame political issues. The
work is closely related to "Don’t Think of an Elephant" and provides a deeper understanding of
political cognition.

8. Language and Politics by Noam Chomsky and edited by Others
While not by Lakoff, this book complements his work by exploring the relationship between
language, power, and politics. It discusses how political language is used to manipulate public
opinion and maintain power structures. Readers interested in framing and political communication
will find valuable insights here.

9. Words That Work: It's Not What You Say, It's What People Hear by Frank Luntz
Luntz offers a practical guide on how effective language and framing influence public opinion and
political outcomes. Though from a more conservative perspective, this book parallels Lakoff’s
emphasis on framing and communication strategies. It provides real-world examples of how
language shapes political debates.
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