
Before we all move on to something else, I would like to bring you back for a few moments to
George Lakoff and his book, The All New Don’t Think of an Elephant!.  I want to expand on a
couple of points we didn’t really get to in our discussion and then I will refer you to a new
website some of you may find useful.

The first concerns the following quote from the book:  

“In fact, about 98 percent of what our brains are doing is below the level of consciousness. As a
result, we may not know all, or even most, of what in our brains determines our deepest moral,
social, and political beliefs. And yet we act on the basis of those largely unconscious beliefs.”
(p. xi)

This point is better understood by considering the following from his 1999 book with Mark
Johnson. Philosophy In The Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its Challenge to Western Thought:

“Consider, for example, all that is going on below the level of conscious awareness when
you are in a conversation. Here is only a small part of what you are doing, second by
second: 

Accessing memories relevant to what is being said 

Comprehending a stream of sound as being language, dividing it into distinctive
phonetic features and segments, identifying phonemes, and grouping them into
morphemes 

Assigning a structure to the sentence in accord with the vast number of
grammatical constructions in your native language 
Picking out words and giving them meanings appropriate to context 

Making semantic and pragmatic sense of the sentences as a whole 

Framing what is said in terms relevant to the discussion 

Performing inferences relevant to what is being discussed 

Constructing mental images where relevant and inspecting them 

Filling in gaps in the discourse 

Noticing and interpreting your interlocutor's body language 

Anticipating where the conversation is going

Planning what to say in response 



Cognitive scientists have shown experimentally that to understand even the simplest
utterance, we must perform these and other incredibly complex forms of thought
automatically and without noticeable effort below the level of consciousness. It is not
merely that we occasionally do not notice these processes; rather, they are inaccessible to
conscious awareness and control.”   ((Kindle Locations 152-160). Kindle Edition))

 
So it’s not difficult to believe that we might be unaware of as much as 98% of what is happening
in our brain.  As Lakoff goes on to say, all of what we hear, how we interpret it and how we
choose to respond takes place in the blink of an eye.  And that entire process is filtered through
the collection of the values, metaphors and narratives we’ve collected over the years that now
comprise our conceptual system.  And we only understand what our brain allows us to
understand.  And the same is true for whomever we are conversing with.  

The implications for social and political discourse are immense, since we frequently are at odds
with folks using a different set of metaphors, etc., and, hence, are arriving at different
conclusions from us.  Changing what people think then becomes a matter of changing the neural
circuitry of their brains by creating new frames, metaphors and narratives applicable to the issues
being discussed..  Since these circuits are created and strengthened by repetition, they can only be
changed by repetition.  How to be successful doing this may be the major message of “The All
New Don’t Think of an Elephant!”  

The second point has to do with metaphors.  I’ve heard it said that metaphors don’t work,
because they are a figure of speech used primarily in poetry and poetry goes unappreciated by
most of the people progressives might wish to influence.  But that’s not at all what Lakoff
believes.  His thinking about metaphors can be seen in the following discussion from pp. 143-
145 of his book Metaphors We Live By (University of Chicago Press, 2003), again co-authored
my Mark Johnson, wherein he compares two metaphors related to how we might think about
problems in our lives, the ‘chemical’ metaphor and the ‘puzzle’ metaphor, and how aligning
oneself to one or the other will not only produce differences in how we think but also differences
in our subsequent behavior.

“It [the ‘chemical’ metaphor] gives us a view of problems as things that never disappear
utterly and that cannot be solved once and for all. All of your problems are always
present, only they may be dissolved and in solution, or they may be in solid form. The
best you can hope for is to find a catalyst that will make one problem dissolve without
making another one precipitate out. And since you do not have complete control over
what goes into the solution, you are constantly finding old and new problems
precipitating out and present problems dissolving, partly because of your efforts and
partly despite anything you do. 

“The CHEMICAL metaphor gives us a new view of human problems. It is appropriate to
the experience of finding that problems which we once thought were “solved” turn up
again and again. The CHEMICAL metaphor says that problems are not the kind of things
that can be made to disappear forever. To treat them as things that can be “solved” once
and for all is pointless. To live by the CHEMICAL metaphor would be to accept it as a



fact that no problem ever disappears forever. Rather than direct your energies toward
solving your problems once and for all, you would direct your energies toward finding out
what catalysts will dissolve your most pressing problems for the longest time without
precipitating out worse ones. The reappearance of a problem is viewed as a natural
occurrence rather than a failure on your part to find “the right way to solve it.” 

“To live by the CHEMICAL metaphor would mean that your problems have a different
kind of reality for you. A temporary solution would be an accomplishment rather than a
failure. Problems would be part of the natural order of things rather than disorders to be
“cured.” The way you would understand your everyday life and the way you would act in
it would be different if you lived by the CHEMICAL metaphor. 

“We see this as a clear case of the power of metaphor to create a reality rather than simply
to give us a way of conceptualizing a preexisting reality. This should not be surprising.
As we saw in the case of the ARGUMENT IS WAR metaphor, there are natural kinds of
activity (e.g., arguing) that are metaphorical in nature. What the CHEMICAL metaphor
reveals is that our current way of dealing with problems is another kind of metaphorical
activity. At present most of us deal with problems according to what we might call the
PUZZLE metaphor, in which problems are PUZZLES for which, typically, there is a
correct solution— and, once solved, they are solved forever. The PROBLEMS ARE
PUZZLES metaphor characterizes our present reality. A shift to the CHEMICAL
metaphor would characterize a new reality. 

“But it is by no means an easy matter to change the metaphors we live by. It is one thing
to be aware of the possibilities inherent in the CHEMICAL metaphor, but it is a very
different and far more difficult thing to live by it. Each of us has, consciously or
unconsciously, identified hundreds of problems, and we are constantly at work on
solutions for many of them— via the PUZZLE metaphor. So much of our unconscious
everyday activity is structured in terms of the PUZZLE metaphor that we could not
possibly make a quick or easy change to the CHEMICAL metaphor on the basis of a
conscious decision. 

“Many of our activities (arguing, solving problems, budgeting time, etc.) are metaphorical
in nature. The metaphorical concepts that characterize those activities structure our
present reality. New metaphors have the power to create a new reality. This can begin to
happen when we start to comprehend our experience in terms of a metaphor, and it
becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act in terms of it. If a new metaphor enters the
conceptual system that we base our actions on, it will alter that conceptual system and the
perceptions and actions that the system gives rise to. Much of cultural change arises from
the introduction of new metaphorical concepts and the loss of old ones.”

Which of the two metaphors do you live by?

We may choose to consider the metaphor as a strictly literary, mostly poetic, construct if we
choose, but George Lakoff goes well beyond that simple formulation.  Our view of ourselves and



the world in which we live are, to a large degree, governed by metaphors, many of which we may
be totally unaware.  Only by making them conscious can we examine them, keep them or
experiment with new ones.

George Lakoff and others have begun a new venture that may perk your curiosity, called
‘Reframe America’.  Take a look at their website http://reframeamerica.com/ .   If you find
yourself discouraged about the current level of political discourse, an easy feeling to come to, by
keeping track of his group’s progress you might come to a more optimistic view.  You may find
ways to enter into the fray.  An easy way to help him (if you think he’s on the right track) is to
toss a few dollars his way every now and then.

But whatever you do, don’t think LIKE an elephant!

http://reframeamerica.com/

