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FIGHTING FOR OUR LIVES

This is not anothet book about civility. "Civility" suggests a supetfi
cial, pinky-in-the-air veneer of politeness spread thin over human re
lations like a layet of marmalade over roast. This book is about a
pervasive warlike atmosphere that makes us approach public dia
logue, and just about anything we need to accomplish, as if it were a
fight. It is a tendency in Western culture in general, and· in the United
States in particular, that has a long bistory and a deep, thick, and fat
tanging root system. It has served us well in many ways but in recent
years has become so exaggerated that it is getting in the way of solv
ing our problems. Our spirits are corroded by living in an atmosphete
of unrelenting contention-an argument culture.

The argument cultute urges us to approach the world-and the
people in it-in an adversarial frame of mind. It rests on the assump
tion that opposition is the best way to get anything done: The best way
to discuss an idea is to set up a debate; the best way to cover news is to
find spokespeople who express the most extreme, polarized views and
present them as "both sides"i the best way to settle disputes is litiga-



THE BATTLE OF THE SEXES

My interest in the topic of opposition in public discourse intensified
in the years following the publication of You Just Don't Understand, my
book about communication between women and men. In the first year
I appeared on many television and radio shows and was interviewed
for many print articles in newspapers and magazines. For the most
part, that coverage was extremely fair, and I was-and remain-in-

tion that pits one party against the other; the best way to begin an
essay is to attack someone; and the best way to show you're really
thinking is to criticize.

Our public interactions have become more and more like having
an argument with a spouse. Conflict can't be avoided in our public
lives any more than we can avoid conflict with people we love. One of
the great strengths of our society is that we can express these conflicts
openly. But just as spouses have to learn ways of settling their differ
ences without inflicting real damage on each other, so we, as a society,
have to find constructive ways of resolving disputes and differences.
Public discourse requires making an argument for a point of view, not
having an argument-as in having a fight.

The war on drugs, the war on cancer, the battle of the sexes, politi
cians' turf battles--in the argument culture, war metaphors pervade
our talk and shape our thinking. Nearly everything is framed as a bat
tle or game in which winning or losing is the main concern. These all
have their uses and their place, but they are not the only way-and
often not the best way-to understand and approach our world. Con
flict and opposition are as necessary as cooperation and agreement,
but the scale is off balance, with conflict and opposition over
weighted. In this book, I show how deeply entrenched the argument
culture is, the forms it takes, and how it affects us every day-·some
times in useful ways, but often creating more problems than it solves,
causing rather than avoiding damage. As a sociolinguist, a social sci
entist, I am trained to observe and explain language and its role in
human relations, and that is my biggest job here. But I will also point
toward other ways for us to talk to each other and get things done in
our public lives.
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debted to the many journalists who found my ideas interesting
enough to make them known to viewers, listeners, and readers. Bur
from time to time--more often than I expected-I encountered pro
ducers who insisted on setting up a television show as a fight (either
between the host and me or between another guest and me) and print
journalists who made multiple phone calls to my colleagues, trying to
find someone who would criticize my work. This got me thinking
about what kind of information comes across on shows and in articles
that take this approach, compared to those that approach topics in
other ways.

At the same time, my experience of the academic world that had
long been my intellectual home began to change. For the most part,
other scholars, like most journalists, were welcoming and respectful
in their responses to my work, even if they disagreed on specific
points or had alternative views to suggest. But about a year after You

Just Don't Understand became a best-seller-.-the wheels of academia
grind more slowly than those of the popular press-I began reading
attacks on my work that completely misrepresented it. I had been in
academia for over fifteen years by then, and had valued my interac
tion with other researchers as one of the greatest rewards of aca
demic life. Why, I wondered, would someone represent me as having
said things I had never said or as having failed to say things I had said?

The answer crystallized when I put the question to a writer who I
felt had misrepresented my work: "Why do you need to make others
wrong for you to be right?" Her response: "It's an argument'" Aha, I
thought, that explains it. When you're having an argument with
someone, your goal is not to listen and understand. Instead, you use
every tactic you can think of-including distorting what your oppo
nent just said-in order to win the argument.

Not only the level of attention You Just Don't Understand received
but, even more, the subject of women and men, triggered the ten
dency to polarize. This tendency to stage a fight on television or in
print was posited on the conviction that opposition leads to truth.
Sometimes it does. Bur the trouble is, sometimes it doesn't. I was
asked at the start of more than one talk show or print interview,
"What is the most controversial thing abour your book?" Opposition
does not lead to truth when the most controversial thing is not the
most important.
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THOUGHT-PROVOKING
OR JUST PROVOCATIVE?

The conviction that opposition leads to truth can tempt not only
memhers of the press but just ahout anyone seeking to attract an au
dience to frame discussions as a fight hetween irreconcilable oppo
sites. Even the Smithsonian Institution, to celebrate its 150th
anniversary, sponsored a series of talks hilled as dehates. They invited
me to take part in one titled "The Battle of the Sexes." The organizer
preempted my objection: "I know you won't be happy with this title,
but we want to get people interested." This is one of many assump
tions I question in this book: Is it necessary to frame an interchange as
a battle to get people interested? And even if doing so succeeds in
capturing attention, does it risk dampening interest in the long run, as
audiences weary of the din and begin to hunger for more substance?

In the spring of 1995, Horizons Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, pro
duced twO one-act plays I had written about family relationships. The
directot, wanting to contribute to the reconciliation between Blacks
and Jews, mounted my plays in repertory with tWO one-act plays by
an African-American playwright, Caleen Sinnette Jennings. We had
both written plays about three sisters that explored the ethnic identi
ties of our families Gewish for me, African-American for her) and the
relationship between those identities and the American context in
which we grew up. To stir interest in the plays and to explore the par
allels between her work and mine, the theater planned a public dia
logue betweenJennings and me, to be held before the plays opened.

As production got under way, I attended the audition of actors for
my plays. After the auditions ended, just before everyone headed
home, the theater's public relations volunteer distributed copies of
the flyer announcing the public dialogue that she had readied for dis
tribution. I was horrified. The flyer announced that Caleen and I
would discuss "how past traumas create understanding and conflict
between Blacks and Jews today." The flyer was trying to grab by the
throat the issue that we wished to address indirectly. Yes, we were
concerned with conflicts between Blacks andJews, but neither of us is
an authority on that conllict, and we had no intention of expounding
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FOR THE SAKE OF ARGUMENT

In the argument culture, criticism, attack, or opposition are the pre
dominant if not the only ways of responding to people or ideas. I use
the phrase "culture of critique" to capture this aspect. "Critique" in
this sense is not a general term for analysis or interpretation but
rather a synonym for criticism.

It is the automatic nature of this response that I am calling atten
tion to--and calling into question. Sometimes passionate opposition,
strong verbal attack, are appropriate and called for. No one knows this
better than those who have lived under repressive regimes that forbid
public opposition. The Yugoslavian-born poet Charles Simic is one.
"There are moments in life," he writes, "when true invective is called

on it. We hoped to do our part to ameliorate the conllict hy focusing
on commonalities. Our plays had many resonances between them. We
wanted to talk about our work and let the resonances speak for them
selves.

Fortunately, we were able to stop the Ilyers before they were dis
tributed and devise new ones that promised something we could de"
liver: "a discussion of heritage, identity, and complex family
relationships in African-American and Jewish-American culture as
represented in their plays." Jennings noticed that the original Ilyer
said the evening would be "provocative" and changed it to "thought
provoking." What a world of difference is implied in that small
change: how much hetter to make people think, rather than simply to
"provoke" them-as often as not, to anger.

It is easy to understand why conllict is so often highlighted: Writ
ers of headlines or promotional copy want to catch attention and at
tract an audience. They are usually under time pressure, which lures
them to established, conventionalized ways of expressing ideas in the
absence of leisure to think up entirely new ones. The promise of con
troversy seems an easy and natural way to rouse interest. But serious
consequences are often unintended: Stirring up animosities to get a
rise' out of people, though easy and "provocative," can open old
wounds or create new ones that are hard to heal. This is one of many
dangers inherent in the argument culture.
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HOW USEFUL ARE FIGHTS?

Noticing that public discourse so often takes the form of heated ar
guments-of having a fight-made me ask how useful it is in our per
sonallives to settle differences by arguing. Given what I know about
having arguments in private life, I had to conclude that it is, in many
cases, not very useful.

In close relationships it is possible to find ways of arguing that re-

for, when it becomes an absolute necessity, out of a deep sense of jus
tice, to denounce, mock, vimperate, lash out,in the strongest possible
language." I applaud and endorse this view. There are times when it is
necessary and right to fight-to defend your country or yourself, to
argue for right against wrong or against offensive or dangerous ideas
or actions.

What I question is the ubiquity, the knee-jerk nature, of approach
ing almost any issue, problem, or public person in an adversarial way.
One of the dangers of the habitual use of adversarial rhetoric is a
kind of verbal inflation-a rhetorical boy who cried wolf: The legiti
mate, necessary denunciation is muted, even lost, in the general
cacophony of oppositional shouting. What I question is using opposi
tion to accomplish every goal, even those that do not require fighting
but might also (or better) be accomplished by other means, such as
exploring, expanding, discussing, investigating, and the exchanging
of ideas suggested by the word "dialogue." I am questioning the
assumption that everything is a matter of polarized opposites, the
proverbial "two sides to every question" that we think embodies
open-mindedness and expansive thinking.

In a word, the type of opposition I am questioning is what I call
"agonism." I use this term, which derives from the Greek word for
"contest" a(}'onia to mean an automatic warlike stance-not the literal, b '

opposition of fighting against an attacker or the unavoidable opposi
tion that arises organically in response to conflicting ideas or actions.
An agonistic response, to me, is a kind of programmed contentious
ness-a prepatterned, unthinking use of fighting to accomplish goals
that do not necessarily require it.
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suit in better understanding and solving problems. But with most ar
guments, little is resolved, worked out, or achieved when two people
get angrier and less rational by the minute. When you're having an ar
gument with someone, you're usually not trying to understand what
the other person is saying, or what in their experience leads them to
say it. Instead, you're readying your response: listening for weaknesses
in logic to leap on, points you can distort to make the other person
look bad and yourself look good. Sometimes you know, on Some back
burner of your mind, that you're doing this-that there's a kernel of
truth in what your adversary is saying and a bit of unfair twisting in
what you're saying. Sometimes you do this because you're angry, but
sometimes it's just the temptation to take aim at a point made along
the way because it's an easy target.

Here's an example of how this happened in an argument between
a couple who had been married for over fifty years. The husband
wanted to join an HMO by signing over their Medicare benefits to
save money. The wife objected because it would mean she could no
longer see the doctor she knew and trusted. In arguing her point of
view, she said, "I like Dr. B. He knows me, he's interested in me. He
calls me by my first name." The husband parried the last point: "I
don't like that. He's much younger than we are. He shouldn't be call
ing us by first name." But the form of address Dr. B. uses was irrele
vant. The wife was trying to communicate that she felt comfortable
with the doctor she knew, that she had a relationship with him. His
calling her by first name was just one of a list of details she was mar
shaling to explain her comfort with him. Picking on this one detail did
not change her view-and did not address her concern. It was just a
way to win the argument.

We are all guilty, at times, of seizing On irrelevant details, distort
ing someone else's position the better to oppose it, when we're argu
ing with those we're closest to. But we are rarely dependent on these
fights as sources of information. The same tactics are common when
public discourse is carried Out on the model of personal fights. And
the results are dangerous when listeners are looking to these inter
changes to get needed information or practical results.

Fights have winners and losers. If you're fighting to win, the temp
tation is great to deny facts that support your oppOnent's views and to
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TWO SIDES TO EVERY QUESTION

Our determination to pursue truth by setting up a fight between two
sides leads us to believe that every issue has two sides-no more, no
less: If both sides are given a forum to confront each other, all the rel
evant information will emerge, and the best case will be made for
each side. But opposition does not lead to truth when an issue is not
composed of two opposing sides but is a crystal ~f m~ny Sides, Often
the truth is in the complex middle, not the oversImplIfied e~tre~es.

We love using the word "debate" as a way of repres~ntlngIssues:
.the abortion debate the health care debate, the affirmative actIOn de
bate---even "the g~eat backpacking vs. car camping debate." T.he
ubiquity of this word in itself shows our tendency to conceptualIze

filter what you know, saying only what supportS your side. In t~e ex
treme form, it encourages people to misrepresent or even to .he. We
accept this risk because we believe we can tell when someone IS Iymg.

The problem is, we can't. ..' .
Paul Ekman, a psychologist at the Ulllversity of Cah:or~,:, San

Francisco, studies lying. He set up experi~ents in :vhlch mdiVlduals
were videotaped talking about their emotIOnS, a~tlons, or belIefs
some truthfully, some not. He has shown these VIdeotapes to thou
sands of people,asking them to identify the liars and also. to say how
sure they were about their judgments. His findings are chlllmg: Most
people performed not much better than cha~ce, and those who d,d
the worst had just as much confidence m theu Judgments as the few
who were really able to detect lies. Intrigued by the ImplIcatIOnS of
this research iri various walks of life, Dr. Ekman repeated thiS expen
ment with groups of people whose jobs require them to sniff out hes:
judges, lawyers, police, psychotherapists, and employees of the CIA,
FBI, and ATF (Bureau of Alcohol, To~acco, and Firearms). They
were no better at detecting who was telling the truth than the rest of
us. The only group that did significantly better were members of the
U.S. Secret Service. This finding gives some comfort when It comes to
the Secret Service but not much when it comes to every other facet of

public life.
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issues in a way that predisposes public discussion to be polarized,
framed as two opposing sides that give each other no ground. There
are many problems with this approach. If you begin with the assump
tion that there must be an "other side," you may end up scouring the
margins of science or the fringes of lunacy to find it. As a result,
proven facts, such as. what we know about how the earth and its in
habitants evolved, are set on a par with claims that are known to have
no basis in fact, such as creationism.

The conviction that there are two sides to every story can prompt
writers or producers to dig up an "other side," so kooks who state out
right falsehoods are given a platform in public discourse. This ac
counts, in part, for the bizarre phenomenon of Holocaust denial.
Deniers, as Emory University professor Deborah Lipstadt shows,
have been successful in gaining television airtime and campus news
paper coverage by masquerading as "the other side" in a "debate."

Appearance in print or on television has a way of lending legiti
macy, so baseless claims take on a mantle of possibility. Lipstadt
shows how Holocaust deniers dispute established facts of history, and
then reasonable spokespersons use their having been disputed as a
basis for questioning known facts. The actor Robert Mitchum, for ex
ample, interviewed in Esquire, expressed doubt about the Holocaust.
When the interviewer asked about the slaughter of six million Jews,
Mitchum replied, "I don't know. People dispute that." Continual ref
erence to "the other side" results in a pervasive conviction that every
thing has another side-with the result that people begin to doubt the
existence of any facts at all.

Lipstadt's book meticulously exposes the methods used by deniers to
falsify the overwhelming historic evidence that the Holocaust oc
curred. That a scholar had to invest years of her professional life writ
ing a book unraveling efforts to deny something that was about as well
known and well documented as any historical fact has ever been
while those who personally experienced and witnessed it are still
alive--is testament to another way that the argument culture limits

THE EXPENSE OF TIME AND SPIRIT
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our knowledge rather than expanding.it. Talent and effort are wasted
refuting outlandish claims that should never have been given a plat
form in the first place. Talent and effort are also wasted when individ
uals who have been unfairly attacked must spend years of their
creative lives defending themselves rather than advancing their work.
The entire society loses their creative efforts. This is what happened
with scientist Robert Gallo.

Dr. Gallo is the American virologist who codiscovered the AIDS
virus. He is also the one who developed the technique for smdying T
cells, which made that discovery possible. And Gallo's work was sem
inal in developing the test to detect the AIDS virus in blood, the first
and for a long time. the only means known of stemming the tide of
death from AIDS. But in 1989, Gallo became the object of a four-year
investigation into allegations that he had stolen the AIDS virus from
Luc Montagnier of the Pasteur Institute in Paris, who had indepen
dently identified the AIDS virus. Simultaneous investigations by the
National Instimtes of Health, the office of Michigan Congressman
John Dingell, and the National Academy of Sciences barreled ahead
long after Gallo and Montagnier settled the dispute to their mutual
satisfaction. In 1993 the investigations concluded that Gallo had done
nothing wrong. Nothing. But this exoneration cannot be considered a
happy ending. Never mind the personal suffering of Gallo, who was
reviled when he should have been heralded as a hero. Never mind
that, in his words, "These were the most painful years and horrible
years of my life." The dreadful, unconscionable result of the fruitless
investigations is that Gallo had to spend four years fighting the accu
sations instead of fighting AIDS.

The investigations, according to journalist Nicholas Wade, were
sparked by an article about Gallo written in the currently popular
spirit of demonography: not to praise the person it feamres but to
bury him-to show his weaknesses, his villainous side. The implica
tion that Gallo had stolen the AIDS virus was created to fill a re
quirement of the discourse: In demonography, writers must find

.negative sides of their subjects to display for readers who enjoy seeing
heroes transformed into villains. The suspicion led to investigations,
and the investigations became a juggernaut that acquired a life of its
own, fed by the enthusiasm for attack on public figures thar is the cul
ture of critique.

Perhaps one reason suspicions of Robert Gallo were so zealously in
vestigated is that the scenario of an ambitious scientist ready to do
anything to defeat a rival appeals to our sense of story; it is the kind
of narrative we are ready to believe. Culture, in a sense, is an envi
ronment of narratives that we hear repeatedly until they seem to
make self-evident sense in explaining human behavior. Thinking of
human interactions as battles is a metaphorical frame through which
we learn to regard the world and the people in it.

All language uses metaphors to express ideas; Some metaphoric
words and expressions are novel, made up for the occasion, but more
are calcified in the language. They are simply the way we think it is
natural to express ideas. We don't think of them as metaphors. Some
one who says, "Be careful: You aren't a cat; you don't have nine lives,"
is explicitly comparing you to a cat, because the cat is named in
words. But what if someone says, "Don't pussyfoot around; get to the
point"? There is no explicit comparison to a cat, but the comparison is
there nonetheless, implied in the word "pussyfoot." This expression
probably deVeloped as a reference to the movements of a cat cau
tiously circling a suspicious object. I doubt that individuals using the
word "pussyfoot" think consciously of cats. More often than not, we
~se expressions without thinking about their metaphoric implica
tIons. But that doesn't mean those implications are not influencing us.

At a meeting, a general discussion became so animated that a par
ticipant who wanted to comment prefaced his remark by saying, "I'd
like to leap into the fray." Another participant called out, "Or share
your thoughts." Everyone laughed. By suggesting a different phrasing,
she called attention to what would probably have otherwise gone un
noticed: "Leap into the fray" characterized the lively discussion as a
metaphorical battle.

Americans talk about almost everything as if it were a war. A book
about the history of linguistics is called The Linguistics Wars. A maga
zine article about claims that science is not completely objective is ti
tled "The Science Wars." One about breast cancer detection is "The
Mammogram War"; about competition among caterers, "Party
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METAPHORS: WE ARE WHAT WE SPEAK
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Wars"-and on and on in a potentially endless list. Politics, of course,
is a prime candidate. One of innumerable possible examples, the
headline of a story reporting that the Democratic National Conven
tion nominated Bill Clinton to run for a second term declares, "DEMO

CRATS SEND CLINTON INTO BATTLE FOR A 2D TERM." But medicine is as
frequent a candidate, as we talk about battling and conquering dis

ease.
Headlines are intentionally devised to attract attention, but we all

use military or attack imagery in everyday expressions without think
ing about it: "Take a shot at it," "I don't want to be shot down," "He
went off half cocked," "That's half the battle." Why does it matter
that our public discourse is filled with military metaphors? Aren't
they just words? Why not talk about something that matters-like ac

tions?
Because words matter. When we think we are using language, lan

guage is using us. As linguist Dwight Bolinger put it (employing a
military metaphor), language is like a loaded gun: It can be fired m
tentionally, but it can wound or kill just as surely when fired acciden
tally. The terms in which we talk about something shape the way we
think about it-and even what we see.

The power of words to shape perception has been proven by re
searchers in controlled experiments. Psychologists Elizabeth Loftus
and John Palmer, for example, found that the terms in which people
are asked to recall something affect what they recall. The researchers
showed subjects a film of two cars colliding, then asked how fast the
cars were going; one week later, they asked whether there had been
any broken glass. Some subjects were asked, "About how fast were the
cars going when they bumped into each other?" Others were asked,
"About how fast were the cars going when they smashed into each
other?" Those who read the question with the verb "smashed" esti
mated that the cars were going faster. They were also more likely to
"remember" having seen broken glass. (There wasn't any.)

This is how language works. It invisibly molds our way of thinking
about people, actions, and the world around us. Military metaphors
train us to think about-and see--everything in terms of fighting,
conflict, and war. This perspective then limits our imaginations when
we consider what we can do about situations we would like to under

stand or change.

Even in science, common metaphors that are taken for granted in
fluence how researchers think about natural phenomena. Evelyn Fox
Keller describes a case in which acceptance of a dietaphor led scien
tists to see something that was not there. A mathematical biologist,
Keller outlines the fascinating behavior of cellular slime mold. This
unique mold can take two completely different forms: It can exist as
single-cell organisms, or the separate cells can come together to form
multicellular aggregates. The puzzle facing scientists was: What trig
gers aggregation? In other words, what makes the single cells join to

gether? Scientists focused their investigations by asking what entity
issued the order to start aggregating. They first called this bosslike en
tity a "founder cell," and later a "pacemaker cell," even though no one
had seen any evidence for the existence of such a cell. Proceeding
nonetheless from the assumption that such a cell must exist, they ig
nored evidence to the contrary: For example, when the center of the
aggregate is removed, other centers form.

Scientists studying slime mold did not examine the .interrelation
ship between the cells and their environment, nor the interrelation
ship between the functional systems within each cell, because they
were busy looking for the pacemaker cell, which, as eventually be
came evident, did not exist. Instead, under conditions of nutritional
deprivation, each individual cell begins to feel the urge to merge with
others to form the conglomerate. It is a reaction of the cells to their
environment, not to the orders of a boss. Keller recounts this tale to
illustrate her insight that we tend to view nature through Our under
standing of human relations as hierarchical. In her words, "We risk
imposing on nature the very stories we like to hear." In other words,
the conceptual metaphor of hierarchical governance made scientists
"see" something-a pacemaker cell-that wasn't there. .

Among the stories many Americans most like to hear are war sto
ries. According to historian Michael Sherry, the American war movie
developed during World War II and has been with us ever since. He
shows that movies not explicitly about war were also war movies at
heart, such as westerns with their good guy-bad guy battles settled
with guns. High Noon, for example, which became a model for later
westerns, was an allegory of the Second World War: The happy end
ing hinges on the pacifist taking up arms. We can also see this story
line in contemporary adventure films: Think of Star wars, with its stir-
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PUT UP YOUR DUKES

Showdown at Lincoln Center. jazz's ideological war of the last
several years led toa pitched battle in August between John Lincoln
Collier, the writer, and \Vynton Marsalis, the trumpeter, in a debate
at Lincoln Center. Mr. Marsalis demolished Mr. Collier, point after
point after point, but what made the dehate unpleasant was the
crowd's blood lust; humiliation, not elucidation, was the desired end.

ring finale in which Han Solo, having professed nO interest in or taste
for battle, returns at the last moment to destroy the enemy and save
the day. And precisely the same theme is found in a contemporary
low-budget independent film, Sling Blade, in wbich a peace-loving re
tarded man becomes a hero at the end by murdering the man who has
been tormenting the family he has come to love.
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the face-off between August Wilson, the most successful black play
wright in the American theater, and Robert Brustein, longtime
drama critic for The New RepUblic and artistic director of the
American Repertory Theatre in Cambridge, Mass. These two
heavyweights had been battling in print since lastJune....

Entering from opposite sides of the stage, the two men shook
hands and came out fighting-or at least sparring.

their anger by shooting, the result of demonizing those with whom
we disagree can be truly tragic.

But do audiences necessarily harbor within themselves a "blood
lust," or is it stirred in them by the performances they are offered? An
other arts event was set up as a debate between a playwright and a
theater director. In this case, the metaphor through which the debate
was viewed was not war but boxing-a sport that is in itself, like a de
bate, a metaphorical battle that pitches one side against the other in
an all-out effort to win. A headline describing the event set the frame:
"AND IN THIS CORNER ... ," followed by the subhead "A Black Play
wright and White Critic Duke It Out." The story then reports:

. Wilson, the article explains, had given a speech in which he opposed
Black performers taking "white" roles in color-blind casting; Brustein
had written a column disagreeing; and both followed up with further
responses to each other.

According to the article, "The drama of the Wilson-Brustein con
frontation lies in their mutual intransigence." No one would question
that audiences crave drama. But is intransigence the most appealing
source of drama? I happened to hear this debate broadcast on the
radio. The line that triggered the loudest cheers from the audience
was the final question put to the two men by the moderator, Anna
Deavere Smith: "What did you each learn from the other in this de
bate?" The loud applause was evidence that the audience did not
crave intransigence. They wanted to see another kind of drama: the
drama of change--change that comes from genuinely listening to
someone with a different point of view, not the transitory drama of
fWO intransigent positions in stalemate.

To encourage the staging of more dramas of change and fewer of
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If war provides the metaphors through which we view the world and
each other we come to view others-and ourselves--as warriors in
battle. Al~ost any human encounter can be framed as a fight between
two opponents. Looking at it this way brings particular aspects of the

event into focus and obscures others.
Framing interactions as fights affects not only the participants but

also the viewers. At a performance, the audience, as well as the per
formers, can be transformed. This effect was noted by a reviewer in
The New York Times, commenting on a musical event:

Military imagery pervades this account: the difference of opinions
between Collier and Marsalis was an "ideological war," and the "de
bate" was a "pitched battle" in which Marsalis "demolished" Collier
(not his arguments, but him). What the commentator regrets, how
ever, is that the audience got swept up in the mood instigated by the
way the debate was carried out: "the crowd's blood lust" for Collier's

defeat.
This is one of the most dangerous aspects of regarding intellectual

interchange as a fight. It contributes to an atmosphere of animosity
that spreads like a fever. In a society that includes people who express

16



18 THE ARGUMENT CULTURE FIGHTING FOR OUR LIVES 19

intransigence, we need new metaphors to supplement and comple
ment the pervasive war and boxing match metaphors through wh,ch
we take it for granted issues aud events are best talked about and
viewed.

MUD SPLATTERS

Our fondness for the fight scenario leads us to frame many complex
human interactions as a battle between two sides. This then shapes
the way we understand what happened and how we regard the partic
ipants. One unformnate result is that fights make a mess in which
everyone is muddied. The person attacked is often deemed just as
guilty as the attacker.

The injustice of this is clear if you think back to childhood. Many
of us still harbor anger as we recall a time (or many times) a sibling or
playmate started a fight-but both of us got blamed. Actions occur in
a stream, each a response to what came before. Where you punctnate
them can change their meaning just as you can change the meanmg of
a sentence by punctnating it in one place or another. . .

Like a parent despairing of trying to sort out which chil.d started .a
fight, people often respond to those involved in a publIc dispute as If
both were equally guilty. When champion figure skater Nancy Kern
gan was struck on the knee shortly before the 1994 Olympics in Nor
way and the then-husband of another champion skater, Tonya
Harding, implicated his wife in planning the attack, the event was
chatacterized as a fight between two skaters that obscured their dif
fering roles. As both skaters headed for the Olympic competition,
their potential meeting was described as a "long-anticipated figure
skating shootout." Two years later, the event was referred to not as
"the attack on Nancy Kerrigan" but as "the rivalty surrounding Tonya
Harding and Nancy Kerrigan."

. By a similar process, the Senate Judiciary Committee hearings to
consider the nomination of Clarence Thomas for Supreme Court
justice at which Anita Hill was called to t~stify are regularly referred
to as the "Hill-Thomas hearings," obscurmg the very different roles
played by Hill and Thomas. Although testimony by A.nita Hill was the
occasion for reopening the hearings, they were still the Clarence

Thomas confirmation hearings: Their purpose was to evaluate
Thomas's candidacy. Framing these hearings as a two-sides dispute
between Hill and Thomas allowed the senators to focus their investi
gation on cross-examining Hill rather than seeking other sorts of ev
idence, for example by consulting experts on sexual harassment to
ascertain whether Hill's account se~med plausible.

SLASH-AND-BURN THINKING

Approaching sitnations like warriors in battle leads to the assumption
that intellectnal inquiry, too, is a game of attack, counterattack, and
self-defense. In this spirit, critical thinking is synonymous with criti
cizing. In many classrooms, stndents are encouraged to read some
one's life work, then rip it to shreds. Though criticism is one form of
critical thinking-and an essential one-so are integrating ideas from
disparate fields and examining the context out of which ideas grew.
Opposition does not lead to the whole truth when we ask only
"What's wrong with this?" and never "What can we use from this in
building a new theory, a new understanding?"

There are many ways that unrelenting criticism is destructive in it
self. In innumerable small dramas mirroring what happened to
Robert Gallo (but on a much more modest scale), our most crearive
thinkers can waste time and effort responding to critics motivated less
by a genuine concern about weaknesses in their work than by a desire
to find something to attack. All of society loses when creative people
a.re discouraged from their pursuits by unfair criticism. (This is par
ticularly lIkely to happen since, as Kay RedfieldJamison shows in her
book Touched with Fire, many of those who are unusually creative are
also unusually sensitive; their sensitivity often drives their creativity.)

If th~ criticism is unwarranted, many will say, you are free to argue
agamst It, to defend yourself. But there are problems with this, too.
Not only does self-defense take time and draw off energy that would
better be spent on new creative work, but any move to defend your
self makes you appear, well, defensive. For example, when an author
wrote a letter to the editor protesting a review he considered unfair,
the reviewer (who is typically given the last word) turned the very

fact that the author defended himself into a weapon with which to at-



POLARIZING COMPLEXITY:
NATURE OR NURTURE?

Few issues come with two neat, and neatly opposed, sides. Again, I
have seen this in the domain of gender. One common polarization is
an opposition between two sources of differences between women
and men: "culture," or "nurture," on one hand and ((biology," or "na
ture," on the other.

tack again. The reviewer's response began, "I haven't much time to
waste on the kind of writer who squanders his talent drafting angry
letters to reviewers."

The argument culture limits the information we get rather than
broadening it in another way. When a certain kind of interaction is
the norm, those who feel comfortable with that type of interaction
are drawn to participate, and those who do not feel comfortable with
it recoil and go elsewhere. If public discourse included a broad range
of types, we would be making room for individuals with different
temperaments to take part and contribute their perspectives and in
sights. But when debate, opposition, and fights overwhelmingly pre
dominate, those who enjoy verbal sparring are likely to take part-by
calling in to talk shows, writing letters to the editor or articles, be
coming journalists-and those who cannot comfortably take part in
oppositional discourse, or do not wish to, are likely to opt out.

This winnowing process is easy to see in apprenticeship programs
such as acting school, law school, and graduate school. A woman who
was identified in her university drama program as showing excep
tional promise was encouraged to go to New York to srudy acting.
Full of enthusiasm, she was accepted by a famous acting scbool where
the teaching method entailed the teacher screaming at students,
goading and insulting them as a way to bring out the best in them.
This worked well with many of the srudents but not with her. Rather
than rising to the occasion when attacked, she cringed, becoming less
able to draw on her talent, not more. After a year, she dropped out. It
could be that she simply didn't have what it took-but this will never
be known, because the adversarial style of teaching did not allow her
to show what talent she had.
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Shortly after the publication of You Just Don't Understand, I was
asked by a journalist what question I most often encountered about
women's and men's conversational styles. I told her, "Whether the dif
ferences I describe are biological or cultural." The journalist laughed.
Puzzled, I asked why this made her laugh. She explained that she had
always been so certain that any significant differences are cultural
rather than biological in origin that the question struck her as absurd.
So I should not have been surprised when I read, in the article she
wrote, that the two questions I am most frequently asked are "Why do
women nag?" and "Why won't men ask for directions?" Her ideologi
cal certainty that the question I am most frequently asked was absurd
led her to ignore my answer and get a fact wrong in her report of my
experience.

Some people are convinced that any significant differences between
men and women are entirely or overwhelmingly due to culrural influ
ences-the way we treat girls and boys, and men's dominance of
women in society. Others are convinced that any significant differ
ences are entirely or overwhelmingly due to biology: the physical facts
of female and male bodies, hormones, and reproductive functions.
Many problems are caused by framing the question as a dichotomy:
Are behaviors that pattern by sex biological or culrural? This polariza
tIOn encourages those on one side to demonize those who take the
other view, which leads in rurn to misrepresenting the work of those
who are assigned to the opposing camp. Finally, and most devastat
ingly' it prevents us from exploring the interaction of biological and
cuIrural factors-factors that must, and can only, be understood to
gether. By posing the question as either/or, we reinforce a false
assumption that biological and cultural factors are separable and pre
clude the investigations that would help us understand their interrela
tionship. When a problem is posed in a way that polarizes, the solution
is often obscured before the search is under way.

WHO'S UP? WHO'S DOWN?

Related to polarization is another aspect of the argument culrure: Our
obsession with ratings and rankings. Magazines offer the 10, 50, or 100
best of everything: restaurants, murual funds, hospitals, even judges.
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AN ETHIC OF AGGRESSION

In an argument culture aggressive tactics are valued for their own
sake. For example, a woman called in to a talk show on which I was a
guest to say, "When I'm in a place where a man is smoking, and there's
a no-smoking sign, instead of saying to him 'You aren't allowed to
smoke in here. Pur that out,' I say, 'I'm awfully sorry, but I have
asthma, so your smoking makes it hard for me to breathe. Would you
mind terribly not smoking?' Whenever I say this, the man is extremely
polite and solicitous, and he puts his cigarette out, and I say, 'Oh,
thank you, thank you!' as if he's done a wonderful thing for me. Why
do I do rhat?"

I think this woman expected me to say that she needs assertiveness
training to learn to confront smokers in a more aggressive manner. In
stead, I told her that there was nothing wrong with her style of getting
the man to stop smoking. She gave him a face-saving way of doing
what she asked, one that allowed him to feel chivalrous rather than

Newsmagazines tell us Who's up, Who's down, as in Newsweek's "Con
ventional Wisdom Watch" and Times ".Winners and Losers." Rank
ings and ratings pit restaurants, products, schools, and people against
each other on a single scale, obscuring the myriad differences among
them. Maybe a small Thai restaurant in one neighborhood can't really
be compared to a pricey French one in another, any more than judges
with a vasr range of abilities and beliefs can be compared on a single
scale. And timing can skew results: Ohio State University protested to
Time magazine when its football team was ranked at the bottom of a
scale because only 29 percent of the team graduated. The year befote
it would have ranked among the top six with 72 percent.

After a political debate, analysts comment not on what the candi
dates said but on the question "Who won?" After the president deliv
ers an important speech, such as the State of the Union Address,
expert commentators are asked to give it a grade. Like ranking, grad
ing establishes a competition. The biggest problem with asking what
grade the president's speech deserves, or who won and who lost a
campaign debate, is what is not asked and is therefore not answered:
What was said, and what is the significance of this for the country?

FIGHTING FOR OUR LIVES

chastised. This is kind to him, bur it is also kind to herself, since it is
more likely to lead to the result she desires. If she tried to alter his be
havior by reminding him of the rules, he might well rebel: "Who
made you the enforcer? Mind your own business!" Indeed, who gives
any of us the authority to set others straight when we think they're
breaking rules? .

Another caller disagreed with me, saying the first caller's style was
"self-abasing" and there was no reason for her to use it. Bur I persisted:
There is nothing necessarily destructive abour conventional self
effacement. Human relations depend on the agreement to Use such
ve.rbal conventions. I believe the mistake this caller was making-a
mIstake many of us make-was to confuse ritual self-effacement with
the literal kind. All human relations require us to find ways to get
what we want from others without seeming to dominate them. Allow
ing others to feel they are doing what you want for a reason less hu
miliating to them fulfills this need.

Thinking of yourself as the wronged party who is victimized by a
lawbreaking boor makes it harder to see the value of this method. Bur
~uppose you are the person addicted to smoking who lights up (know
mgly or not) in a no-smoking zone. Would you like strangers to yell at
you to stop smoking, or would you rather be allowed to save face by
bemg asked pohtely to stop in order to help them out? Or imagine
yourself having broken a rule inadvertently (which is not to imply
rules are broken ~nly by mistake; it is only to say that sometimes they
are). Would you !Ike SOme stranger to swoop down on you and begin
heratlng you, or would you rather be asked politely to comply? .

As thIS example shows, conflicts can sometimes be resolved with
Out confrontational tactics, bur current conventional wisdom often
devalues less.confrontational tactics even if they work well, favoring
~ore aggressIve strategies even if they get less favorable results. It's as
If we value a fight for its own sake, nOt for its effectiveness in resolv-
ing disputes. .

This ethic shows up in many contexts. In a review of a contentious
book, for example, a reviewer wrote, "Always provocative sometimes
infuriating, this collection reminds us that the purpose or'art is not to
confirm and coddle bur to provoke and confront." This false di
chotomy encapsulates the belief that if you are not provoking and

confrontmg, then you are confirming and coddling-as if there
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weren't myriad other ways to question and learn. What about explor
ing, exposing, delving, analyzing, understanding, moving, connecting,
integrating, illuminating ... or any of innumerable verbs that capture
other aspects of what art can do?

THE BROADER PICTURE

The increasingly adversarial spirit of our contemporary lives is fun
damentally related to a phenomenon that has been much remarked
upon in recent years: the hreakdown of a sense of community. In this
spirit, distinguished journalist and author Orville Schell points out
that in his day journalists routinely based their writing on a sense of
connection to their subjects-and that this sense of connection is
missing from much that is written by journalists today. Quite the con
trary, a spirit of demonography oftenprevails that has just the oppo
site effect: Far from encouraging us to feel connected to the subjects,
it encourages us to feel critical, superior-and, as a result, distanced.
The cumulative effect is that citizens feel more and more cut off from
the people in public life they read about.

The argument culture dovetails with a general disconnection and
breakdown of community in another way as well. Community norms
and pressures exercise a restraint on the expression of hostility and
destruction. Many cultures have rituals to channel and contain ag
gressive impulses, especially those of adolescent males. In just tbis
spirit, at the 1996 Republican National Convention, both Colin Pow
ell and Bob Dole talked about growing up in small communities
where everyone knew who they were. This meant that many people
would look out for them, but also that if they did something wrong, it
would get back to their parents. Many Americans grew up in ethnic
neighborhoods that worked the same way. If a young man stole some
thing, committed vandalism, or broke a rule or law, it would be re
ported to his relatives, who would punish him or tell him how his
actions were shaming the family. American culture today often lacks
these brakes.

Community is a blend of connections and authority, and weare
losing both. As Robert Bly shows in his book by that title, we now have

a Sibling Society: Citizens are like squabbling siblings with no authority
figutes who can command enough respect to contain and Channel
their aggressive impulses. It is as if every day is a day with a substitute
teacher who cannot control the class and maintain order.

The argument culture is both a product of and a contributor to this
alienation, separating people, disconnecting them from each other
and from those who are or might have been their leaders.

WHAT OTHER WAY IS THERE?

PhilosopherJohn Dewey said, on his ninetieth birthday, "Democracy
begins in conversation." I fear that it gets derailed in polarized debate.

In conversation we form the interpersonal ties that bind individu
als together in personal relationships; in public discourse, we form
similar ties on a larger scale, binding individuals into a community. In
conversation, we exchange the many types of information we need to
live our lives as members of a community. In public discourse, we ex
change the information that citizens in a democracy need in order to
decide how to vote. If public discourse provides entertainment first
and foremost-and if entertainment is first and foremost watching
fights-then citizens do not get the information they need to make
meaningful use of their right to vote.

Of course it is the responsibility of intellectuals to explore poten
tial weaknesses in others' arguments, and of journalists to represent
serious opposition when it exists. But when opposition becomes the
overwhelming avenue of inquiry-a formula that requires another
side to ~e found or a criticism to be voiced; when the lust for opposi
tion pnvlleges extreme views and obscures complexity; when our
eagerness to find weaknesses blinds us to strengths; when the atmoc
sphere of animosity precludes respect and poisons our relations with
one another; then the argument culture is doing more damage than
good.

I offer this book not as a frontal assault on the argument culture.
That would be in the spirit of attack that I am questioning. It is an at
tempt to examine the argument culture-our use of attack, opposi
tion, and debate in public discourse-to ask, What are its limits as



well as its strengths? How has it served us well, but also how has it
failed us? How is it related to culture and gender? What other options
do we have?

I do not believe we should put aside the argument model of public
discourse entirely, but we need to rethink whether this is the only way,
or always the best way, to carry out our affairs. A step toward broaden
ing our repertoires would be to pioneer reform by experimenting
with metaphors other than sports and war, and with formats other
than debate for framing the exchange of ideas. The change might be
as simple as introducing a plural form. Instead of asking "What's the
other side?" we might ask instead, "What are the other sides?" Instead
of insisting on hearing "both sides," we might insist on hearing "all
sides. I

'

Another option is to expand our notion of "debate" to include
more dialogue. This does not mean there can be nO negativity, criti
cism, or disagreement It simply means we can be more creative in our
ways of managing all of these, which are inevitable and useful. In di
alogue, each statement that one person makes is qualified by a state
ment made by someone else, until the series of statements and
qualifications moves everyone closer to a fuller truth. Dialogue does
not preclude negativity. Even saying "I agree" makes sense only
against the background assumption that you might disagree. In dia
logue, there is opposition, yes, but no head-on collision. Smashing
heads does not open minds.

There are times when we need to disagree, criticize, oppose, and
attack-to hold debates and view issues as polarized battles. Even co
operation, after all, is not the absence of conflict but a means of man
aging conflict My goal is not a make-nice false veneer of agreement
or a dangerous ignoring of true opposition. I'm questioning the auto
matic use of adversarial formats-the assumption that it's always best
to address problems and issues by fighting over them. I'm hoping for a
broader repertoire of ways to talk to each other and address issues
vital to us.
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BOTH SIDES COME OUT FIGHTING:

THE ARGUMENT CULTURE

AND THE PRESS

"TAKE A SI?E" the advertisement blares in big block letters. In
smaller pnnt, It continues:

Join the battle as opinion leaders fire off their views about today's
hot Issues on two of the most dynamic shows On the air.

Photographs of the hosts appear under the logos of the two shows
Hardball and Equal Timl'-arrayed as if they were at war with each
other. Each show occupies one side of the page, and over each logo is
a photograph of an army marching into battle, one side brandisbing
blue flags, the other waving red.

An ad for the popular political talk show Crossfire has a similar
theme: Four p~ople ar~ featured, with arms crossed, looking grim.
Over each one s head IS a banner headline in block letters: "IT'S A
LEF "" nu

• T~ AND A RIGHT, AND ANOTHER LEFT," "AND ANOTHER RIGHT"-

plaYl.ng ~~ th~, double entendre of punches in a boxing match and the
polmcal left, represented by Geraldine Ferraro and Bill P 1-

h 1" 1'" ress,gar
mg at t e po mea nght," represented by John Sununu and Robert
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prove that I'm right." He experienced this revelation as a liberation; it
relieved him of the burden of trying to prove others wrong.

If you limit your view of a problem to choosing between two sides,
you inevitably reject much that is true, and you narrow your field of
vision to the limits of those two sides, making it unlikely you'll pull
back, widen your field of vision, and discover the paradigm shift that
will permit truly new understanding.

In moving away from a narrow view of debate, we need not give up
conflict and criticism altogether. Quite the contrary, we can develop
more varied-and more constructive--ways of expressing opposition
and negotiating disagreement.

We oeed to use our imaginations and ingenuity to find different
ways to seek truth and gain knowledge, and add them to our arsenal
or, should I say, to the ingredients for our stew. It will take creativity
to find ways to blunt the most dangerous blades of the argument cul
ture. It's a challenge we must undertake, because Our public and pri
vate lives are at stake.
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