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One of my favorite questions:

Are you a citizen or do you just 

live here?

“Only the guy who isn’t rowing has time to rock 

the boat.” – Jean-Paul Sartre



We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 

all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their creator with certain 

unalienable rights, that among these are life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 

2nd sentence – Declaration of Independence



WHY POLICY DISCOURSE IS DIFFICULT

Limited understanding of governance / government

• 67% of Americans have a favorable opinion of their local 

government

• 67% of Americans say that their side is losing, more often 

than winning, in matters of politics

• 75% of Americans say an elected official should heed the 

will of the majority, even if that elected official (and their 

supporters) disagree with the majority

Pew Research Center: Facts, Trust & 

Democracy, 2018



WHY POLICY DISCOURSE IS DIFFICULT

Limited understanding of governance / government

• Democracy  - common understanding of “majority rule”

• Republic - limits the latitude and authority of the majority via a 

constitution, therefore liberty is protected for all, even those in the 

minority

• Delegate - elected officials serve as a direct instrument of the people 

who elected them

• Representative - elected to utilize their judgment in order to make 

decisions in the best interest of the country and their constituents

Pew Research Center: Facts, Trust & 

Democracy, 2018



Edmund Burke, “Speech to the Electors of Bristol,” Nov. 3, 1774 

(considered the philosophical founder of modern conservatism)

Your Representative owes you, not his 

industry only, but his judgment; and he 

betrays, instead of serving you, if he 

sacrifices it to your opinion.



POLARIZATION
Factions: James Madison – Federalist 10

• a number of citizens, whether 

amounting to a majority or a 

minority of the whole

• who are united and actuated by 

some common impulse of passion,

• or of interest, adversed to the rights 

of other citizens, or to the 

permanent and aggregate interests 

of the community



POLARIZATION
Factions

• so strong is this propensity of mankind to fall into mutual 

animosities, that where no substantial occasion presents 

itself, the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been 

sufficient to kindle their unfriendly passions and excite 

their most violent conflicts

• It may clog the administration, it may convulse the society; 

but it will be unable to execute and mask its violence 

under the forms of the Constitution.



INFORMED CITIZENRY

Thomas Jefferson:

“Whenever the people are well-

informed, they can be trusted 

with their own government.”



INFORMED CITIZENRY

• The framers themselves believed that the fate of the 

republic depended on an educated citizenry

• Based on his studies of ancient republics, Madison 

concluded that broad education of citizens was the best 

security against “crafty and dangerous encroachments on 

public liberty”

• Preservation of our republic urgently requires imparting 

constitutional education to a new generation and reviving 

Madisonian reason in an impetuous world.



INFORMED CITIZENRY?



WHAT IS CIVILITY?

George Washington’s “Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company 

and Conversation” 

Every action done in company ought to be with some sign of 

respect to those that are present.

Merriam-Webster defines civility as “polite, reasonable and respectful 

behavior.



WHAT IS CIVILITY?

• Civility as Manners

• Civility as Disposition

• Civility as a Value

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



Manners

• Politeness

• A shared understanding of practices in certain situations

• A shared ritual which we expect others to recognize and 

follow

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



Disposition

• A commitment to political or intellectual engagement with 

others

• Not support of what others think but a bare tolerance for 

their ideas

• Even in disagreement, treating others respectfully

• Willingness to allow our convictions to be tested in 

conversation

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



Value

• A relational concept as to how we interact with others, like 

dignity or humility

• We are not guaranteed collective results when we commit 

to civility

• Once civility is gone, there is no obvious way to 

reconstruct it

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



WHAT IS INCIVILITY?



WHAT IS INCIVILITY?

• Incivility as a Primary Freedom

• Incivility as Strategic Choice

• Incivility as Moral Equivocation

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



Primary Freedom

• An expression of free speech

• Say what we mean to make conversations less 

complicated

• The laws of civility and etiquette can become so numerous 

that they interfere with people’s liberty

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



Strategic Choice

• Acting in civil ways to pursue self-interested ends

• A more democratic approach in that incivility is not bound 

by rules that preserve status

– Not being silenced by rules that favor an “in group”

• Signaling that the goals are so important that that they 

override rules of civility for that instance

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



Moral Equivocation

• Precommitting ourselves to support speech or action with 

which we disagree

• A certain level of conviction is required to inspire people to 

action, but excessive conviction seeks to avoid being 

tested

• Abandonment of the rules usually signals that other things 

of higher moral importance are happening

Robert Boatright. 2022. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political Philosophy. NICD Research Brief No. 7. Tucson, AZ: 

National Institute for Civil Discourse.



WHAT IS CIVIL DISCOURSE?

• Civil discourse is the free and respectful exchange of 

different ideas. It entails questioning and disputing, but 

doing so in a way that respects and affirms all persons, 

even while critiquing their arguments.

• It's important, when practicing civility and civil discourse, to 

share our viewpoints and to listen to others. It doesn't 

mean we have to agree, but it means we can disagree 

respectfully.

National Institute for Civil Discourse



Dimensions of Political Incivility

Bentivegna, S., & Rega, R. (2022). Searching for the Dimensions of Today’s Political Incivility. Social Media + Society, 

8(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221114430



WHY IT MATTERS

• Political incivility is corrosive 

and reduces trust of political 

figures and institutions

• Political incivility neither 

erodes nor improves political 

participation

Jonathan Van’t Riet, Aart Van Stekelenburg, The Effects of Political Incivility on Political Trust and Political Participation: A Meta-Analysis of 
Experimental Research, Human Communication Research, Volume 48, Issue 2, April 2022, Pages 203–229,



WHY IT MATTERS



WHY POLICY DISCOURSE IS DIFFICULT

We Resist Persuasion

• It hurts to be wrong… literally

• Anterior cingulate cortex, monitor of physical pain

• Brain is wired to reject facts inconsistent with our beliefs

Elliot Aronson: Mistakes Were Made (But Not by 

Me)



WHY POLICY DISCOURSE IS DIFFICULT

We Resist Persuasion

• In 2005 and 2006 researchers at the University of 

Michigan found that when the misinformed are exposed to 

corrected facts they rarely changed their minds.

• Political partisans particularly became more strongly set in 

their beliefs.

• Facts, it was found, did not cure misinformation but rather 

actually made it stronger.

Joe Keohane: How Facts Backfire - 2010



Persuasion Dilemma In Public Policy

Dr David King - Harvard Kennedy School



Residents asked if they support higher taxes for 

enhanced services…

60% of 

Respondents 

Satisfied w/ Current 

State

20% of Respondents 

Want Less Cost –

Regardless of Impact

20% of 

Respondents 

Want Best –

Regardless of 

Cost

Dr David King - Harvard Kennedy School
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Persuasion Potential
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OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE GOVERNING

• Conflicting political values

• Absence of hierarchy

• Elected official vs staff perspectives

Julia D. Novak and Dr. John Nalbandian, Preparing Councils for Their Work, ICMA Public Management 

Magazine, Vol. 91, No. 7



OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE GOVERNING

Conflicting political values

• Accountability and representation

– Acknowledgement of public expression of their preferences

• Effectiveness and professionalism

– Responsiveness and good stewards of public resources

• Social equity and diversity

– Treat all citizens equally in policy making and program implementation

• Justice and individual rights

– Respect for property rights, civil rights, and due process

Julia D. Novak and Dr. John Nalbandian, Preparing Councils for Their Work, ICMA Public Management 

Magazine, Vol. 91, No. 7



OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE GOVERNING

Absence of hierarchy

• Chairman of the commission is not the boss

• Everyone is in charge…

– So nobody is in charge 

– But the majority carries the day

• Searching for “correct” policy answers

– Creates frustration when such choices are values based

– Political philosophy is expressed as placing one value over another 

Julia D. Novak and Dr. John Nalbandian, Preparing Councils for Their Work, ICMA Public Management 

Magazine, Vol. 91, No. 7



OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE GOVERNING

Elected official vs staff perspectives

• Use the same words but speak a different language

Julia D. Novak and Dr. John Nalbandian, Preparing Councils for Their Work, ICMA Public Management 

Magazine, Vol. 91, No. 7



OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE GOVERNING

The governing body must manage its own behavior and 

seek compliance from its members

Julia D. Novak and Dr. John Nalbandian, Preparing Councils for Their Work, ICMA Public Management 

Magazine, Vol. 91, No. 7



BE CIVIL

How We Speak - Victory Conversations

• Goal is to gain support for a comprehensive, unitary, 

oversimplified view

• Makes the case that not thinking about the issue critically 

is the correct path

• Winning makes the speaker right and further validates the 

simplified view

Jordan Peterson: 12 Rules for Life



BE CIVIL

How We Speak - Victory Conversations

Speaker Intentions

• Denigrate or ridicule anyone holding an opposing view

• Using selective evidence while doing so

• Impress listeners with validity of assertions 

– many of whom may already align with the speaker’s 

ideology

Jordan Peterson: 12 Rules for Life



BE CIVIL

How We Listen

• We generally don’t listen, we evaluate

• Listening is dangerous because genuine listening can 

transform the listener

• If you understand, you might see the issue from the other 

side and be influenced in your attitude on the subject

Jordan Peterson: 12 Rules for Life



BE CIVIL

How We Listen

Asymmetric Insight

• Believing you understand opponents motives, or secret 

motives, better than they do.

– Conservatives and liberals each thought they knew more 

about the other than either conservatives or liberals knew 

about themselves

McRaney: You Are Not So Smart, the illusion of 

asymmetric insight



BE CIVIL

How We Listen

Try This

• In a dispute the speaker can only proceed after 

summarizing the opposing view to the satisfaction of that 

party

• You may end up articulating the matter better than the 

other party is capable of 

• You may come to understand in a clear-eyed manner what 

the other person is saying

Jordan Peterson: 12 Rules for Life



BE CIVIL

Civility in America - 2019



BE CIVIL 
Utah Governors Race - 2020

• “We can debate issues without 
degrading each other’s 
character,” says Peterson. 

• “We can disagree without hating 
each other,” says Cox. 

• “And win or lose, in Utah we work 
together,” says Peterson. 

• “So let’s show the country there’s 
a better way,” says Cox

R  Spencer Cox

D  Chris Peterson



Working in the Fishbowl

SSRS and Maguire Research Services, Inc., surveys conducted in June and October 2021 and April 2022



And for the support of this Declaration, with 

a firm reliance on the protection of divine 

providence, we mutually pledge to each 

other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred 

honor. 

last sentence – Declaration of Independence



In summary…

• Educate the willing about our republic and how it works

• Recognize that incivility is sometimes a strategic choice

• Know that delegitimization is the most powerful form of 

political incivility

• Heed the gap between political acceptability and 

administrative sustainability

• Speak and listen with the intention of seeking the truth 

about what you think, versus telling the world what you 

think is the truth



A Question for You:

Are you a citizen, or do you just 

live here?
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