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	“Many of us were taught a lie as youngsters that sticks and stones can break our bones, but words will never hurt us. Garcia courageously, graphically, and powerfully illustrates that it is words on fire that cause deep internal permanent damage while often triggering accompanying physical damage. Words On Fire should be mandatory reading and a guide book for every journalist, business school, religious leader, and elected official. Important institutions in our society and culture have the affirmative responsibility to stand up and speak out against the users and use of dangerous language.”


	—James E. Lukaszewski, 
America’s Crisis Guru®


	“Drawing on history and his deep expertise in communications, Helio Fred Garcia documents how Trump’s barrage of hate, divisiveness, and falsehoods are even uglier and more dangerous than we thought, right out of the autocrat’s playbook. This is a highly readable guide to how we can call out and combat Trump’s toxic language and malignant agenda, and push back against the corrosive forces that enable Trumpism and put our country in peril.”


	—Evan Wolfson, 
Founder, Freedom to Marry


	“Garcia, a proven scholar on communication, enables his readers to understand both the benefits and threats of words that inevitably alter the direction and the values of a nation. He identifies rhetoric that breeds violence, affirms autocracy, and prompts terrorism as well as critical responses to those developments that serve as antidotes to trouble and strategies for building a more equitable, united world.”


	—Rev. Dr. C. Welton Gaddy, 
President Emeritus, Interfaith Alliance


	“Language is powerful. It can uplift or harm. Helio Fred Garcia is an astute student of language and communication. This book offers historic examples, keen insights, and valuable advice on recognizing patterns of language that can lead to violence.”


	—David Lapan, Colonel, USMC (ret), 
Former Pentagon and DHS spokesman 


	“In this dark moment of hateful and divisive rhetoric in our blessed country, at a time when such original analyses and solutions are scarce, Words on Fire serves as a guiding light. Garcia details the incendiary language used by our leaders and offers practical tools for leaders and citizens to combat it. Every American should read this timely, imperative book if we are to save our democracy.”


	—Khizr Khan, Gold Star Parent, 
Immigrant American
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	This book is dedicated to all who 
were ever labeled any form of the Other, 
and to those who stood up to bullies, 
either for themselves or to protect those at risk.




	Preface


	I am an immigrant to the United States, an American by choice.


	I choose to be an American because, of all the places in the world—and I’ve been fortunate to have visited or worked in dozens of countries on six continents—this is one of the few places where your birth circumstances do not determine the rest of your life. And where the national aspiration, still a work in progress, encourages us to be our better selves.


	I have been able to build a good life here. I married a wonderful person, and together we’ve raised two remarkable young women. I graduated from two of the finest universities in the land and am a professor at both. I’ve worked with or for some of the best companies in the world.


	I pass as an American, and I carry with me all the manifestations of white privilege. But it wasn’t always so.


	When I arrived from South America as a young child, I was different from the other kids. I was an easy mark. Scrawny. With an unpronounceable name, a heavy foreign accent, and a very weak command of the English language.


	I was the Other. And I was a target. I was tormented for years by a pack of boys who saw in me an opportunity to feel superior. I was constantly told to go back to where I came from. But what began with taunting and insult and name-calling metastasized into physical violence and sexual humiliation. I was beaten. I was held down by the boys, who took turns peeing on me and then ran off, laughing.


	More than fifty years later, I carry scars around my eyes where I was kicked with a heavy boot. Now that I no longer have hair, many other scars are noticeable, especially on the top and back of my head, where I was hit with sticks, with rocks, and in at least one instance, with a brick. I also have scars on my soul.


	But I was also very lucky. I had several caring and gifted teachers who made me their project, investing time and love not only in school but also beyond the classroom. Because of them I came of age working on the floor of the US House of Representatives as a page, watching the House consider articles of impeachment against President Richard Nixon. Since then I’ve met presidents and prime ministers, one king, several princes, one pope, and hundreds of religious leaders of most of the world’s faith traditions. I’ve advised hundreds of CEOs and public officials. I’ve visited the White House on business three times, under three presidents.


	But in my seventh decade, I still have a visceral fear of being alone with men with whom I don’t have a relationship of authority. I avoid sporting events; I don’t hang out with groups of men. I have only a handful of male friends. My therapist advises me that more than fifty years after the assaults I still suffer from a form of post-traumatic stress disorder. I’m still the cowering little boy terrified of the bullies.


	My father worked for nearly thirty years for the United States Army, teaching soldiers and soldiers-in-training. He and my mother, who never became citizens, are buried in the cemetery of the United States Military Academy at West Point. My dad always told me that there is no greater honor than to teach people who wear the uniform of the armed forces of the United States.


	When I was twenty-one, I became an American citizen. I took an oath affirming that I would protect and defend the Constitution and serve the nation. I have done so.


	Although I have never worn the uniform myself, for almost thirty years I have taught and advised senior officers of the United States military—mostly Marines. I have taught dozens of generals and thousands of senior officers and NCOs, as well as senior members of each of the other armed services. Almost all this teaching has been on a pro bono publico basis. It’s my form of national service.


	Most of my career has been a form of overcompensation for being inarticulate and powerless as a child. For twenty years I worked for some of the top communication consulting firms, advising and representing companies and leaders in the public square. Since 2002, I’ve owned and run a crisis management and leadership communication consulting and coaching firm. Our work helps leaders become more effective by harnessing their own power with humility and empathy, building trust by connecting meaningfully with others. I’ve written four books about how to use the power of communication for good.


	I have also deployed my gifts to help members of marginalized communities protect themselves. I served as a faculty member, board member, and board chair of a progressive seminary preparing religious leaders to counter oppression. I spent fourteen years on the board of Freedom to Marry, which successfully created the conditions that led to both majority public support and Supreme Court affirmation of gay couples’ legal right to marry. I have spent thirteen years on the board, and three as board chair, of Interfaith Alliance, which, among other things, helps promote and protect America’s religious pluralism and protect at-risk religious communities. And I’ve spent nineteen years advising, and seven years on the Board of International Trustees of Religions for Peace, the largest multi-religious organization in the world. Religions for Peace helps leaders of religious communities around the world harness the moral authority of their faith traditions to prevent violence, transform conflict, and provide sustainable development.


	Since 1988, I have been an adjunct associate professor of management and communication in the school of professional studies at New York University. Since 2003, I have also been an adjunct professor of management at NYU’s Stern School of Business, executive MBA program. Since 2017, I’ve been an adjunct associate professor of professional development and leadership at Columbia University’s Fu Foundation School of Engineering and Applied Sciences. For twenty years I’ve been a contract lecturer in leadership communication at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, and for eight years I’ve been a contract lecturer at the United States Defense Information School, teaching senior military officers about the drivers of trust.


	In my teaching and research, I study patterns: patterns that help leaders enhance competitive advantage, build trust and loyalty, and change the world for the better. I study the patterns of audience engagement and audience reaction. I study persuasion and influence, and the power of language to change people, mostly for the better.


	But I’ve also been acutely aware of the use of communication to hurt, to harm, and to humiliate, and of how dehumanizing and demonizing language can lead some people to commit acts of violence. I typically don’t teach those things in a classroom, but I often send up a flare, warning students, former students, and others of the predictable, if unintended, consequences of speech that, under the right conditions, can influence people to accept, condone, and commit violence against members of a group.


	I have found myself sending up many flares in the past few years. But my concern grew into alarm as the 2018 midterm elections approached and as President Trump’s language crossed a line. I worried that someone would be killed by Trump followers who embraced his increasingly incendiary rhetoric about immigrants, Mexicans, Muslims, and critics. And in a single week, about ten days before the midterms, two separate terror attacks took place. One killed eleven people at worship in a synagogue. One failed but had targeted a dozen Trump critics with mail bombs. In both cases the perpetrators justified their actions by quoting Trump language. One of them, the mail bomber, described his conversion from being apolitical to being “a soldier in the war between right and left” that resulted from his several years in Trump’s orbit.1


	The following day, I posted a blog describing the relationship between language and violence. This book is the continuation of that original blog post. In reflecting on the president’s language, I noticed another pattern: The forms of his language were familiar. I quickly noticed that he was using the very same rhetorical techniques that had preceded previous mass murders, including genocides. I worried that, left unchecked, he would continue, with increasingly dire consequences.


	This book documents those forms of language, and the consequences of that language, both before Trump and by Trump. But it does more. It assesses how American political life came to this dangerous and demoralizing place. And it offers hope, a path forward: a framework, a mindset, and a set of techniques to help civic leaders and informed citizens recognize the patterns of dangerous speech early, intervene early, hold those who use such language accountable for the consequences, and ideally prevent such violence in the first place.


	Being an immigrant, or any other manifestation of the Other, is hard enough. It’s made even more difficult when political leaders encourage their followers to take the initiative to harm the Other. However bad my childhood experience may have been—and it was bad—back then there was no president of the United States inspiring insult, humiliation, and violence against me and others like me.
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Part I


Communication and Consequences


	Communication is an act of will directed toward a living entity that reacts. —Helio Fred Garcia, The Power of Communication


	This book is about the power of communication to do great harm, and how civic leaders and engaged citizens can hold leaders accountable to prevent such harm.


	Part I sets the context for the rest of the book. It establishes the principles of leadership communication, good and bad, and identifies patterns that help citizens make sense of the bigger issues when a leader begins using language in dangerous ways.


	Chapter 1 is about how all effective leadership communication helps to secure an outcome: a change in people. Inspired leaders use communication to rally people to be their better selves despite adversity. Malign leaders use communication to divide, to frighten, and to acquire power. The chapter begins with profiles of three national leaders who took the reins when things looked bleak. I look at effective leaders who used communication, as well as other leadership skills, to guide citizens to positive outcomes that seemed practically impossible when the leaders took over. I use these three positive examples to be able to draw a sharp contrast with what follows.


	The chapter also describes framing, the establishment of context, that drives meaning. Framing triggers worldviews that determine the meaning of all that follows and establishes what makes sense. If surrender means annihilation, then refusal to surrender makes sense. If a group of people is evil, determined to wipe us out, an immediate threat to our safety and security, then committing violence against them makes sense. Leaders use framing to move audiences to action but can do so in either honorable or dishonorable ways.


	Chapter 2 opens with a summary of one of the largest atrocities in recorded human history, the Holocaust. It then defines dangerous speech as communication that creates a social context that conditions an audience to accept, condone, and commit violence against a targeted group. The chapter then provides a summary of a more recent atrocity, the genocide of Rwandan Tutsi by the Hutu in 1994.


	Most of the chapter is a demonstration of twelve forms of communication that provide the social conditions that lead people to accept, condone, or commit violence. Examples of each of the forms of communication are drawn from Mein Kampf, from Holocaust scholarship, and from scholarship on Hutu propaganda. The chapter closes with an observation that the twelve forms of communication serve as a kind of playbook that engaged citizens and civic leaders can use to recognize dangerous speech early, to call attention not only to the speech but to how it constitutes a danger, and to hold leaders accountable for the consequences of their speech.


	Chapter 3 opens with vignettes of violence caused by such language in the United States in the last ten years. It introduces the concept of stochastic terrorism, the use of communication in ways that trigger lone wolves to commit acts of violence, up to and including terrorism, that are collectively predictable but not individually predictable. The phrase stochastic terrorism is difficult to grasp, and even to say, and tends to limit discussion. I propose a different way to describe the phenomenon, based on who is motivated to act on the communication—lone wolves—and what triggers them to so act—a kind of dog whistle that I call a lone-wolf whistle. The rest of the chapter looks at patterns of lone-wolf terrorism, and the characteristics of the lone wolves who commit these acts of violence. This includes models that show how a terrorist’s mindset is created, as well as the activation process that turns a latent lone wolf into someone who commits mass murder.


	Not all lone-wolf terrorism is triggered by dangerous language. But all lone-wolf-whistle terrorism, “stochastic terrorism,” is triggered by such language. Knowing this, we can begin to apply both the concept of “dangerous speech” from Chapter 1, the playbook—the twelve forms of language that provoke violence—from Chapter 2, and both the terrorist mindset model and the lone-wolf terrorism escalation model to the campaign and presidency of Donald Trump, which is the longest part of the book and the entirety of Part II.




1


The Power of Communication


	Communication and Outcomes


	Communication has power.


	Communication has the power to influence outcomes.


	Communication creates competitive advantage: for a leader, for a group, for an enterprise, or for society at large.


	Communication has the power to change people, to change societies, and to change the world. Communication has the power to comfort, to inspire, to liberate. Communication also has the power to terrify, to demoralize, and to oppress.


	Some leaders use communication to help their followers overcome fear. Some use communication to provoke fear.


	Some leaders use communication to unite; some to divide.


	Some leaders use communication to appeal to the better angels of our nature; some to appeal to the worst demons within us.


	This is a book about the predictable consequences of incendiary rhetoric.


	I will begin by profiling three leaders who used communication in times of adversity to inspire, to align people to a difficult challenge, to protect the world from great harm, and to change the world in positive ways. Each did so at the very beginning of his tenure in senior executive office.


	These examples of leaders who used communication for noble and honorable purposes provide a starting point to explore the opposite.


	Fear Itself


	Franklin Delano Roosevelt became the thirty-second president of the United States during the worst economic depression in the nation’s history. The country was reeling. People were out of work; they couldn’t support their families; homelessness was rampant. Roosevelt knew that things would get worse before they got better, and that major changes in both government and society were needed to turn the tide.


	He knew that people were afraid: afraid of whether they could feed themselves and their families; afraid of whether they’d be able to get a job; afraid for both the short term and the long term. They could see no light at the end of the tunnel. However, those changes that FDR knew were necessary would be very difficult to achieve.


	The moment FDR took office, in his inaugural address in March 1933, he took these challenges head-on. His inaugural began with a note of reassurance: “I am certain that my fellow Americans expect that on my induction into the presidency I will address them with a candor and a decision which the present situation of our Nation impels. This is preeminently the time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly and boldly. Nor need we shrink from honestly facing conditions in our country today. This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper.”1


	He then spoke the words that defined his presidency, and that became the animating spirit he brought to all adversity, starting with leading the nation out of the Great Depression and continuing through his leading the nation to war in Asia and Europe after Japan attacked and Hitler declared war in December 1941: “So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”2


	He then drew a connection with the citizenry, naming the people’s problems as his own: “In such a spirit on my part and on yours we face our common difficulties. They concern, thank God, only material things. . . . More important, a host of unemployed citizens face the grim problem of existence, and an equally great number toil with little return. Only a foolish optimist can deny the dark realities of the moment.”3


	He then pivoted to what would be needed: “This Nation asks for action, and action now. Our greatest primary task is to put people to work. This is no unsolvable problem if we face it wisely and courageously.”4


	FDR then laid out his blueprint for how to get the country back to work, including government projects to directly employ millions in creating an infrastructure that would outlive Roosevelt and those he led.


	It was the beginning of a turnaround that, by the time Roosevelt died in 1945, had converted the United States into the most powerful nation on Earth.


	We Shall Fight


	Consider also Roosevelt’s contemporary, British prime minister Winston Churchill. He became prime minister suddenly on May 10, 1940. That same day, Germany, under Adolf Hitler, invaded Belgium, Holland, and France. Germany had already gobbled up much of central and eastern Europe. It was clear that Hitler had his sights on Britain. Germany was an existential threat.


	At the time, there was still significant disagreement in Parliament about whether it made sense to resist a German invasion. Many hoped that a negotiated agreement could prevent the slaughter that an invasion would certainly bring. Churchill’s nascent government was a multi-party coalition. His own party was not in control of Parliament. As Churchill took office, he needed to rally both the British Parliament and the British people to resist a likely invasion and to be ready for a long war.


	In his first five weeks, he gave three speeches that turned British public opinion around. Three days after Churchill’s taking office, May 13, 1940, Hitler’s forces were advancing through Holland, Belgium, and France, and Churchill did not believe they would stop at the water’s edge. Churchill needed to build support for resisting the Germans. He asked Parliament for a vote of confidence in his new government. That day he addressed the House of Commons with a speech that was also broadcast that evening to the nation. He then outlined the steps he had taken since King George VI had asked him to form a government three days earlier. These included the appointment of a War Cabinet that consisted of leaders from all the major political parties.


	He then laid out his intention as prime minster. It was not some negotiated settlement that would result in some benign form of German occupation, nor some negotiated treaty that would keep Germany across the English Channel but still menacing Britain. Rather, it was nothing short of defeating the Germans. He told the House,


	We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering. You ask, what is our policy? I can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land, and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy.


	You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival.5


	Three weeks later, the situation in Europe had gotten worse. France was on the brink of falling, and the German army would soon be at the English Channel and poised to invade. During this time, a significant portion of the British army was trapped on a beach in Dunkirk, northern France, along with thousands of French and Belgian troops. They faced imminent slaughter. The loss of that many troops would dramatically lower the odds of Britain’s successful defense against a German invasion.


	On June 4, 1940, Churchill again addressed Parliament. He needed to report on the success in saving most of the British army from slaughter. But he also needed to gird the nation for a likely German invasion. A British public opinion research company had reported that, despite the rescue of the British Expeditionary Force, morale in Britain was low, at zero in some parts of the country. Less than half the British public believed the nation should continue fighting.


	Churchill exhorted the British people to persevere, in what has become his most quoted passage:


	Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.6


	According to news accounts of the day, several members of the House of Commons were in tears by the time Churchill finished. One wrote him a letter that said, “My dear Winston. That was worth 1,000 guns and the speeches of 1,000 years.”7


	The speech had its desired effect. Although it was not broadcast live, the speech was read aloud by news hosts on the evening radio broadcasts. One listener wrote, “Even repeated by the announcer, it sent shivers (not of fear) down my spine. I think that one of the reasons why one is stirred by his Elizabethan phrases is that one feels the whole massive backing of power and resolve behind them, like a great fortress: they are never words for words’ sake.”8


	An American journalist later noted that the full refrain that began “We shall fight . . .” was printed with Churchill’s picture and could be found in many homes and offices throughout Britain.9


	Two weeks later, Churchill again took to the floor of the House of Commons to continue to rally the nation despite further bad news in the war. France was about to fall—it surrendered to Germany two days later.


	So began the turnaround in British fortunes. Germany eventually attacked Britain by air, but there was no invasion of German troops onto British soil. About eighteen months later, the United States entered the war, and three and a half years after that, Germany was defeated.


	Because They Are Hard


	John F. Kennedy became the thirty-fifth president of the United States on January 20, 1961. Eight weeks later, the Soviets sent a human being—cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin—into space and safely back to Earth. The Space Race between the United States and the Soviet Union was fully underway. And putting humans in space and bringing them back served as a proxy for scientific capacity. The symbolic meaning went way beyond adventure or exploration; it was about the ability to deliver weapons of mass destruction from space.


	In 1958, President Eisenhower had founded the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) to coordinate the nation’s space initiatives.


	Three weeks after the Russians put a human in space, the United States matched that achievement. On May 5, 1961, Alan B. Shepard rode the Freedom 7 capsule into suborbital space flight, and back down to Earth. Three weeks later, President Kennedy addressed a joint session of Congress. On May 25, 1961, he laid out an audacious idea:


	I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to the Earth. . . . No single space project in this period will be more impressive to mankind, or more important for the long-range exploration of space; and none will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish. . . . In a very real sense, it will not be one man going to the moon. If we make this judgment affirmatively, it will be an entire nation. For all of us must work to put him there.10


	This was a lofty ambition, and it would take a lot of work, both in engineering and in persuasive terms. And he set out to sell the idea to the American people.


	Four months later, in September, President Kennedy made his case during a speech at the football stadium at Houston’s Rice University. Among other things, he addressed the geopolitical reasons to win the Space Race—to prevent the Soviets from weaponizing space. He closed his speech with an exhortation. He noted that the nation had a history of overcoming obstacles. “But why, some say, the moon? . . . We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too.”11


	President Kennedy did not live to see his dream become a reality; he was assassinated in November 1963. But just seven years after the speech at Rice University, on Christmas Day, 1968, Apollo 8, piloted by US Air Force colonel Frank Borman, orbited the moon. Seven months later, two American astronauts stepped onto the surface of the moon. US Navy commander Neil Armstrong became the first human on the moon, followed twenty minutes later by US Air Force fighter pilot Buzz Aldrin. They returned safely to Earth on July 24, 1969, well before the end of the decade.


	Each of these national leaders—Roosevelt, Churchill, and Kennedy—came into office with their citizens afraid. Each had a vision, each had confidence, and each could comfort people even as he exhorted them to move beyond their fears. Each could inspire people to a higher aspiration. At the time, each goal seemed out of reach.


	It wasn’t just talk. Each leader managed complex governmental processes that organized his nation’s resources toward fulfillment of that difficult goal. Each successfully aligned communication with action to reach the goal sooner.


	Each harnessed the power of communication.


	The words of these three leaders demonstrate that communication has the power to rally people to overcome adversity, even in the worst of times. Communication has the power to align people around a vision, to move people toward a common goal.


	Words Matter


	Words are carriers of meaning well beyond the literal.


	The most effective leaders—both benevolent and malevolent—use a rhetorical technique known as framing to move people. Framing creates context.


	Frames trigger worldviews that determine what other meanings are possible. One of the fathers of framing is George Lakoff, a professor emeritus at the University of California, Berkeley. He observes that frames trigger the “cognitive unconscious” in people’s brains.12 He notes that most thinking—about 98 percent—is unconscious.13 Only about 2 percent of human thought is conscious.


	Lakoff describes frames as mental structures that trigger worldviews.14 Once a frame is triggered, an entire worldview is triggered, and that determines the meaning of everything that follows. It determines what makes sense: Whatever is consistent with the frame makes sense; what is inconsistent with the frame does not make sense.15


	FDR used framing in the very beginning of his inaugural address. At a time when people were afraid, discouraged, and in great distress, his first words were to point to a future state and to remind citizens that such a future state is consistent with the past that is only just remembered: “This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper.” This frame creates a context: We have a reason to hope; it is within us to rebuild.


	Similarly, Churchill faced a scared and fractious population that was witnessing Germany occupy entire parts of Europe. Despite a divided country and government, he asked for a vote of Parliament giving him unequivocal authority to go to war against Germany. Notice the language of his resolution was not merely to declare war; rather, it focused on an outcome: “the united and inflexible resolve of the nation to prosecute the war with Germany to a victorious conclusion.”16 Notice the power of the frames. He asks Parliament first to affirm that they are united. Second, that their resolve is inflexible: They will do whatever it takes. And, finally, going to war is not merely a defensive act, to protect the nation from invasion. Rather, it is to prosecute the war to a “victorious conclusion,” to eliminate the German threat altogether.


	Framing determines what makes sense. Once survival depends on victory, then surrender puts survival at risk. In that context, “we shall never surrender” becomes a perfectly reasonable conclusion.


	And JFK also used framing. The nation was scared. First the Soviets had beaten the US into space. Then, on JFK’s own watch, they had beaten the nation in putting a human in space. JFK needed both to raise the stakes and to get a commitment for the massive investment of capital, attention, and political will that would be necessary to overtake the Soviets in space. So, he framed the quest as something every citizen should be part of: “In a very real sense, it will not be one man going to the moon. If we make this judgment affirmatively, it will be an entire nation. For all of us must work to put him there.”17


	Four months later, he differentiated how the American quest for space dominance would differ from the Soviets’:


	We have vowed that we shall not see space filled with weapons of mass destruction, but with instruments of knowledge and understanding. Yet the vows of this Nation can only be fulfilled if we in this Nation are first, and, therefore, we intend to be first. In short, our leadership in science and in industry, our hopes for peace and security, our obligations to ourselves as well as others, all require us to make this effort, to solve these mysteries, to solve them for the good of all men, and to become the world’s leading space-faring nation.18


	That reminded the nation that this was a national security issue, and not a boondoggle or a project to enhance his own political fortunes. So, when he proposed massive spending and accelerated timelines to get American astronauts in space, it made sense.


	Framing has power because it changes what people feel, before changing what people think or know. And, unlike facts, which typically are processed in the brain’s neocortex—the thinking part of the brain—frames are processed in the limbic part of the brain, the emotion-provoking part of the brain. And when the emotion-provoking part of the brain is stimulated, it tends to shut down critical thinking.19 As Lakoff describes it, when facts are inconsistent with the frame, the facts bounce off and the frame remains.20 And once they are in one frame, people cannot make sense of a contrary frame.21


	Metaphor is one framing technique. Metaphor—in which a word stands in for something much broader than its literal meaning—is a particularly powerful carrier of content, triggering emotional resonance.22


	Power Corrupts


	Communication has power.


	FDR, Churchill, and JFK used that power to help lead their nations through adversity. They were honorable people who behaved honorably.


	But power can corrupt, and corrupt leaders can harness power as effectively as honorable leaders, but to dishonorable ends, or through dishonorable means, or both.


	Leaders can change what people feel, think, know, and believe through deception, through dishonesty, through pursuing hidden agendas.


	Leaders can also change what people feel, think, know, and believe by pitting groups against each other: divide and conquer. This is often a way for leaders to acquire power at the expense of their own people. They create contention, suspicion, fear. They keep people so focused on the danger of the Other that they have no time or ability to hold the leader accountable. Such leaders can also use communication to target their political adversaries.


	Yale University philosopher Jason Stanley describes this technique as “fascist politics.” Stanley is a scholar whose area of focus is the use of fascist politics as a mechanism to achieve or maintain power.


	He observes that the techniques of fascist politics apply even when a fascist state does not arise. Rather, fascist politics is a method of getting or keeping power. He says, “The most telling symptom of fascist politics is division. It aims to separate a population into an ‘us’ and a ‘them.’ Many kinds of political movements involve such divisions; for example, Communist politics weaponizes class divisions. . . . [F]ascist politics . . . distinguishes ‘us’ from ‘them,’ appealing to ethnic, religious, or racial discrimination, and using this division to shape ideology and, ultimately, policy. Every mechanism of fascist politics works to create or solidify this distinction.”23


	Stanley helps us understand why otherwise good people might tolerate inhumanity directed toward other human beings: “The dangers of fascist politics come from the particular way in which it dehumanizes segments of the population. By excluding groups, it limits the capacity for empathy among other citizens, leading to the justification of inhumane treatment, from repression of freedom, mass imprisonment, and expulsion to, in extreme cases, mass extermination.”24


	Both benevolent and malevolent leaders use framing to change what people feel. This book focuses on the use of communication to divide, to sow suspicion and fear of the Other. Leaders who do so use framing and other communication techniques to shut down thinking and to provoke fear and hate.


	Framing triggers a worldview in which certain things make sense. If a suspect group is understood to be less than human—referred to as animals, as vermin, as carrying disease and infesting the nation—then it makes sense to try to exclude them, or worse. In that context, exterminating vermin makes sense.


	If a political rival is said to hate the country, and to be putting the nation in danger, it makes sense not to support that leader or to try to remove that leader. If the providers of information are understood to be reporting fake news or to be enemies of the people, and if their criticism of the leader constitutes treason, then it makes sense for citizens to stop relying on those sources of information, and for the leader to use instruments of government to suppress that information.


	Such forms of communication follow persistent patterns, with predictable consequences.


	Tone at the Top


	In all organizations—families, companies, nations—the leader sets the tone at the top: what we care about; the values that drive our decision-making and behaviors; what we reward; what we avoid; and what we punish. Leaders create a culture that sends such signals throughout the organization.


	Researchers at the communication advisory firm MG Strategy analyze the drivers of culture. In their book Five Frequencies: Leadership Signals That Turn Culture into Competitive Advantage, they observe that the leader is constantly transmitting culture-defining signals, intentionally or otherwise, through decisions and actions.25 They argue that the best leaders self-monitor their signals and are deliberate in what they broadcast, to create a culture by design rather than by default.26


	In their book, they point to an analysis by Axios of Donald Trump’s presidency and the culture he has created. Authors Jim VandeHei and Mike Allen write: “All habits, good and bad—in all organizations, big and small—flow down fast from the top.”27


	They note that this phenomenon applies to Donald Trump: “This dynamic is particularly true in the White House, and unmistakably true in this Trump White House. . . . Trump’s lifelong habits—to improvise, to attack, to deny the undeniable, to leak—spread fast through the White House, metastasized in the agencies, and infected Republicans in Congress.”28


	The authors describe how staff members go through a cycle of being enamored of Trump and his persona. But many become frustrated by the environment around them, and often become angry at him. This leads many to leave and others to leak information outside the White House. The authors quote a senior administration official who describes the culture: “It’s the Donald Trump culture. It’s every man for himself—do what’s best for me, not for the organization.”29


	For the purposes of the book you are reading, regarding Donald Trump and others, I will show how when a leader creates a culture that makes clear that some people are not only undeserving of dignified treatment but are an outright danger to the nation, some of the leader’s followers may then feel empowered to take matters into their own hands, in the service of their leader. They get the signal from the top.
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Less Than Human


	Germany After the Great War


	The mood was dour. Germany had been bitterly defeated in World War I. Allied sanctions had crippled German commerce and industry. The postwar government had led the country into a severe economic depression. Millions were out of work. Citizens had lost confidence in the Weimar Republic. In that vacuum a man emerged with a plan to make Germany great again and to provide the country with someone to blame for its woes.


	Adolf Hitler had started to position himself in politics shortly after the war. As a returning veteran, he joined the National Socialist German Workers Party, what would become the Nazi Party, in 1919. He quickly demonstrated his leadership ability by devising the party’s political program within that first year. He officially became the Führer, or leader, of the Nazi Party in 1921, and quickly increased its support.


	In November 1923, the party sought to overthrow the German government through a coup d’état, which ultimately failed. Hitler and his co-conspirators were convicted of treason. During his prison sentence, Hitler used his confinement to put pen to paper and write a book that served as both his autobiography and his political vision for the future of his party and of Germany. The book laid out a set of ideas not simply political, but also revolutionary.


	A key theme of the book was that Jews were to blame for the destruction of the former German political system and were the cause of both the economic and social woes faced by the masses. Playing on existing anti-Semitism within the country, Hitler suggested that to restore Germany to glory would require fighting back against the oppressive and destructive forces posed by those he described as being inferior to true Germans.


	Mein Kampf was published in 1925 and, according to the US Holocaust Museum, sold more than twelve million copies and was translated into more than a dozen languages between 1925 and the summer of 1945.1 The book today is a staple for neo-Nazis, anti-Semites, and racists around the world.


	After Hitler was released from prison, he reorganized and rejuvenated the Nazi party and began the work to win over the German electorate. In 1933, after the Great Depression intensified the economic hardships within Germany and as the Nazi party steadily increased its electoral support, Hitler was made chancellor. In the years that followed, Hitler laid the foundations of the Nazi state, which led to a war that spread across the globe as well as one of the most brutal genocides in history. Six million Jews and millions of people from other persecuted groups were killed.2


	How did Hitler and the Nazi party convince millions of Germans to actively participate in the systematic extermination of their fellow citizens?


	They systematically dehumanized, demonized, and delegitimized Jews and other groups. It is part of a predictable pattern.


	Patterns of Dehumanization


	The US Holocaust Museum Simon-Skjodt Center for the Prevention of Genocide defines “dangerous speech” as “speech that increases the risk for violence targeting certain people because of their membership in a group, such as an ethnic, religious, or racial group. It includes both speech that qualifies as incitement and speech that makes incitement possible by conditioning its audience to accept, condone, and commit violence against people who belong to a targeted group.”3


	One of the key elements of creating such conditions is to dehumanize others. Rachel Brown, author of the center’s handbook, Defusing Hate, notes that: “Dangerous speech often dehumanizes the group it targets (e.g., by calling its members rats, dogs, or lice), accuses the target group of planning to harm the audience, and presents the target group’s existence as a dire threat to the audience.”4


	But Brown notes that speech by itself is not enough to lead people to commit violence. Four other elements are needed.




			A speaker who is influential or popular with the audience


			A medium (the means used to communicate a message) that makes the audience more likely to access, believe, or spread the speech


			A context that increases the risk that the speech will provoke violence toward a group


			An audience that is receptive to speech that promotes violence, fear, or hatred toward a group5





	Hitler and the Nazi leadership had all of these.


	Rwanda and the Genocide of the Tutsi


	Around 8:30 p.m. on April 6, 1994, a plane carrying Rwandan president Juvénal Habyarimana and Burundi president Cyprien Ntaryamira was hit by a ground-to-air missile and exploded while returning to the Rwandan capital of Kigali. Everyone on board was killed.


	To understand the significance of this, and what came after, it is necessary to understand the tensions that had long existed in the central African nation of Rwanda. In 1994, Rwanda was a country in which ethnic Hutu represented 85 percent of the population, ethnic Tutsi represented 14 percent, and Twa just 1 percent.6 There had long been tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi, solidified and amplified during colonization, first by Germany in 1884, and then by Belgium after World War I.


	In the late nineteenth century, Rwanda had been organized under the ruler Kigeri Rwabugiri into tightly organized administrative divisions, mainly headed by Tutsi. When Rwanda came under European domination, the colonial powers formalized Tutsi rule and made the once-fluid social and ethnic distinctions between the Hutu and Tutsi far more rigid, with far-reaching consequences.


	The Hutu took power from the Tutsi during the so-called Social Revolution of 1959. Many Tutsis were forced to flee into neighboring countries.


	The plane that was shot down in 1994 was returning from a meeting of regional heads of state, at which the Rwandan president agreed to implement the Arusha Accords of August 1993. The Accords established a tentative peace between Rwanda and the Rwandan Patriotic Front, a pro-Tutsi group that had invaded Rwanda in 1990 with an aim of securing a right of return for refugee Rwandan Tutsis who had fled the country during the Social Revolution. The Accords also outlined a shift in the political structure from a presidential system to a parliamentary system, with a Council of Ministers taking on many of the responsibilities previously held by the president. This Accord represented a major threat against the ruling Hutu elite.


	Within an hour after the plane crashed on April 6, before the government officially announced the crash, the news spread through radio broadcasts, roadblocks began being set up, and the genocide began. During the next hundred days, approximately eight hundred thousand people were systematically killed, primarily Tutsi men, women, and children, as well as Hutu opposition party members.7


	This genocide is well known both for the carnage that ensued over a short period of time and for the lackluster and delayed international response to this violence. It is also notable because the genocide was committed not only by Rwandan armed forces, but also by civilians who at times brutally killed their own friends, family members, and neighbors.


	What compelled thousands of people to take up arms to slay their fellow citizens?


	As early as 1990, a propaganda campaign, led by those who supported the Hutu Power movement and the Hutu political establishment, began to sow suspicion against all Tutsis within the country and to encourage violence against them.


	Rachel Brown of the Simon-Skjodt Center for the Prevention of Genocide notes, “Hutu extremists were able to incite genocide in Rwanda in part because years of propaganda had influenced Hutus to view Tutsis as less than human and so dangerous that they must be eliminated from the country. The propagandists’ goal may not have been genocide, but their work prepared Hutus to understand and answer the call to act when extremist leaders launched the genocide.”8


	In fact, the Hutu used the same techniques the Nazis had sixty years earlier. For example, Yale’s Jason Stanley notes that, “In Hutu power ideology, Hutu women exist only as wives and mothers, entrusted with the sacred responsibility of ensuring Hutu ethnic purity. This pursuit of ethnic purity was a key justification for killing Tutsis in the 1994 genocide.”9


	In 1990, the anti-Tutsi propaganda campaign took off with the publication in the Hutu newspaper Kangura of “Ten Commandments of the Hutu.” This was quite similar to Hitler’s 1935 Nuremberg Laws that systematized oppression of people who were Jewish, including restricting marriage between Jews and non-Jews. The First Hutu Commandment was to label as a traitor any Hutu man who married or had sexual relations with a Tutsi woman.10


	Similarly, Holocaust scholar Sarah Ann Fisk, in a thesis about Hitler’s language, notes: “For Hitler, the Jew’s supposed life-draining nature is comprehensive in its corruptibility. Tainted heavily by miscegenation with black people, Jews had developed a strong, insatiable sensuality and sexuality that had traditionally been associated with black people. . . . Hitler continues this tradition of portraying Jewish sexuality as extremely base and perverted; sounding more like a novelist, he illustrates the merciless predation of the Jew. . . . Hitler depicts even the young Jew as a threat, preying upon and ruining Germany’s innocent maidens.”11


	Forms of Dangerous Speech: Dehumanization and Other Techniques


	Dangerous speech begins with dehumanization but doesn’t end there.


	As I have studied the language that preceded the Holocaust, the Rwanda genocide, and similar mass killings, I have identified twelve distinct communication techniques that collectively create conditions where systematic violence against others, up to and including genocide, becomes possible. These twelve communication techniques individually and collectively create a social context that conditions an audience to accept, condone, and commit violence against people who belong to a targeted group. Each technique is a bit different from the others, although the individual techniques have elements in common. The twelve techniques are as follows:




			
Dehumanize. Calling groups of people animals or vermin who are infesting the nation.


			
Demonize/Delegitimize. Attributing to a group or rival a menacing, evil identity or calling into question the legitimacy or qualifications of a group or rival.



			
Scapegoat. Blaming a group for all or many of the nation’s problems.



			
Public Health Threat. Claiming that members of a group are carrying or transmitting dangerous diseases.



			
Safety Threat. Claiming that a group, rival, or critic is a threat to public safety—likely to cause death or injury to the nation or to the dominant group—or is a threat to civic order.



			
Violent Motive. Claiming that a group has violent or hostile intentions toward a dominant group.



			
 Severely Exaggerating Risk. Labeling a minor issue or routine event a major threat.



			
Sinister Identities. Attributing vague or sinister identities to a group or its members.



			
Conspiracy. Saying that something is part of a sinister conspiracy.



			
Discredit Information. Discrediting the source of objective information or of information critical of the leader.



			
Conflation. Conflating the leader and the state, so that any criticism of the leader is seen as an attack on the nation.



			
Menacing Image. Juxtaposing a menacing image (noose, swastika, flaming cross) with a person or person’s image, a location, or a facility associated with the target.





	Let’s take a look at examples of each technique from the different incidents of genocide. The Nazi examples come from Mein Kampf, and the Rwanda examples come from scholarship on Hutu propaganda.


	Technique #1: Dehumanize


	Calling groups of people animals or specific animals (rat, monkey, ape, snake), parasites, vermin, or referring to their presence as an infestation.


	From Mein Kampf:


	[The Jew] is and remains a parasite, a sponger who, like a pernicious bacillus spreads over wider and wider areas according as some favorable area attracts him.12


	This pestilential adulteration of the blood, of which hundreds of thousands of our people take no account, is being systematically practiced by the Jew to-day. Systematically these negroid parasites in our national body corrupt our innocent fair-haired girls and thus destroy something which can no longer be replaced in this world.13


	From Scholarship on Hutu Propaganda:


	In Rwanda, political figures, editors, and broadcasters famously described Tutsi people as inyenzi, or cockroaches. A 1993 Kangura newspaper article, “A Cockroach Cannot Give Birth to a Butterfly,” describes Tutsi as biologically distinct from the Hutu inherently marked by malice and wickedness.14


	As one announcer said, using the term inyenzi or cockroach to refer to [Tutsi], “the cruelty of the inyenzi can be cured only by their total extermination.”15


	Technique #2: Demonize/Delegitimize


	Attributing a menacing or evil identity to a rival or group or calling into question the legitimacy or qualification of a rival or group.


	From Mein Kampf:


	The Jew essentially lacks those qualities which are characteristics of those creative races that are the founders of civilization. . . . No; the Jews have not the creative abilities which are necessary to the founding of a civilization; for in them there is not, and never has been, that spirit of idealism which is an absolutely necessary element in the higher development of mankind. Therefore the Jewish intellect will never be constructive but always destructive.16
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“Words On Fire should be mandatory reading and a guide book for every journal-
ist, business school, religious leader, and elected official. Important institutions
in our society and culture have the affirmative responsibility to stand up and
speak out against the users and use of dangerous language.”

—JAMES E. LUKASZEWSKI, America’s Crisis Guru®

“This book offers historic examples, keen insights, and valuable advice on rec-
ognizing patterns of language that can lead to violence.”
—DAVID LAPAN, Colonel, USMC (ret),
Former Pentagon and DHS spokesman

“This is a highly readable guide to how we can call out and combat Trump's
toxic language and malignant agenda, pushing back against the corrosive forces
that enable Trumpism and put our country in peril.”

—EVAN WOLFSON, Founder, Freedom to Marry

“Every American should read this timely, imperative book if we are to save our
democracy.” —KHIZR KHAN, Gold Star Parent, Immigrant American

Before acts of mass violence, there is the rhetoric that provokes people to do great harm.
Fred Garcia examines the history of such rhetoric and identifies a playbook consisting
of twelve forms of communication that condition an audience to approve and commit
violence against a targeted group. This incendiary language can be seen with the Nazis,
the Rwandan Hutus, and with the Trump administration. Garcia draws on scholarship
of lone-wolf terrorists and connects their motivations to similar rhetoric used by Donald
Trump. Words on Fire informs civic leaders, journalists, public officials, and engaged
citizens to understand this power and guides us to hold leaders accountable to prevent
further violence.
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