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WELCOME

Welcome to the Better Arguments Project. 
We believe that American civic life doesn’t 
need fewer arguments; it needs Better 
Arguments. This toolkit was designed 
to help you foster a conversation that 
prompts participants to engage one 
another directly about differences in 
opinions, beliefs, and experiences related 
to monuments and memorials. 

In offering this Better Argument, our 
goal is not necessarily for you and your 
fellow participants to change your 

minds about a topic. Rather, we hope that every participant gains additional nuance and increased 
understanding of the many ways that the topic manifests itself. In turn, we aim for participants to be 
able to rely less on one side of the narrative and instead to be able to navigate issues based on the 
insights gained from diverse perspectives.  

In this sense, arguments don’t have to drive us apart. Better Arguments can bring us together.

Our approach to having Better Arguments was created in partnership with communities and 
advisers around the country. Together, we have synthesized three dimensions and five principles of 
a Better Argument, which are laid out on the following pages. The architecture of this conversation 
was designed with the three dimensions and five principles of a Better Argument at the center.  

We offer Better Arguments related to hot-button issues such as voting rights, philosophical 
polarities such as liberty versus equality, and complex multi-player tensions such as those 
associated with the rapid growth of the tech sector in certain regions. For more information about 
our pre-designed conversation toolkit, visit our website. 

The Better Arguments Project is a partnership among the Aspen Institute Citizenship and American 
Identity Program, Facing History and Ourselves, and The Allstate Corporation. 

https://betterarguments.org
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THREE DIMENSIONS OF ARGUING 

The Better Arguments Project is based on the idea 
that one key to addressing division is for more of 
us to learn how to communicate better with those 
with whom we disagree. But to do that, we need 
to change how we have arguments. To have Better 
Arguments, we need arguments that are rooted in 
history, more emotionally intelligent, and honest 
about power imbalances. History, emotion, and 
power shape how we engage one another. By 
centering these three ideas, we can intentionally 
lay the foundation of the Better Argument.

HISTORY
Today’s civic arguments are rooted in a historical context. Remember, arguments—being able to reckon 
with differences and forge joint paths forward—are critical to a healthy American civic life. Today’s civic 
and political debates are rooted in our history, and many of them can be boiled down to a finite number 
fundamentally American tensions such as liberty versus equality that require constant negotiation. 

EMOTION
A Better Argument is one in which all participants use emotional intelligence. This means that each party 
must seek to understand why the other party is taking a certain stance—rather than negating that party’s 
point of view. Each side must step up to take responsibility for its own piece of the issue to create a new, 
more productive cycle. 

POWER
A Better Argument requires being honest about power. In many spaces of civil discourse, participants 
do not enter as equals; they enter reckoning with imbalances. These inherited inequalities need to be 
named before a Better Argument can take place. An important part of the Better Arguments process will 
be to account for these realities.
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FIVE PRINCIPLES OF A BETTER ARGUMENT 

The following are five major tenets of a 
Better Argument. Every participant should 
commit to practicing these principles, and the 
Better Argument’s host should uphold these 
principles.  

TAKE WINNING OFF THE TABLE
Conventionally, parties enter an argument 
with a goal of winning—or at least reaching 
resolution. Instead, the goal of a Better 

Argument should be framed as reaching deeper insights, developing more nuanced understanding, 
and relying less on assumptions. 

PRIORITIZE RELATIONSHIPS AND LISTEN PASSIONATELY 
A Better Argument foregrounds relationship and requires that all parties are truly listening to one 
another. Participants should listen to learn, not to win.

PAY ATTENTION TO CONTEXT
A Better Argument acknowledges the complex realities surrounding any debate, including cultural 
context. Understanding these realities makes an argument more accessible. Any Better Argument 
should begin with specific questions that help establish a shared understanding of the context in which 
participants are entering the conversation.   

EMBRACE VULNERABILITY
In civic life today, many Americans engage only with circles that confirm their own worldviews. One 
major reason why this withdrawal occurs is because entering a space of argument means making 
yourself vulnerable. At the Better Arguments Project, we commend your willingness to take this risk, and 
we believe that when one person takes the leap, others will follow.

MAKE ROOM TO TRANSFORM 
A Better Argument is a transformational experience for all involved. Because it does not aim to win or 
reach resolution, the goal of a Better Argument becomes simply about changing how we engage with 
one another in order to build a community. 



MONUMENTS AND MEMORIALS 

There has been a national movement to rename buildings or tear down statues that are named 
after or dedicated to historical figures who harbored or actively promoted racial prejudice 
or outright racial violence. While the call to rename buildings or tear down statues has been 
present for some time, the movement gained new momentum in 2020 following national 
protests in response to the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and many others. For 
example, in the summer of 2020, Princeton University removed “Woodrow Wilson” from 
the name of its School of Public and International Affairs, in response to the former U.S. and 
Princeton president’s well-documented racist views, while the city of Richmond, Virginia tore 
down its statue of Confederate General Stonewall Jackson.

Proponents argue that rethinking our monuments and memorials is a long-overdue correction 
of America’s racist historiography. For too long, figures ranging from Founding Fathers who 
owned slaves to Confederate leaders who fought to preserve slavery have been built up as 
heroes worthy of idolization, rather than being accurately portrayed as flawed or outright 
evil characters. It is therefore important to re-educate Americans about the racist historical 
figures whose faults are too often glossed over in textbooks or popular narratives. According 
to Brian Regal, professor of history at Kean University, “Is removing a statue erasing history? 
No, it is not erasing history, because statues are mythology, not history. Mythology is a way of 
remembering the past that tries to avoid the messy reality and give us only images we like.”

The movement to take down monuments and memorials that are dedicated to historically 
problematic figures is not monolithic, however. There are debates over whether such symbols 
should be destroyed or relocated to museums, for example. Additionally, those who support 
efforts to reform monuments and memorials may disagree on which figures need to be 
replaced and over who should be making such decisions. For example, protestors tearing 
down statues of Ulysses S. Grant and Abraham Lincoln, in Washington, DC and Portland, 
Oregon respectively, both of whom worked to abolish slavery but both of whom harbored 
certain racial resentments, proved to be controversial and opinion-splitting.

Opponents argue that the movement erases history and obstructs our understanding of 
the past, and that the monuments or memorials in question should either be left as is or left 
standing with additional context to educate the public about the person’s actions. Others 
argue that historical figures should be viewed in the context of their times rather than being 
held to a contemporary standard. Additionally, there is a view that certain figures may have 
been flawed but are nonetheless deserving of recognition for their contributions.
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https://www.princeton.edu/news/2020/06/27/president-eisgrubers-message-community-removal-woodrow-wilson-name-public-policy
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/11/wilson-legacy-racism/417549/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/toppling-statues-is-first-step-toward-ending-confederate-myths
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/toppling-statues-is-first-step-toward-ending-confederate-myths
https://www.motherjones.com/anti-racism-police-protest/2020/07/confederate-monuments-iconoclasm/
https://www.nj.com/opinion/2020/06/remove-historic-statues-yes-because-myths-cant-stand-in-place-for-truths-opinion.html
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/21/892914684/what-to-do-with-toppled-statues-russia-has-a-fallen-monument-park
https://thehill.com/homenews/house/507365-clyburn-defends-grant-but-says-calhoun-statue-must-come-down
https://thefederalist.com/2020/07/01/why-we-should-keep-confederate-statues-standing/
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/02/886503966/push-to-remove-confederate-monuments-opens-debate-on-other-honored-historical-fi
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/02/886503966/push-to-remove-confederate-monuments-opens-debate-on-other-honored-historical-fi
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According to Henry Olsen of The Washington Post, “George Washington owned slaves, but 
he also founded a nation dedicated to the idea whose incompatibility with slavery made its 
eradication inevitable. Defacing or toppling his monuments dishonors the country. More 
than any man save Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant destroyed the Confederacy with his magisterial 
generalship. As president, he tried to extend the Civil War’s purpose by presiding over the 
Reconstruction of the South, an effort that was abandoned only after he left office. Toppling his 
statue — as protesters did in San Francisco, citing a slave whom Grant was gifted and later freed 
before the war — is ahistorically ludicrous.”

Today, there exists tensions and ongoing debates over whether such initiatives brush our racist 
history under the rug or offer a more nuanced understanding of flawed characters who for so 
long have been built up as heroes for idolization. There is also a fundamental disagreement 
over who is worthy of societal praise and should have their legacy preserved, versus who 
should be the subject of disdain.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/06/22/anti-statue-movement-has-taken-turn-into-absurdity/
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PREPARING FOR YOUR BETTER ARGUMENT  

Now that you have chosen to host a Better Argument, you’re ready to begin preparing for your event. 
Although no two Better Arguments are alike, the steps below outline some effective ways to bring Better 
Arguments principles to life and create a meaningful experience for participants.

1. Define your goals. Better Arguments leaders have hosted events with a variety of goals: to change 
the tone of a local debate; to build connections among people on different sides of an issue; to 
create relationships that can support better decision making; and to inspire civic involvement. It’s 
important to note that none of these goals are about persuading or converting the “other side.” What 
would you like to accomplish with your Better Arguments work? What outcomes can you envision? 
Make these goals clear not only for yourself but for the participants as well. 

2. Seek a range of perspectives. A successful Better Argument includes diverse support and 
participation. Consider what range of perspectives need to be represented. We recommend 
spending some meaningful time inviting input and conducting outreach to advisers and participants 
who represent the full range of perspectives about this issue. This step will be an important 
investment in the success of your Better Argument. Place emphasis on securing the right range of 
perspectives rather than securing a high quantity of participants.

3. Choose your venue. Better Arguments leaders have hosted conversations in person* and on virtual 
platforms such as Zoom and Google Meet. Select a venue that best fits your needs and the needs of 
your prospective participants. If you plan to include more than 10 participants, we recommend that 
your venue is equipped with the option to incorporate smaller breakout groups to keep participants 
highly engaged.

4. Schedule your Better Argument. Pick your preferred date, time, and event duration. Additional 
guidance regarding event duration is included in the question prompt section below. Schedule your 
event using the Better Arguments Project calendar. By doing so, you will set up an RSVP form that 
captures basic information about your participants and that elicits their views on the topic you select. 
This information will help you determine whether your participant group is sufficiently diverse. Use 
this RSVP link when you are promoting your Better Argument.

5. Get comfortable with the content. Review the five principles of a Better Argument, included above, 
and make sure you can commit to practicing and upholding each principle throughout your event. 
Review the question prompts, included below, and make a timing plan to pace your event. Share this 
briefing information with your participants so that they can come prepared. 

6. Follow up. Send a thank-you letter. Use this opportunity to conduct a post-event survey and to 
encourage participants to stay connected and collaborative. Invite anecdotes on how participants 
have continued to use Better Arguments Project concepts in their everyday lives, and make sure to 
share those anecdotes with the Better Arguments Project! 

For additional support planning your Better Argument, contact us at BetterArguments@aspeninstitute.org 
or attend one of our trainings. 
*We encourage virtual events while public health threats are ongoing. Follow local guidelines.

http://www.betterarguments.org/host-an-event/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1EjNdIzT7yn-BoROf5MubU59YwKV8JqLhG4FsADL-y_Y/edit?usp=sharing
https://forms.gle/vyH8htDHM3t6r2si8
http://www.betterarguments.org/events/category/trainings/
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PROMPTS FOR YOUR BETTER ARGUMENT

STEP 1: WELCOME AND CONNECT
As the host, introduce yourself and then invite each participant to take turns introducing himself or 
herself. Consider using question prompts, such as “Share your name, the city where you live, and one 
reason why you want to have a Better Argument” or “Share your name, what brings you here, and what 
you bring.” 

The purpose of this opening part of the agenda is to help participants connect as individuals who share 
a community—by inviting them to tell a story, share an aspect of their identity, or reflect on a common 
experience. Sometimes these conversation prompts will foreshadow the topic of your Better Argument, 
but this first discussion isn’t about exchanging opinions; it’s about prioritizing relationships and inviting 
participants’ voices into the room.  

STEP 2: SET NORMS AND GOALS
At Better Arguments, we understand that history, emotion, and power shape how we engage around 
controversial issues. By establishing norms for discussion, we can intentionally create a safer space 
for emotions and level the playing field for the conversation. Participants’ ability to live our Better 
Arguments principles—take winning off the table, prioritize relationships and listen passionately, pay 
attention to context, embrace vulnerability, and make room to transform—depends on creating a sense 
of trust and safety within the group. Norms help establish such trust and allow everyone in the group—
not just the facilitator—to take responsibility for an honest and respectful conversation. 

Begin norm-setting  by asking participants to fill in the blanks:

“When I talk about [this event topic] I feel _________ because _________.”

Ask people to name some of the feelings, which will likely range from “nervous” to “curious” to “angry.” 
Ask, “With this range of emotions in the room, what do we need in order to be open, honest, and 
vulnerable in this conversation?”

Then share some norms for discussion. Review the five principles of a Better Argument together as a 
group. Ask each participant to commit to practicing the principles during the event. You might invite 
participants to suggest additional norms. 

During this step, the host should also share the goals for this event. The host will have determined 
these goals as part of the planning process. By articulating these goals to all participants, the group can 
proceed with a shared purpose. 
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STEP 3: ARGUE
With introductions and norms completed, you are ready to begin your Better Argument. Invite 
participants to engage in the Better Argument by using the following question prompts. These questions 
start by inviting participants to share personal connections and experiences related to the chosen topic 
and then move into a more explicit exchange of views and opinions. 

These questions will help elicit individuals’ stories, perspectives, and opinions, and allow everyone 
the chance to speak, be heard, and listen in turn. Your role as host is essential in ensuring that the 
conversations unfold in this spirit, making space for all voices, and maintaining a tone of inquiry, 
engagement, and respect. Find additional facilitation guidance below.

Better Argument Question Prompts:
1. In your own words: What is a monument? What is a memorial?

2. What meaning do monuments and memorials carry for you and for a community?

3. What do monuments and memorials say about our collective story? Are there aspects of our collective 
story that are missing from our monuments and memorials?

4. What do we do with monuments that are not adequately representing our collective story? How can we 
use monuments and memorials to better tell our story?

STEP 4: REFLECT AND LOOK AHEAD
After a robust exchange of views, participants step back from the argument to reflect on the experience 
as a whole. Consider using reflection prompts, such as the following:

• “What stood out to you about how we approached this conversation?”

• “Think about your mindset before today’s event as compared with your mindset after it.  
What are some differences that stand out to you?”

• “What are some things you gained today that you want to bring into your everyday lives?  
What are some actions you will take moving forward?” 

If there are specific next steps associated with your Better Argument, then invite participants to take 
action at this time. 
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FACILITATING YOUR BETTER ARGUMENT

A facilitator sets the tone of a Better Argument, guides participants through the experience, and brings 
Better Arguments principles to life. Good facilitators offer clear instructions and move the conversation 
forward, but facilitation is as much about listening as it is about speaking—and about enforcing the 
agreed-upon norms. These facilitation guidelines can support your ability to respond to the needs of 
individuals and the group. 

STRAIGHT A’S FOR FACILITATING DISCUSSIONS

Dr. Diane Goodman, a trainer and consultant, developed this framework to support discussions about 
issues of race and social justice; Sarah Stuart of Facing History and Ourselves adapted some of the 
questions below.

AFFIRM. Affirm and appreciate people’s comments and questions.
• Thank you for asking that question. I’m sure others were wondering about that too.
• Great point. That’s important to consider.
•  I appreciate you taking the risk to share that with us.
• I appreciate your willingness to stay open and consider other perspectives.
• I know this isn’t easy to think or talk about. Thanks for doing the hard work.

ACKNOWLEDGE. Acknowledge what people are saying. Make sure you understand what they’re 
expressing. Paraphrase their words and feelings. Acknowledge areas of agreement or commonalities 
with others.
• I’m hearing you say that ___. Is that correct?
• It sounds like you feel ___ .
• So, from your perspective ___ .
• It seems like both of you are concerned about ___ even though you’re approaching it differently.

ASK. Ask questions to better understand individuals’ behaviors and perspectives and to help 
participants reflect on their views.
• Can you tell me more about how you came to think that?
• What experiences led you to that belief?
• How would you make sense of …?
• What would it mean for you if this were true?
• How were you feeling when …?
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ADD. Add more information, historical/social/political context, or alternative explanations. Challenge 
misinformation, broaden people’s perspectives, address differences in power and privilege, and put 
issues in a larger context.
• This research study found that … .
•  What institutional policies might have contributed to these challenges?
• Let’s consider how the history of … has impacted what we see today.
• How might a person’s social identity affect his or her experience in this situation?
• What are some other explanations for this?

ASSESS and ADDRESS. Assess individual and group dynamics and your own internal and external 
responses and decide how to address them. Notice people’s reactions, body language, degree of 
participation, and the tone in the room. Reflect on your own behavior and feelings. Say the following  
to the group:
• People are very quiet. I’m wondering what’s going on.
• People seem restless. Do you need a break?
• I noticed some folks just had a reaction. Is there a volunteer who wants to tell us what  

happened for you?
• I’m noticing that people are interrupting one another. We agreed that we’d let people finish their 

thoughts before someone else spoke.

Say the following to yourself: I’m starting to get more tense and more aggressive. What’s triggering me? 
This person is reminding me of the stereotype. I need to refocus on the individual’s full humanity.

TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE FACILITATION
The following framework includes information from Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision Making by 
Sam Kaner, Lenny Lind, Catherine Toldi, Sarah Fisk, and Duane Berger and from Teaching and Learning 
Dialogically Organized Reading Instruction by Maren S. Aukerman, Monica A. Belfatti, and Diane M. Santori.

Your role as a facilitator is not to be an expert; you are there to help enable the conversation and  
move it along.
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PROBLEM INEFFECTIVE RESPONSE EFFECTIVE RESPONSE 

Everyone has different 
perspectives.

Try to get the group to arrive at one 
common understanding by the end.

Differences in understanding are good. 
Try to draw out the distinctiveness of 
other arguments and ideas with caring 
humility. If you find yourself becoming 
confused or skeptical, those moments 
are precisely the points at which to 
stop and discuss your reaction. Ask, 
“Can you say more about that?” or 
“What do you mean by …?”

Arguments are inconsistent. Call out the participant. Let the group know it’s okay to change 
and construct new understandings 
as you go along. That is a key sign of 
intellectual growth.

The group is silent. Fill the silence just to fill the gap. Be comfortable with silence. 
Sometimes people need time to 
process before speaking up.

A highly vocal member 
dominates discussion.

Try to control this person: “Excuse 
me, do you mind if I let someone 
else take a turn?”

If one person is over-participating, then 
everyone else is under-participating, 
so focus your efforts on the under-
participators and encourage them to 
speak more. Ask, “How do the rest of 
you feel about this?”

Participation is minimal by 
members who don’t feel 
involved/interested in the 
particular topic.

Ignore it, and act as though silence 
means consent.

Look for an opportunity to have a 
discussion on “What’s important to me 
about this topic?” This gives everyone 
a chance to consider their own stake 
in the outcome of the discussion.

Someone becomes strident  
and repetitive.

Talk behind the person’s back. 
Confront the person during the 
break, and then be surprised 
when you see his or her anxiety go 
through the roof when you resume.

People repeat themselves because 
they don’t feel heard. Summarize the 
person’s point of view until he or she 
feels understood. People just want 
to feel heard, not necessarily that 
everyone must agree with them.

As a reminder, a facilitator’s role is to enforce the norms the group has agreed to at the outset of the 
Better Argument. Above all else, referring back to those norms can help remind participants of shared 
expectations, which will enable the conversation to move forward productively.
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THE PARTNERS

The Aspen Institute is a global nonprofit organization committed to realizing 
a free, just, and equitable society. Founded in 1949, the Institute drives 
change through dialogue, leadership, and action to help solve the most 
important challenges facing the United States and the world. Headquartered 
in Washington, DC, the Institute has a campus in Aspen, Colorado, and an 
international network of partners.

The Allstate Corporation protects people from life’s uncertainties with a broad 
portfolio of protection products, including auto, home, personal property and 
life insurance, protection plans for electronic devices and appliances, and 
personal identity protection. Allstate is widely known for the following slogan: 
“You’re in Good Hands with Allstate.”

Facing History and Ourselves is a global educational organization that 
reaches millions of students worldwide every year. Using the lessons of 
history—and history in the making—Facing History equips teachers to provide 
students with the skills to think critically and wrestle with difficult issues. 
Teachers work closely with students to make personal connections between 
the past and their present. The rigorous curriculum sparks students’ desire 
to look beyond themselves and participate in the broader world. Facing 
History is creating future generations of engaged, informed, and responsible 
decision makers who will stand up for justice, truth, and equality when 
faced with injustice, misinformation, and bigotry. Facing History transforms 
required lessons in history into inspired lessons in humanity, empowering 
youth who will change the world for the better. 

For more information about the Better Arguments Project, please visit  
www.BetterArguments.org or reach us directly at betterarguments@aspeninstitute.org.

Share your experience on social media using the following:
 #ArgueBetter @allstate @aspencitizen @facinghistory


