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ABSTRACT

Marshall Ganz’s Public Narrative framework — the Story of Self, Story of Us, and Story of Now — is one of the most powerful tools 
available for democratic organizing and leadership development. But its power creates ethical obligations that the framework itself 
does not fully specify. This essay, directed at practitioners rather than theorists, maps what Public Narrative ethically demands and 
where it leaves practitioners on their own. Using the metaphor of moral architecture — the distinction between load-bearing walls 
that the structure cannot stand without and open spaces that require independent judgment to navigate — it identifies five require-
ments built into the practice itself: authenticity of self-disclosure, good-faith engagement with audience agency, honest representa-
tion of shared community, values coherence, and respect for the genuine agency of those asked to commit. Violating these systema-
tically means using the vocabulary of democratic organizing in service of purposes that invert it. But the framework leaves equally 
important questions open: whether the goals being pursued are defensible, what practitioners owe to those outside the community 
they are mobilizing, how power asymmetries shape whose stories are heard as leadership, where legitimate emotional engagement 
ends and manipulation begins, and when Public Narrative is simply the wrong tool for the situation. Practitioners who master the 
Self-Us-Now structure without developing independent judgment about these questions are technically well-prepared but ethically 
underequipped. 

Keywords: Public Narrative, leadership development, collective action, authenticity, moral architecture
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I. WHY THIS QUESTION MATTERS FOR PRACTITIONERS

Public Narrative, first developed by Marshall Ganz at Harvard 
Kennedy School and most comprehensively presented in his 
2024 book People, Power, Change, is a framework for leadership 
through storytelling. It teaches the crafting and linking of three 
kinds of stories.1 A Story of Self communicates a leader’s calling 
— the formative experiences of hurt and hope that reveal the 
values motivating their work, told through specific narrative 
moments rather than general claims about who they are. A 
Story of Us evokes the shared values of the community being 
addressed — not through categorical identity but through 
shared experiences in which those values came into practice, 
building solidarity grounded in what people have been through 
together. A Story of Now transforms the present moment into a 
narrative challenge: evoking the urgency of what is at stake, the 
possibility of response, and a specific pathway to action that 
the audience can believe is genuinely achievable. The three 
stories are woven together through shared values into what 
Ganz calls a Linked Narrative. The framework draws on research 
in psychology, sociology, and philosophy to ground its central 
claim: that values without emotional content cannot motivate 
action, and that narrative — specifically the articulation of 
concrete moments of challenge and choice — is the vehicle 
through which the emotional content of values becomes acces-
sible as a resource for collective agency.

If you practice Public Narrative — if you teach it, use it in 
organizing, deploy it in civic campaigns, or incorporate it into 
leadership development — you have probably encountered 
the question, in some form, of whether it is ethical. Usually, 
the question arrives not in the abstract but in a moment of 
genuine discomfort. You watch someone craft a powerful Story 
of Self and wonder whether the coaching process shaped it 
into something that no longer quite belongs to the person 
telling it. You hear a Story of Now that generates real urgency 
in the room and find yourself unsure whether the urgency was 
revealed or manufactured. You conduct a session with a mixed 
group and notice that some stories land as leadership claims 
while others land as something else — testimony, complaint, 

1  Ganz, People, Power, Change.

2  Risse, “The Moral Architecture of Public Narrative.” The systematic position on the relationship between ethics and Public Narrative that I developed here for prac-
titioners is called Limited Ethics. The moral-architecture essay develops that position systematically. For the parallel work on adaptive leadership and principled 
negotiation, see Risse, The Moral Architecture of Adaptive Leadership; Risse, The Moral Architecture of Principled Negotiation.

3  I am drawing here primarily on Ganz, People, Power, Change; Ganz et al., “Crafting Public Narrative”; Ganz, “Leading Change”; Krishnan et al., “Public Narrative in 
Practice.” I am grateful to Marshall Ganz for his very thoughtful responses to this work. 

4  Ganz, People, Power, Change, 9–10.

advocacy — and the difference seems to track race and gender 
rather than quality or courage.

These moments of discomfort are not failures of practice. They 
are invitations to think more carefully than the framework alone 
requires. Public Narrative gives you a powerful set of tools. It 
does not give you all the ethical judgment you need to use them 
well. Knowing the difference between what the tools demand 
and what you must bring independently is, I want to argue, 
among the most important things a practitioner can understand. 
This essay is an attempt to lay out that difference clearly, for 
people who are doing the work rather than theorizing about it. I 
draw on a more academic analysis of the same material that I have 
written elsewhere — what I call the “moral architecture” of Public 
Narrative — but the goal here is practical rather than theoretical.2 
What does the framework ethically require of you? Where does it 
leave you on your own? What should you be asking yourself that 
the Self-Us-Now structure cannot prompt you to ask?3

II. WHAT MAKES PUBLIC NARRATIVE DISTINCTIVE — AND 
WHY THAT CREATES ETHICAL WEIGHT

Before examining what the framework demands ethically, it 
helps to be clear about what makes it unusual in the landscape 
of communication and leadership tools.

Marshall Ganz positions Public Narrative as a deliberate alterna-
tive to the political marketing industry — to brand management, 
performed identity, and the manipulation of audience emoti-
ons toward predetermined ends.4 This is not merely a stylistic 
preference. It is a moral claim: that there is something wrong 
with treating the people you are trying to reach as objects to be 
moved rather than agents to be engaged, that manufacturing 
emotional responses in service of your predetermined goals is a 
form of disrespect, and that the kind of collective action worth 
building must be grounded in the genuine moral resources of the 
people being called to act.

This claim is what gives Public Narrative its ethical weight — and 
its ethical complexity. Precisely because the framework makes a 
moral argument for itself, it creates obligations. It is not a neutral 
communication technology that happens to work well. It is a 
practice that claims to be more principled than the alternati-
ves, and that claim generates responsibilities. If you deploy its 
vocabulary while treating the people in front of you as objects to 
be moved rather than agents to be engaged, you are not merely 
failing technically. You are doing something that is wrong in a 
specific way — using a practice built on respect for agency to 
violate the agency of the people you are supposedly serving.
The framework is also unusual in the depth of its engagement 

Public Narrative gives you a 
powerful set of tools. It does 
not give you all the ethical 
judgment you need to use 
them well."

"
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with emotion. Most professional communication frameworks 
treat emotion as something to be managed — acknowledged, 
maybe, but ultimately subordinated to content and argument. 
Public Narrative does something more radical: it treats emo-
tional content as itself the vehicle for communicating values. 
The articulation of moments of hurt and hope is not a way of 
softening the message. It is the message. Values without emo-
tional content, the framework insists, cannot motivate action. 
This is almost certainly right. But it also means that practitioners 
are working with something genuinely powerful, and that power 
carries responsibility. When you help someone access the emo-
tional content of their values, you are not doing something trivial. 
When you deploy that apparatus in an audience, you are doing 
something that deserves careful ethical attention.

III. THE ARCHITECTURE METAPHOR — BRIEFLY

I find a particular metaphor useful for thinking about the ethics 
of Public Narrative, and I want to introduce it here without lea-
ning on it too heavily. The metaphor is architectural.

Think about the structure of a building. Some walls are load-
bearing: remove them, and the building collapses. Others are 
not: you can take them down, reconfigure the space, and the 
structure holds. The difference matters enormously when you 
are deciding what you can and cannot change. The ethics of 
Public Narrative has a similar structure. Some ethical requi-
rements are load-bearing: if you systematically violate them, 
you are not practicing Public Narrative at all — you are using 
its vocabulary and procedures in service of something that 
inverts its foundational purposes. Others are not built into the 
framework: they are open questions that the framework raises 
without answering, and that require your independent jud-
gment to address.

5  Tensions between authenticity and craft have parallels in the literature on authentic leadership. For the argument that authentic leadership development requires 
“life-stories work” — articulation and interpretation of formative experiences — see  Shamir and Eilam, “‘What’s Your Story?’” For the argument that authenticity 
in leadership is often a constraint rather than a resource, and that effective development requires “playing” with possible identities rather than expressing a fixed 
authentic self, see Ibarra, “The Authenticity Paradox.” Resolving this tension involves questions about personal identity, narrative selfhood, and the relationship 
between self-expression and self-constitution beyond the scope of Public Narrative. 

6  Krishnan et al., “Public Narrative in Practice,” 11.

This distinction matters for practitioners because it helps you 
know where you have an obligation that is built into the work 
itself, and where you face a genuinely open question that you 
cannot outsource to the framework. Getting this wrong in 
either direction is a problem. If you treat everything as built-
in — if you think mastering the framework is sufficient ethi-
cal preparation — you will be technically well-prepared and 
ethically underequipped. If you treat nothing as built-in — if 
you think the framework is just a set of techniques that you can 
deploy toward any end — you are misunderstanding what kind 
of practice you are engaged in.

What follows maps both the load-bearing walls and the open 
spaces.

IV. WHAT THE FRAMEWORK DEMANDS: THE BUILT-IN 
REQUIREMENTS

AUTHENTICITY OF SELF-DISCLOSURE

The most fundamental requirement of Public Narrative is that 
the Story of Self draws on values embedded in your actual lived 
experience. Not the most resonant experience you can identify. 
Not the moment that focus groups respond to. Not the biogra-
phical detail that makes you most relatable to this particular 
audience. The experience in which you genuinely encountered 
the values you are claiming to hold and to act on.

This requirement is what separates authentic self-disclosure 
from what we might call narrative impression management 
— the deployment of biographical material to create a desi-
red effect in an audience. Both look the same from outside. 
The practitioner shares a story. The audience responds. But 
they are doing fundamentally different things. One is an act of 
accountability — the practitioner making themselves genuinely 
known, becoming answerable to the values they have expres-
sed. The other is a performance — the practitioner managing 
an image, using their past to produce an effect while remaining 
fundamentally hidden.5

The difference is not always easy to locate, because coaching, 
reflection, and iterative practice all shape the stories we tell. 
Ganz’s bicycle metaphor is right: you need a coach, you need 
feedback, you need to fall off and get back on.6  A revised story 
is not therefore inauthentic. What makes a story authentic is not 
that it is unmediated or spontaneous or uncrafted. It is that the 
experience is real, the values are genuinely held, and the telling 
places you at genuine risk of being held accountable to what 
you have expressed. Ask yourself, before you tell a Story of Self, 
two questions: Is this actually what happened? And do I actually 
believe what I am implying this means about what I stand for? If 
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both answers are yes, the coaching and the craft serve authenticity. 
If either answer is no, you are performing rather than disclosing — 
and the performance, however skillful, is a misuse of the practice.

This requirement also applies to your Story of Us and Story of 
Now. If you are evoking a community, the shared experience you 
invoke must be genuinely shared — not the community you wish 
existed, not the solidarity you are trying to produce by claiming it 
already exists, but the actual lived experience and actual shared 
values of the people you are addressing. If you are presenting 
a challenge and a pathway, the urgency must be real and the 
pathway must be genuinely plausible. These are not technical 
requirements about the structure of the stories. They are require-
ments of honesty.

A practical tension runs through all good Public Narrative coa-
ching: Public Narrative is a craft, and craft involves selection and 
shaping; but authenticity can be lost when shaping becomes 
substitution — when we move from helping someone find what 
is true to helping someone find what will work. The ethical line 
is not “no coaching” or “no revision.” It is the direction of coa-
ching. Are you drawing out real moments and real values that are 
already there, helping someone tell the truth more clearly? Or 
are you importing story elements — experiences to emphasize, 
meanings to assign, emotions to heighten — because they better 
serve the campaign, the organization, or the room? The first kind 
of craft strengthens authenticity. The second produces a polis-
hed simulation that may be effective, but is no longer genuine 
self-disclosure.

Good-Faith Engagement with Audience Agency

The framework is explicit that Public Narrative is “not about 
manipulating others to do what you want; it’s about enabling 
others to do what they want.”7 This is not a casual formulation. It 
is a constitutive commitment — a definition of what the practice 
fundamentally is, not merely an aspiration for how to do it well. 
What this requires of you, concretely, is that when you call people 
to act, you are offering them a genuine choice. The ask of the Story 
of Now must be specific, achievable, and grounded in a pathway 
you honestly believe is real. The emotional environment you create 
must be one in which people feel the challenge and believe in the 
possibility of response — not one in which they are swept into 
commitment before they have had the chance to deliberate.

There is a real tension here that practitioners feel in practice. You 
are trying to overcome the inertia, apathy, and self-doubt that 
prevent people from acting on values they actually hold. You are 
trying to create urgency and hope. Those are legitimate goals. 
But the line between creating urgency and manufacturing it, bet-
ween inspiring hope and papering over its absence, is one that 
requires judgment. The most useful test I can offer is this: after 
the session, after the ask, after the commitment has been made 
— if the people in that room had the full picture that you had at 

7  Krishnan et al., “Public Narrative in Practice,” 101.

8  Ganz et al., “Crafting Public Narrative,” 175. Also see Ganz, People, Power, Change, chapter 3.

the time, would they feel that they made a free choice? Or would 
they feel that they were moved into commitment by an emotio-
nal environment that made it harder, in the moment, to exercise 
the kind of deliberation they would have wanted?
This is a demanding test. It means being honest, in your Story 
of Now, about uncertainty that you might prefer to conceal for 
strategic reasons. It means presenting a plausible pathway rather 
than a compelling one — which are not always the same thing. It 
means respecting hesitation when hesitation reflects delibera-
tion rather than fear, and distinguishing between the two.

Honest Representation of Community

The Story of Us evokes community — the shared experiences, 
shared values, and shared commitments of the people being 
addressed. This evocation must be honest. The community you 
invoke must actually exist in something close to the form you 
are presenting.

There is an important distinction in the framework between what 
Ganz calls the experiential Us and the categorical Us.8 The expe-
riential Us is grounded in shared experiences in which values came 
into practice — moments of collective challenge and collective 
response that define who we are together. The categorical Us is 
grounded in shared identity markers — we are all members of this 
group, this party, this constituency. The ethical significance of this 
distinction is real. The experiential Us is, by its nature, expansive 
and specific — it invites people into shared identity through what 
we have been through together, which can always include more 
people than any categorical definition would allow. The categori-
cal Us is more susceptible to exclusion and dehumanization — to 
defining community by who is not in it as much as who is.

This does not mean you cannot organize within communities 
that have categorical definitions. It means that when you tell the 
Story of Us, you are reaching for the experiential foundation of 
the community rather than simply naming the category. What 
have we been through together? When did our values come into 
practice? What moments of shared hurt and shared hope define 
who we are? These questions produce a different kind of solidari-
ty than “who are we” — and it is a more durable kind, less suscep-
tible to the fragmentation that comes when categorical identities 
are set against each other.

The community you invoke 
must actually exist in 
something close to the form 
you are presenting."

"
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Values Coherence

A requirement that is less often named explicitly but matters enor-
mously in practice: the values you express in your Story of Self must 
be coherent with what you are calling people to do in your Story of 
Now. If your Story of Self communicates that you care about dignity, 
fairness, and the full inclusion of the marginalized — and your Story 
of Now calls people to action in a campaign that imposes serious 
costs on people who had no voice in shaping it — there is a values 
incoherence at the center of your narrative that practitioners and 
audiences will feel even if they cannot articulate it.9

This is not about strategic consistency. It is about integrity — the 
alignment of what you claim to believe with what you are actually 
doing. The practitioner who deploys genuine personal vulnera-
bility in service of a campaign whose goals she privately doubts 
is instrumentalizing her own self-disclosure. She is trading on the 
trust that authentic storytelling builds for purposes she has not 
honestly assessed. Before you craft a public narrative, ask: do I ac-
tually believe in what I am calling people to do? Is there a coherent 
thread between the values I am expressing as mine and the action 
I am asking for? If the thread is broken or strained, the problem is 
not narrative. It is moral, and no amount of good storytelling will 
fix it.

Respect for the Genuine Agency of Those Asked to Commit

The visible commitment mechanism — the ask that calls people 
to raise their hands, to commit publicly, to take a specific step — is 
one of the framework’s most effective tools. It is also one where 
the ethical stakes are highest.10

When people see others committing around them, the social 
momentum of the room affects their own decision. This is not 
inherently wrong. Social action is inherently social, and the 
visibility of others’ commitment is part of what makes collective 
action feel possible. But there is a line between social momentum 
that expresses genuine collective agency and social pressure that 
overrides individual deliberation. You are on the right side of that 
line when the people in the room are committing to something 
they understand, that they have reason to believe is achievable, 
and that they would endorse in a calmer moment. You are on the 
wrong side when the social dynamics of the room are doing the 
deciding — when hesitation that reflects real uncertainty is being 
drowned out by the energy of others’ commitment. This requires 
practical sensitivity in how you design and conduct the ask. Not 
every expression of hesitation is fear to be overcome. Some of it is 
the exercise of exactly the deliberative capacity you are supposed 
to be enabling. Learning to tell the difference is one of the most 
important practical skills of ethical facilitation.

9  For the term “values coherence,” see Ganz, People, Power, Change, 76.

10  Ganz, People, Power, Change, 131.

V. 

WHAT THE FRAMEWORK CANNOT ANSWER: THE OPEN QUESTIONS

Having mapped the load-bearing walls — the requirements whose 
removal would cause the structure to collapse into something 
that merely resembles Public Narrative from outside — we can 
now turn to the open spaces. These are not empty spaces. They 
are where the most consequential ethical decisions get made. An 
architect who only knows how to build walls and has no judgment 
about how to inhabit the spaces between them has mastered 
technique without mastering practice. The same is true here. 

Mastering the requirements above makes you a principled 
practitioner of Public Narrative. It does not make you fully ethi-
cally equipped. There is a substantial range of questions that the 
framework raises without answering, and that you must be able to 
address through independent judgment. These are not peripheral 
questions. They are often the most important ethical questions 
your work raises.

Are the Goals Worth Pursuing?

The most fundamental question the framework cannot answer 
is whether the action you are mobilizing people toward is itself 
ethically defensible. A practitioner can meet every constitutive 
requirement — authentic self-disclosure, honest community, 
genuine urgency, respect for agency — and still be calling people 
to action in service of goals that are harmful or unjust. This is not 
a hypothetical concern. Consider the organizer whose Story of 
Self is rooted in genuine experience of community and belonging, 
whose Story of Us evokes authentic shared values among the 
coalition she serves, whose Story of Now presents a real challenge 
with a plausible pathway — but whose campaign, when it suc-
ceeds, produces outcomes that impose serious costs on people 
who had no seat at the table. She met every internal requirement. 
The external question — were the goals defensible, and did she 
think carefully enough about who would bear the costs? — was left 
entirely to her independent judgment.
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Russia’s use of hybrid warfare in Ukraine—blending cyberattacks, dis-
information, and conventional military operations—offers a clear blue-
print that other authoritarian regimes may seek to emulate. To effectively 
counter this evolving threat landscape, the international community must 
prioritize the development of practical, coordinated strategies.

The practitioners who 
do the most good are 
not those who have the 
most powerful tools but 
those who have the best 
judgment about which tool 
each situation requires.”

“
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The framework gives you no tools for this assessment. It tells 
you how to mobilize well. It does not tell you toward what ends 
mobilization is worth doing. You have to bring independent ethi-
cal reasoning to bear — which means thinking, before you begin 
the work, not just about whether you can tell the story well but 
about whether the story is worth telling on behalf of these goals. 
Some questions worth asking yourself: Who benefits if this cam-
paign succeeds? Who bears costs? Were those who bear costs 
represented in the process that defined the goals? If you were in 
their position, would you consider the outcome fair?

What Do You Owe to People Outside the Us?

Public Narrative calls a specific community to act on shared 
values. It is structurally focused inward on the community it 
serves. But organizing never takes place in a vacuum. The action 
you mobilize will have effects on people who are not in the room, 
who were not part of defining the goals, and who may have in-
terests that conflict with those of the community you serve. The 
framework has no structural element corresponding to obligati
ons to affected non-parties. This is not a criticism of the frame-
work — it would be a different kind of tool if it tried to adjudicate 
competing interests rather than mobilize a specific community. 
But it means that practitioners must supply this consideration 
themselves, and it is easy to neglect.

The habit worth developing is this: before any significant organi-
zing effort, ask explicitly who is affected who is not in the Us you 
are building. What are their interests? Do they have a legitimate 
claim on the outcome? Is there a way to pursue the goals of 
your community that takes their interests seriously rather than 
simply imposing costs on them? This is particularly important 
in contexts where the community being organized has genuine 
historical grievances and legitimate claims. Real injustice toward 
one community does not automatically mean that any strategy 
for addressing that injustice is fair to others. The ethical require-
ment to think about affected non-parties runs independently of 
the justice of the cause.

Who Bears the Cost of Courage?

The “brave space” framework — which Public Narrative peda-
gogy typically employs to address the reality that authentic 
engagement with difficult material is uncomfortable — makes 
an important improvement on the older safe space approach.11  
It acknowledges that discomfort is part of genuine learning, that 
real engagement requires risk, and that promising freedom from 
discomfort was both impossible and counterproductive. But there 
is something that brave space norms, as typically deployed, do not 
address: the costs of courage are not equally distributed. When 

11  Arao and Clemens, “From Safe Spaces to Brave Spaces.” Also see hooks, Teaching to Transgress.

12   Kimberlé Crenshaw's intersectionality framework illuminates why these effects cannot be analyzed by examining race, gender, and class separately: a Black 
woman in a leadership narrative session is not simply affected by being Black and affected by being a woman; the intersection of these positions produces specific 
dynamics — specific forms of hypervisibility and invisibility, specific expectations about whose experience counts as universally resonant. Patricia Hill Collins's 
account of the matrix of domination extends this: the structural asymmetries that shape whose narratives are granted as leadership claims operate simultaneously 
at interpersonal, institutional, and cultural levels, and brave space norms address only the first of these  Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, 
and the Politics of Empowerment; Collins, Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory; Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins”; Crenshaw, On Intersectionality.

you invite everyone in the room to engage bravely, you are equa-
lizing the obligation to take risks without equalizing what those 
risks are. For a Black woman in a session that includes White male 
executives, sharing authentic stories of institutional exclusion 
carries risks — of being disbelieved, of being received as complaint 
rather than leadership, of being vulnerable in front of people who 
have power over her career — that her colleagues do not face in 
anything like the same way.

This means that the ethical quality of a brave space is not just a 
function of the norms you establish in the room. It is a function 
of the structural conditions outside the room that determine 
what risk means for different people. You cannot fully address this 
through facilitation technique. But you can think carefully about it 
when you are designing a session — about who is in the room and 
what it costs each of them to be genuinely present — and you can 
be honest about it when it becomes visible.

There is a deeper version of this problem. Research consistently 
shows that what gets heard as a leadership claim and what gets 
heard as testimony, advocacy, or complaint is not a function only 
of the quality or authenticity of the story.12  It tracks race, gender, 
and class position. The same authentic, skillfully practiced Story 
of Self can generate a stretch assignment for one practitioner and 
produce sympathetic acknowledgment of resilience for another — 
and the difference reflects structural asymmetries that brave space 
norms cannot correct. In one leadership program, a Black woman 
tells a Story of Self about navigating exclusion and mentorship in 
a predominantly white institution. The room responds warmly — 
“thank you for sharing,” “you’re so resilient” — but the story lands 
as testimony rather than leadership. Two weeks later, a white 
male colleague’s Story of Self about failing at a startup is cited as 
evidence of “learning agility,” and he gets the stretch assignment. 
Nothing “wrong” happened in the session; the asymmetry lives in 
what the institution is prepared to recognize as leadership.

This does not mean Public Narrative cannot be practiced across 
lines of structural inequality. It means that practitioners have an 
obligation to think about these asymmetries explicitly and honestly, 

Real injustice toward 
one community does not 
automatically mean that any 
strategy for addressing that 
injustice is fair to others."

"
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to be attentive to when they are operating in a session, and to create 
conditions — in how you frame the work, who you include, what 
follows from the session — that take them seriously rather than 
assuming that identical facilitation produces equitable results.

Where Is the Line Between Emotional Engagement and Mani-
pulation?

The framework provides detailed guidance on which emotions 
enable agency (urgency, moral outrage, hope, solidarity, self-ef-
ficacy) and which inhibit it (inertia, apathy, fear, self-doubt). It tasks 
practitioners with cultivating the former and helping people move 
through the latter. It does not, however, draw the line between 
legitimate emotional engagement and manipulation.13

This line matters enormously in practice because most of the 
techniques that produce legitimate emotional engagement can 
also produce manipulation, depending on how they are deployed 
and what they are grounded in. Urgency can be real or manufac-
tured. Hope can be grounded in plausible pathways or can paper 
over their absence. The collective energy that a well-run session 
produces — what the sociologist Émile Durkheim called “collec-
tive effervescence,” the sense of merged individual identities and 
shared emotional state — can arise from genuine shared values or 
can be produced by skilled facilitation in ways that are indepen-
dent of the genuine views of the people in the room.14 The test I 
find most useful: is the emotional environment you are creating 
a condition in which people can access and exercise their own mo-
ral resources, or is it a condition in which the energy of the room 
is doing the deciding for them? The former is what the framework 
aims at. The latter is what it is supposed to displace. The difference 
is not always visible from outside — it requires honest self-assess-
ment on the part of the practitioner.

One practical implication: be especially careful about the ask 
in high-energy sessions. The moments when a session is going 
well — when the room is alive, when people are moved and 
energized — are exactly the moments when the social dynamics 
can override individual deliberation. This is when the distinction 
between enabling agency and bypassing it is most easily blurred, 
and when the most careful attention to how you structure the 
ask matters most.

Whose Stories Does the Framework Structurally Advantage?

This question is rarely raised explicitly in Public Narrative peda-
gogy, but practitioners who work across diverse contexts en-
counter it in practice. The framework assumes a certain model 
of the self and of the relationship between personal experience, 
values, and community. That model is not culturally neutral. 
Specifically, the framework assumes that the self is a relatively 
bounded individual who has had formative experiences, has 

13  On this, see Ganz, People, Power, Change, 75.

14  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. 

15  For Ganz’s acknowledgement of this point, see Ganz, People, Power, Change, 202–3.

16  In the context of principled negotiation, this question is explored in Mnookin, “When Not to Negotiate.”

extracted values from those experiences, and can bring those 
values to community through narrative self-disclosure. This is a 
recognizable model of selfhood — but it is one model among ot-
hers. In many cultural traditions, particularly those in which the 
self is understood as constitutively relational — formed through 
community rather than prior to it — the neat sequential logic 
of Self then Us then Now may not map onto how practitioners 
actually experience and express identity.15

This does not mean the framework cannot be used across cultu-
ral contexts. It means that practitioners working across cultural 
lines have a specific obligation to ask whether the model of 
selfhood embedded in the pedagogy resonates with the people 
they are working with — and to be open to adaptations that 
honor different self-understandings rather than imposing one 
cultural framework as universal.

More broadly: the question of whose stories get heard as aut-
horitative, whose formative experiences are legible as sources 
of leadership insight, and whose narrative forms are recognized 
as compelling is always partly a function of the cultural and 
institutional context in which the practice is deployed. Practitio-
ners who are attentive to this will sometimes find that the most 
important work is not facilitating within existing conventions of 
what a Story of Self looks like but creating conditions in which 
different narrative forms are genuinely heard.

When Is Public Narrative the Wrong Tool?

Perhaps the most important open question the framework 
cannot answer is whether this is the right tool for the situation 
you are facing. Not every leadership challenge calls for narrative-
based mobilization. Not every problem that looks like it requires 
collective action actually does. And there are situations in which 
deploying the tools of community building and mobilization 
may foreclose possibilities that a different approach would 
preserve.16

Sometimes the challenge requires expertise rather than mobili-
zation — it needs technical knowledge to be applied, not values 
to be expressed. Sometimes it requires negotiation — genuine 
openness to another party’s perspective that the communi-
ty-consolidating logic of Public Narrative may not encourage. 
Sometimes it requires grief more than urgency, witness more 
than action, honest dialogue about uncertainty rather than the 
confidence of a clear pathway. Sometimes — and this is perhaps 
the hardest case — the most important thing a leader can do 
is not mobilize their community but engage seriously with the 
communities whose interests conflict with it.

The test for whether Public Narrative is the right tool cannot 
come from within Public Narrative. It requires prior judgment ab-
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out what the situation actually demands. Practitioners who have 
learned one powerful tool well and deploy it repeatedly risk the 
distortion that comes from fitting every situation to the available 
technique rather than choosing the technique for the situation.
These open questions are not of equal urgency in every situation. 
The first two — whether the goals are defensible and what you 
owe to those outside the Us — arise before you begin the work. 
The others arise in the room and in the design of the session. All of 
them require independent judgment that no mastery of the Self-
Us-Now structure can supply.

VI. THE CAPTURE PROBLEM: WHEN THE TOOLS SERVE THE 
WRONG PURPOSES

There is one further dimension of the ethics of Public Narrative 
that practitioners need to understand — one that goes beyond 
questions about individual practice and reaches toward the politi-
cal conditions in which the work is done. Public Narrative positi-
ons itself as an alternative to political manipulation. The contrast 
is between hope-based organizing that enables people to act 
on genuine values and fear-based mobilization that overrides 
individual judgment in service of a dominant figure’s predetermi-
ned ends. This contrast is real. But practitioners need to unders-
tand that the tools of authentic organizing can be and are being 
actively simulated by people and movements whose purposes are 
precisely the opposite.17

Look at the narrative structure of fear-based mobilizations across 
the spectrum. They often deploy a Story of Self — the leader as a 
figure who has suffered, who has sacrificed, who has been perse-
cuted by the powerful on behalf of ordinary people. They deploy 
a Story of Us — the “real people” whose shared values are said to 
be under threat. They deploy a Story of Now — urgent challenge, 
clear enemy, specific call to action. The formal architecture is 
recognizable. The ethical difference lies in what the structure is 
used to do. In its most dangerous forms, fear-based mobilization 
inverts every requirement named in this essay: self-disclosure 
becomes performed rather than genuine, the community is de-
fined by shared enemies rather than shared experience, urgency 
is manufactured, and the “hope” on offer is detached from any 
honest pathway.
This matters for practitioners for several reasons. First, it means 
that the formal similarity between authentic Public Narrative and 
its fear-based simulation makes it harder for audiences to tell the 

17  Regarding distinctly fascist mobilization, see Paxton, The Anatomy of Fascism.  Paxton shows that fascist movements typically deployed what appeared to be hope-
based narratives of national renewal combined with fear-based narratives about internal and external enemies. This suggests the fear/hope distinction cannot bear 
the full weight the caveats place on it.

difference — which places a special obligation on practitioners 
who are doing the genuine work to make its genuine quality visi-
ble. Not by announcing it, but by actually practicing it in the ways 
that produce the real thing rather than the performance.
Second, it means that the ethical requirements built into the 
framework are not merely professional standards for good prac-
tice. They are the features that prevent a democratic organizing 
tool from being converted into an instrument of exactly what 
it was developed to counter. Authenticity, honest community, 
good-faith engagement with agency — these are what distinguish 
the framework from its simulation. When practitioners compro-
mise on them, they are not simply practicing less well. They are 
narrowing the distance between democratic organizing and the 
movements it is supposed to be an alternative to.

Third — and this is perhaps the most important implication for 
practitioners — it means that the kind of collective agency that 
democratic organizing requires is not separable from the broader 
project of defending the conditions under which such organizing 
is possible. A free press, an independent judiciary, civil society or-
ganizations capable of building organizational capacity over time, 
institutions that remain accountable to the people they serve 
rather than captured by those they are supposed to constrain — 
these are the conditions under which authentic Public Narrative 
can do its democratic work. When these conditions are under 
attack, the defense of those conditions is itself part of what the 
work requires. 

VII. PRACTICAL HABITS OF ETHICAL PRACTICE

Let me close with something practical — not a checklist, but a 
set of habits and questions that I think practitioners who take the 
ethics of their work seriously should be cultivating. What happens 
in the room is not separable from what is happening outside it. 
The habits that follow are worth cultivating precisely because the 
stakes Section VI describes are stakes that every session either 
serves or, in small ways, undermines.

Before you begin any significant organizing effort, ask the 
goal question honestly. Not: is this campaign good for my com-
munity? But: is this campaign defensible to those it will affect who 
are not in my community? Who bears costs? Were they heard? 
This question does not need to stop you — most organizing on 
behalf of marginalized communities will pass it without difficulty. 
But it needs to be asked, not assumed.

Develop the habit of asking whose story is not being told. In 
any room, any campaign, any Story of Us, there are people who 
are affected by the action being mobilized who are not present 
and whose experience is not being represented. Making their ab-
sence visible to yourself — and sometimes to the room — is a form 
of ethical attention that the framework itself does not prompt.

The formal architecture is 
recognizable. The ethical 
difference lies in what the 
structure is used to do."

"
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Take the authenticity requirement seriously in coaching. The 
difference between a coaching question and a shaping question 
matters. “When did you first understand why this matters to you?” 
is a coaching question. “What experience from your past would 
best communicate your commitment to this cause?” is a shaping 
question. The first draws out what is there. The second imports 
what serves. Practice asking the first kind, even when the second 
kind would produce a better story for your purposes.

Build the habit of self-examination about urgency. When you 
present a Story of Now, ask yourself honestly: is this urgency real, 
or is it rhetorically convenient? Is the pathway genuinely plausible, 
or is it the most hopeful version of a situation I am privately un-
certain about? The framework requires that hope be grounded in 
a real account of how to get from here to there — not an inspiring 
account, a real one.

Pay attention to what happens after the ask. The visible 
commitment mechanism is where the framework’s potential for 
bypassing rather than enabling individual agency is highest. Get 
in the habit of noticing who raised their hand with conviction and 
who raised it because everyone else did. Not to second-guess 
their commitment, but to understand what kind of commitment 
you produced and whether it is the kind that will sustain the work.

Develop your power-asymmetry awareness. When you facili-
tate sessions across lines of structural inequality, actively attend 
to whose stories are landing as leadership claims and whose are 
landing differently. You may not be able to change the structural 
conditions that produce this difference. But you can be honest 
about it, design the work with it in mind, and create follow-up 
conditions — in how assignments are made, how contributions 
are credited, how the community of the session extends beyond 
the room — that take it seriously.18

Ask the wrong-tool question before you begin. Is narrative-
based mobilization actually what this situation calls for? Would 
negotiation serve better? Would careful expert analysis? Would a 
different kind of listening? The practitioners who do the most good 
are not those who have the most powerful tools but those who 
have the best judgment about which tool each situation requires.

Take seriously the distinction between the samurai and the 
saint. In Mark Young’s useful distinction, the saint follows ethical 
norms because doing so produces better outcomes over time.19 
The samurai follows them because they are the right norms, 
regardless of consequences. The distinction matters for practice 
because there will be moments — in high-stakes campaigns, in 
contexts of extreme urgency, in situations where the cause is 
clearly just — when the strategic case for cutting ethical corners 
seems compelling. The practitioner who has internalized the 

18  Consider Ganz’s autobiographical observation: “My experience at SNCC taught me the dangers of a radical diffusion of power. My experience with the UFW taught 
me the dangers of a radical concentration of power. It turns out that we cannot rely on even the most virtuous of individuals to stay on mission in the absence of virtu-
ous institutions;” Ganz, People, Power, Change, 148.

19  Young, “Sharks, Saints, and Samurai.”

20  Krishnan et al., “Public Narrative in Practice,” 4. For how Ganz sees Public Narrative in the overall context of his work, as one in five leadership practices in the con-
text of organizing, see Ganz, People, Power, Change.

norms, rather than following them strategically, is the one who 
will hold the line in those moments.

Young adds a third figure: the shark, who uses ethical language 
when it is instrumentally useful and drops it when it is not. Public 
Narrative is particularly vulnerable to sharks because a polished 
simulation can look, from the outside, like the real thing.

Connect your practice to the broader conditions that make 
it possible. Public Narrative exists in a context — of civil society, 
democratic institutions, free expression, community organiza-
tions capable of sustaining the work over time. These are not 
background conditions. They are what your work depends on and 
contributes to. Practitioners who understand this will naturally 
attend to the health of those conditions as part of understanding 
the health of their own work.

VIII. WHAT THE GLOW REQUIRES

The moral architecture metaphor is worth holding onto at the end 
as well as the beginning. A building with strong load-bearing walls 
but no thought given to how people actually move through it, 
who gets to enter, and what happens in the open spaces is struc-
turally sound but humanly incomplete. Public Narrative practiced 
with full attention to its constitutive requirements but without 
independent judgment about the open questions is the same: 
sound in its bones, but incomplete in the ways that matter most 
for the people it is supposed to serve.

Ganz characterizes the framework in terms that are perhaps 
deceptively simple: not the gloss from the outside but the glow 
from the inside.20 The gloss is performed. The glow is real. The 
difference is everything. But the glow does not take care of itself. 
This essay has tried to map what it requires — both the things the 
framework itself demands and the things it leaves to your inde-
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pendent judgment. What the framework demands is substantial: 
real self-disclosure, honest community, genuine urgency, coher-
ent values, respect for the agency of those you are calling to act. 
These are not optional features of good practice. They are the 
load-bearing walls of the structure. Remove them systematically 
and you are not practicing Public Narrative. You are practicing 
something that resembles it from outside while inverting its 
purposes within.

What the framework leaves open is also substantial: the ethics 
of your goals, your obligations to those outside your commu-
nity, the costs that courage carries unequally, the line between 
emotional engagement and manipulation, whose stories your 
context is structured to hear, and when this is not the right tool 
at all. These questions are not unanswerable. But they requi-
re you to bring independent moral judgment, reflection, and 
sometimes genuine courage to the work. No mastery of the 
Self-Us-Now structure can supply them. The practitioner who 
has both — who has internalized the constitutive requirements 
and developed the independent judgment to address what the 
framework leaves open — is what Young would call the samurai: 
someone who has made this practice genuinely their own rather 
than learning its procedures. The samurai asks not only what the 
framework requires but what it cannot supply. Only she brings to 
the work both the craft that enables the glow and the judgment 
that keeps it honest.21

The stakes of getting this right are high. We live in a moment when 
the tools of democratic organizing — authentic storytelling, com-
munity formation, hope-based mobilization — are being syste-
matically simulated by movements whose purposes are precisely 
opposed to democratic values. The difference between the real 
thing and the simulation is not visible in the formal structure of the 
stories. It is visible in whether the practice is grounded in genuine 
self-disclosure, honest community, and real respect for the agency 
of those being called to act. It is visible, in other words, in exactly 
the things this essay has tried to describe.

The glow is real, and it matters. What it requires of you — in ho-
nesty, judgment, and the courage to keep asking the questions 
the framework cannot ask for you — is the subject of this essay. 
The road map shows where the glow must come from. The rest 
is up to you.

21  Young, “Sharks, Saints, and Samurai.”
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