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I. Introduction 
 
Fear 
	  
The	  date	  is	  Friday,	  February	  1st,	  2019.	  I’m	  sitting	  on	  the	  third	  floor	  of	  the	  library	  at	  my	  
small	  liberal	  arts	  school,	  Hampshire	  College,	  peering	  out	  a	  window	  watching	  students	  
quickly	  traverse	  the	  salty	  asphalt	  walkways	  that	  criss-‐cross	  between	  buildings.	  Today	  
marks	  the	  second	  day	  of	  student	  sit-‐ins	  taking	  place	  in	  multiple	  buildings	  on	  campus.	  Many	  
of	  the	  students	  are	  up-‐in-‐arms	  over	  the	  future	  of	  the	  school.	  In	  keeping	  with	  the	  rapid	  trend	  
occurring	  at	  small	  colleges	  across	  the	  country,	  Hampshire	  is	  staring	  down	  the	  barrel	  of	  
decreasing	  enrollment,	  rising	  costs,	  and	  a	  fundamentally	  unsustainable	  structure.	  	  
	  
The	  Board	  of	  Trustees	  was	  set	  to	  vote	  today	  on	  whether	  or	  not	  the	  school	  will	  accept	  a	  class	  
of	  students	  for	  next	  fall.	  A	  full	  campus	  assembly	  had	  been	  scheduled	  for	  3:30	  in	  our	  school’s	  
rubber-‐floored	  gym,	  our	  single	  athletic	  achievement	  banner,	  a	  men’s	  soccer	  “Cross-‐roads	  
Tournament	  Champions,	  1993,”	  to	  bear	  witness	  to	  the	  Board’s	  decision.	  Instead	  the	  
assembly	  was	  cancelled.	  We	  are	  told	  that	  this	  is	  because	  the	  Board	  is	  in	  deep	  deliberation	  
regarding	  this	  decision	  and	  that	  they	  are	  possibly	  considering	  student’s	  demands	  that	  the	  
vote	  is	  delayed	  for	  another	  two	  weeks.	  This	  is	  likely	  true.	  However,	  our	  school’s	  new	  
President,	  Miriam	  Nelson,	  may	  have	  staff	  members	  who	  are	  holdovers	  from	  the	  last	  four	  
years	  and	  remember	  the	  last	  all-‐school	  assembly	  in	  2016,	  commonly	  known	  by	  students,	  
faculty,	  and	  staff	  who	  are	  still	  here	  as	  “the	  community	  meeting.”	  If	  this	  institutional	  memory	  
does	  exist,	  the	  decision	  to	  delay	  the	  public	  gathering	  today	  may	  have	  less	  to	  do	  with	  deep	  
deliberation,	  and	  more	  to	  do	  with	  not	  repeating	  past	  mistakes.	  	  
	  
In	  late	  spring,	  2016,	  protests	  erupted	  on	  the	  Hampshire	  campus.	  Not	  an	  uncommon	  
occurrence	  by	  any	  means,	  (we	  protested	  the	  cafe	  discontinuing	  quesadillas	  after	  all),	  but	  
these	  weren’t	  like	  the	  quesadilla	  protests.	  Issues	  of	  institutional	  racism	  and	  failure	  to	  
adequately	  address	  sexual	  assault	  and	  Title	  IX	  issues	  were	  the	  topics	  of	  the	  day.	  I	  
remember	  in	  the	  week	  leading	  up	  to	  the	  community	  meeting	  tensions	  steadily	  rising.	  From	  
the	  obscurity	  of	  my	  first-‐year	  dorm	  room	  I	  observed	  a	  large-‐scale	  march	  across	  campus,	  
mattresses	  were	  held	  in	  the	  air,	  and	  slogans	  –	  “Hey	  Hey,	  Ho	  Ho,	  Perpetrators	  Have	  Got	  to	  
Go!”	  –	  reverberated	  in	  the	  quad.	  In	  response	  to	  these	  serious	  concerns,	  a	  group	  of	  students	  
took	  it	  upon	  themselves	  to	  call	  an	  all-‐community	  meeting.	  That	  afternoon	  we	  all	  packed	  
into	  the	  gym,	  rubber	  floors	  and	  lonely	  banner	  ever-‐present.	  The	  room	  was	  organized	  with	  
chairs	  arranged	  in	  large	  concentric	  circles,	  a	  clear	  design	  choice	  –	  no	  podium,	  no	  audience	  
seating	  –	  this	  was	  a	  community	  meeting.	  The	  chairs	  quickly	  filled	  up,	  and	  bodies	  pressed	  
themselves	  into	  all	  nooks	  and	  crannies	  of	  the	  room.	  Students	  filled	  the	  balcony	  spaces	  
above,	  and	  a	  line	  of	  people	  extended	  out	  of	  the	  gym	  doors	  into	  the	  hallway.	  For	  a	  school	  
notorious	  for	  its	  lack	  of	  all-‐school	  community	  events,	  the	  turnout	  was	  stunning.	  	  
	  
The	  students	  who	  had	  organized	  the	  meeting	  started	  it	  off	  by	  stating	  that	  there	  was	  no	  set	  
agenda.	  This	  would	  be	  a	  space	  for	  everyone	  to	  air	  any	  concerns	  they	  might	  have	  and	  get	  
everything	  on	  the	  table.	  Representatives	  of	  the	  administration	  and	  the	  Board	  of	  Trustees	  
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were	  present	  but	  they	  were	  instructed	  to	  let	  the	  students	  speak	  for	  at	  least	  the	  first	  half	  of	  
the	  meeting	  before	  responding.	  Two	  microphones	  were	  in	  the	  room,	  and	  students	  were	  
asked	  to	  raise	  their	  hands	  if	  they	  wanted	  to	  speak	  and	  one	  of	  the	  organizers	  would	  bring	  
them	  a	  mic.	  Almost	  immediately	  it	  went	  off	  the	  rails.	  The	  anger,	  sadness,	  grief,	  and	  angst	  
that	  had	  been	  bubbling	  for	  weeks	  came	  to	  a	  full	  boil.	  The	  microphone	  idea	  lasted	  a	  little	  bit	  
until	  one	  student,	  a	  prominent	  activist	  and	  future	  commencement	  speaker,	  refused	  to	  hand	  
the	  mic	  back	  so	  he	  could	  speak	  up	  whenever	  he	  felt	  appropriate.	  	  
	  
A	  number	  of	  harrowing	  personal	  stories	  of	  sexual	  abuse	  on	  campus	  were	  shared	  prompting	  
strong	  emotional	  reactions	  from	  many	  present.	  With	  only	  two	  microphones	  and	  students	  in	  
the	  balcony	  (inaccessible	  by	  mic)	  shouted	  remarks	  started	  to	  overtake	  others.	  At	  one	  point	  
the	  student	  who	  had	  refused	  to	  relinquish	  the	  mic	  called	  the	  5-‐year	  strategic	  plan	  recently	  
implemented	  by	  the	  Board	  an	  example	  of	  institutional	  racism	  and	  called	  out	  another	  
student	  who	  had	  been	  a	  part	  of	  the	  drafting	  process.	  That	  student,	  a	  student	  of	  color	  
himself,	  stood	  up	  to	  look	  for	  a	  mic	  to	  address	  that	  comment	  and	  assuage	  those	  concerns	  but	  
found	  that	  the	  only	  microphone	  near	  him	  was	  the	  one	  glued	  to	  the	  other	  student’s	  hand.	  
After	  approaching	  and	  asking	  to	  use	  the	  mic	  to	  address	  the	  strategic	  plan,	  and	  subsequently	  
being	  denied,	  words	  were	  exchanged	  and	  the	  one	  with	  the	  mic	  flipped	  it	  on	  and	  proclaimed	  
loudly	  that	  he	  was	  being	  threatened.	  The	  student	  who	  wished	  to	  speak	  got	  visibly	  upset	  
and	  backed	  away	  quickly	  while	  exclaiming	  loudly	  to	  the	  whole	  room	  “How	  am	  I	  threatening	  
you?	  I	  can’t	  control	  the	  size	  of	  my	  body!”	  The	  indication	  being	  that	  he	  had	  been	  told	  his	  
physical	  presence	  close	  to	  the	  other	  student	  was	  threatening.	  	  
	  
What	  ensued	  was	  an	  emotional	  call	  for	  a	  show	  of	  hands	  to	  expel	  the	  “threatening”	  student	  
from	  the	  meeting.	  The	  vote	  passed	  nearly	  unanimously	  and	  he	  left	  quickly,	  visibly	  
distraught.	  Meanwhile	  and	  in	  the	  midst	  of	  this,	  the	  concern	  over	  the	  strategic	  plan	  had	  
become	  full-‐blown.	  In	  a	  response	  to	  students	  yelling	  from	  all	  corners	  of	  the	  room	  for	  an	  
explanation,	  the	  representative	  of	  the	  Board	  of	  Trustees	  stood	  up	  to	  discuss	  the	  strategic	  
plan.	  She	  started	  off	  her	  comments	  by	  saying	  “We	  did	  not	  have	  a	  strategic	  plan	  –”	  but	  the	  
second	  part	  of	  her	  sentence	  “–which	  is	  why	  we	  (the	  Board)	  felt	  it	  was	  so	  important	  to	  
create	  one”	  was	  drowned	  out	  by	  shouting	  as	  students	  grew	  furious	  that	  the	  Board	  was	  
“lying”	  about	  the	  existence	  (or	  non-‐existence)	  of	  its	  strategic	  plan.	  One	  student,	  quick	  with	  
their	  phone,	  had	  pulled	  up	  the	  completely	  public	  and	  published	  strategic	  plan	  on	  the	  
Hampshire	  website	  and	  exclaimed	  (before	  hearing	  the	  second	  half	  of	  the	  Representative’s	  
sentence)	  “How	  can	  you	  say	  there	  is	  no	  strategic	  plan?!	  It’s	  right	  here,	  I	  found	  it	  online!”	  	  
	  
There	  were	  certainly	  those	  of	  us	  in	  the	  room	  who	  realized	  this	  most	  recent	  explosion	  was	  
simply	  a	  miscommunication,	  but	  the	  conversation	  was	  being	  steered	  by	  those	  who	  were	  
yelling.	  A	  Dean	  at	  the	  school	  did	  try	  to	  complete	  the	  Board	  Rep’s	  remarks	  and	  explain	  that	  
there	  was	  in	  fact	  a	  strategic	  plan	  and	  no	  one	  was	  trying	  to	  cover	  it	  up,	  but	  his	  comments	  
were	  lost	  in	  the	  overwhelming	  emotion	  of	  the	  moment.	  After	  a	  while	  longer,	  with	  more	  
moments	  of	  students	  shouting	  down	  other	  students	  and	  many	  tears,	  the	  student	  who	  
continued	  to	  have	  the	  mic	  glued	  to	  his	  hand	  flipped	  it	  on	  and	  declared	  “This	  meeting	  is	  
over.”	  
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I	  slipped	  out	  the	  door	  before	  the	  mad	  rush	  occurred,	  so	  I	  did	  not	  see	  the	  final	  moments.	  
However,	  as	  I	  and	  a	  couple	  fellow	  first-‐years	  walked	  away,	  I	  distinctly	  remember	  someone	  
saying	  “this	  school	  won’t	  survive	  this.”	  	  
	  
The	  next	  day	  the	  campus	  was	  closed.	  All	  classes	  were	  cancelled	  and	  an	  enormous	  
admissions	  event,	  an	  “Accepted	  Students	  Day”	  was	  called	  off.	  Slowly,	  over	  the	  next	  few	  
weeks,	  the	  campus	  returned	  to	  normal,	  but	  the	  damage	  was	  done.	  Every	  class	  since	  then	  
has	  been	  under-‐enrolled,	  and	  dozens	  of	  students	  from	  my	  year	  transferred	  out.	  However,	  
while	  the	  community	  meeting	  greatly	  impacted	  the	  school,	  it	  also	  profoundly	  impacted	  me.	  	  
	  
It	  was	  a	  clear	  example	  of	  the	  destructive	  powers	  of	  communication	  done	  wrong.	  Not	  only	  
were	  the	  issues	  of	  racism	  and	  sexual	  assault	  that	  many	  deemed	  vitally	  important	  to	  the	  
school	  community	  left	  inadequately	  addressed,	  but	  the	  meeting	  had	  only	  furthered	  the	  
discord	  on	  campus.	  In	  many	  ways,	  that	  meeting	  has	  formed	  the	  root	  of	  this	  academic	  
exploration	  of	  civil	  discourse.	  It	  has	  served	  as	  a	  formative	  anecdote	  to	  me,	  displaying	  
clearly	  the	  dangers	  at	  stake	  when	  civility	  in	  discourse	  is	  left	  by	  the	  wayside.	  It	  serves	  as	  a	  
large	  shard	  in	  the	  intellectual	  mosaic	  that	  led	  me	  to	  where	  I	  am	  today,	  spending	  a	  year	  
grappling	  with	  the	  issue	  of	  how	  to	  communicate	  effectively	  when	  tough	  issues	  are	  on	  the	  
line.	  	  
	  
This	  all-‐community	  meeting	  has	  served	  as	  the	  negative	  catalyst	  in	  my	  quest	  for	  civil	  
discourse.	  However,	  while	  I	  want	  the	  prospect	  of	  a	  world	  without	  civil	  discourse	  to	  scare	  
you,	  as	  it	  does	  me,	  I	  also	  firmly	  believe	  that	  we	  need	  more	  than	  that.	  Fear	  is	  a	  powerful	  
motivator,	  but	  without	  a	  clear	  alternative	  path,	  fear	  can	  be	  paralyzing.	  	  
	  
This	  challenge	  is	  especially	  difficult	  in	  the	  context	  of	  civil	  discourse.	  On	  the	  one	  hand,	  a	  
world	  lacking	  civil	  discourse	  may	  be	  a	  frightening	  place,	  but	  engaging	  in	  civil	  discourse	  can	  
be	  frightening	  in	  and	  of	  itself.	  In	  our	  divisive,	  partisan,	  political	  culture,	  civil	  discourse	  can	  
mean	  actively	  exposing	  oneself	  to	  objectionable	  views	  and	  not	  allowing	  oneself	  to	  relish	  in	  
the	  righteous	  anger	  that	  often	  accompanies	  such	  exposure.	  It	  can	  be	  uncomfortable	  and	  
nerve-‐wracking,	  and	  it’s	  often	  hard	  to	  see	  the	  point	  of	  one’s	  discomfort.	  For	  many,	  civil	  
discourse	  is	  one	  of	  those	  “rock	  and	  a	  hard	  place”	  scenarios.	  We	  have	  this	  vague	  fear	  of	  its	  
disappearance,	  but	  when	  presented	  with	  opportunities	  to	  engage	  in	  civil	  discourse	  
ourselves,	  we	  may	  find	  ourselves	  shying	  away.	  	  
	  
This	  is	  something	  I	  am	  personally	  familiar	  with.	  However,	  to	  overcome	  paralysis	  in	  this	  
scenario,	  I	  have	  found	  it	  is	  important	  to	  feel	  as	  though	  engaging	  with	  others	  in	  civil	  
discourse	  is	  fundamentally	  productive.	  There	  has	  to	  be	  the	  hope	  that	  there	  is	  something	  
better	  to	  be	  achieved.	  Here	  I	  wish	  to	  play	  on	  two	  of	  our	  major	  psychological	  motivators:	  
fear	  and	  hope.	  So	  far,	  I	  have	  only	  outlined	  the	  negative	  side,	  and	  it	  is	  important	  to	  look	  at	  
the	  flipside	  of	  the	  coin.	  What	  do	  we	  stand	  to	  gain	  from	  actively	  engaging	  in	  civil	  discourse?	  
Can	  it	  give	  us	  hope	  for	  a	  better	  future?	  This	  argument	  draws	  upon	  philosophy,	  psychology,	  
and	  personal	  experience,	  and	  while	  I	  don’t	  view	  it	  as	  the	  single-‐most	  important	  argument	  
for	  civil	  discourse	  (my	  academic	  arguments	  come	  later)	  perhaps	  seeing	  the	  issue	  through	  
my	  eyes	  may	  illuminate	  it	  for	  you	  and	  help	  you	  feel	  emboldened	  to	  engage	  in	  civil	  discourse	  
on	  your	  own.	  
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Hope 
 
As	  briefly	  touched	  on	  previously,	  I	  must	  admit	  that	  the	  idea	  of	  engaging	  in	  civil	  discourse	  
makes	  me	  fundamentally	  anxious.	  I	  am	  conflict-‐resistant	  and	  not	  often	  caught	  wearing	  my	  
positions	  on	  my	  sleeve.	  I	  don’t	  like	  making	  others	  uncomfortable	  and	  I	  would	  often	  prefer	  
sitting	  in	  silence	  rather	  than	  countering	  a	  point	  made	  by	  someone	  I	  disagree	  with.	  
However,	  this	  hasn’t	  always	  been	  the	  case.	  I	  remember	  as	  a	  teenager	  I	  relished	  
opportunities	  to	  try	  my	  hand	  at	  debating	  topics	  of	  the	  day	  with	  whomever	  was	  interested.	  I	  
had	  strong	  opinions	  and	  the	  ability	  to	  argue	  forcefully	  and	  eloquently	  for	  all	  of	  them.	  It	  is	  
unclear	  to	  me	  when	  exactly	  this	  change	  occurred	  but	  it	  was	  some	  point	  during	  the	  last	  few	  
years	  –	  my	  time	  at	  Hampshire	  College.	  To	  be	  honest,	  my	  politics	  don’t	  align	  perfectly	  with	  
those	  of	  the	  Hampshire	  College	  community.	  I’m	  liberal,	  but	  I	  dropped	  off	  the	  bandwagon	  
somewhere	  along	  the	  second	  wave.1	  The	  conflicts	  between	  liberals	  such	  as	  myself	  and	  self-‐
styled	  progressives	  could	  be	  explored	  in	  a	  book	  unto	  itself,	  but	  I	  will	  try	  to	  recount	  one	  
example	  that	  illustrates	  it.	  
	  
Halfway	  through	  my	  first	  year	  I	  remember	  engaging	  in	  a	  civil,	  yet	  extended	  debate	  upon	  the	  
topic	  of	  cultural	  appropriation	  with	  two	  of	  my	  close	  friends	  at	  the	  time.	  In	  my	  attempt	  to	  
pick	  apart	  their	  arguments	  about	  the	  inappropriateness	  of	  cultural	  appropriation	  in	  nearly	  
all	  circumstances,	  I	  remember	  pulling	  out	  my	  trump	  card:	  “But,	  Chris,	  what	  about	  your	  
hair?	  You	  have	  a	  mohawk.	  Under	  your	  definition	  wouldn’t	  that	  also	  count	  as	  cultural	  
appropriation	  and	  be	  unacceptable?”	  At	  first	  I	  thought	  my	  point	  had	  gotten	  across	  –	  that	  
not	  every	  example	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  mixing	  is	  necessarily	  a	  negative	  especially	  when	  done	  
in	  the	  light	  of	  positive	  adaptation.	  The	  next	  week,	  however,	  Chris	  had	  shaved	  off	  his	  
mohawk	  and	  renounced	  it	  soundly	  as	  an	  inappropriate	  form	  of	  cultural	  appropriation.	  	  
	  
I	  was	  as	  unconvinced	  by	  their	  arguments	  as	  they	  were	  by	  mine,	  but	  I	  quickly	  found	  myself	  
in	  an	  interesting	  place	  in	  my	  community;	  on	  the	  right	  side	  of	  the	  political	  spectrum.	  This	  
was	  a	  stark	  contrast	  to	  my	  social	  space	  occupied	  in	  high	  school	  where	  I	  was	  on	  the	  leftist	  
fringe	  (being	  the	  only	  kid	  to	  loudly	  complain	  that	  the	  movie	  Grease	  is	  inherently	  sexist	  
tends	  to	  do	  that).	  I	  think	  that	  occupying	  this	  new	  space,	  more	  than	  anything	  else,	  dampened	  
my	  appetite	  for	  wearing	  my	  opinions	  proudly.	  On	  the	  one	  hand	  there	  is	  the	  simple	  and	  
undeniable	  fact	  of	  opinion-‐policing	  that	  goes	  on	  at	  small	  colleges	  -‐-‐	  and	  the	  self-‐censoring	  
that	  accompanies	  it.	  However,	  above	  and	  beyond	  that,	  finding	  myself	  caught	  in	  the	  crossfire	  
of	  a	  political	  battle	  between	  progressives	  on	  my	  left	  and	  conservatives	  on	  my	  right	  opened	  
my	  eyes	  to	  both	  of	  them.	  	  
	  

                                                
1 “Second Wave” refers to second wave feminism, as opposed to third-wave or fourth wave. The terms 
have been adapted to be used more broadly to define differences between more classic liberals and 
modern progressives. 
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After	  being	  knocked	  off	  the	  top	  of	  the	  left-‐wing	  pile,	  I’ve	  had	  to	  carefully	  re-‐examine	  my	  
moral	  superiority.	  On	  almost	  all	  issues,	  my	  fundamental	  positions	  have	  not	  changed,	  but	  
my	  mind	  has	  been	  opened	  to	  the	  possibility	  that	  I	  might	  simply	  be	  wrong	  –	  I	  really	  don’t	  
think	  I	  am,	  but	  I	  might	  be.	  In	  this	  way	  my	  
politics	  have	  developed	  a	  sort	  of	  meta-‐level	  
quality.	  On	  the	  first	  level	  I	  still	  strongly	  adhere	  
to	  my	  political	  positions	  (climate	  change	  must	  
be	  addressed,	  wealth	  inequality	  is	  out	  of	  
control,	  individual	  freedoms	  under	  the	  law	  
must	  be	  ensured,	  etc.).	  However,	  above	  my	  
own	  politics,	  I	  have	  an	  aerial	  view	  where	  I	  
understand	  that	  my	  positions	  are	  directly	  
related	  to	  my	  own	  sense	  of	  morality	  and	  that	  there	  are	  those	  on	  both	  the	  left	  and	  right	  of	  
me	  that	  hold	  equally	  strong	  positions	  adhering	  to	  their	  own	  unique	  sense	  of	  morality.	  
Simply	  put,	  we	  have	  different	  moral	  matrices,	  and	  I’m	  not	  sure	  that	  my	  morality	  is	  
universally	  right	  enough	  for	  me	  to	  force	  it	  upon	  others.	  	  
	  
The	  literature	  on	  morality	  and	  politics	  shows	  that	  not	  only	  are	  the	  two	  inextricably	  linked,	  
but	  that	  different	  political	  groups	  consistently	  hold	  different	  views	  of	  what	  counts	  as	  
moral.2	  All	  humans	  aren’t	  simply	  moral	  replicas	  of	  one	  another	  whose	  conflicts	  arise	  via	  

misunderstanding	  or	  misinterpretation	  of	  given	  
facts.	  But	  rather,	  there	  are	  measurable	  differences	  
in	  what	  people	  of	  different	  political	  tribes	  view	  as	  
moral	  issues.	  Evolutionary	  psychologist	  Jonathan	  
Haidt	  has	  explored	  this	  extensively	  in	  his	  book	  The	  
Righteous	  Mind.	  His	  book	  is	  a	  descriptive	  analysis	  of	  
morality.	  This	  means	  that	  there	  is	  no	  judgement	  
made	  about	  whether	  or	  not	  the	  topics	  that	  his	  
different	  subjects	  view	  as	  moral	  have	  more	  or	  less	  

inherent	  worth.	  Rather,	  it	  is	  simply	  recording	  and	  codifying	  what	  different	  people,	  both	  in	  
the	  United	  States	  across	  political	  and	  religious	  boundaries,	  but	  also	  across	  the	  world,	  view	  
as	  issues	  within	  the	  moral	  domain.	  	  
	  
The	  end	  result	  is	  the	  Moral	  Foundations	  Theory.	  In	  this	  theory,	  there	  are	  six	  overarching	  
ideas	  that	  are	  considered	  “morals”	  by	  at	  least	  some	  segment	  of	  the	  world	  population.	  They	  
are,	  in	  no	  particular	  order,	  care/harm,	  fairness/cheating,	  loyalty/betrayal,	  
authority/subversion,	  sanctity/degradation,	  and	  finally,	  liberty/oppression.3	  Many	  of	  the	  
major	  differences	  between	  liberals	  and	  conservatives	  can	  be	  traced	  back	  to	  the	  different	  
weight	  each	  group	  places	  on	  the	  different	  foundations.	  Liberals	  heavily	  favor	  three	  of	  them,	  
while	  conservatives	  favor	  them	  all	  roughly	  equally.	  For	  liberals,	  care/harm	  and	  
liberty/oppression	  are	  the	  absolute	  defining	  characteristics,	  with	  fairness/cheating	  
intermingled.	  There	  is	  usually	  very	  little	  thought	  given	  to	  ideas	  of	  loyalty,	  authority,	  or	  

                                                
2 Jonathan Haidt. The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 2012), 178. 
3 Ibid, 178, 210 

“For liberals, care/harm 
and liberty/oppression 
are the absolute defining 
characteristics.” 

“For conservatives, 
loyalty, authority, and 
sanctity are the most 
powerful drivers.” 
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sanctity.	  For	  conservatives,	  those	  three,	  loyalty,	  authority,	  and	  sanctity	  are	  the	  most	  
powerful	  drivers,	  with	  fairness,	  care,	  and	  oppression	  close	  behind.	  	  
	  
More	  important	  than	  the	  mere	  existence	  of	  difference,	  however,	  is	  that	  moral	  divergence	  
seems	  to	  have	  innate	  qualities	  –	  it	  is	  not	  merely	  one’s	  upbringing	  or	  circumstance	  that	  
defines	  their	  morality.	  According	  to	  a	  growing	  body	  of	  research,	  contrary	  to	  the	  long-‐held	  
belief	  by	  many	  that	  voters	  either	  operate	  in	  their	  self-‐interest,	  or	  simply	  regurgitate	  what	  
their	  parents	  or	  the	  TV	  have	  told	  them,	  there	  may	  be	  a	  
genetic	  component	  to	  moral	  matrices	  and	  political	  
leanings.4	  The	  major	  evidence	  for	  this	  has	  come	  from	  
studying	  the	  differences	  between	  identical	  twins	  and	  
fraternal	  twins.5	  As	  reported	  by	  Pew	  Research,	  the	  
results	  suggest	  that	  upwards	  of	  50%	  of	  political	  
ideology	  can	  be	  explained	  by	  genetic	  factors	  –	  not	  self	  
interest	  or	  inculcation.6	  This	  does	  not	  mean	  that	  one’s	  
genes	  automatically	  determine	  their	  politics	  and	  
morality,	  but	  it	  appears	  to	  have	  a	  pre-‐disposition	  effect.	  What	  this	  means	  is	  that	  not	  only	  
are	  there	  real	  measurable	  differences	  between	  liberals	  and	  conservatives,	  but	  those	  
differences	  aren’t	  simply	  the	  result	  of	  some	  mal-‐formed	  upbringing;	  they	  are	  real.	  	  
	  
Again,	  this	  makes	  no	  claims	  about	  the	  worthiness	  of	  each	  segment	  of	  morality	  versus	  the	  
others,	  it	  is	  merely	  a	  description	  of	  what	  exists	  in	  the	  world.	  As	  some,	  including	  the	  New	  
York	  Times	  contributor	  who	  reviewed	  Jonathan	  Haidt’s	  book,	  points	  out:	  while	  our	  
morality	  may	  have	  genetic	  or	  evolutionary	  underpinnings,	  “like	  our	  taste	  for	  sugar,	  [it]	  
could	  turn	  out	  to	  be	  a	  dangerous	  relic.”7	  But	  in	  the	  end,	  choosing	  one	  politics	  over	  the	  other	  
is	  fundamentally	  choosing	  one	  type	  of	  morality	  over	  another.	  This	  also	  means	  promoting	  
your	  morality	  to	  the	  negation	  of	  any	  other	  which	  has	  its	  own	  difficulties.	  
	  
One	  way	  to	  think	  about	  this	  is	  in	  terms	  of	  religion.	  Once	  one	  accepts	  that	  much	  of	  politics	  is	  
in	  the	  moral	  sphere,	  the	  parallels	  between	  religious	  practice	  and	  political	  practice	  become	  
clear	  –	  and	  the	  challenges	  of	  politics	  become	  greater.	  The	  meta-‐level	  understanding	  of	  my	  
politics	  comes	  from	  a	  similar	  construction	  of	  my	  faith.	  I	  grew	  up	  a	  practicing	  Quaker,	  and	  
identify	  heavily	  with	  the	  core	  moral	  tenets	  of	  Quakerism	  –	  Simplicity,	  Peace,	  Integrity,	  
Community,	  Equality,	  and	  Stewardship.	  However,	  I	  also	  believe	  (as	  many	  people	  do)	  that	  it	  
is	  unconscionable	  for	  one	  religion	  to	  dictate	  to	  another	  religion	  or	  group	  of	  religious	  
practitioners	  how	  to	  live	  or	  practice	  their	  faith.	  I	  don’t	  think	  anyone	  (including	  myself)	  has	  
the	  authority	  to	  dictate	  to	  another	  whether	  or	  not	  they	  should	  be	  religious	  and	  what	  
religion	  they	  should	  practice.	  Because	  of	  this,	  and	  the	  understanding	  that	  both	  religion	  and	  
                                                
4 “Study on Twins Suggests Our Political Beliefs May Be Hard-Wired.” Pew Research Center, Washington 
D.C. (December 9, 2013). https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/12/09/study-on-twins-suggests-
our-political-beliefs-may-be-hard-wired/.  
5 Ibid 
6 Ibid 
7 William Saletan. “‘The Righteous Mind,’ by Jonathan Haidt.” The New York Times, March 23, 2012, sec. 
Sunday Book Review. https://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/books/review/the-righteous-mind-by-
jonathan-haidt.html. 
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politics	  (and	  their	  conflicts)	  are	  grounded	  in	  differences	  in	  morality,	  how	  can	  I	  
unselfconsciously	  advocate	  for	  my	  own	  political	  goals?	  In	  other	  words,	  if	  both	  religion	  and	  
politics	  are	  moral	  domains,	  how	  can	  I	  maintain	  that	  people	  should	  be	  able	  to	  practice	  their	  
chosen	  religion	  free	  of	  hindrance,	  yet	  simultaneously	  advocate	  the	  triumph	  of	  my	  politics	  
over	  theirs?	  	  
	  
There	  are	  obvious	  differences	  between	  the	  two	  –	  namely	  that	  someone	  practicing	  a	  religion	  
privately	  does	  not	  have	  an	  effect	  on	  my	  life	  whereas	  the	  construction	  of	  our	  government	  
does.	  However,	  I	  do	  not	  think	  that	  completely	  exonerates	  us	  of	  the	  duty	  to	  engage	  with	  this	  
challenge.	  It	  is	  important	  to	  engage	  in	  politics	  in	  a	  way	  that	  respects	  fundamental	  
differences.	  But,	  to	  do	  so,	  a	  foundational	  principle	  is	  required.	  For	  me,	  the	  founding	  
principle	  of	  my	  politics	  when	  I	  try	  to	  incorporate	  the	  meta-‐level	  into	  my	  life	  is	  to	  create	  a	  
society	  that	  allows	  as	  many	  people	  as	  possible	  to	  live	  lives	  of	  meaning.	  I	  view	  this	  as	  more	  
important	  than	  everything	  else.	  	  
	  
A	  “life	  of	  meaning”	  is	  inherently	  vague	  and	  it	  is	  also	  very	  individually	  constructed,	  but	  that	  
is	  the	  point.	  If	  we	  accept	  that	  individuals	  have	  unique	  moralities,	  what	  gives	  meaning	  to	  
their	  lives	  becomes	  an	  individual	  endeavor.	  Prominent	  psychologist	  and	  holocaust	  
survivor,	  Viktor	  Frankl,	  devoted	  his	  life’s	  work	  to	  studying	  the	  meaning	  we	  give	  our	  lives.	  
In	  his	  part-‐memoir,	  part-‐psychology	  text,	  Man’s	  Search	  for	  Meaning,	  he	  explains	  his	  field	  of	  
psychology,	  logotherpay,	  which	  endeavors	  to	  help	  people	  find	  the	  meaning	  or	  purpose	  in	  
their	  lives.8	  Importantly,	  no	  one	  is	  able	  to	  replicate	  the	  meaning	  of	  someone	  else’s	  life	  –	  
there	  is	  no	  one-‐size-‐fits-‐all	  approach.	  In	  this	  way,	  Frankl’s	  logotherapy	  incorporates	  an	  
innate	  understanding	  of	  human	  nature;	  human	  beings	  and	  their	  morality	  differ	  on	  a	  case-‐
by-‐case	  basis,	  therefore	  the	  meaning	  they	  derive	  from	  their	  lives	  is	  also	  a	  unique	  endeavor.	  	  
	  
Logotherapy	  gives	  us	  insight	  into	  an	  issue	  oftentimes	  disregarded	  in	  politics.	  Politicians	  
and	  public	  policy	  often	  aims	  at	  tackling	  definable	  ills	  –	  this	  policy	  increases	  literacy,	  that	  
policy	  creates	  jobs.	  What	  politics	  often	  neglects,	  and	  understandably,	  is	  the	  devilishly	  tricky	  
notion	  that	  what	  is	  most	  important	  to	  a	  lot	  of	  people	  is	  meaning.	  It	  is	  not	  wealth,	  not	  
security,	  not	  anything	  else.	  	  
	  
Of	  course,	  “meaning”	  can	  take	  many	  different	  forms;	  for	  some	  this	  might	  simply	  be	  the	  
creation	  of	  a	  family.	  For	  others	  it	  is	  their	  intellectual	  pursuits	  –	  the	  search	  for	  knowledge;	  
or	  perhaps,	  it	  might	  be	  helping	  people.	  For	  some,	  it	  might	  be	  the	  creative	  arts,	  and	  then	  
again	  for	  others,	  meaning	  may	  come	  from	  the	  job	  (however	  menial)	  that	  they	  do.	  Applied	  to	  
politics,	  this	  means	  that	  it	  is	  important	  to	  understand	  that	  political	  change	  does	  not	  happen	  
in	  a	  vacuum.	  Certain	  changes	  to	  our	  society	  may	  have	  impacts	  far	  beyond	  their	  initial	  
intention;	  they	  might	  undercut	  the	  foundation	  that	  someone	  has	  built	  the	  meaning	  of	  their	  
life	  upon.	  For	  instance,	  while	  many	  acknowledge	  that	  the	  climate	  is	  changing	  and	  fossil	  fuel	  
emissions	  are	  largely	  to	  blame,	  when	  a	  politician	  goes	  to	  West	  Virginia	  and	  declares	  that	  
the	  mines	  will	  be	  closing,	  not	  only	  is	  there	  a	  financial	  impact	  upon	  miners,	  there	  is	  also	  an	  

                                                
8 Viktor E. Frankl. Man’s Search for Meaning (2006 Ed. Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2006), 99.  
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existential	  impact.	  Those	  who	  lose	  their	  jobs	  may	  be	  losing	  everything	  that	  they	  know	  –	  
everything	  they	  have	  devoted	  their	  lives	  to.	  	  	  
	  
This	  is	  not	  to	  say	  that	  one	  should	  avoid	  political	  engagement	  entirely,	  but	  rather,	  one	  must	  
engage	  in	  politics	  with	  a	  new	  ethos.	  At	  the	  very	  least,	  there	  must	  be	  a	  rigorous	  attempt	  to	  
understand	  when	  one’s	  political	  action	  has	  an	  impact	  upon	  someone	  else’s	  meaning,	  or	  
when	  someone	  is	  acting	  on	  behalf	  of	  what	  they	  see	  as	  their	  meaning.	  It	  isn’t	  always	  clear	  
when	  this	  is	  the	  case,	  nor	  is	  it	  always	  the	  case	  that	  they	  are	  attached.	  However,	  lack	  of	  
immediate	  clarity	  on	  the	  subject	  does	  not	  mean	  that	  there	  isn't	  significance.	  One	  cannot	  
operate	  under	  the	  assumption	  of	  perfect	  knowledge.	  One	  has	  to	  do	  their	  due	  diligence.	  To	  
do	  this,	  it	  is	  imperative	  to	  understand	  what	  different	  folks	  find	  meaningful	  –	  it	  is	  important	  
to	  understand	  the	  desires	  and	  morals	  that	  drive	  their	  politics.	  	  
	  
Unfortunately,	  our	  current	  political	  system	  is	  not	  designed	  with	  understanding	  in	  mind.	  
The	  cable	  news	  panels	  don’t	  engage	  in	  thoughtful	  deliberation	  on	  topics	  of	  the	  day	  
attempting	  to	  seek	  clarity	  from	  opposing	  positions.	  They	  bring	  on	  partisans	  to	  trade	  blows	  
and	  see	  who	  comes	  out	  on	  top.	  Social	  media	  in	  most	  instances	  drives	  users	  into	  partisan	  
corners	  instead	  of	  fostering	  mutual	  understanding.	  And	  our	  politicians	  are	  out	  to	  get	  votes,	  
not	  play	  kumbaya	  with	  opponents	  that	  their	  bases	  view	  as	  the	  enemy.	  Almost	  nowhere	  is	  
there	  a	  conscious	  effort	  to	  bridge	  any	  of	  these	  divides	  and	  arrive	  at	  a	  place	  of	  
understanding	  each	  other's	  fundamental	  desires,	  morals,	  and	  how	  they	  translate	  into	  
politics.	  
	  
For	  me,	  the	  solution	  to	  this,	  as	  I	  believe	  you	  have	  already	  surmised,	  is	  a	  genuine	  effort	  at	  
civil	  discourse.	  In	  a	  similar	  way	  to	  how	  experiencing	  the	  destructive	  effects	  of	  uncivil	  
discourse	  at	  Hampshire’s	  all-‐community	  meeting	  gave	  me	  inspiration	  to	  avoid	  the	  negative	  
side,	  this	  philosophical	  construction	  I	  have	  just	  outlined	  has	  been	  the	  counter-‐point	  –	  the	  
positive	  argument	  that	  has	  played	  inside	  my	  head	  for	  the	  necessity	  of	  engaging	  with	  others	  
in	  an	  attempt	  to	  understand	  their	  positions.	  I	  cannot	  imagine	  another	  way	  to	  arrive	  at	  a	  
point	  of	  real	  understanding	  of	  my	  fellow	  citizens.	  It	  seems	  almost	  too	  simple	  to	  expand	  
upon	  further,	  but	  if	  I	  want	  a	  politics	  that	  works	  best	  for	  everyone,	  and	  that	  means	  
understanding	  what	  is	  important	  to	  everyone,	  engaging	  in	  a	  way	  designed	  for	  
understanding	  seems	  like	  the	  only	  path	  forward.	  In	  some	  ways,	  it	  is	  as	  simple	  as	  I	  make	  it	  
sound.	  However,	  given	  that	  the	  political	  sphere	  is	  nearly	  bereft	  of	  such	  discourse,	  what	  
seems	  simple	  in	  principle	  quickly	  becomes	  more	  complicated.	  	  
	  
Understanding	  these	  complications	  will	  occupy	  a	  good	  deal	  of	  space	  on	  the	  pages	  ahead,	  
and	  while	  the	  arguments	  I	  have	  already	  outlined	  have	  been	  sufficient	  for	  my	  own	  
engagement	  in	  civil	  discourse,	  they	  are	  slightly	  different	  from	  a	  true	  academic	  construction.	  
As	  such,	  the	  rest	  of	  this	  paper	  will	  be	  broken	  into	  two	  major	  parts.	  The	  first	  will	  be	  an	  
academic	  argument	  for	  civil	  discourse.	  It	  will	  look	  at	  the	  history	  of	  civil	  discourse	  and	  the	  
realities	  of	  our	  current	  situation.	  Key	  components	  will	  include	  defining	  “civil	  discourse,”	  
the	  relationship	  between	  political	  polarization	  and	  civil	  discourse,	  the	  impacts	  of	  uncivil	  
discourse	  on	  citizens	  and	  our	  democracy,	  and	  what	  we	  can	  do	  about	  it.	  The	  second	  section,	  
while	  only	  half	  of	  this	  written	  project,	  has	  been	  an	  outsized	  portion	  of	  my	  work	  this	  year.	  It	  
will	  recount	  my	  experience	  engaging	  in	  numerous	  –	  and	  organizing	  one	  –	  live	  civil	  
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discourse	  events.	  This	  real-‐life	  engagement	  in	  civil	  discourse	  has	  been	  done	  in	  partnership	  
with	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House,	  an	  organization	  whose	  mission	  is	  to	  foster	  live	  events	  that	  
bring	  folks	  together	  from	  across	  the	  political	  spectrum	  to	  discuss	  their	  differences.	  I	  have	  
attended	  their	  events	  across	  the	  State	  of	  Maine	  in	  the	  last	  year,	  and	  partnered	  with	  them	  to	  
organize	  one	  event	  in	  Lewiston,	  Maine.	  Apart	  from	  simply	  the	  event,	  I	  have	  also	  attempted	  
to	  assess	  its	  impact	  on	  attendees.	  The	  following	  two	  sections,	  “An	  Argument	  for	  Civil	  
Discourse,”	  and	  “Civil	  Discourse	  In	  Real	  Life,”	  are	  enormously	  connected	  in	  their	  content,	  
but	  are	  written	  as	  mostly	  stand-‐alone	  pieces.	  
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II. An Argument for Civil Discourse  
 
Introduction 
	  
May	  22nd,	  1856,	  Republican	  Senator	  Charles	  Sumner	  from	  Massachusetts	  is	  beaten	  into	  
unconsciousness	  on	  the	  floor	  of	  the	  U.S.	  Senate	  Chamber.	  The	  perpetrator	  of	  the	  attack,	  
Preston	  Brooks,	  a	  Representative	  from	  South	  Carolina,	  took	  offense	  to	  the	  content	  of	  one	  of	  
Sumner’s	  anti-‐slavery	  speeches.	  In	  the	  speech,	  Sumner	  slanders	  a	  relative	  of	  Brooks’,	  and	  
consequently,	  Brooks	  vows	  to	  take	  revenge.	  After	  consulting	  with	  his	  fellow	  South	  Carolina	  
Representatives,	  Brooks	  determines	  that	  challenging	  Sumner	  to	  a	  duel	  was	  out	  of	  the	  
question;	  duels	  being	  for	  gentlemen.	  As	  such,	  Brooks	  decides	  honor	  dictates	  that	  he	  beat	  
Sumner	  with	  a	  cane.	  Brooks	  and	  two	  of	  his	  colleagues	  march	  across	  the	  capitol	  building	  and	  
into	  the	  Senate	  Chamber.	  His	  two	  accomplices	  hold	  pistols	  to	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  Senate	  while	  
Brooks	  begins	  the	  beating.	  After	  being	  knocked	  to	  the	  ground,	  Sumner	  becomes	  trapped	  
under	  his	  desk.	  In	  an	  attempt	  to	  escape,	  Sumner	  rips	  the	  bolted	  desk	  from	  the	  ground	  as	  he	  
stood.	  Brooks	  follows,	  continually	  hitting	  Sumner	  over	  the	  head	  with	  his	  gold-‐headed	  cane.	  
At	  one	  point,	  his	  cane	  snaps	  in	  two,	  and	  Brooks	  simply	  discards	  the	  lower	  half	  and	  
continues	  his	  assault.	  Finally,	  Sumner	  succumbs	  to	  the	  blows	  and	  is	  left	  lying	  in	  a	  bloody,	  
unconscious	  heap.	  As	  he	  lies	  with	  his	  blood	  pooling	  in	  the	  deep	  red	  carpet	  of	  the	  Senate	  
floor,	  Brooks	  is	  restrained	  and	  then	  calmly	  leaves	  the	  chamber.	  	  
	  
This	  fundamentally	  disturbing	  incident	  may	  have	  been	  the	  low	  point	  for	  civility	  in	  public	  
discourse	  in	  America.	  However,	  the	  caning	  of	  Charles	  Sumner	  is	  just	  one	  example	  of	  a	  long	  
list	  of	  shockingly	  uncivil	  events	  in	  our	  nation’s	  history.	  For	  some	  this	  may	  be	  relieving.	  
Perhaps	  the	  incivility	  we	  are	  experiencing	  today	  is	  just	  par	  for	  the	  course	  for	  the	  totality	  of	  
American	  history.	  While	  I	  would	  like	  to	  share	  that	  optimism,	  it	  is	  also	  important	  to	  note	  
that	  the	  tensions	  that	  lead	  Charles	  Sumner	  to	  be	  beaten	  into	  a	  coma	  on	  the	  floor	  of	  the	  
Senate	  were	  the	  very	  same	  tensions	  that	  ripped	  the	  country	  apart	  and	  cost	  the	  lives	  of	  over	  
600,000	  Americans	  in	  the	  Civil	  War.	  	  
	  
To	  say	  we’re	  better	  off	  today	  is	  a	  small	  assurance.	  And	  while	  incivility	  today	  may	  not	  have	  
reached	  the	  peaks	  it	  has	  once	  held,	  it	  appears	  to	  be	  on	  the	  rise	  –	  bubbling	  to	  a	  point	  unseen	  
in	  generations.	  As	  anyone	  who	  can	  recall	  the	  days	  of	  Walter	  Cronkite	  might	  wistfully	  
remember;	  it	  wasn’t	  always	  like	  this.	  Today,	  a	  full	  93%	  of	  Americans	  believe	  we	  have	  a	  
civility	  problem,	  and	  it	  isn’t	  hard	  to	  see	  why.9	  One	  only	  has	  to	  turn	  on	  the	  TV	  for	  a	  matter	  of	  
moments	  (CNN,	  Fox	  News,	  MSNBC	  –	  take	  your	  pick)	  for	  the	  sinking	  feeling	  that	  civil	  
discourse	  is	  dead	  in	  America	  to	  creep	  in.	  If	  the	  commentators	  aren’t	  directly	  quoting	  from	  
President	  Trump	  and	  his	  never-‐before-‐seen	  abrasive	  style,	  the	  panels	  that	  occupy	  these	  
shows	  are	  in	  a	  constant	  state	  of	  repetitive	  arguing,	  interrupting,	  and	  yelling.	  We	  are	  also	  
continually	  barraged	  with	  negative	  campaign	  ads	  attempting	  to	  paint	  the	  other	  party	  in	  

                                                
9 “93 Percent of Americans Agree the U.S. Has a Civility Problem, Yet 92 Percent of Employed 
Americans Report Their Workplace Is Civil.” Weber Shandwick, June 13, 2018. 
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/93-percent-of-americans-agree-the-us-has-a-civility-problem-
yet-92-percent-of-employed-americans-report-their-workplace-is-civil-300665621.html. 
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worst	  possible	  light.	  Our	  President	  has	  a	  gift	  in	  political	  name-‐calling	  –	  remember	  “Lyin’	  
Ted,”	  “Little	  Marco,”	  or	  “Crooked	  Hillary”?	  Beyond	  that,	  social	  media	  is	  a	  breeding	  ground	  
for	  hostility	  and	  incivility.	  	  
	  
Importantly,	  our	  incivility	  is	  not	  burgeoning	  in	  a	  vacuum.	  It	  is	  largely	  the	  result	  of	  a	  slow	  
march	  towards	  political	  polarization	  driven	  by	  many	  of	  the	  same	  factors	  just	  mentioned:	  
electoral	  politics,	  cable	  news,	  and	  social	  media.	  And	  while	  we	  aren’t	  yet	  at	  the	  point	  of	  a	  
civil	  war,	  the	  incivility	  we	  are	  experiencing	  is	  fundamentally	  unhealthy	  for	  democracy.	  It	  is	  
undermining	  our	  ability	  to	  engage	  in	  deliberative	  democracy.	  It	  is	  also	  creating	  fissures	  in	  
our	  toleration	  for	  political	  opponents;	  a	  key	  component	  of	  any	  democratic	  system.	  There	  
are	  some	  bright	  spots	  on	  the	  horizon	  –	  people	  and	  organizations	  working	  against	  the	  tide	  –	  
but	  they	  are	  fighting	  an	  enormously	  difficult	  battle	  against	  unhealthy	  trends,	  and	  at	  many	  
times,	  human	  psychology.	  
 
 
Incivility and Civil Discourse in America 
	  
Before	  diving	  into	  the	  complex	  relationships	  between	  political	  polarization,	  civil	  discourse,	  
and	  incivility,	  it	  is	  important	  that	  we	  have	  a	  clear	  understanding	  of	  what	  “incivility”	  and	  
“civil	  discourse”	  really	  mean.	  	  
	  
When	  I	  first	  began	  this	  project	  –	  exploring	  the	  literature	  on	  civil	  discourse	  –	  I	  kept	  finding	  
myself	  twisted	  into	  circles	  trying	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  what	  I	  was	  reading.	  Nothing	  was	  overly	  
complex	  per	  se,	  but	  it	  didn’t	  want	  to	  fit	  together.	  One	  author’s	  take	  on	  civil	  discourse	  would	  
almost	  be	  inapplicable	  to	  the	  next.	  It	  doesn’t	  help	  that	  much	  of	  this	  literature	  has	  been	  
written	  by	  bloggers	  and	  opinion	  writers	  with	  an	  axe	  to	  grind,	  but	  a	  problem	  had	  presented	  
itself.	  I	  eventually	  realized	  that	  there	  are	  actually	  two	  very	  distinct	  contexts	  in	  which	  “civil	  
discourse”	  is	  referred	  to.	  On	  the	  one	  hand	  there	  is	  interpersonal	  civil	  discourse	  –	  actual	  
discussion	  between	  two	  or	  more	  parties.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  there	  is	  the	  amalgamous	  term,	  
“civility,”	  or,	  more	  often	  referred	  to	  in	  the	  negative,	  as	  “incivility.”	  Understanding	  the	  
differences	  and	  relationships	  between	  these	  terms	  means	  you’ll	  never	  have	  to	  sit	  
scratching	  your	  head	  as	  I	  did.	  	  
	  
The	  simplest	  way	  to	  define	  civility	  is	  to	  liken	  it	  to	  politeness.	  Being	  civil	  means	  staying	  
within	  the	  bounds	  of	  socially	  accepted	  behaviour.	  Almost	  all	  daily	  interactions	  we	  have	  
(unless	  you	  are	  a	  particularly	  rude	  person)	  can	  be	  classified	  as	  civil.	  Since	  we	  live	  our	  lives	  
trying	  to	  be	  civil,	  it	  turns	  out	  to	  be	  pretty	  mundane	  topic	  –	  consequently,	  we	  typically	  only	  
bring	  it	  up	  in	  reference	  to	  the	  converse	  of	  civility;	  incivility.	  If	  “civility”	  is	  politeness,	  then	  
“incivility”	  is	  rudeness.	  If	  “politeness”	  or	  “rudeness”	  as	  definitions	  are	  too	  vague	  for	  you	  
(they	  should	  be),	  luckily,	  there	  have	  been	  attempts	  by	  previous	  researchers	  (specifically	  
those	  with	  the	  National	  Institute	  for	  Civil	  Discourse)	  to	  operationalize	  what	  constitutes	  
incivility	  in	  public	  discourse.	  Their	  research	  defined	  23	  traits	  and	  determined	  that	  their	  
participants	  “exhibited	  substantial	  consensus”	  on	  the	  relatively	  incivility	  of	  those	  traits.10	  
                                                
10 Robin Stryker, Bethany Anne Conway, and J. Taylor Danielson. “What Is Political Incivility?” 
Communication Monographs, (July 4, 2016): 1–23. 
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This	  work	  has	  gone	  a	  long	  way	  to	  define	  more	  clearly	  the	  “norms”	  that	  are	  referred	  to	  in	  
“socially	  acceptable	  behavior.”	  In	  general,	  however,	  incivility	  can	  take	  many	  forms;	  from	  
mere	  interrupting	  to	  physical	  harm.	  While	  there	  are	  many	  contexts	  in	  which	  incivility	  can	  
occur,	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  this	  paper	  I	  am	  interested	  in	  political	  incivility,	  or	  civility	  in	  public	  
discourse.	  	  
	  
Civil	  discourse,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  is	  not	  mere	  civility.	  While	  civility	  is	  a	  prerequisite	  to	  
achieve	  civil	  discourse,	  there	  is	  much	  more	  to	  it.	  In	  my	  search	  for	  a	  definition,	  I’ve	  turned	  to	  
my	  ever-‐faithful	  companion,	  Google.	  According	  to	  Definitions.net,	  “civil	  discourse”	  is	  
“engagement	  in	  discourse	  intended	  to	  enhance	  understanding.”11	  If	  we	  ignore	  the	  use	  of	  
“discourse”	  in	  the	  definition	  of	  “discourse,”	  I	  actually	  think	  this	  definition	  works	  
exceedingly	  well.	  Civil	  discourse	  is	  about	  real	  interaction	  between	  two	  or	  more	  parties.	  
Note,	  it	  is	  not	  simply	  two	  people	  being	  civil	  to	  one	  another	  –	  if	  that’s	  all	  that	  was	  required	  

we	  could	  just	  talk	  about	  the	  weather.	  
Instead,	  civil	  discourse	  is	  about	  actively	  
engaging	  our	  differences	  –	  in	  a	  respectful	  
and	  civil	  way.	  Civil	  discourse	  is	  about	  telling	  
one’s	  own	  truth	  in	  a	  manner	  that	  allows	  
others	  to	  speak	  their	  truth	  as	  well.	  Most	  
importantly,	  it	  means	  listening	  to	  what	  
others	  are	  saying	  to	  enhance	  your	  
understanding	  of	  why	  they	  hold	  the	  
positions	  that	  they	  do.	  	  

	  
To	  sum	  up,	  while	  often	  conflated,	  political	  civility	  and	  civil	  discourse	  are	  not	  the	  same.	  The	  
National	  Institute	  for	  Civil	  Discourse	  offers	  a	  primary	  example	  of	  the	  difficulty	  in	  these	  
definitions.	  While	  their	  name	  evokes	  civil	  discourse,	  in	  fact,	  many	  of	  their	  efforts	  are	  aimed	  
at	  civility	  in	  public	  discourse.	  Civility	  in	  public	  discourse	  is	  a	  very	  different	  beast	  than	  real	  
civil	  discourse.	  Civility	  in	  public	  discourse	  is	  merely	  engaging	  with	  politics	  in	  a	  polite	  way,	  
not	  necessarily	  actively	  engaging	  with	  those	  of	  different	  opinions.	  While	  they	  are	  different,	  
civil	  discourse	  does	  in	  fact	  require	  civility	  in	  public	  discourse	  to	  survive.	  Without	  civility,	  
any	  attempt	  at	  discourse	  devolves	  into	  argument.	  Not	  only	  does	  civil	  discourse	  require	  
civility	  in	  the	  moment	  to	  achieve	  its	  ends,	  it	  also	  requires	  a	  broader	  societal	  context	  of	  
civility	  to	  flourish.	  	  
	  
If	  incivility	  is	  rampant	  in	  a	  culture,	  it	  can	  poison	  what	  opportunities	  for	  civil	  discourse	  that	  
might	  exist	  and	  turn	  them	  uncivil	  and	  unproductive.	  In	  this	  way,	  any	  exploration	  of	  civil	  
discourse	  requires	  an	  equally	  close	  examination	  of	  political	  incivility.	  Studying	  civil	  
discourse	  in	  America	  without	  understanding	  the	  drivers	  behind	  incivility	  would	  strip	  away	  
the	  essential	  context	  and	  render	  any	  such	  study	  useless.	  	  
	  
Studying	  the	  societal	  context	  of	  incivility	  is	  especially	  important	  now	  because	  we	  are	  at	  a	  
point	  of	  particularly	  heightened	  political	  incivility.	  This	  incivility	  may	  not	  have	  reached	  the	  
                                                
11 “What Does Civil Discourse Mean?” Accessed April 26, 2019. 
https://www.definitions.net/definition/civil+discourse. 
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telling one’s own truth in a 
manner that allows others 
to speak their truth as well.” 
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boiling	  point	  it	  did	  in	  1856,	  but	  its	  lack	  of	  novelty	  does	  not	  render	  it	  benign.	  Before	  
analyzing	  the	  drivers	  and	  effects	  of	  incivility,	  it	  is	  worth	  trying	  to	  empirically	  establish	  if	  
the	  increase	  in	  incivility	  has	  actually	  occurred.	  While	  most	  observers	  agree	  on	  face	  value	  
that	  it	  has,	  diving	  into	  the	  data	  provides	  a	  better	  foundation	  for	  that	  claim.	  There	  are	  no	  
perfect	  longitudinal	  studies	  we	  can	  use	  to	  look	  at	  civility	  over	  time,	  but	  there	  are	  some	  
similarly-‐oriented	  studies	  that	  offer	  interesting	  insights.	  	  
	  
In	  2002,	  Public	  Agenda	  (in	  concert	  with	  Pew	  Research)	  conducted	  an	  extensive	  report	  on	  
civility	  and	  rudeness	  in	  America.12	  At	  the	  time,	  79%	  of	  respondents	  were	  cited	  believing	  
that	  lack	  of	  respect	  and	  courtesy	  was	  a	  serious	  problem	  in	  America.	  However,	  in	  their	  59-‐
page	  study,	  rudeness	  in	  politics	  was	  almost	  unaddressed.	  While	  politics	  was	  paid	  mere	  lip	  
service,	  other	  areas	  stuck	  out	  as	  major	  contributors	  to	  that	  overwhelming	  number.	  It	  was	  
found	  that	  68%	  of	  Americans	  experienced	  rudeness	  in	  the	  workplace	  either	  “sometimes”	  
(38%)	  or	  “often”	  (30%).	  	  
	  
With	  that	  study	  as	  our	  baseline,	  let’s	  turn	  to	  the	  present.	  While	  a	  perfect	  companion	  study	  
does	  not	  exist,	  the	  2018	  version	  of	  the	  “Civility	  in	  America”	  survey	  (a	  project	  initiated	  in	  
2010)	  provides	  some	  interesting	  comparative	  insights.	  Up	  from	  the	  2002	  baseline	  of	  79%,	  
now,	  94%	  of	  Americans	  identify	  civility	  as	  either	  a	  minor	  (25%)	  or	  major	  (69%)	  problem	  
facing	  our	  country.13	  Even	  more	  interesting,	  92%	  of	  Americans	  identified	  their	  workplace	  
as	  either	  somewhat	  (44%)	  or	  very	  (48%)	  civil,	  and	  only	  29%	  of	  Americans	  report	  
experiencing	  any	  incivility	  at	  a	  past	  or	  present	  job.	  Let’s	  compare	  that	  29%	  back	  to	  the	  
2002	  finding	  that	  68%	  of	  Americans	  reported	  experiencing	  rudeness	  in	  the	  workplace.	  
What	  this	  seems	  to	  indicate	  that	  even	  as	  more	  Americans	  have	  become	  concerned	  about	  
civility	  overall	  (94%	  versus	  79%),	  one	  of	  the	  common	  historical	  drivers	  of	  that	  concern,	  the	  
workplace,	  is	  in	  fact	  becoming	  more	  civil.	  	  
	  
This	  leaves	  us	  wondering	  where	  the	  rise	  in	  incivility	  has	  come	  from.	  For	  some	  answers,	  it	  is	  
worth	  returning	  to	  the	  Civility	  in	  America	  survey.	  In	  the	  2017	  edition,	  75%	  of	  respondents	  
placed	  the	  blame	  at	  the	  foot	  of	  politicians	  for	  the	  erosion	  of	  civility.	  Furthermore,	  social	  
media	  (69%)	  as	  well	  as	  traditional	  media	  (59%)	  were	  identified.14	  What	  this	  seems	  to	  
show	  is	  that	  in	  the	  last	  few	  decades,	  not	  only	  have	  concerns	  about	  civility	  in	  America	  
increased	  overall,	  their	  increase	  has	  been	  directly	  tied	  to	  aspects	  that	  have	  enormous	  
relevance	  in	  the	  political	  realm.	  This	  is	  where	  political	  polarization	  comes	  into	  play.	  Rising	  
incivility	  and	  increasing	  political	  polarization	  are	  inextricably	  linked.	  Increased	  
polarization	  has	  created	  a	  new	  set	  of	  political	  and	  media	  realities	  that,	  combined	  with	  our	  
innate	  human	  psychology,	  have	  proven	  a	  breeding	  ground	  for	  incivility.	  	  

                                                
12 Steve Farkas, Jean Johnson, Anne Duffett, Kathleen Collins, and Public Agenda Foundation. 
Aggravating Circumstances: A Status Report on Rudeness in America. (New York, N.Y.: Public Agenda, 
2002). 
13  “Civility in America 2018: Civility at Work and in Our Public Squares.” Weber Shandwick, Powell Tate, 
KRC Research, 2018.  
https://www.webershandwick.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Civility-in-America-VII-FINAL.pdf. 
14 “Civility in America VII: The State of Civility.” Weber Shandwick, Powell Tate, KRC Research, 2016. 
https://www.webershandwick.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Civility_in_America_the_State_of_Civility-
1.pdf. 
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Untangling	  the	  connections	  between	  partisan	  polarization	  and	  political	  incivility	  is	  a	  
challenging	  task,	  but	  one	  of	  the	  most	  common	  threads	  is	  that	  the	  two	  of	  them	  feed	  off	  of	  
eachother.	  Like	  two	  bike	  pedals,	  they	  simultaneously	  drive,	  and	  are	  driven,	  by	  each	  other's	  
action.	  As	  polarization	  increases,	  it	  provides	  fuel	  for	  the	  fires	  of	  incivility,	  and	  as	  incivility	  
increases	  between	  the	  parties,	  it	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  further	  polarize.	  Furthermore,	  some	  of	  
the	  structural	  factors	  (politicians,	  media,	  and	  social	  media)	  that	  survey	  respondents	  
identified	  above	  as	  drivers	  of	  incivility	  have	  also	  played	  an	  enormous	  role	  in	  increased	  
polarization.15	  	  
	  
Behind	  both	  rising	  incivility	  and	  polarization	  there	  is	  also	  a	  pernicious	  facet	  of	  human	  
psychology;	  outgroup	  bias.	  All	  of	  these	  factors	  –	  outgroup	  bias,	  electoral	  politics,	  media,	  
and	  social	  media	  –	  provide	  the	  context	  for	  rising	  incivility	  in	  American	  politics,	  and	  also	  
illuminate	  its	  complex	  relationship	  to	  political	  polarization.	  To	  understand	  our	  culture	  of	  
incivility,	  and	  its	  impacts	  on	  civil	  discourse,	  a	  thorough	  examination	  of	  political	  
polarization	  is	  necessitated.	  
 
 
Political Polarization in America  
	  
Understanding	  the	  burgeoning	  incivility	  in	  America	  requires	  taking	  a	  close	  look	  at	  the	  
partisan	  political	  divide.	  Democrats	  and	  Republicans	  are	  consistently	  at	  one	  another’s	  
throats,	  and	  while	  some	  have	  argued	  that	  the	  mass	  of	  America	  isn’t	  polarized	  –	  only	  the	  
elites	  –	  that	  argument	  has	  consistently	  wilted	  in	  the	  face	  of	  new	  evidence.16	  	  
	  
The	  main	  reason	  behind	  this	  rising	  polarization	  is	  that	  the	  political	  parties	  we	  have	  today	  
do	  not	  resemble	  their	  ancestors.	  A	  half	  a	  century	  ago,	  there	  was	  major	  overlap	  between	  the	  
Democratic	  and	  Republican	  parties.	  They	  both	  had	  conservative	  and	  liberal	  members,	  and	  
it	  was	  much	  less	  clear	  what	  the	  defining	  characteristics	  of	  the	  parties	  were.	  At	  the	  time	  this	  
was	  considered	  how	  two-‐party	  democracies	  were	  designed	  to	  function.	  	  
	  
In	  a	  1960s	  political	  science	  textbook,	  Clinton	  Rossiter	  spelled	  it	  out	  nicely:	  “[T]here	  is	  and	  
can	  be	  no	  real	  difference	  between	  the	  Democrats	  and	  the	  Republicans,	  because	  the	  
unwritten	  laws	  of	  American	  politics	  demand	  that	  the	  parties	  overlap	  substantially	  in	  
principle,	  policy,	  character,	  appeal,	  and	  purpose—or	  cease	  to	  be	  parties	  with	  any	  hope	  of	  
winning	  a	  national	  election.”17	  As	  pointed	  out	  by	  Morris	  Fiorina,	  the	  electoral	  defeats	  of	  

                                                
15 “Does Incivility Hurt Democracy? Here’s What Political Science Can Tell Us. - The Washington Post.” 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/06/27/does-incivility-hurt-democracy-
heres-what-political-science-can-tell-us/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.c1cf5a6eee47. 
16 “Political Polarization.” Pew Research Center, Washington, D.C. 
https://www.pewresearch.org/topics/political-polarization/. 
17 Clinton Rossiter, Parties and Politics in America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1960), 108. 
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Barry	  Goldwater,	  the	  unabashed	  conservative	  in	  1964,	  and	  George	  McGovern,	  the	  liberal	  in	  
1972,	  shows	  that	  this	  conventional	  wisdom	  about	  political	  parties	  seemed	  to	  hold	  true.18	  
Nailing	  down	  the	  particulars	  behind	  the	  growing	  polarization	  of	  the	  two	  parties	  has	  proven	  
quite	  tricky,	  but	  in	  general,	  there	  are	  two	  overarching	  theories.	  On	  one	  side	  there	  is	  the	  
argument	  that	  biology	  and	  environment	  (upbringing,	  experiences,	  etc.)	  jointly	  form	  
morality,	  morality	  informs	  ideology,	  and	  ideology	  informs	  partisanship.	  The	  story	  goes	  that	  
up	  until	  recently	  there	  were	  a	  variety	  of	  factors	  limiting	  ideology	  and	  partisanship	  from	  
syncing	  up,	  but	  now	  those	  barriers	  have	  been	  overcome,	  and	  the	  two	  are	  joining	  in	  lock-‐
step.	  	  
	  
What	  we	  now	  have	  (a	  departure	  from	  the	  past)	  are	  ideologically	  conservative	  Republicans	  
and	  liberal	  Democrats	  This	  ideological	  divide	  explains	  the	  political	  divide	  we	  are	  
experiencing	  –	  the	  two	  parties	  are	  aiming	  for	  opposite	  policy	  goals	  and	  the	  conflict	  is	  
showing.	  This	  theory	  rests	  on	  similar	  foundations	  as	  the	  work	  of	  Jonathan	  Haidt	  and	  his	  
evidence	  that	  partisans	  hold	  distinctly	  different	  ideas	  of	  what	  should	  be	  included	  in	  the	  
moral	  sphere.	  In	  many	  cases,	  this	  argument	  seems	  to	  make	  sense.	  Because	  liberals	  hold	  
care/harm	  as	  more	  important	  than	  conservatives,	  it	  makes	  sense	  why	  Democrats	  are	  
stronger	  supporters	  of	  social	  programs.	  However,	  once	  one	  dives	  into	  the	  research	  on	  
partisanship	  and	  policy	  preferences,	  it	  becomes	  clear	  that	  there	  is	  more	  at	  play.	  It	  appears	  
evident	  that	  moral	  and	  ideological	  political	  polarization	  forms	  one	  side	  of	  the	  coin,	  but	  that	  
social	  identity-‐based	  politics	  also	  plays	  a	  large	  role.	  Taken	  together,	  these	  two	  theories	  go	  a	  
long	  way	  to	  explaining	  both	  in	  polarization	  and	  declining	  civility.	  	  

 
Social Identity Politics 
	  
In	  Lilliana	  Mason’s	  2018	  book,	  Uncivil	  Agreement,	  she	  performs	  an	  extensive	  analysis	  of	  
partisan	  identification,	  ideological	  identification,	  and	  policy	  preferences.	  While	  it	  is	  true	  
that	  Democrats	  and	  Republicans	  have	  diverged	  on	  a	  liberal-‐conservative	  axis	  in	  terms	  of	  
policy	  preferences	  in	  the	  last	  four	  decades,	  it	  is	  not	  the	  most	  significant	  change.19	  More	  
significant	  than	  policy	  preferences,	  by	  almost	  twice	  as	  much,	  is	  the	  increase	  in	  the	  social	  
identity	  of	  ideological-‐partisanship.20	  In	  this	  context,	  Mason	  has	  redefined	  ideology	  (and	  
partisanship)	  as	  a	  social	  identity	  akin	  to	  race,	  religion,	  etc.21	  In	  other	  words,	  Democrats	  and	  
Republicans	  in	  America	  are	  far	  more	  likely	  to	  strongly	  socially	  identify	  with	  “liberal”	  or	  
“conservative”	  than	  they	  are	  to	  actually	  hold	  strong	  liberal	  or	  conservative	  policy	  positions.	  
Partisanship	  has	  become	  a	  foil	  for	  identity	  and	  not	  simply	  and	  outlet	  for	  ideology.	  Someone	  
isn’t	  simply	  a	  liberal	  because	  they	  believe	  in	  liberal	  policies	  and	  candidates,	  they	  are	  a	  
liberal	  because	  they	  socially	  identify	  as	  one.	  The	  fact	  that	  partisans	  in	  America	  are	  
increasingly	  likely	  to	  strongly	  socially	  identify	  with	  their	  party	  of	  choice	  holds	  huge	  
implications	  for	  declining	  civility	  and	  civil	  discourse.	  

                                                
18 Morris P. Fiorina, “The Political Parties Have Sorted.” Hoover Institution, 2016. 
https://www.hoover.org/sites/default/files/research/docs/fiorina_3_finalfile.pdf. 
19 Lilliana Mason. Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became Our Identity. (Chicago, Illinois: University of 
Chicago Press, 2018), 29. 
20 Ibid, 29 
21 Ibid, 28-29 
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To	  understand	  the	  impact	  of	  social	  identity	  politics	  on	  civility,	  the	  psychological	  processes	  
of	  in-‐group	  and	  outgroup	  bias	  play	  a	  enormous	  role.	  Turning	  back	  to	  Lilliana	  Mason’s	  work,	  
she	  uses	  group	  bias	  as	  the	  foundation	  of	  a	  new	  understanding	  of	  American	  political	  parties.	  
Her	  main	  thesis	  is	  that	  the	  aligning	  of	  multiple	  group	  identities	  and	  compounding	  of	  these	  
group	  biases	  does	  a	  much	  better	  job	  explaining	  the	  conflict	  in	  American	  politics	  than	  
previous	  models.	  In	  this	  case,	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  “partisanship”	  is	  more	  than	  a	  mere	  
convenience,	  it	  is	  a	  group	  identity.	  While	  the	  psychological	  understanding	  of	  group	  bias	  has	  
been	  derived	  from	  numerous	  experiments,	  the	  “minimal	  group	  paradigm”	  experiments	  are	  
some	  of	  the	  most	  enlightening.	  	  	  

	  
Group Bias  
 
In	  the	  1960s,	  Henri	  Tajfel	  designed	  an	  experiment	  where	  participants	  would	  be	  grouped	  
using	  the	  absolute	  minimal	  criteria	  –	  essentially	  meaningless	  groupings.22	  He	  conducted	  
two	  studies,	  in	  one,	  he	  showed	  participants	  abstract	  paintings	  and	  asked	  them	  to	  rate	  their	  
preferences	  for	  each.	  They	  were	  then	  told	  that	  
they	  were	  in	  a	  group	  that	  preferred	  paintings	  by	  
a	  particular	  artist,	  and	  grouped	  with	  others	  of	  a	  
similar	  preference.	  In	  reality,	  the	  groupings	  
were	  completely	  randomized	  and	  their	  
preferences	  had	  no	  impact	  on	  the	  group	  
placement.	  In	  the	  other	  experiment,	  participants	  
were	  shown	  a	  screen	  with	  a	  bunch	  of	  dots	  on	  it	  
and	  were	  asked	  to	  guess	  the	  number	  of	  dots.	  
Afterwards,	  participants	  were	  informed	  whether	  they	  were	  “over	  estimators”	  or	  “under	  
estimators,”	  and	  were	  grouped	  accordingly.	  Again,	  the	  groupings	  were	  in	  fact	  randomized.	  	  
	  
After	  participants	  were	  informed	  of	  their	  group	  label,	  they	  were	  asked	  to	  allocate	  money	  to	  
other	  participants,	  knowing	  only	  the	  group	  identification	  of	  the	  recipients	  and	  having	  never	  
seen	  their	  faces.	  In	  the	  allocation	  of	  money,	  they	  were	  given	  two	  options:	  1)	  everyone	  
receives	  the	  same	  maximum	  amount	  of	  money,	  and	  2)	  members	  of	  their	  “ingroup”	  receive	  
less	  than	  the	  maximum,	  but	  “outgroup”	  members	  receive	  even	  less	  than	  that.	  Under	  these	  
design	  parameters,	  Tajfel	  expected	  there	  to	  be	  no	  bias	  demonstrated.	  There	  were	  no	  value	  
differences,	  no	  scarcity	  of	  resources,	  and	  no	  tangible	  reason	  to	  prefer	  their	  ingroups.	  
However,	  even	  in	  this	  most	  basic	  definition	  of	  a	  group,	  they	  found	  evidence	  of	  ingroup	  bias.	  
Participants	  were	  willing	  to	  sacrifice	  the	  good	  of	  all	  the	  participants	  for	  their	  nearly-‐
meaningless	  group	  attachment.	  	  
	  
In	  1973,	  Tajfel	  repeated	  the	  experiment	  and	  explicitly	  told	  participants	  they	  were	  
randomly	  assigned	  to	  their	  group,	  and	  yet	  the	  bias	  still	  occurred.	  These	  experiments	  
demonstrate	  that	  any	  form	  of	  group	  attachment,	  even	  just	  a	  label,	  can	  predispose	  people	  to	  
help	  those	  who	  are	  similarly	  labeled.	  Beyond	  that,	  even	  when	  offered	  the	  chance	  to	  benefit	  

                                                
22 Ibid, 10-11 
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group ‘winning’ rather 
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everyone	  the	  most,	  there	  is	  a	  predisposition	  to	  prefer	  one’s	  own	  group	  “winning”	  rather	  
than	  the	  greater	  good.23	  
	  	  
While	  Tajfel	  clearly	  demonstrated	  that	  humans	  create	  group	  biases	  in	  even	  the	  most	  
meaningless	  groups,	  in	  his	  design	  paradigm	  the	  consequences	  of	  these	  biases	  were	  
intentionally	  minimal.	  However,	  in	  the	  context	  of	  competition,	  such	  as	  an	  election	  where	  
the	  defeat	  of	  one’s	  group	  has	  impacts,	  this	  bias	  escalates	  quickly.	  The	  field	  of	  realistic	  group	  
conflict	  theory	  works	  in	  the	  intersection	  between	  outgroup	  bias	  and	  situations	  of	  zero-‐sum	  
or	  limited	  resource	  conflicts.24	  In	  cases	  where	  groups	  are	  identified	  and	  a	  win/lose	  
competition	  is	  present,	  mild	  biases	  become	  far	  more	  pronounced	  –	  and	  ugly.	  	  
	  
Realistic Group Conflict Theory 
 
In	  the	  summer	  of	  1954,	  the	  first	  experiment,	  known	  as	  the	  “Robbers	  Cave	  Experiment,”	  
demonstrating	  outgroup	  bias	  and	  realistic	  group	  conflict	  was	  conducted.	  Social	  
psychologist	  Muzafer	  Sherif	  recruited	  two	  nearly	  identical	  groups	  of	  white,	  middle-‐
American,	  12-‐year-‐old	  boys	  for,	  as	  it	  was	  told	  to	  them,	  summer	  camps.	  For	  the	  first	  week,	  
the	  two	  groups	  did	  not	  know	  of	  each	  other’s	  existence.	  After	  that	  initial	  bonding	  period,	  the	  
experiment	  designers	  started	  to	  orchestrate	  specific	  scenarios	  in	  which	  the	  groups	  would	  
come	  into	  contact.	  	  
	  
Many	  of	  these	  scenarios	  were	  sports	  activities	  (baseball,	  tug-‐of-‐war)	  where	  the	  winners	  
were	  awarded	  with	  prizes.	  At	  first,	  the	  animosity	  between	  the	  groups	  took	  on	  the	  form	  of	  
name-‐calling,	  but	  as	  the	  competition	  increased	  in	  a	  tit-‐for-‐tat	  manner,	  it	  developed	  far	  
further.	  In	  the	  end,	  one	  group	  burned	  the	  other’s	  flag,	  in	  retaliation,	  the	  other	  group	  
ransacked	  the	  the	  flag-‐burner’s	  cabin,	  vandalized	  it	  and	  stole	  private	  property.	  Eventually,	  
the	  experiment	  was	  called	  off	  before	  it	  escalated	  too	  far.	  	  
	  
The	  insight	  into	  the	  applicability	  of	  group	  bias	  in	  American	  politics	  becomes	  far	  more	  
pronounced	  once	  the	  whole	  picture	  comes	  into	  view.	  Partisan	  identity	  is	  no	  longer	  the	  only	  
factor	  fanning	  the	  flames	  of	  group	  bias	  in	  American	  politics.	  As	  a	  result	  of	  the	  re-‐aligning	  of	  
the	  parties,	  multiple	  group	  identities	  are	  compounding	  on	  top	  of	  one	  another.	  For	  example,	  
say	  there	  are	  two	  white,	  middle	  class,	  protestant	  Americans	  from	  a	  rural	  area	  in	  my	  home	  
state	  of	  Maine.	  If	  one	  is	  a	  Republican	  and	  one	  is	  a	  Democrat,	  our	  innate	  psychology	  creates	  
a	  base-‐level	  group	  bias	  just	  based	  on	  that	  partisanship.	  However,	  because	  of	  all	  the	  
common	  identities	  (or	  cross-‐cutting	  cleavages	  to	  use	  the	  academic	  term)	  between	  the	  two	  
people,	  the	  partisan	  group-‐bias	  may	  not	  be	  overwhelming.	  However,	  imagine	  we	  take	  a	  
white,	  evangelical,	  conservative,	  Republican	  man	  from	  the	  rural	  south	  and	  a	  secular,	  black,	  
liberal,	  Democratic	  woman	  from	  New	  York	  City,	  the	  number	  of	  common	  identities	  falls	  
away.	  In	  a	  case	  like	  this,	  there	  are	  at	  least	  five	  identities	  that	  the	  two	  do	  not	  have	  in	  
common.	  Instead	  of	  a	  small	  outgroup	  bias	  (as	  we	  can	  imagine	  in	  the	  first	  scenario)	  the	  bias	  

                                                
23 Ibid, 11 
24 “Robbers Cave Experiment / Realistic Conflict Theory | Simply Psychology.” Accessed April 26, 2019. 
https://www.simplypsychology.org/robbers-cave.html. 
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becomes	  compounded	  in	  the	  second.25	  The	  less	  identities	  we	  have	  in	  common,	  the	  larger	  
the	  outgroup	  bias	  becomes.	  This	  is	  important	  because	  my	  second	  hypothetical	  scenario	  has	  
largely	  become	  the	  reality	  in	  American	  politics.	  Identities,	  ideology,	  and	  parties	  have	  
largely	  overlapped,	  taking	  what	  used	  to	  be	  many	  social	  identities	  and	  largely	  condensing	  
them	  into	  two	  –	  Democrats	  and	  Republicans.	  	  
	  
The	  overlap	  between	  identity	  and	  partisanship	  was	  evident	  in	  the	  2016	  election.	  In	  them,	  
black	  voters	  preferred	  the	  Democratic	  candidate,	  Hillary	  Clinton,	  by	  a	  89%	  to	  8%	  margin.26	  
This	  racial	  gap	  also	  existed	  for	  hispanic	  voters	  (66%	  vs	  28%)	  and	  asian	  voters	  (64%	  vs	  
27%).	  On	  the	  flipside,	  white	  voters	  opted	  for	  the	  Republican	  Party	  (57%	  to	  37%).	  Among	  
white	  men,	  62%	  voted	  for	  Trump	  as	  opposed	  to	  32%	  for	  Clinton.27	  Even	  more	  telling,	  
among	  non-‐college	  educated	  white	  men,	  64%	  voted	  for	  the	  Republican	  candidate.	  Even	  a	  
cursory	  glance	  at	  these	  numbers	  indicates	  that	  there	  are	  serious	  convergences	  between	  
party	  identities	  and	  voting	  patterns.	  For	  a	  small	  comparison,	  in	  the	  1996	  election,	  the	  white	  
vote	  was	  only	  two	  percentage	  points	  apart:	  44%	  for	  Clinton	  and	  46%	  for	  Dole.	  In	  almost	  
every	  category	  of	  identity,	  a	  fissure	  has	  appeared	  in	  voting	  patterns,	  where	  one	  party	  has	  
become	  preferred	  by	  those	  of	  similar	  identities.	  	  
	  
The	  exact	  moment	  where	  the	  ideal	  of	  “big-‐tent”	  parties	  gave	  way	  to	  the	  politics	  of	  
ideological	  and	  social	  identity	  divide	  is	  not	  exactly	  clear,	  but	  there	  is	  general	  agreement	  
that	  it	  occurred	  between	  the	  late	  1970s	  and	  the	  1990s.	  What	  is	  clear,	  is	  that	  by	  at	  least	  the	  
mid-‐term	  election	  of	  1994,	  almost	  all	  remnants	  of	  the	  old	  system	  were	  gone.	  The	  
Republican	  Revolution	  of	  the	  1994	  midterms	  driven	  by	  the	  strict	  no-‐compromise	  
conservative	  politics	  of	  Republican	  leaders	  such	  as	  Newt	  Gingrich	  has	  served	  as	  the	  
paradigm	  for	  the	  current	  electoral	  system.28	  The	  Democratic	  Party	  is	  for	  liberals,	  liberal-‐
arts-‐educated	  whites	  and	  racial	  minorities,	  and	  the	  Republican	  Party	  is	  for	  conservatives,	  
evangelicals,	  and	  working-‐class	  whites.	  	  
	  
The	  amount	  of	  movement	  that	  occurred	  between	  the	  parties	  is	  most	  vividly	  illustrated	  by	  
the	  demise	  of	  Southern	  Democrats.	  In	  1960,	  the	  Democratic	  party	  was	  composed	  of	  liberal	  
Northerners	  and	  conservative	  Southerners,	  while	  liberals	  in	  the	  South	  were	  Republicans.	  
At	  that	  time,	  Democrats,	  conservative	  Democrats,	  held	  100%	  of	  the	  governships,	  senate	  
seats,	  and	  state	  legislative	  bodies	  in	  the	  South.29	  Since	  then,	  conservatives	  and	  liberals	  have	  
sorted	  themselves	  into	  homogenous	  parties.	  Today,	  there	  is	  not	  a	  single	  well-‐known	  
                                                
25 Lilliana Mason. Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became Our Identity. (Chicago, Illinois: University of 
Chicago Press, 2018), 61. 
26 “How Groups Voted in 2016 | Roper Center for Public Opinion Research.” Accessed April 26, 2019. 
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/how-groups-voted-2016. 
27 “An Examination of the 2016 Electorate, Based on Validated Voters.” Pew Research Center, 
Washington, D.C. (August 9, 2018). https://www.people-press.org/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-
2016-electorate-based-on-validated-voters/. 
28 Lesley Kennedy. “The 1994 Midterms: When Newt Gingrich Helped Republicans Win Big.” HISTORY. 
Accessed April 26, 2019. https://www.history.com/news/midterm-elections-1994-republican-revolution-
gingrich-contract-with-america. 
29 “The End of the Southern Democrats.” The New York Times, December 4, 2014, sec. The Upshot. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/05/upshot/demise-of-the-southern-democrat-is-now-nearly-
compete.html 
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conservative	  Democrat	  left,	  and	  Doug	  Jones’	  Alabama	  Senate	  victory	  is	  the	  lone	  Democratic	  
achievement	  in	  this	  new	  era	  for	  southern	  politics.	  The	  Republican	  party	  has	  come	  to	  
dominate,	  pulling	  the	  exact	  same	  voters	  (white,	  male,	  conservative)	  that	  the	  Democratic	  
Party	  used	  to	  rely	  upon	  from	  the	  southern	  states.	  	  
	  
While	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  the	  parties	  have	  become	  more	  homogeneous,	  nailing	  down	  the	  exact	  
catalyst	  behind	  this	  change	  is	  less	  clear.	  Some	  authors	  have	  identified	  racial	  and	  civil	  rights	  
issues	  as	  the	  original	  spark,	  while	  others	  argue	  that	  there	  was	  an	  entire	  “host	  of	  issues”	  that	  
coincided	  with	  one	  another,	  such	  as	  abortion	  via	  the	  Roe	  v	  Wade	  decision	  and	  the	  Vietnam	  
War.30	  What	  is	  clear,	  however,	  is	  that	  once	  the	  homogenizing	  began,	  many	  more	  factors	  
came	  into	  play	  which	  had	  a	  snowballing	  effect	  resulting	  in	  the	  political	  system	  we	  have	  
today.	  	  
	  
	  

The Relationship Between Incivility and Polarization 
	  
Notably,	  as	  polarization	  has	  increased,	  so,	  too,	  has	  political	  incivility.	  This	  is	  not	  a	  
coincidence.	  Polarization	  and	  incivility	  oftentimes	  act	  in	  concert	  with	  one	  another.	  If	  we	  
recall	  the	  findings	  on	  group	  bias,	  it	  is	  easy	  to	  see	  why.	  While	  politics	  isn’t	  entirely	  made	  up	  
of	  12-‐year-‐old	  summer-‐campers,	  the	  same	  broad	  principles	  of	  realistic	  group	  conflict	  
theory	  apply.	  Politics	  is	  an	  inherently	  competitive	  arena	  with	  winners	  and	  losers	  –	  we	  only	  
have	  one	  president	  after	  all.	  As	  the	  parties	  have	  grown	  farther	  apart,	  and	  group	  identities	  
have	  compounded,	  the	  stakes	  for	  winning	  and	  losing	  have	  increased.	  In	  this	  context,	  the	  
conflict	  between	  Republicans	  and	  Democrats	  can	  easily	  be	  seen	  through	  the	  lens	  of	  realistic	  
group	  conflict	  theory.	  And,	  unfortunately,	  the	  natural	  consequence	  of	  this	  is	  rising	  conflict	  
and	  thus	  greater	  incivility.	  	  
	  
Incivility	  and	  polarization	  also	  have	  an	  unfortunate	  and	  symbiotic	  relationship.	  
Polarization	  can	  increase	  incivility	  while	  incivility	  can	  simultaneously	  increase	  
polarization.	  This	  cyclical	  nature	  is	  key	  to	  the	  complete	  picture	  of	  incivility	  and	  
polarization.	  While	  wide-‐scale	  research	  has	  not	  been	  completed	  to	  understand	  the	  full	  
impacts,	  a	  number	  of	  smaller	  focused	  studies	  offer	  windows	  of	  understanding.	  In	  a	  study	  of	  
online	  conversations,	  in	  which	  participants	  were	  subject	  to	  material	  that	  derogated	  their	  
party,	  partisans’	  in-‐group	  bias	  markedly	  increased	  after	  exposure	  to	  uncivil	  partisan	  
criticism.31	  In	  a	  similar	  vein,	  when	  partisans	  are	  subjected	  to	  incivility	  from	  media	  outlets	  
or	  commentators	  of	  a	  different	  political	  slant,	  it	  has	  been	  shown	  that	  they	  cling	  more	  tightly	  
to	  their	  original	  partisan	  identity.32	  There	  is	  some	  interesting	  evidence	  indicating	  that	  

                                                
30 Alan I. Abramowitz, and Kyle L. Saunders. “Ideological Realignment in the U.S. Electorate.” The 
Journal of Politics 60, no. 3 (1998): 634–52. https://doi.org/10.2307/2647642. 
31 Elizabeth Suhay, Emily Bello-Pardo, and Brianna Maurer. “The Polarizing Effects of Online Partisan 
Criticism: Evidence from Two Experiments.” The International Journal of Press/Politics 23, no. 1 (2018): 
95–115. 
32 James N. Druckman., S. R. Gubitz, Matthew S. Levendusky, and Ashley M. Lloyd. “How Incivility on 
Partisan Media (De)Polarizes the Electorate.” The Journal of Politics 81, no. 1 (January 2019): 291–95. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/699912. 
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when	  partisans	  are	  exposed	  to	  interactions	  they	  deem	  uncivil	  originating	  from	  their	  own	  
party,	  it	  can	  have	  a	  slight	  de-‐polarizing	  effect.33	  However,	  this	  depolarization	  is	  not	  often	  
out-‐weighed	  by	  the	  polarization	  that	  occurs	  when	  experiencing	  incivility	  from	  other-‐party	  
sources.	  In	  this	  way,	  polarization	  and	  incivility	  work	  hand-‐in-‐hand,	  furthering	  each	  other.	  
Furthermore,	  all	  of	  the	  arenas	  identified	  as	  incivility	  drivers	  by	  the	  Civility	  in	  America	  
survey	  mentioned	  earlier	  (politicians,	  media,	  social	  media),	  also	  played	  key	  roles	  in	  rising	  
polarization.	  Diving	  into	  each	  of	  these	  areas	  –	  politicians	  (electoral	  politics),	  media,	  and	  
social	  media	  –	  paints	  a	  much	  fuller	  picture	  of	  both	  rising	  polarization	  and	  incivility.	  	  
	  
Political Realities and Polarization 
 
Under	  the	  framework	  of	  more	  ideologically	  pure	  parties,	  some	  of	  the	  most	  successful	  
electoral	  strategies	  have	  had	  the	  inherent	  consequence	  of	  further	  dividing	  the	  country	  into	  
distinct	  camps	  –	  and	  increasing	  incivility	  in	  political	  discourse.	  It	  has	  been	  shown	  that	  
greater	  levels	  of	  partisan	  polarization	  (to	  a	  certain	  point)	  can	  drive	  turnout	  in	  elections.3435	  
When	  voters	  feel	  that	  there	  is	  more	  on	  the	  line	  for	  a	  given	  election	  –	  e.g.	  the	  fulfillment	  of	  
their	  desired	  policies	  or	  avoiding	  someone	  who	  clearly	  holds	  opposing	  views	  from	  
becoming	  elected	  –	  they	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  vote.	  This	  means	  that	  in	  our	  current	  climate,	  it	  is	  
advantageous	  to	  clearly	  define	  one’s	  partisan	  bona	  fides.	  	  
	  
Many	  see	  this	  clear-‐ideology	  and	  identity	  playbook	  as	  the	  script	  that	  Newt	  Gingrich	  and	  the	  
Republican	  party	  used	  to	  great	  success	  in	  1994.	  Before	  the	  election,	  Gingrich	  and	  Dick	  
Armey	  published	  the	  “Contract	  with	  America,”	  a	  contract	  of	  principles	  the	  Republicans	  
would	  uphold	  if	  elected,	  and	  had	  all	  Republicans	  running	  for	  Congress	  sign	  on	  to	  it.	  This	  
gave	  voters	  a	  clear	  choice	  not	  only	  in	  party,	  but	  in	  ideology.	  	  
	  
As	  this	  homogenization	  has	  occurred,	  the	  structural	  reality	  of	  American	  politics	  –	  namely	  
party	  primaries	  –	  has	  caused	  it	  to	  snowball.	  For	  instance,	  in	  the	  Republican	  party,	  as	  it	  has	  
become	  seen	  as	  the	  conservative,	  Christian,	  white	  party,	  more	  and	  more	  voters	  of	  those	  
identities	  have	  registered	  as	  Republicans.	  As	  this	  has	  occurred	  (and	  more	  liberals,	  
moderates,	  and	  racial	  minorities	  left	  the	  party)	  there	  are	  more	  of	  these	  same	  identity	  
voters	  in	  the	  Republican	  Party	  primary.	  Since	  there	  are	  more	  conservative,	  Christian,	  white	  
primary	  voters,	  it	  is	  more	  likely	  that	  a	  conservative,	  Christian,	  white	  candidate	  will	  win	  the	  
party	  nomination.	  When	  the	  Republican	  Party	  nominates	  a	  candidate	  of	  these	  identities,	  
that	  signals	  to	  anyone	  outside	  of	  the	  party	  that	  the	  GOP	  is	  the	  home	  for	  those	  social	  
identifiers.	  This	  in	  turn	  causes	  more	  to	  join	  the	  party.	  At	  that	  point	  the	  cycle	  repeats,	  but	  
with	  an	  even	  more	  homogeneous	  base.	  The	  same	  has	  occurred	  in	  the	  Democratic	  party	  
with	  liberals	  and	  their	  social	  identities.	  	  
	  

                                                
33 Ibid 
34 Allan M. Wilford. “Polarization, Number of Parties, and Voter Turnout: Explaining Turnout in 26 OECD 
Countries.” Social Science Quarterly (Wiley-Blackwell) 98, no. 5 (November 2017): 1391–1405. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.12366. 
35 Erik Bumgardner. “Partisan Polarization and Voter Turnout in U.S. Elections.” PhD diss., Arizona State 
University, 2016. 
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Beyond	  electoral	  politics,	  the	  partisan	  (mainly	  ideological)	  divide	  has	  been	  furthered	  by	  
politicians	  in	  their	  practices	  adopted	  to	  pass	  legislation.	  These	  hard-‐line	  tactics	  that	  the	  
parties	  have	  developed	  to	  gain	  a	  political	  advantage	  largely	  fall	  under	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  
Overton	  window.	  The	  Overton	  window	  is	  the	  idea	  
that	  there	  is	  range	  of	  acceptable	  ideas	  in	  political	  
discourse.36	  Where	  on	  a	  spectrum	  this	  range	  
occurs	  is	  dependent	  upon	  how	  far	  the	  extremes	  
are	  on	  either	  end.37	  In	  other	  words,	  if	  one	  wants	  to	  
achieve	  lower	  taxes,	  it	  might	  be	  in	  one’s	  interest	  to	  
propose	  abolishing	  the	  IRS.	  Abolishing	  the	  IRS	  is	  
never	  likely	  to	  occur,	  but	  even	  suggesting	  it	  moves	  
window	  of	  acceptable	  ideas	  closer	  in	  that	  
direction,	  making	  the	  reduction	  of	  estate	  taxes	  
more	  acceptable,	  for	  instance.	  Conversely,	  those	  wishing	  to	  achieve	  a	  less	  oppressive	  
justice	  system	  may	  advocate	  for	  prison	  abolition	  –	  again,	  not	  likely	  to	  occur,	  but	  it	  moves	  
the	  range	  of	  acceptable	  ideas	  towards	  a	  more	  progressive	  ideal.	  In	  this	  way,	  there	  is	  a	  real	  
political	  advantage	  to	  taking	  extreme	  positions.	  	  
	  
When	  politicians	  engage	  in	  this	  sort	  of	  tug-‐a-‐war	  politics,	  the	  daylight	  between	  the	  parties	  
becomes	  a	  mile	  wide,	  and	  anyone	  with	  ideological	  leanings	  knows	  where	  to	  go.	  	  	  
	  
Political Realities and Incivility 
 
Electoral	  politics	  in	  the	  context	  of	  highly	  polarized	  parties	  has	  also	  had	  a	  profound	  effect	  on	  
rising	  incivility.	  Not	  only	  are	  our	  group	  conflict	  buttons	  pushed	  as	  in	  the	  Robbers’	  Cave	  
Experiment,	  but,	  incivility	  spouted	  by	  politicians	  is	  on	  the	  rise	  because	  it	  works	  as	  a	  
campaign	  tactic.	  	  
	  
As	  an	  anecdotal	  example	  of	  effective	  incivility,	  it	  is	  worth	  looking	  at	  the	  campaign	  rhetoric	  
of	  President	  Trump.	  On	  his	  way	  to	  the	  Presidency	  name-‐calling	  was	  a	  frequent	  occurrence,	  
and	  “Lock	  Her	  up”	  chants	  swept	  through	  nearly	  every	  rally	  he	  held.	  Beyond	  that,	  incivility	  
in	  political	  discourse	  has	  also	  been	  demonstrated	  to	  be	  effective	  in	  the	  lab.	  Political	  
scientists	  Deborah	  Brooks	  and	  John	  Greer	  found	  that	  uncivil	  campaign	  tactics	  actually	  
increased	  voters’	  engagement.	  Exposure	  to	  the	  most	  uncivil	  campaign	  tactics	  had	  modest	  
positive	  impacts	  on	  “political	  interest	  and	  likelihood	  to	  vote”	  in	  their	  study	  participants.38	  
Furthermore,	  Diana	  Mutz,	  in	  her	  book	  In-‐Your-‐Face	  Politics,	  found	  that	  when	  people	  
experience	  incivility,	  they	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  remember	  what	  they’ve	  heard	  and	  pass	  it	  
along	  to	  others.	  In	  a	  similar	  vein,	  Emily	  Sydnor	  found	  that	  uncivil	  tactics	  are	  almost	  three	  
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37 Ibid 
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times	  more	  likely	  to	  garner	  a	  response	  from	  study	  participants.39	  In	  all	  of	  these	  ways,	  
engaging	  in	  incivility	  might	  give	  one	  an	  edge	  in	  an	  election.	  If	  your	  supporters	  are	  more	  
interested,	  likely	  to	  vote,	  and	  pass	  on	  information,	  you	  will	  have	  an	  electoral	  advantage	  
over	  someone	  staying	  away	  from	  uncivil	  rhetoric.	  Disentangling	  how	  much	  of	  politician’s	  
incivility	  is	  a	  calculated	  campaign	  tactic	  versus	  an	  unconscious	  outgroup	  bias	  is	  likely	  
impossible	  and	  depends	  upon	  the	  politician.	  However,	  these	  two	  factors	  together	  go	  a	  long	  
way	  to	  explaining	  the	  rise	  of	  incivility	  in	  politics.	  
	  
Confirmation Bias 
 
Before	  tackling	  any	  more	  of	  the	  numerous	  polarizing	  factors	  (cable	  news,	  social	  media,	  
etc.),	  I	  think	  it	  is	  important	  to	  step	  back	  and	  look	  at	  one	  of	  the	  major	  psychological	  drivers	  
behind	  polarization,	  namely;	  “confirmation	  bias.”	  Confirmation	  bias	  is	  the	  tendency	  for	  
humans	  to	  seek	  out	  and	  overweight	  evidence	  that	  supports	  their	  pre-‐existing	  views,	  while	  
simultaneously	  ignoring	  countering	  
evidence.40	  In	  the	  world	  of	  
psychology	  it	  is	  a	  well-‐known	  (albeit	  
pernicious)	  fact	  of	  life,	  and	  I	  believe	  
one	  experiment	  goes	  a	  long	  way	  to	  
exposing	  its	  immense	  impact.	  As	  
recorded	  by	  Tali	  Sharot	  in	  her	  book,	  
The	  Influential	  Mind,	  three	  scientists,	  
Charles	  Lord,	  Lee	  Ross,	  and	  Mark	  
Lepper	  conducted	  an	  illuminating	  
confirmation	  bias	  study	  on	  
American	  undergraduate	  students.41	  	  
	  
They	  recruited	  48	  students	  who	  either	  strongly	  supported	  or	  strongly	  opposed	  the	  death	  
penalty.	  The	  students	  were	  presented	  with	  two	  scientific	  studies.	  One	  study	  showed	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  the	  death	  penalty,	  and	  another	  the	  ineffectiveness.	  In	  reality,	  Lord,	  Ross,	  
and	  Lepper	  had	  fabricated	  the	  studies,	  but	  the	  students	  were	  unaware	  of	  this.	  After	  reading	  
both	  studies,	  the	  students’	  beliefs	  were	  affected	  –	  however,	  only	  in	  the	  direction	  of	  their	  
original	  bias.	  Those	  who	  supported	  the	  death	  penalty	  originally,	  bought	  into	  the	  fabricated	  
study	  supporting	  its	  effectiveness,	  and	  sought	  to	  undermine	  the	  one	  demonstrating	  its	  
ineffectiveness.	  The	  reciprocal	  was	  true	  of	  those	  against	  the	  death	  penalty.	  	  
	  

                                                
39 “Does Incivility Hurt Democracy? Here’s What Political Science Can Tell Us. - The Washington Post.” 
Accessed April 26, 2019. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/06/27/does-
incivility-hurt-democracy-heres-what-political-science-can-tell-
us/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.c1cf5a6eee47. 
40 Tali Sharot. The Influential Mind: What the Brain Reveals About Our Power to Change Others. (New 
York, New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2017), 22. 
41 Ibid, 15 
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In	  the	  end,	  even	  after	  viewing	  supposedly	  equally	  convincing	  evidence,	  all	  the	  participants	  
left	  the	  study	  more	  firmly	  entrenched	  in	  their	  original	  view.	  In	  the	  words	  of	  Tali	  Sharot,	  
“the	  exercise	  polarized	  everyone	  involved.”42	  	  
	  
Two	  more	  factors	  are	  necessary	  to	  paint	  the	  full	  picture	  of	  how	  impactful	  confirmation	  bias	  
can	  be.	  The	  first	  is	  termed	  the	  “boomerang	  effect.”	  The	  boomerang	  effect	  describes	  cases	  
where	  not	  only	  do	  people	  actively	  ignore	  evidence	  that	  doesn’t	  support	  their	  view,	  but	  
sometimes,	  that	  very	  evidence	  causes	  them	  to	  adhere	  to	  their	  original	  view	  more	  strongly!	  
This	  can	  be	  caused	  by	  countering	  evidence	  forcing	  people	  to	  create	  arguments	  to	  cling	  to	  
their	  original	  position	  with,	  thus	  further	  convincing	  themselves.43	  	  
	  
Now,	  if	  you’re	  like	  me,	  reading	  about	  confirmation	  bias	  is	  a	  fascinating	  topic,	  but	  not	  one	  
that	  I	  truly	  take	  to	  heart.	  As	  with	  most	  people,	  I	  tend	  to	  have	  an	  overinflated	  sense	  of	  my	  
own	  analytical	  ability,	  which	  in	  theory	  would	  give	  me	  an	  edge	  to	  combat	  whatever	  silly	  
biases	  I	  may	  have.	  As	  I’m	  sure	  you’ve	  guessed,	  this	  is	  simply	  not	  true.	  Contrary	  to	  this	  belief	  
of	  mine,	  confirmation	  bias	  can	  actually	  be	  worse	  in	  those	  with	  advanced	  analytical	  
abilities.44	  Apparently,	  analytic	  skills	  aren’t	  often	  used	  in	  the	  search	  for	  real	  truth,	  but	  in	  the	  
construction	  and	  twisting	  of	  facts	  to	  fit	  our	  preconceived	  biases.45	  	  
	  
Television Media and Polarization 
 
Understanding	  confirmation	  bias	  is	  very	  helpful	  in	  furthering	  our	  understanding	  of	  
polarization,	  especially	  in	  media	  environments.	  Earlier	  in	  this	  chapter	  I	  mentioned	  the	  days	  
of	  Walter	  Cronkite.	  While	  I	  admit	  that	  I’m	  too	  young	  to	  remember	  his	  melodious	  tones	  
emanating	  out	  of	  my	  television,	  he	  still	  holds	  an	  enormous	  legacy	  in	  American	  media.	  
Cronkite	  was	  the	  news	  anchor	  for	  CBS	  news	  for	  19	  years.	  His	  tenure	  covered	  the	  1960s	  and	  
70s,	  and	  his	  voice	  is	  forever	  linked	  with	  defining	  national	  moments	  such	  as	  JFK’s	  
assassination,	  the	  moon	  landing,	  Watergate,	  and	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Vietnam	  War.	  His	  calm	  
demeanor,	  thorough	  coverage,	  and	  nearly	  universal	  presence	  in	  that	  era	  garnered	  him	  the	  
top	  spot	  in	  many	  “most	  trusted	  Americans”	  public	  opinion	  polls.	  He	  was	  broadcasting	  in	  an	  

era	  before	  cable	  news	  –	  CNN	  was	  founded	  in	  1980,	  
the	  year	  before	  he	  retired,	  and	  Fox	  News	  and	  
MSNBC	  both	  hit	  the	  airwaves	  in	  1996.	  He	  was	  the	  
voice	  that	  America	  listened	  to;	  Democrat	  or	  
Republican,	  conservative	  or	  liberal,	  Walter	  Cronkite	  
delivered	  the	  news.	  His	  universality	  lent	  weight	  to	  
his	  signature	  line	  that	  he	  signed-‐off	  with	  every	  night	  
–	  “that’s	  the	  way	  it	  is.”	  That	  simple	  line	  offers	  a	  
surprisingly	  symbolic	  window	  into	  how	  media	  has	  
changed	  since	  his	  time.	  	  

	  
                                                
42 Ibid, 16 
43 Ibid, 17 
44 Ibid, 22 
45 Ibid, 22 
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“That’s	  the	  way	  it	  is”	  implies	  that	  the	  news	  that	  was	  just	  reported	  is	  beyond	  contestation;	  
simply,	  it	  is	  the	  truth.	  In	  today’s	  divided	  media	  era,	  someone	  with	  a	  similar	  tag-‐line	  might	  
draw	  the	  types	  of	  skoffs	  or	  accusations	  of	  self-‐aggrandizement	  that	  accompanied	  Fox	  News’	  
“fair	  and	  balanced”	  moniker	  until	  they	  finally	  abandoned	  it	  in	  2017.	  But	  when	  in	  the	  hands	  
of	  Walter	  Cronkite,	  it	  seemed	  to	  fit.	  It	  isn’t	  that	  he	  was	  a	  significantly	  better	  reporter	  than	  
his	  successors,	  but	  that	  the	  nature	  of	  television	  media	  has	  changed	  dramatically.	  No	  longer	  
does	  one	  station	  dominate	  the	  news	  coverage	  and	  provide	  analysis	  that	  everyone	  turns	  to.	  
We	  now	  live	  in	  an	  age	  of	  enormous	  variety	  in	  media	  choices,	  CNN,	  Fox	  News,	  MSNBC,	  NBC,	  
CBS,	  ABC,	  all	  provide	  news	  coverage.	  	  
	  
Furthermore,	  the	  calm,	  seemingly	  neutral	  stance	  of	  Walter	  Cronkite	  no	  longer	  dominates.	  
Many	  of	  these	  channels	  either	  hold	  strong	  biases	  themselves	  with	  their	  hosts,	  or	  pit	  
partisans	  against	  one-‐another	  in	  continual	  mini-‐debates.	  Both	  of	  these	  formats,	  ideological	  
news,	  as	  well	  as	  contesting	  news	  can	  have	  a	  polarizing	  effect.	  	  
	  
The	  beginning	  of	  the	  “contesting”	  news	  era	  might	  be	  able	  to	  be	  traced	  back	  to	  1982	  when	  
CNN	  came	  out	  with	  a	  novel	  TV	  show	  format	  under	  the	  name	  “Crossfire.”	  Crossfire	  was	  a	  
political	  battlefield	  specifically	  designed	  to	  bring	  partisans	  on	  to	  debate	  one	  another	  over	  a	  
new	  issue	  every	  episode.	  In	  some	  ways	  not	  only	  did	  it	  make	  good	  television	  (conflict	  always	  
does	  that)	  but	  it	  seemed	  to	  make	  some	  civic	  sense.	  It’s	  important	  for	  people	  to	  understand	  
all	  sides	  of	  an	  issue,	  and	  what	  better	  way	  to	  do	  that	  than	  have	  Al	  Sharpton	  and	  Jerry	  Falwell	  
argue	  about	  religion,	  or	  Paul	  Begala	  and	  Tucker	  Carlson	  duke	  it	  out	  over	  Social	  Security?	  
However,	  recall	  back	  to	  the	  findings	  on	  confirmation	  bias	  and	  in-‐group	  and	  outgroup	  
biases.	  	  
	  
In	  a	  format	  like	  this,	  where	  two	  sides	  bring	  what	  they	  believe	  to	  be	  convincing	  arguments	  
in	  front	  of	  an	  audience	  (a	  national	  audience)	  we	  learned	  that	  not	  only	  are	  people	  unlikely	  to	  
shift	  in	  their	  original	  bias,	  but	  that	  hearing	  the	  two	  sides	  juxtaposed	  in	  such	  a	  way	  can	  be	  a	  
driver	  of	  polarization.	  Furthermore,	  because	  the	  format	  of	  the	  show	  clearly	  pitted	  well-‐
known	  Democrats	  and	  Republicans	  against	  one	  another,	  the	  idea	  that	  partisans	  would	  see	  
past	  their	  group	  biases	  was	  optimistic	  at	  best.	  Fortunately,	  “America’s	  funniest	  smart	  man,”	  
Jon	  Stewart,	  also	  realized	  this.	  In	  2004	  he	  went	  on	  Crossfire	  with	  a	  mission	  –	  annihilate	  the	  
show’s	  format	  itself.	  Stewart	  accepted	  a	  position	  as	  a	  guest	  on	  the	  show,	  but	  instead	  of	  
debating	  the	  issue	  given,	  he	  took	  issue	  with	  the	  show’s	  format	  and	  used	  the	  platform	  to	  
pillory	  it.	  According	  to	  one	  of	  the	  faces	  of	  Crossfire	  at	  the	  time,	  Paul	  Begala,	  Stewart’s	  
crusade	  was	  effective.46	  Crossfire	  was	  cancelled	  in	  2005,	  had	  a	  momentary	  russitation	  in	  
2013,	  and	  has	  flickered	  out.	  Unfortunately,	  it	  isn’t	  entirely	  clear	  that	  the	  show	  was	  
cancelled	  because	  American	  media	  saw	  the	  polarizing	  impact	  it	  might	  be	  having.	  Rather,	  
almost	  every	  night	  there	  is	  a	  news	  show	  on	  CNN,	  MSNBC,	  and	  Fox	  that	  is	  a	  miniature	  
version	  of	  Crossfire.	  There	  are	  hosts	  (who	  occasionally	  hold	  strong	  beliefs)	  but	  they	  often	  
bring	  on	  guests	  from	  the	  left	  and	  the	  right	  to	  recreate	  the	  sparks	  that	  drive	  viewership	  –	  
and	  polarization.	  	  
	  
                                                
46 “Begala: The Day Jon Stewart Blew up My Show - CNN.” Accessed April 26, 2019. 
https://www.cnn.com/2015/02/12/opinion/begala-stewart-blew-up-crossfire/index.html. 
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On	  the	  flipside	  of	  this	  new	  media	  coin,	  there	  is	  the	  actual	  partisan	  divide	  in	  news	  sources.	  
In	  2014,	  Pew	  devoted	  an	  enormous	  amount	  of	  time	  to	  studying	  the	  polarization	  of	  the	  
American	  electorate.	  Their	  research	  clearly	  showed	  what	  anyone	  in-‐tune	  with	  American	  
politics	  knew	  to	  be	  true,	  liberals	  flock	  to	  the	  New	  York	  Times,	  National	  Public	  Radio,	  
MSNBC,	  and	  CNN,	  while	  conservatives	  receive	  their	  news	  in	  large	  part	  from	  Fox	  News.	  In	  
this	  new	  media	  reality,	  while	  viewers	  (or	  readers	  or	  listeners)	  of	  media	  may	  be	  subject	  to	  
the	  occasional	  dissenting	  view-‐point,	  the	  primary	  lens	  through	  which	  they	  view	  the	  world	  
can	  largely	  be	  labeled	  partisan.	  	  
	  
Television Media and Incivility 
 
Not	  only	  has	  the	  new	  era	  of	  television	  had	  an	  impact	  on	  polarization,	  it	  is	  also	  one	  of	  the	  
major	  drivers	  of	  incivility.	  As	  the	  hosts	  and	  guests	  on	  talk	  shows	  have	  followed	  the	  general	  
societal	  trend	  towards	  polarization,	  so,	  too	  have	  they	  become	  uncivil.	  Mutz	  found	  that	  
partisan	  programming	  was	  far	  more	  likely	  to	  engage	  in	  incivility	  than	  politically	  neutral	  
programs.47	  Above	  the	  talking	  heads	  themselves,	  however,	  are	  the	  structural	  changes	  that	  
have	  occurred	  in	  political	  television	  to	  promote	  uncivil	  programs.	  The	  general	  consensus	  is	  
that	  in	  order	  to	  compete	  in	  an	  increasingly	  saturated	  market,	  programs	  have	  turned	  to	  
incivility	  to	  drive	  viewership.48	  As	  the	  number	  of	  
political	  news	  programs	  has	  increased	  and	  total	  
number	  of	  competing	  channels	  has	  exploded,	  each	  
program	  has	  to	  compete	  for	  airspace.	  One	  way	  to	  do	  
this	  is	  incivility.	  Incivility	  is	  attention	  grabbing,	  and	  in	  
a	  certain	  way,	  entertaining.	  The	  wisdom	  of	  this	  
strategy	  is	  up	  for	  debate,	  but	  it	  has	  combined	  with	  our	  
natural	  outgroup	  biases	  to	  form	  the	  basis	  for	  incivility	  
in	  American	  political	  television.	  

	  
Social Media and Polarization 
 
While	  traditional	  media	  markets	  have	  shifted	  dramatically	  in	  the	  last	  four	  decades,	  an	  
entirely	  new	  phenomenon,	  social	  media,	  has	  had	  an	  even	  more	  profound	  effect	  on	  media	  
consumption,	  and	  subsequently,	  political	  polarization	  and	  incivility.	  At	  first	  glance	  the	  
importance	  of	  social	  media	  may	  not	  be	  apparent	  –	  we	  use	  it	  for	  fun	  and	  to	  connect	  with	  
friends	  (aka	  middle	  school	  acquaintances),	  right?	  The	  thing	  is,	  we	  use	  social	  media	  for	  
much	  more	  than	  that.	  It	  is	  fast	  becoming	  one	  of	  the	  primary	  news	  sources	  Americans	  turn	  
to.	  According	  to	  Pew,	  in	  2017,	  67%	  of	  Americans	  reported	  getting	  news	  from	  social	  
media.49	  That	  number,	  while	  already	  high,	  skyrockets	  to	  78%	  for	  Americans	  under	  50.50	  
Given	  that,	  and	  the	  fact	  that	  our	  President	  regularly	  announces	  policy	  directives	  and	  staff	  
                                                
47 Diana C. Mutz. In-Your-Face Politics: The Consequences of Uncivil Media. (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2015), 122. 
48 Ibid, 181 
49 “News Use Across Social Media Platforms 2017”.Pew Research Center, Washington, D.C. (September 
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50 Ibid 

“In 2017, 67% of 
Americans reported 
getting news from 
social media.” 



Conversing	  Across	  the	  Political	  Divide,	  Joe	  Newlin,	  May,	  2019	   27	  

changes	  via	  twitter,	  it	  seems	  as	  though	  social	  media	  will	  continue	  to	  play	  a	  larger	  and	  larger	  
role	  in	  how	  Americans	  get	  their	  news.	  Cass	  R.	  Sunstein,	  a	  prolific	  legal	  scholar	  and	  former	  
Obama	  administration	  official,	  devoted	  his	  latest	  book,	  #republic,	  to	  the	  study	  of	  “divided	  
democracy	  in	  the	  age	  of	  social	  media.”	  Ostensibly	  the	  foremost	  expert	  on	  the	  effect	  of	  social	  
media	  on	  political	  polarization,	  his	  book	  offers	  deep	  insight	  into	  how	  the	  structure	  of	  social	  
media	  impacts	  polarization.	  
	  
In	  order	  to	  grasp	  the	  effect	  of	  social	  media	  on	  polarization,	  it	  is	  important	  to	  start	  with	  one	  
of	  the	  structural	  foundations	  of	  social	  media	  sites	  themselves;	  algorithms.	  In	  order	  to	  
maintain	  users,	  social	  media	  companies	  build	  behind-‐the-‐scenes	  algorithms	  to	  show	  users	  
content	  that	  they	  believe	  will	  be	  interesting,	  engaging,	  or	  entertaining.51	  The	  details	  of	  the	  
algorithms	  that	  drive	  these	  processes	  differ	  by	  company,	  but	  my	  most	  recent	  social	  media	  
experience	  demonstrates	  how	  it	  works.	  	  
	  
I	  just	  opened	  up	  Facebook	  (shhh	  don’t	  tell	  my	  advisor),	  and	  the	  post	  at	  the	  very	  top	  of	  my	  
Facebook	  News	  Feed	  is	  an	  NBA	  highlight	  video.	  I	  don’t	  actually	  follow	  the	  NBA	  on	  
Facebook,	  but	  above	  the	  video,	  in	  relatively	  small	  font,	  are	  these	  words:	  “Similar	  to	  Posts	  
You've	  Interacted	  With.”	  Apparently,	  Facebook	  has	  been	  tracking	  my	  procrastination	  
activity	  and	  knows	  that	  I	  have	  been	  watching	  a	  rather	  large	  batch	  of	  NBA	  highlights	  this	  
week,	  and	  now	  they’re	  actively	  feeding	  me	  more	  of	  the	  content	  that	  I’m	  likely	  to	  click	  on.	  
The	  economics	  of	  this	  principle	  are	  simple	  for	  the	  companies	  –	  more	  users	  spending	  more	  
time	  on	  their	  sites	  means	  more	  ad	  revenue.	  And	  I	  must	  admit,	  it	  worked.	  Luka	  Doncic’s	  
highlights	  really	  are	  entertaining	  –	  especially	  for	  a	  rookie!	  Basketball	  aside,	  once	  outside	  
the	  realm	  of	  pure	  entertainment,	  and	  into	  the	  realm	  of	  politics,	  the	  consequences	  of	  these	  
formulas	  may	  be	  more	  sinister	  than	  simply	  impacting	  my	  productivity.	  	  
	  
Furthermore,	  the	  behind-‐the-‐scenes	  algorithms	  are	  only	  part	  of	  the	  story.	  Working	  hand-‐
in-‐hand	  with	  them	  are	  also	  the	  conscious	  choices	  I’ve	  made.	  In	  my	  “Facebook	  Likes”	  I’ve	  
curated	  a	  collection	  of	  public	  figures	  such	  as	  Barack	  Obama,	  Senator	  Angus	  King,	  and	  I’m	  
also	  following	  “The	  Daily	  Show.”	  For	  anyone	  who	  knows	  my	  personal	  politics,	  all	  of	  these	  
choices	  make	  perfect	  sense.	  I	  don’t	  follow	  Mitt	  Romney,	  Sarah	  Palin,	  or	  Fox	  News,	  because,	  
well,	  I	  often	  don’t	  support	  them	  and	  they’re	  likely	  to	  post	  things	  that	  are	  either	  
uninteresting	  to	  me,	  or	  mildly	  upsetting	  –	  I	  know,	  I	  know,	  my	  bias	  is	  showing.	  However,	  the	  
way	  Facebook	  works,	  I’m	  only	  going	  to	  be	  shown	  posts	  from	  the	  pages	  I	  follow	  (liberal	  to	  
moderate)	  and	  therefore	  I’m	  only	  going	  to	  click	  on	  liberal	  to	  moderate	  posts,	  thus	  
catalyzing	  the	  algorithms	  that	  will	  attempt	  to	  show	  me	  more	  posts	  I’m	  interested	  in	  –	  
liberal	  and	  moderate	  –	  and	  thus	  repeating	  the	  cycle.	  	  
	  
The	  design	  of	  social	  media,	  both	  in	  algorithms	  and	  structure	  of	  personalization,	  creates	  
what	  are	  called	  “information	  cocoons”	  or	  “echo	  chambers.”	  Because	  of	  the	  choices	  we	  make	  
on	  who	  and	  what	  to	  follow,	  plus	  algorithms	  trying	  to	  provide	  us	  with	  “similar”	  content,	  we	  
are	  surrounded	  by	  information	  that	  conforms	  to	  our	  original	  biases	  with	  increasing	  
frequency.	  It	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  these	  echo	  chambers	  can	  be	  built	  without	  any	  fault	  of	  our	  
                                                
51 Cass R. Sunstein. #republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2017), 3. 
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own.	  It	  makes	  perfect	  sense	  for	  users	  to	  follow	  and	  like	  content	  that	  they…	  well,	  “like.”	  
However,	  to	  demonstrate	  the	  potential	  downside	  of	  echo	  chambers	  and	  the	  effect	  they	  may	  
be	  having	  on	  polarization,	  a	  study	  conducted	  in	  Colorado	  in	  2005	  and	  recounted	  by	  
Sunstein	  in	  his	  book	  offers	  interesting	  	  	  insights.52	  	  
	  
In	  this	  study,	  60	  participants	  were	  split	  into	  10	  groups	  –	  five	  of	  all	  conservative	  members,	  
and	  five	  of	  all	  liberals	  members.	  Prior	  to	  group	  conversation,	  the	  ideological	  position	  of	  
each	  individual	  on	  a	  number	  of	  divisive	  issues	  at	  the	  time	  (civil	  unions,	  affirmative	  action,	  
and	  global	  warming)	  was	  assessed.	  Then,	  the	  groups	  were	  asked	  to	  discuss	  those	  same	  
divisive	  issues	  within	  themselves.	  Conservatives	  talking	  to	  conservatives,	  and	  liberals	  
talking	  to	  liberals.	  Afterwards,	  the	  ideological	  position	  of	  each	  participant	  was	  re-‐tested.	  
The	  results	  were	  clear.	  After	  spending	  time	  discussing	  divisive	  issues	  with	  like-‐minded	  
participants,	  almost	  everyone's	  views	  became	  more	  extreme	  towards	  their	  original	  
inclinations.	  In	  light	  of	  our	  knowledge	  on	  confirmation	  bias,	  this	  makes	  sense,	  but	  it	  still	  
adds	  much	  needed	  empirical	  weight	  to	  the	  idea	  that	  social	  media	  echo	  chambers	  may	  
increase	  polarization.	  If	  people	  spend	  their	  time	  only	  interacting	  with	  those	  who	  agree	  with	  
them,	  their	  original	  biases	  can	  be	  compounded	  and	  arrive	  at	  a	  point	  more	  extreme	  than	  if	  
they	  were	  simply	  left	  to	  their	  own	  devices.	  

	  
Social Media and Incivility 
 
Predictably,	  social	  media	  has	  also	  had	  an	  impact	  on	  incivility.	  Incivility	  on	  social	  media	  
follows	  a	  similar	  blueprint	  to	  incivility	  in	  television	  media;	  built	  by	  outgroup	  bias,	  but	  
furthered	  by	  structural	  realities.	  The	  major	  difference	  between	  the	  two	  mediums	  is	  the	  
participants.	  	  
	  
Television	  media	  selects	  talking	  heads	  to	  address	  issues,	  whereas	  social	  media	  allows	  
everyone	  to	  participate	  on	  an	  equal	  playing	  field.	  Not	  only	  does	  this	  greatly	  increase	  the	  
total	  number	  of	  people	  who	  may	  be	  engaging	  in	  incivility,	  (instead	  of	  simply	  viewing),	  but	  it	  
also	  opens	  up	  the	  platform	  to	  the	  most	  extreme	  citizens	  who	  would	  not	  be	  invited	  on	  talk	  
shows.	  The	  other	  primary	  factor	  that	  sets	  social	  media	  apart	  is	  its	  impersonal	  quality.	  Users	  
on	  social	  media	  are	  not	  in	  physical	  proximity	  to	  those	  they	  engage	  with,	  and	  oftentimes,	  
they	  have	  never	  met.	  Due	  to	  both	  of	  those	  factors,	  interactions	  on	  social	  media	  are	  not	  
restrained	  by	  any	  sort	  of	  normal	  social	  behavior.	  	  
	  
The	  sense	  of	  removal	  and	  anonymity	  lends	  itself	  to	  incivility.	  While	  not	  directly	  related	  to	  
social	  media,	  Diana	  Mutz	  conducted	  a	  study	  on	  the	  relative	  civility	  of	  interactions	  between	  
television	  hosts	  and	  their	  guests	  during	  interviews	  where	  they	  were	  in	  the	  same	  room	  
versus	  physically	  separated	  –	  think	  Skyped	  in.	  She	  found	  that	  interviews	  taking	  place	  with	  
physical	  separation	  were	  far	  more	  uncivil.53	  This	  finding	  is	  only	  more	  pronounced	  when	  
social	  media	  users	  aren’t	  even	  having	  a	  conversation	  –	  simply	  typing	  out	  comments.	  Social	  
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media	  as	  a	  breeder	  of	  incivility	  is	  not	  merely	  theoretical	  –	  the	  Civility	  in	  America	  study	  
found	  that	  the	  average	  American	  encounters	  incivility	  online	  over	  3	  times	  per	  week.54	  	  
	  
Apart	  from	  our	  own	  tendency	  to	  engage	  in	  incivility	  online,	  the	  distancing	  and	  anonymity	  
of	  social	  media	  has	  allowed	  it	  to	  be	  co-‐opted	  in	  uncivil	  ways.	  The	  2016	  election	  brought	  this	  
issue	  to	  the	  fore	  as	  fake	  news	  accounts	  and	  conspiracy	  theories	  were	  generated	  and	  shared	  
widely	  via	  a	  network	  of	  online	  trolls	  and	  social	  media	  bots.	  While	  it	  is	  up	  for	  debate	  if	  all	  

fake	  news	  is	  inherently	  uncivil,	  many	  
of	  the	  stories	  that	  were	  fabricated	  
certainly	  were.	  “Pizzagate”	  comes	  to	  
mind	  as	  a	  particularly	  rich	  and	  
disturbing	  example.	  Behind	  some	  of	  
the	  fake	  news	  bonanza	  were	  Russian-‐
linked	  groups	  who	  were	  specifically	  
trying	  to	  influence	  the	  election.	  Since	  
major	  stories	  broke	  on	  this	  activity,	  
social	  media	  companies	  have	  
scrambled	  to	  combat	  this	  usage.	  	  

	  
Facebook	  now	  has	  a	  feature	  that	  allows	  users	  to	  check	  the	  reliability	  of	  sources	  for	  articles	  
posted	  on	  the	  site,	  and	  Twitter	  has	  purged	  thousands	  of	  bot	  accounts.	  While	  the	  companies	  
themselves	  are	  trying	  to	  address	  this	  issue,	  it	  is	  an	  uphill	  battle	  and	  far	  from	  over.	  
Furthermore,	  the	  structural	  realities	  such	  as	  relative	  anonymity	  and	  physical	  separation	  
that	  allowed	  for	  fake	  news	  and	  incivility	  to	  flourish	  in	  the	  first	  place	  still	  exist	  and	  are	  
unlikely	  to	  change.	  	  	  
	  
Geographic Partisan Sorting 
 
While	  not	  specifically	  related	  to	  incivility,	  another	  polarization-‐related	  phenomenon	  has	  
occurred	  in	  the	  American	  political	  landscape:	  geographic	  sorting.	  As	  troubling	  as	  
“information	  cocoons”	  may	  be	  online,	  a	  similar	  phenomenon	  is	  occurring	  in	  real	  life	  –	  
sorting	  partisans	  into	  geographic	  cocoons.	  	  
	  
This	  is	  beyond	  the	  well-‐documented	  phenomenon	  of	  gerrymandering	  where	  state	  
politicians	  draw	  congressional	  districts	  in	  order	  to	  give	  their	  own	  party	  the	  greatest	  
number	  of	  possible	  seats	  in	  congress.	  While	  gerrymandering	  is	  a	  deplorable	  practice,	  it	  is	  
currently	  playing	  second-‐fiddle	  to	  our	  own	  unintentional	  self-‐gerrymandering.	  In	  2008,	  
journalist	  Bill	  Bishop	  authored	  a	  book	  entitled	  The	  Big	  Sort.	  Backed	  up	  by	  extensive	  county-‐
level	  voter	  data	  on	  partisanship,	  he	  argued	  that	  Americans	  are	  geographically	  sorting	  
themselves;	  Democrats	  are	  moving	  to	  Democratic	  neighborhoods,	  and	  Republicans	  to	  
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Republican	  neighborhoods.55	  His	  argument	  was	  that	  in	  our	  desire	  to	  seek	  out	  comforting	  
and	  conforming	  viewpoints,	  we	  are	  doing	  so	  in	  our	  choices	  of	  where	  to	  live,	  intentionally	  
moving	  to	  politically	  homogeneous	  environments.	  Since	  2008,	  the	  research	  on	  geographic	  
sorting	  has	  diverged	  slightly	  from	  Bishop’s	  analysis	  of	  intentionality,	  but	  the	  fact	  still	  
stands	  –	  on	  a	  county	  by	  county	  basis	  we	  are	  polarized.56	  A	  recent	  Atlantic	  article	  authored	  

by	  Greg	  Martin	  and	  Steven	  Webster	  offers	  a	  
useful	  anecdote	  to	  this	  end:	  in	  the	  recent	  
Texas	  Senate	  showdown	  between	  Ted	  Cruz	  
and	  Beto	  O’Rourke,	  “O’Rourke	  won	  nearly	  
75	  percent	  of	  the	  vote	  in	  Travis	  County	  
(home	  to	  Austin)	  and	  in	  the	  60	  percent	  
range	  in	  the	  counties	  containing	  Houston,	  
Dallas,	  and	  San	  Antonio,	  while	  Cruz	  won	  75	  
percent	  or	  more	  in	  a	  remarkable	  151	  of	  
Texas’s	  254	  counties.	  Only	  13	  counties	  had	  
margins	  of	  fewer	  than	  10	  points.”57	  

	  
Diverging	  from	  Bishop,	  Martin	  and	  Webster’s	  analysis	  argues	  that	  partisan	  geographic	  
sorting	  is	  not	  primarily	  caused	  by	  intentionally	  choosing	  to	  live	  in	  a	  like-‐minded	  area.	  They	  
conducted	  a	  study	  that	  analyzed	  the	  moving	  choices	  of	  registered	  voters	  within	  the	  state	  of	  
Florida	  from	  2008	  -‐	  2010,	  and	  a	  random	  sample	  of	  50,000	  voters	  who	  moved	  between	  
states	  from	  2005	  -‐	  2016.58	  They	  found	  that	  while	  partisan	  Americans	  do	  systematically	  
choose	  different	  neighborhoods,	  that	  bias	  is	  actually	  quite	  small.	  If	  the	  results	  they	  found	  
were	  replicated	  over	  numerous	  years,	  they	  found	  that	  the	  current	  level	  of	  geographic	  
partisanship	  would	  actually	  decrease.	  	  
	  
So,	  if	  intentionally	  moving	  to	  like-‐minded	  neighborhoods	  
can’t	  explain	  the	  persistence	  of	  geographic	  sorting,	  what	  
can?	  Their	  new	  hypothesis	  rests	  on	  two	  foundations:	  the	  
syncing	  of	  politics	  and	  identity,	  and	  the	  effect	  of	  place	  on	  
partisanship.	  	  
	  
Since	  the	  realignment	  of	  the	  parties	  (discussed	  earlier),	  
politics	  has	  become	  more	  inextricably	  linked	  to	  other	  social	  identifiers	  than	  ever	  before.	  
Educated	  elite	  white	  voters	  and	  racial	  minorities	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  be	  Democrats,	  and	  
working	  class,	  non-‐elite	  whites	  are	  far	  more	  likely	  to	  be	  Republicans.	  Because	  partisanship	  
has	  closely	  linked	  up	  with	  these	  other	  social	  identities,	  it	  has	  also	  had	  an	  effect	  on	  
geographic	  sorting.	  Elite	  whites	  working	  white	  color	  jobs	  and	  racial	  minorities	  are	  far	  more	  
likely	  to	  live	  in	  cities	  than	  their	  working-‐class	  white	  counterparts.	  Without	  having	  to	  
                                                
55 Bill Bishopl. The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of Like-Minded America Is Tearing Us Apart (New York, 
New York: First Mariner Books, 2009), 9-10 
56 Greg Martin and Steven Webster. “The Real Culprit Behind Geographic Polarization.” The Atlantic, 
November 26, 2018. https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/11/why-are-americans-so-
geographically-polarized/575881/. 
57 Ibid 
58 Ibid 
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physically	  move,	  the	  realignment	  of	  the	  parties	  has	  created	  a	  situation	  where	  Democratic	  
voters	  are	  clumped	  with	  one	  another	  in	  cities	  and	  Republicans	  in	  rural	  counties.	  	  	  	  
	  	  
Webster	  and	  Martin	  also	  found	  that	  the	  place	  one	  moves	  to	  could	  have	  an	  effect	  on	  their	  
partisanship.	  Both	  in	  cases	  of	  Democrats	  and	  Republicans,	  when	  moving	  to	  a	  locale	  of	  a	  
different	  partisan	  identity,	  they	  were	  more	  likely	  to	  switch	  parties	  than	  when	  moving	  into	  a	  
neighborhood	  that	  conformed	  to	  their	  original	  identity.59	  The	  reasons	  behind	  this,	  as	  well	  
as	  the	  full	  mechanism	  driving	  the	  political	  homogenizing	  of	  American	  neighborhoods,	  are	  
not	  fully	  understood.	  However,	  what	  is	  clear	  is	  that	  more	  so	  than	  ever,	  we	  are	  living	  in	  
areas	  with	  that	  have	  a	  distinct	  partisan	  flavor	  one	  way	  or	  the	  other.	  
	  
Cyclical Nature of Incivility 
 
There	  is	  also	  one	  final	  ingredient	  of	  rampant	  incivility	  that	  must	  be	  addressed;	  its	  cyclical	  
nature.	  Political	  scientist	  Bryan	  Gervais	  showed	  that	  when	  partisans	  are	  subject	  to	  incivility	  
emanating	  from	  the	  other	  side,	  they	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  engage	  in	  incivility	  themselves.60	  In	  
his	  experiment,	  participants	  were	  allowed	  to	  write	  open-‐ended	  comments	  after	  reading	  
either	  civil	  or	  uncivil	  statements	  by	  outgroup	  partisans.	  When	  exposed	  to	  uncivil	  
statements,	  the	  comments	  that	  participants	  left	  mirrored	  the	  incivility.	  In	  this	  way,	  
incivility	  can	  build	  upon	  itself.	  When	  we	  see	  or	  hear	  uncivil	  rhetoric,	  it	  doesn’t	  go	  in	  one	  ear	  
and	  out	  the	  other,	  it	  stimulates	  similarly	  uncivil	  reactions.	  In	  a	  country	  of	  divided	  partisans,	  
this	  alone	  means	  that	  incivility	  is	  likely	  to	  be	  pervasive,	  and	  it	  might	  simply	  increase.	  There	  
has	  also	  been	  extensive	  research	  
on	  the	  “contagious”	  nature	  of	  
incivility	  in	  non-‐political	  
contexts.61	  Trevor	  Foulk,	  a	  
researcher	  with	  the	  University	  of	  
Maryland	  described	  the	  body	  of	  
research	  succinctly:	  “When	  it	  
comes	  to	  incivility,	  there’s	  a	  
snowballing	  effect.	  The	  more	  you	  
see	  rudeness,	  the	  more	  likely	  you	  
are	  to	  perceive	  it	  from	  others	  
and	  the	  more	  likely	  you	  are	  to	  be	  
rude	  yourself	  to	  others.”62	  	  
 
                                                
59 Ibid 
60 Bryan T. Gervais. “More than Mimicry? The Role of Anger in Uncivil Reactions to Elite Political 
Incivility.” International Journal of Public Opinion Research 29, no. 3 (2017): 384–405. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/301700459_More_than_Mimicry_The_Role_of_Anger_in_Uncivi
l_Reactions_to_Elite_Political_Incivility 
61 “Why Are We Being so Rude to Each Other? Research Shows Incivility Often Spreads like a 
Contagious Cold. - The Washington Post.” Accessed April 26, 2019. 
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62 Ibid 
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To	  sum	  up,	  political	  polarization	  and	  incivility	  in	  America	  are	  at	  record	  levels.	  While	  the	  
original	  issue	  catalysts	  remain	  up	  for	  debate,	  the	  results,	  as	  well	  as	  some	  of	  the	  structural	  
drivers	  are	  clear.	  Our	  parties	  are	  now	  sorted	  not	  merely	  by	  ideology,	  but	  also	  by	  social	  
identity,	  and	  our	  engagement	  in	  political	  incivility	  has	  skyrocketed.	  This	  has	  been	  furthered	  
by	  realities	  of	  electoral	  politics,	  the	  rise	  of	  new	  forms	  of	  traditional	  and	  television	  media,	  
social	  media,	  geographic	  sorting,	  and	  the	  cyclical	  nature	  of	  incivility	  itself.	  Behind	  all	  of	  it,	  
however,	  is	  human	  psychology.	  Without	  our	  predisposition	  to	  ingroup,	  outgroup,	  and	  
confirmation	  biases,	  none	  of	  these	  structural	  factors	  would	  have	  had	  the	  impacts	  that	  they	  
have.	  Finally,	  while	  there	  are	  certainly	  other	  
factors	  that	  have	  played	  a	  role,	  for	  this	  
analysis,	  these	  are	  the	  major	  contributors	  
and	  the	  ones	  that	  we	  must	  understand	  once	  
we	  turn	  our	  attention	  to	  the	  effects	  that	  
incivility	  and	  polarization	  are	  having	  on	  our	  
democracy	  –	  and	  what	  can	  be	  done	  about	  it.	  	  
	  
 
The Effects of Incivility on Democracy 
	  
Pervasive	  incivility	  in	  American	  politics	  has	  deleterious	  effects	  on	  multiple	  aspects	  of	  
democracy.	  First	  and	  foremost,	  it	  may	  be	  directly	  linked	  to	  the	  uptick	  in	  political	  violence	  
our	  country	  has	  experienced	  in	  the	  last	  decade.63	  Politically	  motivated	  attacks,	  not	  random	  
acts	  of	  terror,	  are	  on	  the	  rise.	  From	  Congressional	  baseball	  practice	  shootings	  to	  targeted	  
pipe	  bombs,	  there	  is	  at	  least	  a	  small	  segment	  of	  society	  that	  is	  going	  beyond	  yelling	  at	  each	  
other,	  and	  is	  taking	  action.	  Incivility	  also	  inhibits	  deliberative	  democracy;	  one	  of	  the	  
bedrock	  principles	  of	  democratic	  governance.	  Exposure	  to	  incivility	  is	  anathema	  to	  the	  
deliberative	  qualities	  which	  are	  necessary	  for	  compromise	  and	  the	  crafting	  of	  thoughtful	  
legislation.	  	  
	  
Our	  often-‐lamented	  Congressional	  gridlock	  is	  a	  primary	  example	  of	  this	  in	  action.	  Finally,	  
incivility	  and	  polarization	  jointly	  undermine	  some	  of	  the	  basic	  societal	  norms	  that	  
underpin	  successful	  democracies.	  They	  eat	  away	  at	  our	  mutual	  toleration	  for	  each	  other	  as	  
political	  opponents,	  as	  well	  as	  our	  generalized	  social	  trust.	  Some	  of	  the	  most	  influential	  
literature	  on	  democracy	  points	  to	  mutual	  toleration	  as	  crucial	  for	  long-‐term	  democratic	  
success.	  There	  are	  others,	  but	  these	  three	  effects	  –	  violence,	  anti-‐deliberativeness,	  and	  
reduction	  in	  societal	  norms	  –	  pose	  some	  of	  the	  largest	  existential	  threats	  to	  democracy	  in	  
America.	  And	  while	  some	  argue	  that	  decrying	  incivility	  is	  a	  banal	  or	  unproductive	  effort,	  if	  
we	  lose	  our	  democracy	  itself,	  our	  chances	  at	  any	  form	  of	  societal	  prosperity	  or	  justice	  
become	  greatly	  limited.	  
	  
In	  2011,	  Arizona	  Representative	  Gabrielle	  Giffords	  was	  shot	  and	  six	  others	  were	  killed	  at	  a	  
home-‐district	  event	  she	  was	  hosting	  to	  meet	  her	  constituents.	  In	  response	  to	  the	  attack,	  the	  
Arizona	  Pima	  County	  sheriff	  placed	  the	  blame	  directly	  at	  the	  foot	  of	  “vitriolic”	  political	  
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rhetoric.64	  In	  2017,	  a	  gunman	  opened	  fire	  at	  a	  Republican	  Congressional	  baseball	  practice,	  
injuring	  a	  number	  present	  including	  former	  majority	  whip	  Steve	  Scalise.	  The	  shooter	  had	  a	  
history	  of	  virulently	  anti-‐Republican	  social	  media	  postings.65	  In	  October,	  2018,	  13	  
prominent	  public	  critics	  of	  President	  Trump	  had	  pipe	  bombs	  and	  improvised	  explosive	  
devices	  mailed	  to	  them.	  None	  detonated,	  but	  an	  avowed	  Trump	  supporter	  was	  arrested.66	  
These	  are	  three	  of	  the	  most	  prominent	  attacks	  in	  what	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  drastic	  uptick	  in	  
politically	  motivated	  violence.	  	  
	  
While	  there	  is	  no	  empirical	  weight	  to	  the	  claim	  that	  they	  were	  fueled	  by	  political	  incivility,	  
it	  is	  not	  a	  difficult	  connection	  to	  make.	  In	  fact,	  nearly	  80%	  of	  the	  public,	  across	  party	  lines,	  
made	  that	  same	  connection	  in	  a	  survey	  conducted	  in	  2018.67	  When	  asked	  if	  lack	  of	  civility	  
in	  politics	  will	  lead	  to	  violence,	  79%	  responded	  in	  the	  affirmative.	  It	  appears	  that	  for	  some,	  
the	  line	  between	  incivility	  in	  public	  discourse	  and	  outright	  violence	  is	  not	  a	  clear	  one.	  When	  
political	  enemies	  are	  construed	  as	  existential	  enemies,	  it	  isn’t	  hard	  to	  see	  where	  this	  
violence	  comes	  from.	  Luckily,	  we	  are	  still	  at	  a	  point	  where	  politicians	  of	  all	  stripes	  condemn	  

the	  violence	  in	  almost	  all	  cases	  (Charlottesville	  
seems	  an	  exception).	  In	  the	  wake	  of	  the	  violence,	  
conciliatory	  speeches	  are	  made,	  but	  at	  the	  same	  
time,	  these	  very	  same	  politicians	  do	  not	  seem	  to	  
be	  exerting	  much	  effort	  to	  address	  the	  
underlying	  environment	  that	  has	  caused	  political	  
violence	  to	  ignite.	  Measuring	  the	  effects	  of	  
political	  violence	  is	  difficult,	  but	  there	  is	  every	  

reason	  to	  assume	  it	  is	  unhealthy	  for	  democracy.	  It	  is	  a	  form	  of	  domestic	  terrorism	  whereby	  
perpetrators	  are	  trying	  to	  further	  their	  agenda	  not	  by	  reasoned	  argument	  or	  emotional	  
appeals	  (the	  bread	  and	  butter	  of	  politics)	  but	  rather,	  brute	  force.	  I	  do	  not	  think	  violence	  will	  
become	  the	  norm	  in	  American	  politics,	  but	  then	  again,	  perhaps	  no	  one	  saw	  the	  Civil	  War	  
coming	  20	  years	  prior.	  
	  
Outside	  of	  hopefully	  unrealistic	  and	  disturbing	  scenarios	  involving	  the	  future	  of	  devolution	  
of	  American	  democracy,	  incivility	  is	  having	  a	  profound	  effect	  on	  how	  it	  currently	  functions.	  
Incivility	  damages	  our	  ability	  to	  engage	  in	  deliberative	  democracy	  –	  one	  of	  the	  ideals	  of	  
democratic	  governance.	  The	  qualities	  that	  underpin	  deliberative	  democracy	  are;	  
“consideration,	  balance,	  open-‐mindedness,	  and	  a	  willingness	  to	  collaborate	  and	  
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accommodate.”68	  If	  we	  adhere	  to	  the	  democratic	  ideal	  that	  our	  respective	  representatives	  
are	  meant	  to	  craft	  legislation	  with	  the	  best	  interest	  of	  the	  country	  in	  mind,	  deliberative	  
democracy	  is	  important	  in	  that	  process.	  By	  engaging	  with	  opposing	  sides	  in	  a	  deliberative	  
manner,	  decision-‐makers	  have	  far	  more	  information	  to	  utilize	  when	  crafting	  legislation.	  
However,	  deliberative	  democracy	  struggles	  to	  survive	  in	  an	  uncivil	  context.	  	  
	  
When	  one	  experiences	  incivility,	  one	  of	  the	  most	  common	  psychological	  reactions	  is	  
anger.69	  Regardless	  of	  whether	  or	  not	  the	  uncivil	  comment	  was	  truthful,	  or	  held	  important	  
information	  that	  might	  be	  pertinent	  in	  a	  
discussion	  of	  governance,	  anger	  
becomes	  the	  overriding	  emotion.	  There	  
is	  significant	  research	  on	  the	  
deficiencies	  of	  making	  decisions	  when	  
angry.	  In	  general	  decision	  making,	  anger	  
makes	  “people	  more	  likely	  to	  take	  risks	  
and	  to	  minimize	  how	  dangerous	  those	  
risks	  will	  be.”70	  Neither	  of	  those	  qualities	  are	  beneficial	  in	  the	  crafting	  of	  legislation.	  
Incivility	  also	  simply	  destroys	  politicians’	  willingness	  to	  work	  with	  one	  another.	  As	  
animosity	  grows,	  there	  is	  little	  incentive	  to	  create	  coalitions	  between	  parties	  that	  might	  
break	  Congressional	  gridlock.	  	  
	  
While	  there	  is	  little	  doubt	  that	  incivility	  hurts	  deliberative	  democracy,	  it	  is	  also	  unclear	  how	  
important	  that	  ideal	  is	  to	  achieving	  a	  base	  democratic	  nation.	  It	  would	  be	  great	  if	  
deliberative	  democracy	  were	  the	  norm,	  but	  does	  our	  system	  cease	  to	  function	  without	  it?	  
Lack	  of	  deliberation	  might	  simply	  be	  a	  bastardization	  of	  democracy,	  but	  not	  an	  existential	  
threat.	  
	  
The	  scariest	  and	  most	  subtle	  threat	  to	  our	  democracy	  (that	  might	  undergird	  both	  rising	  
violence	  and	  un-‐deliberativeness)	  is	  our	  declining	  mutual	  toleration.	  In	  2018,	  Harvard	  
researchers	  Steven	  Levitsky	  and	  Daniel	  Ziblatt	  authored	  a	  book	  entitled	  How	  Democracies	  
Die.	  It	  covered	  the	  fall	  of	  democracies	  across	  the	  world	  over	  the	  last	  century.	  In	  almost	  
every	  case	  where	  democracy	  failed,	  two	  societal	  norms	  went	  first:	  institutional	  self-‐
restraint	  and	  mutual	  toleration.	  While	  both	  are	  important,	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  this	  paper,	  I	  will	  
be	  focusing	  on	  mutual	  toleration.	  For	  a	  proper	  description	  of	  mutual	  toleration,	  it	  is	  worth	  
repeating	  the	  words	  of	  Ziblatt	  and	  Levitsky:	  
	  
Mutual	  toleration	  refers	  to	  the	  idea	  that	  as	  long	  as	  our	  rivals	  play	  by	  constitutional	  rules,	  we	  
accept	  that	  they	  have	  an	  equal	  right	  to	  exist,	  compete	  for	  power,	  and	  govern.	  We	  may	  
disagree	  with,	  and	  even	  strongly	  dislike,	  our	  rivals,	  but	  we	  nevertheless	  accept	  them	  as	  
                                                
68  Bryan T. Gervais, “Incivility in mass political discourse: the causes and consequences of an uncivil 
public.” PhD diss.,, University of Maryland, 2013. 
https://drum.lib.umd.edu/bitstream/handle/1903/14435/Gervais_umd_0117E_14319.pdf?sequence=1&isA
llowed=y, 15 
69 Ibid, 17 
70 Olga Khazan, “Why You Shouldn’t ‘Go With Your Gut.’” The Atlantic, September 19, 2016. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2016/09/the-best-headspace-for-making-decisions/500423/. 

“The scariest and most subtle 
threat to our democracy is our 
declining mutual toleration.” 



Conversing	  Across	  the	  Political	  Divide,	  Joe	  Newlin,	  May,	  2019	   35	  

legitimate.	  This	  means	  recognizing	  that	  our	  political	  rivals	  are	  decent,	  patriotic,	  law-‐abiding	  
citizens	  –	  that	  they	  love	  our	  country	  and	  respect	  the	  Constitution	  just	  as	  we	  do.	  It	  means	  that	  
even	  if	  we	  believe	  our	  opponents’	  idea	  to	  be	  foolish	  or	  wrong-‐headed,	  we	  do	  not	  view	  them	  as	  
an	  existential	  threat.	  Nor	  do	  we	  treat	  them	  as	  treasonous,	  subversive,	  or	  otherwise	  beyond	  the	  
pale…	  mutual	  toleration	  is	  politicians’	  collective	  willingness	  to	  agree	  to	  disagree.71	  
	  
When	  mutual	  toleration	  between	  political	  factions	  falters,	  so,	  too,	  can	  democracy.	  When	  
political	  opponents	  are	  viewed	  as	  an	  existential	  threat,	  there	  is	  much	  to	  fear	  in	  their	  
election.	  When	  that	  fear	  is	  aroused,	  “we	  
may	  decide	  to	  employ	  any	  means	  
necessary	  to	  defeat	  them	  –	  therein	  lies	  a	  
justification	  for	  authoritarian	  
measures.”72	  Mutual	  toleration	  as	  a	  norm	  
has	  failed	  in	  countless	  countries	  just	  
before	  they	  have	  fallen	  into	  
authoritarianism.	  Scarily,	  mutual	  
toleration	  is	  hard	  to	  find	  in	  America.	  Our	  
polarization	  and	  incivility	  have	  created	  a	  
culture	  of	  partisan	  animosity	  and	  
illegitimacy	  of	  opposition.	  	  
	  
Think	  back	  to	  the	  Obama	  presidency	  and	  the	  “Birther”	  movement.	  For	  some,	  it	  wasn’t	  
enough	  to	  be	  upset	  that	  Obama	  was	  elected,	  and	  campaign	  forcefully	  against	  him.	  It	  went	  
further	  than	  that.	  The	  Birther	  movement	  was	  a	  way	  for	  Obama’s	  political	  opponents	  to	  
express	  their	  inalterable,	  unsubstantiated	  belief	  that	  he	  was	  an	  illegitimate	  president.	  
There	  was	  no	  recognizing	  Obama’s	  right	  to	  govern	  as	  an	  elected	  official	  –	  no	  sense	  of	  agree	  
to	  disagree.	  While	  the	  Birther	  movement	  was	  rather	  fringe,	  the	  structural	  obstinacy	  of	  
Congressional	  Republicans	  refusing	  to	  take	  up	  any	  legislation	  or	  approving	  court	  nominees	  
was	  another	  instance	  of	  de-‐legitimizing	  Obama	  as	  a	  political	  opponent.	  This	  same	  dynamic	  
is	  now	  being	  played	  out	  in	  the	  reverse.	  #NotMyPresident,	  and	  #Resist	  have	  the	  same	  

undertones;	  Trump	  is	  not	  a	  
legitimate	  contender	  for	  
power.	  This	  goes	  beyond	  
strongly	  advocating	  against	  
his	  presidency	  and	  policies,	  
and	  into	  the	  realm	  of	  
refusing	  to	  tolerate	  him	  as	  

an	  opponent.	  Both	  of	  these	  examples,	  Obama	  and	  Trump,	  are	  products	  of	  the	  socially	  
polarized	  and	  uncivil	  political	  environment	  that	  lends	  itself	  to	  partisan	  animosity.	  	  
	  
Beyond	  anecdotal	  examples,	  the	  same	  animosity	  is	  present	  in	  the	  general	  population.	  In	  
2016,	  Pew	  Research	  conducted	  an	  extensive	  analysis	  of	  partisan	  animosity	  and	  

                                                
71 Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt. How Democracies Die (New York, New York: Crown Publishing 
Group, 2018), 102. 
72 Ibid, 104. 
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polarization.	  One	  of	  their	  major	  findings	  was	  that	  negative	  partisanship	  is	  nearly	  as	  
powerful	  a	  political	  motivator	  as	  partisan	  attachment.	  In	  other	  words,	  Democrats	  and	  
Republicans	  are	  just	  as	  likely	  to	  be	  politically	  active	  because	  they	  oppose	  the	  other	  party	  
rather	  than	  support	  their	  own.73	  Also,	  partisans	  rank	  each	  other	  as	  exceptionally	  cold	  on	  
thermometer	  ratings.	  On	  a	  0-‐100	  scale,	  with	  0	  being	  the	  most	  negative	  possible,	  

Republicans	  rank	  Democrats	  at	  29,	  and	  
Democrats	  rank	  Republicans	  at	  31.	  While	  
low,	  that	  looks	  practically	  balmy	  compared	  
to	  Republicans	  rating	  of	  Hillary	  Clinton	  (12)	  
and	  Democrats	  of	  Trump	  (11).	  2016	  was	  
also	  the	  first	  year	  since	  survey	  data	  
collection	  started	  that	  majorities	  of	  both	  
parties	  viewed	  each	  other	  as	  very	  
unfavorably	  as	  opposed	  to	  just	  unfavorably.	  
In	  1994,	  21%	  of	  Republicans	  viewed	  
Democrats	  very	  unfavorably,	  and	  17%	  of	  
Democrats	  said	  the	  same	  of	  Republicans.	  In	  

2016,	  those	  numbers	  were	  58%	  and	  55%,	  respectively.	  The	  jump	  in	  numbers	  has	  also	  
occurred	  on	  a	  much	  more	  compressed	  timeline.	  In	  2014,	  37%	  of	  Republicans	  and	  31%	  of	  
Democrats	  viewed	  the	  opposing	  party’s	  policies	  as	  a	  threat.	  In	  2016,	  those	  numbers	  sat	  at	  
45%	  and	  41%,	  respectively.	  An	  8%	  increase	  for	  Republicans,	  and	  a	  full	  10%	  for	  Democrats	  
in	  just	  2	  years.	  All	  of	  these,	  but	  especially	  this	  final	  point,	  that	  the	  opposing	  party	  poses	  a	  
threat,	  are	  illuminating	  in	  the	  context	  of	  mutual	  toleration.	  If	  the	  other	  party	  poses	  an	  
existential	  threat,	  as	  mentioned	  previously,	  that	  fear	  of	  threat	  can	  be	  used	  to	  rationalize	  
anti-‐democratic	  tendencies.	  	  	  
	  
If	  all	  of	  this	  sounds	  like	  unnecessary	  alarm	  bell	  ringing,	  it	  is	  worth	  drawing	  connections	  
between	  the	  political	  realities	  in	  the	  United	  States,	  and	  other	  countries’	  democracies	  that	  
have	  teetered	  over	  the	  edge.	  To	  do	  this,	  we	  need	  to	  flesh	  out	  the	  second	  crucial	  societal	  
norm:	  institutional	  forbearance.	  Institutional	  forbearance,	  as	  elucidated	  by	  Levitsky	  and	  
Ziblatt,	  is	  “avoiding	  actions	  that,	  while	  respecting	  the	  letter	  of	  the	  law,	  obviously	  violate	  its	  
spirit.”74	  	  
	  
Playing	  politics	  without	  forbearance	  means	  using	  every	  available	  legal	  tool	  to	  amass	  and	  
maintain	  power,	  regardless	  of	  the	  broader	  destructive	  impacts.	  This	  might	  mean	  
impeaching	  a	  president	  on	  trumped-‐up	  charges,	  or	  creating	  systems	  to	  disenfranchise	  
voters.	  Importantly,	  institutional	  forbearance	  and	  mutual	  toleration	  are	  closely	  related,	  and	  
in	  some	  ways	  they	  depend	  upon	  each	  other.	  “Politicians	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  be	  forbearing	  
when	  they	  view	  each	  other	  as	  legitimate	  rivals.”75	  If	  we	  see	  each	  other	  as	  mortal	  enemies,	  it	  
is	  far	  easier	  to	  rationalize	  using	  power	  to	  its	  utmost	  extent	  to	  subvert	  the	  opposition.	  
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Conversely,	  it	  becomes	  difficult	  to	  tolerate	  each	  other	  when	  the	  other	  side	  “abandons	  
forbearance.”76	  Together,	  destruction	  of	  these	  two	  norms	  can	  escalate	  into	  what	  political	  
theorist	  Eric	  Nelson	  deemed	  “Constitutional	  Brinkmanship.”77	  And	  often,	  constitutional	  
brinkmanship	  spirals	  out	  of	  control	  until	  one	  side	  determines	  that	  for	  their	  very	  survival,	  it	  
is	  important	  to	  abandon	  any	  last	  vestige	  of	  democracy.	  	  
	  
We	  are	  not	  yet	  at	  the	  point	  where	  democracy	  has	  been	  abandoned,	  but	  the	  groundwork	  has	  
been	  laid,	  and	  the	  first	  couple	  rounds	  of	  brinkmanship	  have	  been	  played.	  Recall	  back	  to	  
Mitch	  McConnell’s	  refusal	  to	  allow	  a	  vote	  on	  Obama’s	  Supreme	  Court	  nominee,	  Merrick	  
Garland.	  While	  it	  was	  technically	  within	  his	  legal	  right,	  it	  clearly	  violated	  the	  norms	  of	  
forbearance.	  Or	  before	  that,	  Obama’s	  use	  of	  the	  nuclear	  option	  to	  unclog	  the	  backlog	  of	  
executive	  nominees.	  But	  again,	  that	  was	  just	  in	  response	  to	  the	  obstructionism	  of	  Senate	  
Republicans	  who	  obstructed	  and	  filibustered	  whenever	  possible.	  Fast	  forward	  to	  today,	  
and	  the	  Democrats	  are	  doing	  their	  utmost	  to	  re-‐use	  the	  Republican	  playbook	  to	  undermine	  
Trump’s	  agenda.	  	  
	  
Almost	  everyone	  finds	  this	  short	  history	  of	  constitutional	  brinkmanship	  infuriating,	  but	  
who	  we	  are	  angry	  at	  depends	  entirely	  on	  our	  original	  partisanship.	  I	  am	  not	  here	  to	  
adjudicate	  who's	  at	  fault	  for	  beginning	  this	  cycle,	  but	  rather,	  point	  out	  that	  it	  exists,	  and	  its	  
existence	  should	  be	  frightening.	  As	  Ziblatt	  and	  Levitsky	  point	  out	  early	  in	  their	  book,	  
democracies	  frequently	  do	  not	  fail	  in	  spectacular	  fashion	  or	  a	  violent	  coup.78	  They	  often	  fail	  
at	  the	  “hands	  of	  elected	  leaders”	  which	  is	  a	  “less	  dramatic,	  but	  equally	  destructive”	  path.79	  
Remember,	  Hitler	  and	  Mussolini	  were	  democratically	  elected	  officials	  who	  then	  turned	  into	  
violent	  authoritarian	  leaders.	  	  
	  
While	  all	  of	  this	  is	  no	  doubt	  
important,	  you	  may	  be	  
wondering	  why	  I	  bring	  it	  up	  
in	  a	  paper	  on	  civility	  and	  civil	  
discourse.	  This	  is	  because	  of	  
all	  the	  dangers	  facing	  our	  
democracy,	  not	  only	  is	  ailing	  
mutual	  toleration	  one	  of	  the	  
most	  salient,	  but	  civil	  
discourse	  might	  play	  a	  role	  in	  its	  amelioration.	  Unlike	  polarization	  and	  incivility	  generally,	  
which	  appear	  to	  be	  deeply	  rooted,	  mutual	  toleration	  requires	  slightly	  less	  of	  us.	  
Polarization	  and	  incivility	  thrive	  upon	  a	  large	  set	  of	  structural	  realities	  and	  human	  
psychology	  that	  appear	  unlikely	  to	  change	  –	  we’re	  unlikely	  to	  give	  up	  social	  media	  after	  all.	  
However,	  we	  do	  not	  necessarily	  need	  to	  change	  the	  structure	  of	  our	  society	  to	  learn	  to	  
tolerate	  each	  other.	  Toleration	  does	  not	  require	  us	  to	  like	  one	  another	  (although	  that	  helps)	  
it	  simply	  requires	  that	  we	  find	  the	  lowest	  rung	  of	  respect	  and	  cling	  to	  it.	  And	  perhaps,	  if	  we	  
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learn	  to	  tolerate	  each	  other	  for	  long	  enough,	  the	  structural	  realities	  underpinning	  
polarization	  and	  incivility	  might	  shift,	  and	  a	  better	  day	  for	  democracy	  might	  emerge.	  Before	  
we	  can	  think	  about	  that,	  however,	  we	  have	  to	  understand	  what	  helps	  us	  tolerate	  our	  
political	  opponents.	  	  
	  

 
What Can We Do About It? 
	  
One	  way	  to	  foster	  mutual	  toleration	  in	  our	  polarized	  political	  parties	  is	  to	  apply	  wisdom	  
from	  more	  conventional	  areas	  of	  group-‐conflict.	  Remedying	  group-‐conflict	  is	  an	  enormous	  
field	  in	  social	  psychology	  and	  is	  the	  subject	  of	  much	  diplomacy	  world-‐wide.	  Applying	  
diplomatic	  and	  group	  conflict	  solutions	  to	  our	  challenges	  of	  mutual	  toleration	  comes	  back	  
with	  an	  interesting	  result.	  Civil	  discourse	  –	  engaging	  with	  others	  civilly	  and	  with	  the	  sole	  
purpose	  of	  understanding	  –	  is	  an	  important	  link.	  It	  turns	  out,	  civil	  discourse	  is	  crucial	  for	  
democracy	  not	  only	  in	  the	  well-‐explored	  realm	  of	  deliberative	  democracy,	  but	  it	  also	  can	  be	  
used	  as	  a	  diplomatic	  tool	  to	  build	  mutual	  toleration.	  Identifying	  the	  conditions	  under	  which	  
it	  can	  work	  is	  not	  easy,	  and	  significant	  research	  is	  yet	  to	  be	  done.	  However,	  even	  in	  theory,	  

understanding	  how	  civil	  discourse	  fits	  into	  
the	  puzzle	  of	  partisanship,	  diplomacy,	  and	  
group-‐conflict	  solutions,	  offers	  a	  slightly	  
brighter	  light	  for	  the	  future	  of	  democracy	  in	  
America.	  	  
	  
The	  backbone	  of	  a	  significant	  portion	  of	  
group-‐conflict	  solutions	  as	  well	  as	  the	  idea	  
of	  using	  civil	  discourse	  as	  a	  diplomatic	  tool,	  
is	  the	  “contact	  hypothesis.”	  The	  contact	  
hypothesis	  was	  first	  introduced	  into	  the	  

world	  of	  social	  psychology	  in	  the	  first	  half	  of	  the	  20th	  century	  and	  contends	  that	  when	  
under	  the	  right	  conditions,	  contact	  between	  outgroups	  can	  reduce	  intergroup	  conflict	  and	  
prejudice,	  and	  promote	  understanding.80	  Crucial	  for	  the	  contact	  hypothesis	  are	  the	  
“conditions”	  that	  are	  required	  for	  its	  success.	  As	  is	  quite	  clear	  by	  a	  casual	  observation	  of	  the	  
world,	  merely	  interacting	  with	  an	  outgroup	  individual	  is	  not	  sufficient	  to	  reduce	  prejudice.	  	  
	  
Furthermore,	  as	  discussed	  earlier,	  if	  that	  interaction	  is	  uncivil,	  it	  can	  have	  the	  opposite	  of	  
the	  hypothesized	  reduction	  in	  prejudice;	  encountering	  uncivil	  actions	  perpetrated	  by	  
outgroup	  members	  actually	  increases	  animosity.	  As	  such,	  one	  of	  the	  fathers	  of	  the	  contact	  
hypothesis,	  social	  psychologist	  Gordon	  Allport,	  laid	  out	  four	  “optimal	  conditions”	  under	  
which	  it	  would	  succeed.	  He	  summarized	  them	  as;	  “equal	  status	  between	  the	  groups	  in	  the	  
situation;	  common	  goals;	  intergroup	  cooperation;	  and	  the	  support	  of	  authorities,	  law,	  or	  
custom.”81	  The	  effects	  of	  the	  contact	  hypothesis	  have	  varied	  depending	  upon	  the	  conditions	  

                                                
80 Jesse Singal, “The Contact Hypothesis Offers Hope for the World -- Science of Us.” The Cut, February 
10, 2017. https://www.thecut.com/2017/02/the-contact-hypothesis-offers-hope-for-the-world.html. 
81 Ibid 

“Contact hypothesis: 
Contact between outgroups 
can reduce intergroup 
conflict and prejudice, and 
promote understanding.” 
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present,	  and	  research	  is	  still	  ongoing	  attempting	  to	  clarify	  under	  what	  scenarios	  it	  works	  
best.82	  
	  
However,	  in	  2006,	  an	  attempt	  to	  definitively	  determine	  the	  effects	  of	  intergroup	  contact	  
was	  made	  by	  researchers	  Linda	  Tropp	  and	  Thomas	  Pettigrew.	  They	  conducted	  an	  extensive	  
meta-‐analyses	  of	  studies	  involving	  the	  contact	  hypothesis,	  and	  while	  results	  were	  varied,	  
their	  major	  finding	  was	  that	  contact	  between	  outgroups	  “typically	  reduces	  prejudice.”83	  	  
	  
In	  every	  study,	  the	  “condition”	  under	  which	  contact	  has	  occurred	  changes,	  which	  makes	  it	  
difficult	  to	  know	  what	  is	  necessary	  for	  its	  success.	  Some	  researchers	  have	  also	  contended	  
that	  the	  success	  of	  the	  contact	  hypothesis	  might	  be	  overstated	  because	  studies	  with	  non-‐
existent	  or	  negative	  results	  were	  never	  published.	  Nonetheless,	  even	  with	  mixed	  results	  in	  
different	  studies,	  the	  
theory	  still	  holds	  an	  
enormous	  amount	  of	  
weight	  in	  conflict-‐
reduction	  and	  diplomatic	  
efforts.	  There	  is	  also	  a	  
continual	  effort	  to	  tinker	  
with	  the	  conditions	  to	  
attempt	  to	  create	  the	  
optimal	  scenario	  for	  
mutual	  understanding	  
and	  the	  reduction	  of	  
prejudice.	  	  
	  
Both	  the	  contact	  hypothesis	  and	  diplomacy	  more	  generally	  aren’t	  often	  applied	  to	  partisan	  
relationships,	  but	  there	  is	  no	  reason	  why	  they	  shouldn’t	  be.	  As	  addressed	  previously,	  
partisanship,	  with	  the	  compounding	  of	  social	  identities,	  is	  a	  powerful	  outgroup	  driver	  and	  
the	  animosity	  between	  partisans	  in	  the	  United	  States	  is	  real	  and	  detrimental	  to	  our	  
democracy.	  	  
	  
Furthermore,	  while	  diplomacy	  is	  often	  an	  inter-‐country	  phenomenon,	  with	  the	  alignment	  
of	  partisanship,	  identity,	  and	  geography,	  a	  rather	  unique	  situation	  has	  been	  created	  that	  
lends	  itself	  to	  diplomatic	  solutions.	  We	  now	  have	  two	  political	  factions	  with	  specific	  
cultures	  and	  interests	  that	  are	  in	  conflict	  with	  one	  another.	  This	  means	  that	  our	  in-‐country	  
conflict	  holds	  serious	  resemblance	  to	  legitimate	  inter-‐country	  conflicts.	  There	  is	  also	  
preliminary	  evidence	  that	  the	  underpinnings	  of	  contact	  hypothesis	  could	  apply	  to	  
partisanship.	  In	  the	  2016	  Pew	  study	  on	  partisan	  animosity,	  one	  of	  the	  major	  predictors	  of	  
more	  positive	  cross-‐party	  feelings	  was	  the	  existence	  of	  cross-‐party	  friendships.	  	  
	  

                                                
82 Elizabeth Levy Paluck, Seth A. Green, and Donald P. Green. “The Contact Hypothesis Re-Evaluated.” 
Behavioural Public Policy, July 2018, 1–30. https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2018.25. 
83 Ibid 

“By bringing people of different 
backgrounds together in a positive 
environment (such as eating dinner 
together), the idea is that people are 
more likely to build an understanding and 
empathetic towards the outgroup.” 
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In	  the	  2016	  Pew	  research	  on	  partisan	  animosity,	  when	  partisans	  were	  asked	  about	  their	  
feelings	  towards	  the	  other	  party,	  how	  “cold”	  those	  feelings	  were	  largely	  depended	  upon	  
whether	  the	  respondent	  had	  any	  friends	  of	  the	  opposite	  partisanship.	  For	  Republicans,	  
those	  who	  had	  any	  Democratic	  friends	  were	  32%	  less	  likely	  to	  have	  a	  “very	  cold”	  view	  of	  the	  
other	  party	  (30%	  vs.	  62%)	  than	  those	  with	  zero	  Democratic	  friends.84	  In	  Democrats,	  the	  
drop	  was	  18%	  (21%	  vs	  49%).	  This	  clearly	  shows	  that	  having	  personal	  relationships	  with	  
outgroup	  partisans	  reduces	  animosity.	  	  
	  
Unfortunately,	  our	  ability	  to	  create	  relationships	  that	  cut	  across	  divides	  of	  partisanship	  is	  
not	  great.	  As	  discussed	  earlier,	  for	  many,	  partisanship	  has	  become	  synonymous	  with	  
identity,	  and	  friendship	  is	  often	  built	  around	  common	  interests	  and	  causes	  –	  key	  
components	  of	  identity.	  Or,	  alternatively,	  friendship	  can	  be	  a	  matter	  of	  convenience	  –	  
neighbors,	  childhood	  friends,	  or	  co-‐workers.	  But	  as	  also	  discussed,	  in	  our	  era	  of	  geographic	  
sorting,	  our	  serendipitous	  encounters	  are	  decreasing.	  What	  this	  means	  is	  that	  naturally-‐
occurring	  friendship	  will	  likely	  fall	  short	  of	  being	  the	  societal	  saviour.	  To	  supplement	  it,	  we	  
have	  to	  consciously	  pursue	  avenues	  that	  can	  have	  the	  same	  effects	  as	  personal	  friendship	  in	  
bolstering	  our	  mutual	  toleration.	  	  	  
	  
One	  of	  these	  potential	  avenues	  is	  culinary	  diplomacy.	  Culinary	  diplomacy	  is	  not	  a	  strictly	  
in-‐country	  effort,	  but	  it	  is	  occasionally	  used	  as	  an	  attempt	  to	  build	  bridges	  between	  newer	  
immigrant	  communities	  and	  the	  original	  populace	  within	  U.S.	  communities.85	  It	  is	  heavily	  
steeped	  in	  the	  contact	  hypothesis.	  By	  bringing	  people	  of	  different	  backgrounds	  together	  in	  
a	  positive	  environment	  (such	  as	  eating	  dinner	  together),	  the	  idea	  is	  that	  people	  are	  more	  
likely	  to	  build	  understanding	  and	  empathetic	  towards	  the	  outgroup.86	  The	  conditions	  for	  
culinary	  diplomacy	  are	  typically	  quite	  loose,	  and	  it	  depends	  largely	  on	  the	  conviviality	  of	  its	  
participants.	  The	  true	  impacts	  of	  culinary	  diplomacy	  are	  unclear,	  but	  it	  has	  nonetheless	  
garnered	  enthusiasm	  in	  many	  corners.	  	  
	  
In	  the	  realm	  of	  domestic	  U.S.	  politics,	  one	  of	  the	  pitfalls	  of	  pure	  culinary	  diplomacy	  might	  be	  
that	  underlying	  issues	  are	  left	  unaddressed.	  While	  it	  is	  likely	  that	  having	  a	  shared	  positive	  
experience	  can	  help	  us	  tolerate	  each	  other	  as	  political	  opponents,	  the	  apolitical	  nature	  
might	  mean	  that	  when	  politics	  eventually	  do	  come	  up,	  we	  are	  no	  better	  equipped	  to	  
understand	  and	  be	  generous	  with	  each	  other’s	  positions.	  In	  the	  case	  where	  we	  have	  true	  
friends	  of	  the	  opposite	  partisanship,	  it	  is	  likely	  politics	  are	  at	  least	  discussed,	  or	  that	  there	  
is	  a	  baseline	  understanding	  of	  why	  they	  hold	  the	  positions	  they	  do.	  In	  culinary	  diplomacy,	  
while	  some	  might	  come	  away	  from	  a	  dinner	  with	  a	  genuine	  new	  friend,	  it	  might	  simply	  be	  a	  
one-‐off	  experience	  that	  fades	  quickly	  and	  leaves	  participants	  with	  no	  better	  true	  
understanding	  of	  each	  other.	  	  
	  

                                                
84 Carroll Doherty, and Jocelyn Kiley. “Partisanship and Political Animosity in America: 6 Key Facts.” Pew 
Research Center (blog), June 22, 2016. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/22/key-facts-
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85 “World to Table.” World to Table. Accessed April 26, 2019. https://worldtotable.org/. 
86 “The People’s Supper.” The People’s Supper. Accessed April 26, 2019. https://thepeoplessupper.org/. 
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As	  a	  far	  more	  structured	  alternative,	  there	  is	  the	  field	  of	  intergroup	  dialogue	  which	  deals	  
specifically	  with	  promoting	  true	  understanding.	  Like	  culinary	  diplomacy,	  IGD	  uses	  the	  
contact	  hypothesis	  as	  a	  foundation	  to	  reduce	  prejudice	  and	  increase	  understanding	  among	  
outgroups.	  Intergroup	  dialogue	  is	  almost	  synonymous	  with	  civil	  discourse;	  it	  brings	  people	  
together	  across	  outgroups	  –	  typically	  gender	  and	  race	  –	  to	  come	  to	  a	  better	  understanding	  
of	  each	  other	  through	  dialogue.	  	  
	  

Intergroup	  dialogue	  often	  takes	  the	  
form	  of	  long-‐term	  commitments	  
(usually	  a	  school	  semester	  where	  
IGD	  sessions	  are	  a	  class)	  in	  which	  
participants	  engage	  with	  each	  
other	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  activities	  and	  
facilitated	  dialogues	  including	  a	  
depth	  of	  personal	  sharing.	  It	  has	  
been	  especially	  prevalent	  at	  
colleges	  and	  universities	  as	  schools	  
have	  realized	  that	  the	  mere	  
presence	  of	  diversity	  on	  campus	  

does	  not	  mean	  that	  people	  of	  diverse	  backgrounds	  will	  actually	  interact	  in	  meaningful	  
ways.87	  In	  practice,	  there	  is	  strong	  evidence	  to	  suggest	  that	  intergroup	  dialogue	  does	  
positively	  affect	  intergroup	  understanding	  and	  relationships.88	  In	  cases	  where	  intergroup	  
dialogue	  is	  utilized	  to	  bridge	  racial	  and	  gender	  divides,	  it	  has	  also	  been	  shown	  to	  instill	  in	  
participants	  an	  ongoing	  desire	  to	  address	  these	  social	  issues.	  	  
	  
The	  pure	  form	  of	  intergroup	  dialogue	  has	  not	  been	  used	  in	  any	  extensive	  manner	  across	  
partisan	  lines	  (as	  far	  as	  I’m	  aware),	  but	  as	  a	  form	  of	  civil	  discourse	  to	  bridge	  partisan	  
divides	  it	  shows	  enormous	  promise.	  While	  partisanship	  is	  not	  identical	  to	  race	  and	  gender	  
outgroup	  relationships,	  the	  important	  component	  of	  outgroup	  bias	  still	  exists.	  	  
	  
However,	  regardless	  of	  the	  potential	  that	  the	  semester-‐long	  intergroup	  dialogue	  provides,	  
the	  main	  challenge	  is	  the	  institutional	  support	  structure	  that	  is	  required.	  One	  does	  not	  
casually	  engage	  in	  an	  intergroup	  dialogue	  exploration,	  and	  that	  high	  “cost	  of	  entry”	  reduces	  
the	  ability	  to	  use	  it	  as	  a	  primary	  vehicle	  to	  reduce	  partisan	  animosity.	  If	  building	  mutual	  
toleration	  between	  parties	  is	  truly	  important,	  it	  must	  take	  place	  on	  a	  broader	  scale.	  This	  is	  
where	  a	  return	  to	  diplomacy	  becomes	  important.	  
	  
Diplomacy	  encompasses	  far	  more	  than	  peace	  treaties,	  or	  state	  dinners,	  or	  even	  culinary	  
diplomacy.	  There	  is	  also	  the	  large	  nebulous	  world	  of	  “citizen	  diplomacy”	  which	  does	  not	  
require	  the	  institutional	  support	  of	  a	  single	  organization	  to	  thrive.	  Citizen	  diplomacy,	  
according	  to	  the	  United	  States	  Department	  of	  State	  website,	  “is	  the	  concept	  that	  the	  

                                                
87 “Evaluating Intergroup Dialogue: Engaging Diversity for Personal and Social Responsibility.” Text. 
Association of American Colleges & Universities, January 6, 2009. https://www.aacu.org/publications-
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the United States Department of 
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the individual has the right to help 
shape U.S. foreign relations one 
handshake at a time.’” 
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individual	  has	  the	  right	  to	  help	  shape	  U.S.	  foreign	  relations	  ‘one	  handshake	  at	  a	  time.’	  
Citizen	  diplomats	  ...	  are	  motivated	  by	  a	  desire	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  world	  in	  a	  
meaningful,	  mutually	  beneficial	  dialogue.”89	  Applied	  to	  partisan	  relations,	  as	  opposed	  to	  
relations	  between	  the	  United	  States	  and	  other	  countries,	  citizen	  diplomats	  are	  motivated	  
by	  a	  desire	  to	  engage	  with	  opposing	  partisans	  in	  a	  meaningful,	  mutually	  beneficial	  dialogue.	  
Viewing	  the	  fostering	  of	  mutual	  toleration	  as	  a	  citizen-‐diplomacy	  effort	  as	  opposed	  to	  a	  
function	  that	  must	  be	  performed	  upon	  us	  has	  great	  upsides,	  as	  well	  as	  downsides.	  	  
	  
It	  is	  likely	  that	  any	  chance	  we	  have	  at	  conducting	  a	  broad	  enough	  effort	  to	  promote	  mutual	  
toleration	  must	  at	  least	  include	  citizen	  diplomacy.	  We,	  as	  citizens,	  have	  to	  actively	  become	  
engaged	  in	  trying	  to	  tolerate	  each	  other.	  Regardless	  of	  how	  hard	  any	  organization	  or	  leader	  
works,	  if	  we	  do	  not	  decide	  mutual	  toleration	  is	  a	  goal	  worth	  pursuing,	  it	  will	  not	  happen.	  
One	  primary	  way	  we	  can	  do	  this	  is	  through	  civil	  discourse.	  If	  we	  take	  the	  time	  to	  engage	  
with	  one	  another	  and	  attempt	  to	  truly	  understand	  each	  other’s	  political	  positions,	  maybe	  
we	  can	  replicate	  the	  effects	  of	  concentrated	  intergroup	  dialogue,	  bit	  by	  bit,	  across	  the	  
country.	  This,	  no	  doubt,	  is	  a	  daunting	  task.	  While	  full-‐length	  intergroup	  dialogue	  sessions	  
have	  a	  high	  entry	  cost,	  so	  does	  pursuing	  citizen	  diplomacy	  in	  the	  form	  of	  civil	  discourse.	  It	  
puts	  the	  onus	  on	  us,	  and	  in	  our	  already	  busy	  and	  stressful	  lives	  it	  adds	  one	  more	  layer	  we	  
do	  not	  wish	  to	  think	  about.	  Luckily,	  there	  are	  organizations	  making	  the	  costs	  of	  entry	  
easier.	  If	  you	  are	  interested	  in	  breaching	  the	  political	  divide,	  just	  to	  understand	  how	  
someone	  can	  possibly	  believe	  what	  they	  do	  –	  there	  are	  a	  number	  of	  good	  places	  to	  start:	  
Better	  Angels,	  Living	  Room	  Conversations,	  Ben	  Franklin	  Circles,	  One	  America,	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House	  and	  many	  others.	  They	  all	  take	  different	  forms,	  but	  their	  mission	  is	  largely	  the	  
same:	  promote	  understanding	  of	  political	  opponents	  through	  civil	  discourse.	  	  
	  
I	  have	  spent	  the	  last	  few	  months	  working	  with	  one	  of	  these	  organizations,	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House,	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  truly	  understand	  how	  close	  practice	  comes	  to	  theory.	  I	  don’t	  doubt	  
that	  we	  need	  to	  promote	  mutual	  
toleration	  within	  the	  United	  States,	  and	  
the	  theory	  behind	  civil	  discourse	  is	  
sound.	  However,	  there	  are	  missing	  
links.	  First	  of	  all,	  does	  the	  form	  of	  civil	  
discourse	  practiced	  by	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House	  work?	  And	  if	  it	  does	  promote	  
understanding,	  is	  mutual	  understanding	  
truly	  important	  towards	  mutual	  
toleration?	  These	  questions	  and	  more	  
have	  consistently	  played	  in	  my	  mind	  as	  I	  
have	  observed,	  participated	  in,	  and	  
organized	  an	  event	  for	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House.	  The	  third,	  and	  following,	  section	  
attempts	  to	  tease	  out	  these	  questions.	  	  

 
                                                
89 “You Are a Citizen Diplomat.” Accessed April 26, 2019. 
https://www.state.gov/discoverdiplomacy/references/169794.htm. 

“Any chance we have at 
conducting a broad enough 
effort to promote mutual 
toleration must at least include 
citizen diplomacy. We as 
citizens, have to actively 
become engaged in trying to 
tolerate each other.” 
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III. Make Shift Coffee House and Real-Life Civil 
Discourse 
 
The Event 
	  
At	  six	  o’clock	  on	  the	  evening	  of	  Friday,	  March	  22nd,	  I	  pulled	  up	  to	  front	  entrance	  of	  the	  
Lewiston-‐Auburn	  College.	  Lewiston-‐Auburn	  College	  –	  “LAC”	  to	  most	  –	  is	  a	  satellite	  campus	  
for	  the	  University	  of	  Southern	  Maine	  and	  is	  housed	  in	  a	  single,	  large,	  elegant-‐yet-‐simple	  
building	  on	  the	  outskirts	  of	  commercial	  Lewiston,	  Maine.	  The	  College,	  while	  rather	  
unremarkable	  by	  most	  standards,	  over-‐delivered	  on	  the	  primary	  requirement	  for	  that	  
evening	  –	  a	  welcoming,	  open	  space,	  for	  a	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House.	  The	  function	  room	  of	  the	  
College,	  occupying	  the	  northeast	  corner	  of	  the	  building,	  sports	  a	  high-‐ceiling,	  wide	  open	  
space,	  and	  a	  grand	  piano	  in	  the	  corner.	  	  
	  
On	  that	  Friday	  evening,	  the	  function	  room	  of	  LAC	  was	  to	  be	  witness	  to	  real-‐life	  civil	  
discourse.	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House,	  a	  Maine-‐based	  civil	  discourse	  organization	  started	  and	  
run	  by	  career-‐facilitator	  (and	  my	  neighbor),	  Craig	  Freshley,	  was	  having	  their	  31st	  event	  
that	  night.	  To	  borrow	  from	  their	  resources,	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  is	  “bridging	  the	  
political	  divide	  with	  coffee,	  music,	  and	  face-‐to-‐face	  conversation.”	  I	  helped	  to	  organize	  the	  
event	  as	  part	  of	  this	  larger	  project;	  a	  practical	  compliment	  to	  my	  deep-‐dive	  down	  the	  
academic	  rabbit-‐hole	  of	  civil	  discourse	  literature.	  	  
	  
Working	  closely	  with	  Craig	  over	  a	  period	  of	  a	  few	  months,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  witness	  first-‐hand	  
what	  it	  is	  like	  to	  work	  on	  the	  front-‐lines	  promoting	  civil	  discourse.	  However,	  not	  only	  did	  I	  
get	  to	  experience	  participating	  and	  organizing	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  events,	  I	  also	  turned	  
some	  of	  my	  efforts	  towards	  assessing	  their	  impact.	  In	  an	  effort	  to	  answer	  the	  question	  that	  
has	  formed	  the	  crux	  of	  this	  exploration	  –	  “Is	  civil	  discourse	  important?”	  Working	  with	  Make	  
Shift	  Coffee	  House	  offered	  me	  an	  opportunity	  to	  conduct	  my	  own	  research	  to	  find	  answers.	  
However,	  before	  diving	  right	  into	  those	  findings,	  it	  is	  worth	  recounting	  the	  process	  of	  
organizing	  and	  pulling-‐off	  the	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  on	  March	  22nd.	  Not	  only	  should	  this	  
give	  you	  a	  vivid	  picture	  what	  real-‐life	  civil	  discourse	  looks	  like,	  but	  also,	  appease	  my	  
advisors	  who	  are	  sure	  to	  insist	  upon	  receiving	  an	  event	  retrospective.	  	  
	  

While	  the	  room	  was	  perfect	  for	  our	  needs,	  
Lewiston-‐Auburn	  College	  was	  selected	  
primarily	  for	  another	  reason;	  its	  location	  in	  
Lewiston.	  As	  the	  “organizer”	  or	  “host”	  of	  the	  
Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House,	  it	  is	  incumbent	  upon	  
me	  to	  find	  a	  space	  for	  the	  event.	  I	  could	  have	  
organized	  one	  in	  my	  hometown,	  Brunswick,	  
Maine,	  but	  after	  many	  conversations	  with	  
Craig	  Freshley	  (the	  brains,	  brawn,	  heart,	  and	  
professional	  facilitator	  behind	  every	  MSCH)	  I	  

“I was able to witness 
first-hand what it is like to 
work on the front-lines 
promoting civil discourse.” 
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decided	  on	  Lewiston.	  While	  talking	  with	  Craig,	  I	  learned	  that	  there	  is	  one	  factor	  that	  
universally	  determines	  whether	  or	  not	  a	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  is	  successful:	  Republican	  
turnout.	  Hosting	  the	  event	  in	  the	  relatively	  conservative	  town	  of	  Lewiston,	  in	  Maine’s	  2nd	  
Congressional	  district,	  made	  it	  far	  more	  likely	  that	  the	  turnout	  would	  be	  bipartisan.	  	  
	  
In	  the	  history	  of	  MSCH,	  Democrats,	  and	  liberals	  more	  generally,	  have	  been	  the	  majority	  of	  
participants	  at	  the	  events.	  By	  no	  means	  have	  they	  been	  the	  only	  participants,	  but	  there	  has	  
been	  the	  occasional	  event	  that	  has	  seen	  an	  almost	  uniform	  liberal	  audience,	  while	  the	  
converse,	  a	  universally	  conservative	  audience,	  has	  never	  come	  close	  to	  happening.	  In	  
Craig’s	  words,	  the	  only	  times	  he’s	  come	  away	  from	  an	  event	  where	  the	  words	  “wow,	  that	  
really	  didn’t	  go	  well”	  came	  to	  mind	  are	  when	  the	  the	  audience	  isn’t	  “well-‐balanced.”	  	  
	  
So	  that	  was	  my	  goal	  –	  organize	  an	  event	  with	  a	  well-‐balanced	  audience	  so	  the	  experience	  
would	  be	  worthwhile	  for	  everyone	  in	  attendance.	  If	  we	  were	  all	  just	  going	  to	  say	  the	  same	  
things	  back	  and	  forth	  to	  each	  other,	  we	  might	  as	  well	  just	  sit	  at	  home	  and	  watch	  Fox	  News	  
or	  MSNBC	  –	  depending	  on	  our	  partisanship,	  of	  course.	  	  
	  
Hosting	  the	  event	  in	  Lewiston	  isn’t	  the	  only	  avenue	  I	  pursued	  to	  achieve	  a	  robust	  and	  
hopefully	  bipartisan	  audience.	  Working	  off	  of	  a	  list	  of	  names	  provided	  by	  Craig	  (apparently	  
he	  knows	  literally	  anyone	  who	  is	  anyone	  in	  Maine)	  I	  began	  a	  frenetic	  emailing	  and	  phone	  
campaign	  to	  drum	  up	  support	  and	  drive	  turnout.	  I	  reached	  out	  to	  anyone	  who	  might’ve	  
conceivably	  been	  interested	  in	  helping	  us	  promote	  civil	  discourse	  in	  Lewiston.	  This	  list	  
included	  many	  different	  community	  leaders	  of	  various	  backgrounds,	  some	  of	  whom	  had	  
connections	  to	  Craig	  and	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House,	  and	  others	  who	  were	  hearing	  of	  it	  for	  the	  
first	  time.	  	  
	  
Some	  of	  the	  most	  important	  
members	  on	  this	  list	  were	  the	  
leaders	  of	  the	  State	  and	  County	  
Republican	  party.	  The	  Advisory	  
Board	  of	  the	  MSCH	  organization	  
is	  co-‐chaired	  by	  the	  heads	  of	  the	  
Maine	  Republican	  and	  Maine	  
Democratic	  parties.	  This	  
institutional	  support,	  especially	  
from	  Republican	  leaders,	  opens	  
up	  doors	  for	  the	  necessary	  
bipartisan	  attendance.	  Apart	  
from	  working	  with	  the	  state	  party	  and	  their	  email	  lists,	  I	  also	  reached	  out	  to	  specific	  local	  
Republican	  politicians.	  After	  a	  shot-‐in-‐the-‐dark	  Facebook	  message	  a	  month	  or	  so	  before	  the	  
event,	  I	  found	  myself	  on	  the	  phone	  with	  Eric	  Brakey,	  a	  former	  State	  Senator	  from	  the	  
Lewiston	  area,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  former	  Republican	  candidate	  for	  the	  2018	  U.S.	  Senate	  election.	  
He	  was	  somewhat	  familiar	  with	  the	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  model,	  having	  participated	  in	  a	  
joint	  MSCH-‐University	  of	  New	  England	  forum,	  and	  was	  happy	  to	  talk	  about	  the	  event.	  I	  
talked	  to	  him	  a	  couple	  more	  times	  leading	  up	  to	  it,	  and	  having	  him	  on-‐board	  proved	  
essential	  to	  generating	  an	  interesting	  and	  diverse	  turnout.	  	  

“If we are all just going to say the 
same things back and forth to each 
other, we might as well just sit at 
home and watch Fox News or 
MSNBC – depending on our 
partisanship, of course.” 
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On	  the	  flipside	  of	  the	  diversity	  coin,	  Lewiston	  is	  also	  home	  to	  a	  large,	  primarily-‐East	  African	  
and	  Somali,	  immigrant	  population.	  One	  of	  my	  goals	  for	  the	  event	  was	  to	  ensure	  that	  this	  
constituency	  felt	  welcome	  and	  was	  present.	  I	  approached	  this	  in	  a	  similar	  vein	  to	  the	  
Republicans	  –	  reaching	  out	  to	  leaders	  who	  might	  transfer	  the	  message	  on	  to	  their	  
constituents.	  As	  a	  result,	  I	  ended	  up	  having	  a	  number	  of	  great	  phone	  calls	  with	  Fatuma	  
Hussein,	  the	  executive	  director	  of	  the	  Immigrant	  Resource	  Council	  of	  Maine	  based	  in	  
Lewiston.	  Information	  about	  the	  event	  was	  sent	  to	  their	  email	  lists	  which	  generated	  a	  
modest	  but	  vital	  immigrant	  attendance.	  	  
	  
When	  pitching	  to	  both	  of	  these	  constituencies,	  I	  largely	  used	  the	  same	  framework;	  “come	  
listen	  to	  your	  neighbors,	  get	  a	  chance	  to	  be	  heard,	  and	  help	  to	  promote	  great	  civil	  
conversation	  in	  your	  community.”	  My	  pitch	  incorporated	  both	  a	  listening	  and	  sharing	  
component	  under	  the	  assumption	  that	  some	  people	  are	  more	  drawn	  to	  these	  events	  to	  hear	  
from	  others	  in	  order	  to	  understand,	  while	  some	  want	  to	  explain	  themselves	  because	  they	  
might	  feel	  misunderstood.	  	  
	  
Apart	  from	  generating	  turnout,	  one	  of	  my	  primary	  tasks	  as	  the	  “organizer”	  was	  to	  work	  
with	  Craig	  and	  MSCH	  to	  decide	  upon	  a	  “topic”	  for	  the	  event.	  All	  previous	  events	  have	  had	  
topics	  that	  relate	  to	  American	  politics	  in	  some	  fashion,	  but	  choosing	  a	  topic	  that	  gets	  people	  
in	  the	  room	  having	  meaningful	  conversation	  is	  not	  a	  simple	  task.	  After	  attending	  five	  other	  
MSCHs	  leading	  up	  to	  mine,	  as	  well	  as	  talking	  with	  Craig,	  I	  realized	  the	  topic	  itself	  matters	  a	  
great	  deal.	  Previous	  unsuccessful	  or	  at	  least	  mildly	  unsuccessful	  topics	  include;	  “Diversity,”	  
“Gender,”	  “Patriotism,”	  and,	  “Trump.”	  Patriotism	  might	  have	  failed	  more	  due	  to	  
circumstance	  and	  poor	  organizing	  than	  the	  topic	  itself,	  but	  I	  flagged	  it	  as	  worth	  avoiding	  
regardless.	  Diversity	  and	  gender	  failed	  to	  generate	  a	  turnout	  on	  both	  “sides”	  of	  these	  issues.	  
For	  the	  most	  part,	  everyone	  in	  those	  rooms	  was	  saying	  the	  same	  stuff,	  which	  means	  no	  

meaningful	  conversation	  and	  
learning	  occurred.	  Craig’s	  
conclusion	  about	  those	  two	  
topics	  was	  that	  everyone	  
generally	  knows	  that	  being	  anti-‐
diversity	  or	  in	  support	  of	  
traditional	  gender	  roles	  is	  a	  
relatively	  “politically	  incorrect”	  
position	  and	  no	  one	  is	  going	  
come	  into	  a	  public	  setting	  to	  
promote	  those	  values.	  	  

	  
“Trump,”	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  struggled	  for	  very	  different	  reasons.	  The	  topic	  of	  “Trump”	  
definitely	  drove	  a	  bipartisan	  turnout,	  but	  it	  did	  not	  necessarily	  produce	  a	  situation	  where	  
everyone	  was	  listening	  to	  each	  other’s	  perspectives	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  understand.	  I	  attended	  
one	  of	  the	  two	  “Trump”	  events,	  and	  I	  felt	  noticeably	  more	  uncomfortable	  with	  the	  
discussion	  than	  the	  other	  events	  I	  had	  witnessed.	  I	  believe	  that	  this	  is	  likely	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  
that	  discussing	  “Trump”	  brings	  participants	  outside	  of	  introspecting	  on	  their	  own	  beliefs,	  
and	  into	  debating	  the	  relative	  merits	  of	  Trump	  himself.	  Furthermore,	  Trump	  is	  an	  

“Some people are more drawn to 
these events to hear from others in 
order to understand, while some 
want to explain themselves because 
they might feel misunderstood.” 
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enormously	  polarizing	  figure	  and	  when	  the	  topic	  for	  discussion	  cuts	  so	  close	  to	  the	  group-‐
identities	  of	  those	  present,	  it	  primes	  them	  for	  conflict	  rather	  than	  empathy.	  As	  discussed	  in	  
Chapter	  One,	  political	  outgroup	  bias	  is	  an	  extremely	  powerful	  phenomenon,	  and	  having	  a	  
topic	  such	  as	  Trump	  that	  is	  so	  central	  to	  that	  conflict	  might	  not	  lend	  itself	  to	  productive	  
civil	  discourse.	  As	  such,	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  with	  a	  relatively	  safe	  topic;	  The	  Rightful	  Role	  of	  
Government.	  This	  topic	  allows	  participants	  to	  bring	  their	  own	  story	  to	  the	  table	  and	  to	  
really	  get	  at	  the	  heart	  of	  their	  political	  beliefs.	  Wherever	  you	  stand	  on	  the	  political	  
spectrum,	  the	  “Rightful	  Role	  of	  Government”	  allows	  you	  to	  discuss	  whatever	  is	  most	  
important	  to	  you.	  	  
	  
That	  brings	  us	  back	  to	  the	  evening	  of	  Friday,	  March	  22nd,	  and	  back	  into	  the	  far	  more	  
engaging	  active	  voice.	  The	  location,	  topic	  and	  outreach	  are	  all	  set	  –	  now	  comes	  the	  true	  test;	  
does	  anyone	  show	  up?	  The	  event	  is	  slated	  to	  start	  at	  seven,	  and	  I	  arrive	  at	  six	  to	  unpack	  my	  
car	  and	  make	  sure	  everything	  is	  hunky	  dory.	  The	  back	  of	  my	  car	  is	  brimming	  with	  
homemade	  food-‐stuffs	  and	  I	  quickly	  begin	  to	  shuttle	  them	  through	  the	  light	  early-‐spring	  
rain	  drizzle	  and	  into	  the	  event	  room.	  	  
	  
Walnut-‐cranberry-‐scallion	  miniature	  chicken	  salad	  sandwiches,	  mini	  caprese	  sliders,	  fruit	  
salad,	  homemade	  veggie	  trays,	  cheese,	  crackers,	  grapes,	  freshly	  baked	  brownies,	  and	  heaps	  
of	  chocolate	  chip	  cookies,	  all	  make	  their	  way	  onto	  the	  food	  tables	  lining	  one	  wall	  of	  the	  
room.	  The	  spread	  is	  the	  end	  result	  of	  that	  morning	  and	  afternoon	  my	  friend,	  Adelle,	  and	  I	  
spent	  in	  my	  parents’	  kitchen	  in	  Brunswick,	  Maine.	  	  
	  
As	  I	  unload	  the	  car,	  Adelle	  is	  on	  her	  way	  from	  Portland,	  having	  made	  a	  detour	  for	  one	  of	  the	  
stars	  of	  the	  evening	  –	  the	  coffee.	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  has	  a	  long-‐standing	  relationship	  
with	  Coffee	  By	  Design,	  a	  chain	  of	  local	  high-‐end	  coffee	  shops	  that	  eagerly	  support	  the	  
efforts	  at	  civil	  discourse.	  By	  the	  time	  Adelle	  arrives	  with	  the	  donated	  coffee,	  all	  the	  food	  is	  
in	  place,	  Craig	  has	  all	  his	  signs	  up,	  and	  the	  round	  tables	  and	  chairs	  are	  properly	  oriented.	  
The	  last	  key	  piece	  to	  arrive	  (except	  for	  the	  participants,	  of	  course)	  is	  the	  music.	  Every	  Make	  
Shift	  Coffee	  House	  has	  live	  music	  playing	  at	  various	  times	  for	  entertainment	  and	  to	  set	  the	  
mood.	  For	  this	  event,	  I	  had	  recruited	  my	  cousin,	  local	  musician	  Ian	  Leavitt	  and	  his	  band	  to	  
come	  play.	  When	  they	  arrive,	  Ian’s	  band	  sets	  up	  around	  the	  grand	  piano	  in	  the	  corner,	  and	  
strikes	  up	  their	  signature	  brand	  of	  folksy-‐blues	  with	  Ian	  on	  the	  keys	  and	  vocals	  and	  a	  
saxophone	  and	  guitar	  backing	  him	  up.	  	  
	  
With	  the	  music	  in	  full	  swing,	  and	  the	  food	  all	  
arranged,	  it	  isn’t	  long	  before	  people	  start	  trickling	  
in.	  I	  greet	  them	  all	  as	  they	  enter,	  welcoming	  them	  
to	  the	  event,	  pointing	  out	  the	  coffee,	  tea,	  and	  food	  
and	  encouraging	  them	  to	  sit	  with	  a	  stranger	  and	  
start-‐up	  a	  conversation.	  By	  about	  7:15,	  close	  to	  
forty	  people	  are	  in	  the	  room	  and	  Craig	  flips	  on	  his	  
microphone	  and	  the	  band	  dies	  down.	  After	  
welcoming	  everyone,	  Craig	  dives	  into	  his	  tried-‐
and-‐true	  spiel	  that	  he	  starts	  every	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House	  with.	  After	  giving	  a	  little	  bit	  of	  

“Every Make Shift 
Coffee House has live 
music playing at various 
times for entertainment 
and to set the mood.” 
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background	  on	  himself	  –	  he	  is	  a	  career	  professional	  meeting	  mediator	  and	  facilitator,	  and	  
he	  founded	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  because	  many	  of	  the	  important	  lessons	  he’s	  learned	  
from	  meeting	  facilitation	  are	  not	  present	  in	  our	  current	  political	  conversations.	  	  
	  
He	  goes	  on	  to	  cover	  the	  ground	  rules:	  1)	  Speak	  from	  your	  experience,	  2)	  Listen	  to	  
understand,	  3)	  Everyone	  gets	  a	  turn,	  4)	  No	  one	  criticizes,	  5)	  Neutral	  facilitation,	  and	  6)	  
Share	  with	  others.	  The	  ground	  rules	  are	  written	  on	  a	  large	  poster	  on	  the	  wall,	  as	  well	  as	  
elucidated	  in	  little	  cards	  placed	  on	  each	  table.	  After	  that,	  we	  get	  right	  into	  it.	  Craig	  asks	  for	  a	  
volunteer	  to	  begin	  by	  answering	  the	  broad	  question	  for	  the	  night:	  “What	  do	  you	  think	  the	  
Right	  Role	  of	  Government	  should	  be?”	  
	  
The	  first	  volunteer	  is	  a	  middle-‐aged	  woman	  with	  a	  blond	  bob	  who	  identifies	  herself	  as	  a	  
local	  politician.	  In	  a	  back-‐and-‐forth	  Craig	  teases	  out	  her	  background	  as	  an	  Irish	  immigrant	  
who	  has	  a	  strong	  attachment	  to	  self-‐governance.	  She	  shares	  her	  experience	  as	  being	  
absolutely	  thrilled	  to	  simply	  being	  able	  to	  participate	  in	  local	  politics	  after	  coming	  from	  a	  
country	  that	  had	  to	  fight	  for	  the	  right	  to	  self-‐governance.	  We	  are	  off	  and	  running.	  Over	  the	  
next	  forty	  minutes,	  many	  more	  volunteer	  to	  share	  their	  opinion	  or	  respond	  to	  a	  comment	  
that	  is	  made.	  The	  atmosphere	  is	  lively,	  and	  Craig	  takes	  a	  moment	  with	  almost	  every	  
speaker	  to	  ask	  a	  follow-‐up	  question	  –	  “When	  did	  you	  first	  arrive	  at	  that	  belief?”	  or,	  “Do	  you	  
mind	  sharing	  a	  little	  about	  your	  background?”	  	  
	  
Eric	  Brakey	  is	  in	  attendance,	  and	  shares	  a	  pivotal	  moment	  in	  his	  political	  development	  that	  
occurred	  in	  2010,	  and	  talks	  about	  how	  his	  politics	  have	  diverged	  from	  his	  parents	  who	  he	  
playfully	  acknowledges	  at	  the	  next	  table	  over	  –	  a	  real	  family	  affair.	  A	  woman	  from	  the	  
Green	  Independent	  party	  shares	  her	  frustration	  with	  government	  intervention	  in	  most	  
circumstances,	  especially	  gun	  control,	  but	  goes	  on	  to	  elaborate	  on	  the	  necessity	  of	  saving	  

the	  environment.	  A	  man	  on	  the	  far	  
side	  of	  the	  room	  explains	  how	  a	  
high	  school	  history	  teacher	  first	  got	  
him	  to	  think	  critically	  about	  politics	  
and	  how	  a	  life	  of	  that	  has	  lead	  him	  
to	  the	  strong	  belief	  that	  we	  would	  
be	  better	  off	  without	  any	  
government.	  These	  are	  just	  
snippets	  of	  a	  wide-‐ranging	  
conversation	  that	  manages	  to	  cover	  
the	  full	  normal	  political	  spectrum,	  
and	  much	  more.	  	  

	  
After	  forty	  minutes	  or	  so,	  Craig	  encourages	  everyone	  to	  break	  up	  into	  smaller	  groups	  –	  go	  
find	  someone	  who	  said	  something	  interesting,	  and	  talk	  to	  them	  about	  it.	  The	  band	  strikes	  
back	  up,	  and	  the	  sound	  of	  blues	  and	  growing	  conversation	  fill	  the	  room.	  I	  drift	  between	  
tables,	  eavesdropping	  on	  various	  conversations	  and	  gathering	  bits	  and	  pieces	  from	  
everywhere.	  Eric	  Brakey	  is	  in	  a	  long	  conversation	  with	  a	  homeless	  veteran	  whose	  politics	  
sound	  like	  they	  run	  close	  to	  socialism,	  and	  I	  take	  a	  moment	  to	  stop	  and	  listen.	  Even	  though	  
their	  positions	  are	  nearly	  diametrically	  opposed	  to	  one-‐another,	  every	  turn	  in	  the	  

“Craig takes a moment with 
almost every speaker to ask a 
follow-up question – ‘When did 
you first arrive at that belief?’ or, 
‘Do you mind sharing a little about 
your background?’” 
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conversation	  has	  an	  “Interesting,”	  or	  a	  “Here’s	  where	  I	  agree	  with	  you,	  but	  have	  you	  
thought	  about	  this”,	  transition.	  I	  go	  grab	  another	  bite	  to	  eat	  before	  all	  the	  cookies	  are	  gone,	  
and	  find	  myself	  sitting	  at	  a	  table	  with	  a	  number	  of	  immigrant	  women	  and	  a	  pleasant	  self-‐
described	  libertarian.	  I	  arrive	  just	  in	  time	  to	  hear	  one	  of	  them	  give	  a	  little	  bit	  of	  her	  
background:	  she	  is	  a	  Somali	  immigrant	  and	  the	  mother	  of	  eight,	  and	  her	  oldest	  two	  children	  
are	  at	  Georgetown	  and	  Swarthmore.	  	  
	  
Eventually,	  Craig	  pulls	  us	  all	  back	  into	  one	  big	  conversation,	  and	  various	  topics	  that	  came	  
up	  in	  small-‐group	  discussions	  are	  being	  shared.	  The	  “Social	  Contract”	  is	  brought	  up	  by	  a	  
group	  of	  young	  liberals	  in	  the	  far	  corner,	  and	  many	  others	  share	  their	  perspective	  on	  what	  
it	  means	  to	  have	  a	  social	  contract	  –	  for	  some	  it	  is	  powerful,	  and	  others,	  it	  is	  almost	  
frightening	  to	  have	  a	  contract	  that	  “isn’t	  written	  down	  anywhere”	  and	  is	  subject	  to	  change.	  	  
	  
At	  nine	  o’clock,	  Craig	  wraps	  up	  the	  conversation,	  but	  invites	  anyone	  who	  is	  interested	  to	  
stick	  around	  and	  keep	  talking	  or	  share	  contact	  information	  with	  someone	  whose	  views	  
they	  found	  intriguing	  to	  continue	  the	  conversation.	  The	  band	  jumps	  back	  into	  playing,	  
livelier	  and	  louder	  now	  that	  all	  the	  formal	  talking	  is	  over.	  Some	  folks	  head	  for	  the	  door,	  and	  
I	  thank	  them	  as	  they	  leave,	  but	  many	  others	  stick	  around,	  milling	  about,	  chatting,	  eating,	  
and	  drinking	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  coffee	  and	  tea.	  We	  have	  to	  be	  out	  of	  the	  room	  by	  10:00	  pm,	  so	  a	  
few	  of	  us	  start	  to	  clean,	  but	  the	  conversations	  are	  still	  happening.	  A	  few	  friends	  of	  mine	  
stick	  around	  to	  help	  shuttle	  the	  dishes	  back	  into	  my	  car,	  but	  even	  after	  that	  is	  done,	  and	  
we’re	  all	  ready	  to	  depart,	  there	  are	  still	  three	  guys	  in	  the	  parking	  lot	  chatting	  with	  one	  
another.	  It’s	  past	  10:15	  pm	  and	  I	  wave	  as	  I	  drive	  off	  and	  they	  wave	  back	  –	  I’m	  not	  sure	  how	  
long	  that	  conversation	  went.	  
 
 
Assessing Make Shift Coffee House 
 
In Theory 
	  
By	  all	  usual	  measures,	  the	  Lewiston	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  was	  a	  success.	  According	  to	  
Craig,	  it	  was	  one	  of	  the	  better	  events	  they’ve	  had.	  However,	  I	  want	  more	  than	  that.	  Sure,	  
there	  was	  plenty	  of	  good	  conversation,	  a	  diversity	  of	  viewpoints,	  and	  the	  atmosphere	  was	  
friendly,	  light-‐hearted	  and	  welcoming	  –	  but	  in	  the	  end,	  I	  want	  to	  answer	  my	  original	  
question:	  “is	  civil	  discourse	  important?”	  Did	  this	  event,	  or	  does	  the	  work	  that	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House	  is	  doing	  generally,	  have	  real	  positive	  effects	  on	  participants?	  	  
	  
To	  answer	  this,	  it	  is	  important	  to	  return	  to	  the	  theoretical	  findings	  from	  Chapter	  2.	  Two	  
possible	  important	  outcomes	  from	  engagement	  in	  the	  type	  of	  civil	  discourse	  promoted	  by	  
Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  are	  1)	  the	  promotion	  of	  deliberative	  democratic	  tendencies,	  and	  2)	  
increased	  mutual	  toleration	  of	  political	  opponents.	  In	  theory,	  it	  would	  make	  sense	  that	  
Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  would	  help	  in	  both	  these	  regards.	  The	  MSCH	  model	  ties	  together	  
many	  of	  the	  promising	  strands	  of	  contact	  theory,	  and	  does	  a	  good	  job	  of	  replicating	  
intergroup	  dialogue	  between	  partisans.	  However,	  assessing	  measurable	  impacts	  is	  far	  
harder	  than	  theorizing	  their	  existence.	  
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If	  we	  recall	  the	  end	  of	  Chapter	  One,	  it	  becomes	  apparent	  that	  the	  success	  of	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House	  depends	  upon	  one	  of	  the	  same	  psychological	  frameworks	  as	  intergroup	  
dialogue	  and	  culinary	  diplomacy:	  the	  contact	  hypothesis.	  By	  bringing	  partisans	  together	  
under	  specific	  conditions,	  the	  goal	  of	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  is	  to	  reduce	  outgroup	  
prejudice	  and	  to	  promote	  intergroup	  understanding.	  As	  with	  all	  models	  that	  operate	  under	  
the	  contact	  hypothesis,	  MSCH’s	  success	  is	  likely	  determined	  by	  the	  specific	  conditions	  
under	  which	  the	  contact	  takes	  place.	  Under	  examination,	  the	  MSCH	  model	  does	  implement	  
some	  of	  the	  more	  promising	  structures,	  and	  thus	  in	  theory,	  has	  a	  chance	  of	  achieving	  
reduced	  levels	  of	  outgroup	  prejudice	  and	  promoting	  understanding.	  	  
	  
As	  addressed	  previously,	  the	  ideal	  contact	  conditions	  are	  still	  up	  for	  debate,	  but	  it	  is	  worth	  
returning	  to	  the	  paradigm	  conditions	  set	  forth	  by	  Gordon	  Allport	  to	  view	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House	  model	  through	  this	  lens.	  A	  fully	  formed	  version	  of	  the	  optimal	  contact	  conditions	  
looks	  like	  this:	  	  
	  
1. Equal	  status.	  Both	  groups	  must	  engage	  equally	  in	  the	  relationship.	  Members	  of	  the	  

group	  should	  have	  similar	  backgrounds,	  qualities,	  and	  characteristics.	  Differences	  in	  
academic	  backgrounds,	  wealth,	  skill,	  or	  experiences	  should	  be	  minimized	  if	  these	  
qualities	  will	  influence	  
perceptions	  of	  prestige	  and	  
rank	  in	  the	  group.	  	  

2. Common	  goals.	  Both	  groups	  
must	  work	  on	  a	  problem/task	  
and	  share	  this	  as	  a	  common	  
goal,	  sometimes	  called	  a	  
superordinate	  goal,	  a	  goal	  that	  
can	  only	  be	  attained	  if	  the	  
members	  of	  two	  or	  more	  
groups	  work	  together	  by	  
pooling	  their	  efforts	  and	  
resources.	  

3. Intergroup	  cooperation.	  Both	  groups	  must	  work	  together	  for	  their	  common	  goals	  
without	  competition.	  Groups	  need	  to	  work	  together	  in	  the	  pursuit	  of	  common	  goals.	  

4. Support	  of	  authorities,	  law,	  or	  customs.	  Both	  groups	  must	  acknowledge	  some	  
authority	  that	  supports	  the	  contact	  and	  interactions	  between	  the	  groups.	  The	  
contact	  should	  encourage	  friendly,	  helpful,	  egalitarian	  attitudes	  and	  condemn	  
ingroup-‐outgroup	  comparisons.	  

5. Personal	  interaction.	  The	  contact	  situation	  needs	  to	  involve	  informal,	  personal	  
interaction	  with	  outgroup	  members.	  Members	  of	  the	  conflicting	  groups	  need	  to	  
mingle	  with	  one	  another.	  Without	  this	  criterion	  they	  learn	  very	  little	  about	  each	  
other	  and	  cross-‐group	  friendships	  do	  not	  occur.90	  
	  

                                                
90 “Gordon Allport’s Contact Hypothesis.” Facing History and Ourselves. Accessed April 26, 2019. 
https://www.facinghistory.org/sounds-change/gordon-allports-contact-hypothesis. 
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Addressing	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  on	  a	  condition	  by	  condition	  basis,	  it	  becomes	  clear	  that	  
it	  does	  a	  great	  job	  on	  some	  of	  these	  criteria	  while	  leaving	  a	  little	  to	  be	  desired	  in	  others.	  
	  

1. In	  Condition	  1,	  equal	  status,	  the	  MSCH	  model	  has	  an	  enormous	  benefit	  of	  always	  
asking	  participants	  to	  speak	  from	  their	  own	  personal	  experience.	  This	  has	  an	  
equalizing	  effect	  among	  participants	  and	  ensures	  that	  there	  is	  no	  hierarchy	  built	  
into	  the	  model	  itself.	  Also,	  by	  emphasizing	  everyone's	  opportunity	  to	  speak	  before	  
anyone	  else	  can	  speak	  twice,	  no	  one	  group	  or	  person	  can	  theoretically	  drive	  the	  
conversation.	  	  

2. Condition	  2	  is	  trickier.	  There	  is	  certainly	  a	  common	  goal	  of	  “mutual	  understanding,”	  
but	  after	  getting	  everyone	  in	  the	  room,	  it	  likely	  isn’t	  always	  the	  most	  prevalent	  thing	  
in	  participants	  minds.	  People	  attend	  these	  events	  because	  they	  believe	  in	  the	  
common	  goal,	  but	  “mutual	  understanding”	  is	  a	  rather	  lofty	  and	  esoteric	  common	  
goal	  that	  might	  not	  always	  sit	  at	  the	  forefront	  of	  participants	  minds	  throughout	  the	  
course	  of	  the	  entire	  event.	  Attachment	  to	  the	  common	  goal	  of	  understanding	  might	  
also	  differ	  from	  participant	  to	  participant,	  making	  it	  unclear	  whether	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House	  truly	  embodies	  this	  ideal	  condition.	  	  

3. Condition	  3	  is	  largely	  in	  the	  same	  boat;	  participants	  
cooperate	  in	  many	  ways	  (following	  the	  ground	  rules	  for	  
one)	  but	  the	  cooperation	  is	  less	  tangible	  when	  the	  goal	  
(mutual	  understanding)	  doesn’t	  necessarily	  have	  a	  
physical	  manifestation	  such	  as	  cooperation	  in	  sporting,	  
culinary,	  or	  creative	  endeavors.	  	  

4. Condition	  4	  is	  very	  well	  covered	  by	  the	  facilitation	  of	  
the	  events.	  It	  is	  clear	  who	  is	  in	  control	  of	  the	  room,	  and	  
Craig	  is	  even-‐handed	  and	  neutral	  with	  all	  participants.	  	  

5. Condition	  5	  is	  promoted	  in	  a	  number	  of	  ways.	  There	  is	  
the	  time	  at	  the	  beginning	  and	  end	  where	  attendees	  are	  
invited	  to	  eat,	  drink,	  listen	  to	  music	  and	  strike	  up	  a	  
conversation	  with	  their	  neighbors,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  more	  
informal	  small-‐group	  discussions	  that	  take	  place	  in	  the	  
middle.	  	  
	  

After	  participating	  in	  a	  number	  of	  these	  events,	  I	  feel	  as	  though	  the	  one	  area	  where	  Make	  
Shift	  Coffee	  House	  might	  falter	  under	  these	  criteria	  is	  making	  sure	  all	  participants	  are	  
focussed	  on	  the	  superordinate	  goal	  of	  understanding,	  and	  cooperating	  towards	  that	  end.	  
Even	  for	  me,	  I’ve	  had	  moments	  where	  I	  want	  to	  counter	  a	  point	  someone	  else	  makes,	  not	  in	  
order	  to	  create	  a	  fuller	  understanding,	  but	  more	  to	  “score	  points”	  as	  one	  would	  in	  an	  
argument.	  This	  certainly	  isn’t	  always	  the	  case,	  but	  I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  a	  potential	  pitfall.	  
	  
Apart	  from	  satisfying	  some	  of	  the	  more	  theoretical	  criteria	  for	  success,	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House	  also	  emulates	  other	  group-‐contact	  models	  that	  have	  been	  successful	  in	  their	  own	  
right.	  MSCH	  is	  in	  many	  ways	  a	  partisan-‐oriented	  fusion	  between	  culinary	  diplomacy	  and	  
intergroup	  dialogue.	  The	  presence	  of	  food,	  coffee,	  and	  music	  is	  intended	  to	  have	  the	  same	  
impacts	  as	  culinary	  diplomatic	  efforts;	  bringing	  outgroup	  members	  together	  in	  an	  
environment	  conducive	  to	  positive	  emotions	  more	  generally,	  with	  the	  goal	  that	  
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participants	  will	  be	  more	  open	  and	  empathetic.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  
also	  has	  the	  more	  structured,	  facilitated	  conversation	  one	  would	  find	  in	  an	  intergroup	  
dialogue	  session.	  The	  use	  of	  previously	  
successful	  structures	  along	  with	  the	  general	  
satisfaction	  of	  the	  contact	  hypothesis	  criteria	  
creates	  a	  strong	  theoretical	  backdrop	  for	  
Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House.	  On	  paper,	  this	  is	  all	  
well	  and	  good,	  but	  to	  truly	  determine	  
whether	  or	  not	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  lives	  
up	  to	  its	  theoretical	  potential	  is	  another	  
matter.	  Examining	  the	  impacts	  of	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House	  events	  on	  the	  participants	  has	  
been	  an	  important	  final	  piece	  of	  my	  research.	  
	  
In Practice  
	  
I	  have	  been	  able	  to	  participate	  in	  two	  assessment	  models	  of	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House.	  The	  
first	  was	  a	  “before	  and	  after”	  survey	  pair	  conducted	  by	  MSCH	  with	  my	  help	  at	  an	  event	  on	  
“The	  Presidency”	  in	  December,	  2018.	  The	  second	  was	  a	  series	  of	  qualitative	  interviews	  I	  
conducted	  after	  the	  March	  22nd	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  in	  Lewiston.	  	  
	  
The	  survey	  assessment	  was	  an	  early	  attempt	  to	  measure	  the	  impact	  of	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House	  events	  on	  participants.	  Its	  main	  goal	  was	  to	  ascertain	  whether	  or	  not	  participation	  in	  
Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  had	  an	  effect	  on	  partisan	  attitudes	  among	  participants.	  All	  of	  the	  
questions	  were	  asked	  in	  a	  likert-‐scale	  format	  with	  possible	  answers	  ranging	  from	  “Strongly	  
Agree”	  to	  “Strongly	  Disagree.”	  Example	  questions	  included;	  “Democrats	  are	  dangerous	  for	  
America,”	  or,	  “Republicans	  are	  more	  uncivil	  than	  average.”	  Every	  question	  was	  asked	  twice,	  
once	  about	  Republicans	  and	  once	  about	  Democrats.	  Participants	  were	  also	  asked	  to	  identify	  
themselves	  on	  a	  five-‐point	  scale	  from	  from	  “Democrat”	  to	  “Republican.”	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  
intent	  was	  to	  be	  able	  to	  measure	  changes	  in	  attitudes	  towards	  outgroup	  partisans.	  The	  
survey	  included	  4	  pairs	  of	  questions	  aimed	  at	  assessing	  partisan	  animosity.	  	  
	  
The	  implementation	  of	  the	  survey	  took	  place	  at	  the	  December,	  2018,	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House	  held	  at	  the	  Portland	  Public	  Library	  on	  the	  topic	  of	  “The	  Presidency.”	  When	  
participants	  arrived,	  the	  “before”	  section	  of	  each	  survey	  was	  already	  placed	  at	  every	  seat	  so	  
that	  participants	  would	  fill	  it	  out	  as	  they	  sat	  down.	  At	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  event,	  Craig	  
talked	  briefly	  about	  the	  survey	  and	  its	  intent	  to	  help	  assess	  the	  work	  MSCH.	  He	  also	  asked	  
all	  participants	  to	  remember	  the	  number	  on	  the	  survey	  they	  completed	  (each	  sheet	  was	  
individually	  numbered).	  Then,	  all	  of	  the	  surveys	  were	  collected	  and	  the	  event	  carried	  on	  as	  
normal.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  event,	  companion	  “after”	  surveys	  were	  distributed	  that	  asked	  the	  
same	  questions	  as	  the	  “before”	  section.	  Participants	  were	  asked	  to	  write	  in	  their	  survey	  
number,	  and	  to	  complete	  the	  “after”	  section.	  Theoretically,	  by	  comparing	  the	  “before”	  and	  
“after”	  sections	  of	  each	  survey,	  it	  would	  be	  possible	  to	  determine	  if	  there	  was	  a	  measurable	  
difference	  in	  partisan	  attitudes.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  event,	  there	  were	  32	  fully	  completed	  
surveys	  with	  both	  a	  “before”	  and	  “after”	  section.	  Our	  hypothesis	  was	  that	  after	  
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participation	  in	  the	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House,	  the	  average	  levels	  of	  anti-‐outgroup	  partisan	  
sentiments	  would	  fall.	  	  
	  
When	  analyzing	  the	  surveys,	  the	  likert	  scale	  responses	  were	  coded	  into	  numbers	  1	  through	  
6,	  with	  1	  being	  “Strongly	  Agree”	  and	  6	  being	  “Strongly	  Disagree.”	  The	  responses	  were	  split	  
into	  partisan	  camps,	  and	  the	  mean	  response	  to	  each	  “before”	  and	  “after”	  question	  was	  
calculated.	  Afterwards,	  the	  “before”	  and	  “after”	  means	  were	  compared	  via	  statistical	  t-‐test	  
(alpha	  .05)	  to	  determine	  whether	  there	  was	  any	  statistically	  significant	  movement	  in	  
responses.	  While	  every	  paired	  response	  tended	  very	  slightly	  towards	  the	  hypothesized	  
reduction	  in	  negative	  partisan	  attitudes,	  the	  results	  were	  all	  too	  small	  for	  statistical	  
significance.	  While	  this	  result	  was	  certainly	  disappointing,	  there	  were	  factors	  within	  the	  
experiment	  itself	  that	  may	  have	  diminished	  any	  possible	  results.	  	  
	  
First	  and	  foremost,	  the	  topic	  of	  the	  event	  in	  which	  the	  assessment	  occurred	  might	  have	  
been	  an	  important	  factor.	  As	  discussed	  earlier,	  having	  “The	  Presidency”	  (a	  euphemism	  for	  
Trump)	  as	  the	  topic	  might	  not	  have	  lent	  itself	  to	  reduced	  partisan	  prejudice.	  This	  topic	  is	  no	  
longer	  about	  participants’	  individual	  beliefs,	  but	  rather,	  about	  an	  external	  figure	  that	  one	  
partisan	  side	  is	  bound	  to	  defend	  as	  a	  result	  of	  natural	  positive	  ingroup	  bias,	  and	  the	  other	  
side	  is	  both	  angry	  at,	  and	  afraid	  of.	  It	  gets	  participants	  away	  from	  speaking	  about	  their	  
personal	  experience,	  and	  into	  a	  murkier	  area	  of	  defending	  or	  attacking	  partisan	  identity	  
itself.	  	  
	  
Furthermore,	  not	  only	  did	  the	  topic	  lend	  itself	  to	  ingroup	  and	  outgroup	  attitudes,	  but	  also,	  
by	  asking	  participants	  to	  reflect	  upon	  their	  own	  partisanship	  and	  partisan	  animosity	  (by	  
filling	  out	  the	  survey)	  immediately	  before	  asking	  them	  to	  engage	  in	  understanding	  
outgroup	  members	  may	  have	  damaged	  the	  model	  itself.	  By	  bringing	  group	  identity	  
concerns	  to	  the	  forefront	  of	  participants’	  minds,	  it	  might	  have	  primed	  them	  for	  the	  natural	  
animosity	  that	  occurs	  amongst	  outgroups.	  	  
	  
Finally,	  and	  this	  concern	  was	  raised	  by	  a	  long-‐time	  MSCH	  participant,	  asking	  everyone	  to	  
fill	  out	  a	  survey	  at	  the	  beginning	  instead	  of	  starting	  casual	  conversations	  with	  their	  
neighbors	  changes	  the	  social	  dynamic	  of	  the	  event.	  Instead	  of	  having	  informal	  
conversations	  and	  learning	  about	  their	  fellow	  participants,	  everyone's	  heads	  were	  down,	  
pencils	  in	  hand,	  scribbling	  away.	  While	  it	  is	  hard	  to	  say	  with	  certainty	  whether	  any	  of	  these	  
factors	  changed	  the	  results	  of	  the	  survey,	  they	  are	  all	  worth	  considering.	  In	  this	  light,	  
however,	  it	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  the	  mean	  responses	  of	  none	  of	  the	  questions	  strayed	  
towards	  increased	  animosity.	  So	  at	  the	  very	  least,	  no	  harm	  was	  being	  done.	  	  
	  
Once	  we	  understand	  the	  potential	  pitfalls	  of	  assessing	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  via	  “before	  
and	  after”	  surveys,	  it	  becomes	  clear	  it	  that	  crafting	  an	  assessment	  model	  that	  can	  avoid	  
changing	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  event,	  while	  still	  trying	  to	  answer	  the	  important	  question	  –	  “is	  it	  
working?”	  –	  is	  very	  challenging.	  This	  is	  where	  the	  idea	  of	  qualitative	  interviews	  comes	  in.	  
Craig	  and	  I	  decided	  interviews	  offer	  an	  interesting	  opportunity,	  partially	  as	  an	  assessment	  
model	  in	  itself,	  but	  also	  as	  an	  avenue	  to	  take	  a	  step	  back	  to	  figure	  out	  what	  exactly	  an	  
assessment	  should	  be	  aiming	  at.	  In	  this	  light,	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  March	  22nd	  event,	  Craig	  
announced	  that	  if	  anyone	  was	  interested,	  I	  would	  be	  taking	  contact	  information	  of	  
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participants	  in	  order	  to	  call	  them	  to	  conduct	  interviews	  about	  their	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  
House	  experience.	  	  
	  
I	  ended	  up	  conducting	  six	  interviews	  in	  the	  week	  following	  the	  event	  with	  a	  diverse	  set	  of	  
participants	  ranging	  from	  semi-‐democratic-‐socialist,	  to	  libertarian,	  with	  some	  traditional	  
Democrats	  and	  Republicans,	  and	  even	  an	  anarchist.	  I	  had	  two	  major	  findings	  from	  my	  
interviews:	  1)	  almost	  everyone	  who	  wanted	  to	  be	  interviewed	  was	  effusive	  about	  their	  

Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  experience.	  And	  2)	  when	  I	  
tried	  to	  dig	  into	  that	  positive	  sentiment,	  almost	  
universally	  my	  interviewees	  pegged	  the	  
importance	  of	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  to	  ideals	  
that	  aligned	  largely	  with	  those	  of	  deliberative	  
democracy.	  	  
	  
While	  no	  one	  used	  the	  academic	  term	  of	  
“deliberative	  democracy,”	  the	  first	  interviewee	  I	  
talked	  to,	  said	  it	  in	  a	  colloquial,	  very	  Make-‐Shift-‐
Coffee-‐House-‐way.	  After	  she	  expressed	  that	  she	  
really	  enjoyed	  the	  event,	  I	  asked	  her	  why,	  and	  this	  
was	  her	  response:	  “Getting	  outside	  of	  my	  bubble,	  
and	  plopping	  my	  rear-‐end	  in	  the	  same	  room	  with	  
other	  people	  and	  listening	  to	  what	  other	  people	  

had	  to	  say,	  and	  [seeing]	  where	  their	  opinions	  come	  from.”	  A	  similarly-‐oriented	  sentiment	  
came	  from	  my	  fifth	  interview	  “I	  can	  just	  talk	  to	  myself	  in	  the	  mirror	  if	  I	  want	  to	  hear	  more	  
of	  my	  own	  thoughts.	  You	  really	  need	  to	  hear	  some	  different	  views	  to	  actually	  get	  the	  truth.”	  
And	  from	  my	  final	  interview,	  “You	  have	  to	  be	  educated	  about	  other	  people’s	  views,	  not	  just	  
your	  particular	  view	  because	  you	  have	  a	  group	  of	  people	  you	  have	  to	  hear	  from.	  You	  have	  
to	  make	  the	  decisions	  and	  right	  choices	  and	  I	  can’t	  do	  that	  if	  I	  don’t	  know	  where	  people	  
come	  from.”	  These	  three	  quotes	  succinctly	  say	  much	  of	  what	  I	  heard	  from	  almost	  every	  
interviewee.	  For	  the	  most	  part,	  they	  believe	  there	  is	  inherent	  value	  in	  having	  real	  
conversations	  about	  politics.	  Not	  
because	  of	  some	  lofty	  goal	  of	  increasing	  
societal	  mutual	  toleration	  between	  
political	  opponents,	  but	  more	  because	  
of	  democracy	  itself.	  I	  may	  be	  projecting,	  
but	  that	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  sentiment	  in	  
support	  of	  deliberative	  democracy;	  the	  
belief	  that	  in	  order	  to	  effectively	  govern	  
in	  a	  democratic	  way,	  real	  deliberation	  
and	  discourse	  between	  varied	  
stakeholders	  has	  to	  take	  place.	  	  
	  
On	  the	  one	  hand,	  it	  is	  encouraging	  that	  
most	  participants	  have	  a	  similar	  idea	  of	  
the	  importance	  of	  civil	  discourse	  as	  
promoted	  by	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House.	  

“The belief that in order 
to effectively govern in 
a democratic way, real 
deliberation and 
discourse between 
varied stakeholders 
has to take place.” 

“One of the interviewees, 
someone who has been to a 
number of Make Shift Coffee 
Houses, did express that he 
felt more sympathetic 
towards the other side 
(Republicans) and he largely 
pinned it on the experience of 
hearing personal stories 
behind participants’ politics.” 
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On	  the	  other	  hand,	  there	  was	  much	  less	  importance	  placed	  on	  the	  second	  theoretical	  value	  
to	  civil	  discourse,	  mutual	  toleration	  or	  reduced	  partisan	  prejudice.	  However,	  just	  because	  
participants	  were	  not	  attending	  the	  events	  with	  the	  intent	  of	  reducing	  their	  partisan	  

prejudice,	  that	  does	  not	  mean	  it	  wasn’t	  happening	  
regardless.	  
	  
In	  many	  of	  the	  interviews,	  I	  tried	  to	  tease	  this	  out	  by	  
asking	  questions	  such	  as	  “Did	  someone	  with	  opposing	  
views	  to	  yours	  say	  something	  you	  didn’t	  expect?”	  Or	  
even	  more	  directly,	  “After	  participating	  in	  a	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  House,	  do	  you	  feel	  any	  different	  towards	  
outgroup	  partisans?”	  As	  I	  progressed	  in	  my	  interviews	  
my	  questions	  became	  more	  direct	  as	  I	  realized	  partisan	  
prejudice	  didn’t	  appear	  to	  be	  a	  topic	  on	  the	  forefront	  of	  
my	  interviewees	  minds	  (or	  at	  least	  one	  that	  they	  
wished	  to	  discuss).	  However,	  one	  of	  the	  interviewees,	  
someone	  who	  has	  been	  to	  a	  number	  of	  Make	  Shift	  
Coffee	  Houses,	  did	  express	  that	  he	  felt	  more	  
sympathetic	  towards	  the	  other	  side	  (Republicans)	  and	  
he	  largely	  pinned	  it	  on	  the	  experience	  of	  hearing	  
personal	  stories	  behind	  participants’	  politics.	  He	  
mentioned	  a	  number	  of	  specific	  instances	  where	  people	  
at	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  Houses	  had	  shared	  anecdotes	  

about	  their	  lives	  that	  were	  deeply	  personal	  but	  helped	  explain	  their	  politics.	  Another	  more	  
profound	  moment	  was	  when	  an	  interviewee	  mentioned	  that	  his	  perception	  of	  at	  least	  one	  
outgroup	  was	  definitely	  altered	  as	  a	  result	  of	  the	  event.	  Over	  the	  course	  of	  my	  final	  
interview,	  my	  interviewee	  kept	  going	  back	  to	  a	  long	  conversation	  he	  had	  with	  a	  Somali	  
woman	  in	  attendance,	  and	  how	  it	  changed	  his	  perspective.	  Here	  is	  a	  series	  of	  quotes	  about	  
his	  experience:	  “I’m	  not	  a	  big	  fan	  of	  the	  Islam	  religion	  to	  speak	  of,	  but	  I	  believe	  in	  giving	  
everyone	  a	  fair	  shake”	  “It	  was	  very	  eye-‐opening	  to	  me	  that	  her	  beliefs	  were	  somewhat	  
similar	  to	  my	  beliefs	  on	  the	  role	  of	  government.”	  “It	  changed	  my	  perspective	  some	  on	  the	  
Somali	  woman.”	  What	  these	  simple	  quotes	  don’t	  convey	  is	  the	  tone	  and	  inflection	  of	  his	  
voice,	  and	  the	  real	  sense	  of	  new-‐found	  information	  that	  he	  and	  a	  Somali	  woman	  might	  have	  
something	  in	  common.	  He	  even	  went	  on	  to	  mention	  how	  her	  sharing	  her	  story	  changed	  
some	  of	  his	  “preconceived	  notions.”	  	  
	  
Being	  qualitative	  interviews,	  there	  are	  few	  substantive	  conclusions	  we	  can	  draw	  from	  these	  
anecdotes.	  However,	  they	  start	  to	  paint	  a	  fuller	  picture	  of	  how	  participants	  experience	  
Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House,	  and	  why	  it	  is	  meaningful	  to	  many.	  However,	  this	  is	  not	  the	  end	  of	  
the	  line	  for	  assessments	  of	  the	  MSCH	  model.	  There	  are	  certainly	  other	  avenues	  that	  can	  be	  
pursued	  that	  will	  not	  only	  help	  answer	  the	  questions:	  is	  this	  important	  and	  is	  it	  working?	  
But	  also	  help	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  tailor	  their	  efforts	  in	  the	  most	  effective	  way.	  	  
	  
In	  this	  regard,	  I	  think	  it	  might	  be	  worth	  revisiting	  some	  sort	  of	  survey	  analysis.	  Perhaps	  
instead	  of	  the	  questions	  used	  previously,	  take	  partisan	  “thermometer”	  ratings	  as	  an	  easy	  
quantitative	  measure.	  Also,	  and	  this	  is	  more	  along	  the	  lines	  of	  a	  design	  paradigm,	  get	  

“Political incivility 
and politically 
motivated violence 
are on the rise, and 
our elected officials 
are locked in 
unproductive 
relationships and 
escalating rounds of 
constitutional 
brinksmanship.” 
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participants	  to	  answer	  the	  “before”	  question	  prior	  to	  attending	  and	  then	  have	  an	  after	  
assessment	  to	  complement	  it.	  This	  would	  avoid	  the	  pitfalls	  of	  decreasing	  the	  socialization	  
at	  the	  beginning,	  and	  also	  wouldn’t	  ask	  participants	  to	  reflect	  upon	  their	  partisan	  animosity	  
in	  close	  proximity	  to	  working	  towards	  “understanding”	  with	  those	  same	  outgroup	  
partisans.	  	  
	  
There	  are	  definitely	  logistical	  challenges	  with	  having	  a	  “prior”	  survey	  model,	  but	  I	  can	  
imagine	  that	  it	  might	  be	  possible	  if	  done	  in	  partnership	  with	  existing	  partisan	  
organizations.	  	  
	  
For	  instance,	  if	  it	  was	  two	  groups	  
of	  different	  partisanship,	  say	  an	  
evangelical	  church	  and	  a	  UU	  
church	  that	  were	  both	  interested	  
in	  participating,	  by	  partnering	  
with	  the	  groups	  ahead	  of	  time	  and	  
conducting	  pre-‐assessments,	  it	  
might	  work.	  Any	  future	  
assessment	  will	  hopefully	  be	  
informed	  by	  the	  successes	  and	  
pitfalls	  of	  my	  two	  attempts,	  and	  
eventually	  will	  land	  on	  a	  model	  
that	  can	  get	  at	  the	  true	  impact	  
without	  substantially	  changing	  the	  
nature	  of	  the	  events	  themselves.	  
	  
Going	  beyond	  Make	  Shift	  Coffee	  House	  alone,	  being	  able	  to	  effectively	  assess	  civil	  discourse	  
models	  is	  of	  paramount	  importance.	  While	  it	  is	  obvious	  that	  we	  are	  in	  a	  time	  of	  particular	  
incivility	  and	  that	  our	  democracy	  is	  suffering,	  identifying	  the	  real-‐life	  models	  that	  offer	  
some	  sort	  remediation	  lags	  behind.	  Until	  we	  are	  able	  to	  fully	  recognize	  which	  models	  offer	  
real	  potential	  for	  decreasing	  partisan	  animosity,	  increasing	  mutual	  toleration,	  and	  
supporting	  deliberative	  democratic	  tendencies,	  everything	  we	  do	  is	  a	  shot	  in	  the	  dark.	  In	  
theory,	  many	  of	  the	  models	  should	  work,	  but	  theory	  and	  reality	  are	  not	  always	  compatible.	  
This	  is	  not	  to	  say	  that	  the	  work	  being	  done	  isn’t	  having	  an	  impact,	  but	  that	  assessing	  its	  
impact,	  and	  identifying	  various	  strengths	  and	  weaknesses	  is	  vital	  to	  furthering	  the	  stated	  
goals	  of	  any	  civil	  discourse	  model.	  	  
	  

  

“I’m not a big fan of the Islam 
religion to speak of, but I believe 
in giving everyone a fair shake… 
It was very eye-opening to me 
that her beliefs were somewhat 
similar to my beliefs on the role of 
government…It changed my 
perspective some on the Somali 
woman.” 
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IV. Conclusion 
	  
The	  deep	  interconnection	  between	  our	  political	  allegiances	  and	  our	  social	  identities	  is	  
wreaking	  havoc	  on	  our	  political	  system.	  As	  the	  overlap	  between	  our	  ingroup	  partisans	  has	  
increased	  and	  our	  outgroup	  partisans	  have	  become	  more	  alien,	  our	  natural	  group	  biases	  
have	  been	  dialed	  up	  to	  eleven.	  We	  are	  having	  a	  harder	  and	  harder	  time	  empathizing	  across	  
political	  fault	  lines,	  the	  impacts	  of	  which	  are	  evident.	  Political	  incivility	  and	  politically	  
motivated	  violence	  are	  on	  the	  rise,	  and	  our	  elected	  officials	  are	  locked	  in	  unproductive	  
relationships	  and	  escalating	  rounds	  of	  constitutional	  brinkmanship.	  Not	  only	  this,	  but	  both	  
our	  partisan	  polarization	  and	  our	  incivility	  have	  been	  furthered	  by	  outside	  structural	  
factors	  that	  seem	  to	  be	  outside	  of	  our	  immediate	  control.	  	  
	  
One	  of	  the	  factors	  that	  is	  playing	  into	  this	  dynamic	  are	  the	  actions	  of	  our	  politicians.	  In	  
order	  to	  win	  elections	  in	  this	  polarized	  and	  uncivil	  environment,	  they	  adopt	  those	  very	  
same	  characteristics	  to	  gain	  advantage.	  There	  have	  also	  been	  seismic	  shifts	  in	  the	  media	  
landscape	  have	  been	  instrumental	  to	  furthering	  these	  negative	  trends.	  The	  rise	  of	  partisan-‐
oriented	  cable	  news	  and	  the	  advent	  of	  social	  media	  have	  tossed	  fuel	  on	  the	  fires	  of	  
polarization	  and	  incivility.	  	  
	  
Another	  one	  of	  our	  innate	  psychological	  traits,	  confirmation	  bias,	  takes	  an	  ugly	  form	  in	  this	  
context	  of	  contesting	  news	  sources,	  and	  further	  drives	  us	  apart.	  It	  is	  unclear	  where	  the	  
future	  of	  the	  country	  will	  land	  in	  the	  face	  of	  these	  trends,	  but	  the	  general	  direction	  is	  clear;	  
serious	  damage	  is	  being	  done	  to	  our	  institutions	  that	  have	  been	  vital	  in	  securing	  all	  of	  our	  
hard-‐won	  liberties.	  
	  
In	  order	  to	  combat	  this	  rising	  tide	  of	  incivility	  and	  partisan	  animosity,	  it	  is	  worth	  looking	  
for	  solutions	  outside	  the	  realm	  of	  traditional	  domestic	  politics.	  What	  we	  are	  experiencing	  
may	  be	  novel	  to	  many	  of	  us	  in	  the	  U.S.,	  but	  conflict	  resolution	  between	  bitter	  rivals	  who	  
hold	  serious	  prejudices	  is	  a	  large	  part	  of	  many	  international	  diplomatic	  efforts.	  Some	  of	  the	  
lessons	  from	  those	  arenas	  are	  applicable	  to	  our	  in-‐country	  conflict.	  Namely,	  contact	  theory	  
–	  the	  idea	  that	  inter-‐group	  contact	  under	  the	  right	  conditions	  can	  build	  understanding	  and	  
reduce	  animosity.	  In	  the	  context	  of	  the	  United	  States,	  there	  are	  a	  number	  of	  ways	  to	  achieve	  
the	  ends	  of	  contact	  theory,	  but	  one	  of	  the	  most	  salient	  and	  applicable	  is	  the	  active	  practice	  
of	  civil	  discourse.	  	  

	  
By	  engaging	  with	  each	  other	  as	  citizen	  diplomats	  with	  
the	  intent	  to	  understand,	  bridges	  of	  understanding	  and	  
empathy	  will	  result.	  Not	  only	  that,	  but	  by	  adopting	  
civility	  and	  civil	  discourse	  as	  our	  societal	  norms,	  we	  
reject	  our	  worst	  impulses	  and	  avoid	  politically	  
motivated	  violence.	  They	  are	  also	  the	  framework	  
necessary	  for	  deliberative	  democracy,	  and	  finally,	  they	  
help	  us	  build	  bonds	  of	  mutual	  understanding	  –	  
hopefully	  leading	  to	  a	  more	  politically	  tolerant	  society	  
that	  doesn’t	  tear	  apart	  its	  institutions	  in	  an	  attempt	  to	  

“Serious damage is 
being done to our 
institutions that 
have been vital in 
securing all of our 
hard-won liberties.” 
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“win.”	  In	  all	  of	  these	  tangible	  ways,	  the	  widespread	  practice	  of	  civil	  discourse	  would	  be	  an	  
enormous	  benefit	  to	  the	  United	  States	  in	  this	  trying	  time.	  However,	  it	  is	  not	  so	  easy.	  To	  
paint	  a	  complete	  picture	  of	  the	  myriad	  challenges,	  it	  is	  worth	  revisiting	  the	  original	  catalyst	  
for	  this	  exploration:	  the	  Hampshire	  all-‐community	  meeting.	  	  
	  
Stretch	  your	  memory	  back	  to	  the	  introduction	  of	  this	  entire	  piece	  and	  the	  description	  of	  
Hampshire’s	  infamous	  community	  meeting.	  That	  meeting	  had	  the	  destructive	  power	  to	  
shred	  parts	  of	  the	  Hampshire	  community	  simply	  through	  unhealthy	  discourse.	  	  
	  
While	  I	  wanted	  this	  year	  spent	  with	  civil	  discourse	  to	  provide	  me	  with	  the	  tools	  to	  dissect	  
that	  experience	  and	  hopefully	  avoid	  future	  instances	  of	  such	  destructive	  communication,	  
I’m	  not	  sure	  that	  it	  is	  entirely	  possible.	  What	  I	  mean	  by	  this	  is	  that	  I’m	  not	  sure	  the	  all-‐
community	  meeting	  could	  have	  gone	  any	  differently	  than	  it	  did.	  For	  civil	  discourse	  to	  work	  
in	  any	  particular	  instance,	  it	  takes	  far	  more	  than	  strong	  ground	  rules	  and	  a	  skilled	  
facilitator.	  It	  takes	  each	  and	  every	  person	  
deciding	  that	  they	  want	  to	  play	  by	  the	  ground	  
rules.	  In	  the	  case	  of	  Hampshire’s	  all-‐
community	  meeting,	  I	  think	  there	  were	  
enough	  people	  in	  the	  room	  that	  wanted	  the	  
meeting	  to	  be	  the	  destructive	  trainwreck	  that	  
it	  was.	  In	  the	  words	  of	  a	  friend	  of	  mine	  who	  
attended,	  “they	  just	  wanted	  to	  see	  it	  burn.”	  In	  
the	  face	  of	  such	  an	  attitude,	  civil	  discourse	  is	  
largely	  helpless.	  It	  is	  inherently	  incapable	  of	  
forcing	  people	  to	  participate.	  Its	  success	  is	  
entirely	  dependent	  upon	  participant’s	  desires	  
to	  see	  it	  come	  to	  fruition.	  This	  fragility	  is	  one	  
of	  its	  greatest	  pitfalls.	  
	  
This	  fragility	  isn’t	  the	  only	  challenge	  facing	  civil	  discourse.	  It	  also	  suffers	  from	  neglect.	  In	  a	  
world	  of	  never-‐ending	  crises,	  declining	  civil	  discourse	  and	  civility,	  while	  occasionally	  
lamented,	  are	  not	  the	  issues	  occupying	  the	  forefront	  of	  most	  citizen’s	  minds	  –	  or	  the	  ones	  
breathlessly	  covered	  by	  national	  news	  outlets.	  Because	  of	  this,	  it	  is	  easy	  to	  disregard	  or	  
forget.	  Even	  for	  those	  who	  profess	  a	  belief	  in	  civil	  discourse,	  it	  is	  easy	  to	  fall	  into	  the	  habit	  
of	  “scoring	  points”	  and	  away	  from	  attempting	  to	  understand.	  After	  all,	  we	  don’t	  always	  
have	  Craig	  standing	  next	  to	  us	  pointing	  to	  the	  ground	  rules	  –	  	  “listen	  to	  understand”	  –	  
posted	  on	  the	  wall.	  Finally,	  the	  structural	  issues	  that	  have	  created	  this	  environment	  of	  
thriving	  incivility	  are	  still	  alive	  and	  well.	  Partisan	  animosity	  and	  polarization	  do	  not	  appear	  
to	  be	  ready	  to	  abate	  any	  time	  soon,	  and	  beyond	  that,	  elements	  of	  human	  psychology	  (such	  
as	  group	  biases)	  and	  the	  changes	  to	  our	  media	  landscape	  are	  even	  more	  intractable.	  	  
	  
In	  this	  difficult	  context,	  even	  when	  we	  understand	  the	  enormous	  promise	  of	  civil	  discourse,	  
it	  might	  seem	  easy	  to	  throw	  in	  the	  towel.	  Getting	  people	  to	  adopt	  attitudes	  of	  political	  
civility	  and	  practicing	  civil	  discourse	  in	  large	  enough	  numbers	  to	  create	  a	  society	  where	  it	  
is	  the	  prevailing	  norm	  might	  simply	  be	  impossible.	  Regardless	  of	  the	  potential	  benefits	  of	  
civil	  discourse	  (deliberative	  democracy,	  mutual	  toleration,	  etc),	  for	  some,	  the	  obstacles	  may	  

“For civil discourse to work 
in any particular instance, 
it takes far more than 
strong ground rules and a 
skilled facilitator. It takes 
each and every person 
deciding that they want to 
play by the ground rules.” 
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be	  too	  overwhelming	  to	  even	  try.	  And	  in	  reality,	  the	  obstacles	  may	  be	  too	  overwhelming	  for	  
a	  societal	  model	  of	  civil	  discourse	  to	  ever	  fully	  prevail.	  I	  think	  these	  objections	  must	  be	  
taken	  seriously,	  and	  are	  not	  unwarranted.	  Nevertheless,	  I	  do	  not	  think	  it	  strips	  civil	  
discourse	  of	  all	  merit.	  	  
	  
I	  have	  been	  searching	  for	  a	  proper	  
metaphor	  to	  elucidate	  the	  place	  civil	  
discourse	  realistically	  holds	  in	  this	  
context.	  Somebody	  once	  tried	  to	  
explain	  it	  to	  me	  as	  “leaving	  the	  door	  
open	  just	  a	  crack.”	  Civil	  discourse	  
may	  not	  be	  our	  saviour	  –	  not	  that	  it	  
couldn’t	  be	  if	  we	  let	  it	  –	  but	  its	  
persistent	  existence	  offers	  a	  ray	  of	  
hope.	  If	  enough	  people	  practice	  it	  so	  
that	  we	  can	  cling	  to	  the	  lowest	  level	  
of	  respect	  for	  our	  political	  opponents	  –	  tolerating	  them	  –	  the	  other	  factors	  may	  change	  on	  
their	  own.	  Who	  knows	  what	  future	  wedge	  issue	  will	  dissolve	  the	  partisan	  allegiances	  we	  
hold.	  In	  our	  rising	  tide	  of	  partisan	  animosity	  and	  incivility,	  the	  promise	  of	  civil	  discourse	  
may	  be	  the	  counter	  gravitational	  pull,	  and	  act	  as	  an	  anchor.	  As	  long	  as	  it	  still	  exists	  in	  some	  
corner,	  once	  the	  tide	  of	  incivility	  comes	  to	  its	  natural	  conclusion	  by	  reaching	  the	  limit	  of	  its	  
range,	  or	  perhaps,	  meeting	  the	  shore,	  this	  promise	  of	  civil	  discourse	  will	  slowly	  pull	  us	  
back.	  	  
 

 

 

  

“If enough people practice [civil 
discourse] so that we can cling to 
the lowest level of respect for our 
political opponents – tolerating 
them – the other factors may 
change on their own.” 
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