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For Julia




Introduction

June 2019. On a Wednesday evening with dry summer weather, a volunteer political organization is holding its monthly meeting. Lemonade and cookies are set up in the back of a borrowed meeting room. A few young children mill around as fifty adults make their way to large round conference tables. This organization, like similar ones around the country, was formed in the aftermath of the 2016 election to support Democratic candidates and progressive causes.1 It’s now planning its next moves.

The meeting is taking place a few blocks from the center of town in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, an hour southeast of Pittsburgh. Greensburg is the seat of Westmoreland County. Over the past twenty years, Westmoreland has gone from a politically split county to a Republican stronghold. Two out of every three of the 182,000 votes cast in 2016 went to Donald Trump.

The monthly meeting is a temporary liberal oasis here. A few dozen people with left-leaning policy views briefly enjoy a sense of camaraderie that they rarely get to experience outside this room. Everywhere else they go—work, church, school, among their neighbors—their political views are abnormal.

One man, a new face to the group, lingers at the back of the room. He seems apprehensive, and serious, maybe sad. I later learn he was one of those two out of three voters in the county who supported Donald Trump for president in 2016. He’s about fifty years old and has a thick beard. He wears a T-shirt with a slogan that professes his love of drinking. He chooses the rearmost chair at the rearmost table and sits down. When he sits down, I notice that he is drinking a glass of wine. I notice because wine is not being served at this meeting. At some point, he has left the room and come back with a full, stemless glass, now taking slow, deliberate sips as the leaders in front make announcements.

Soon, a young organizer facilitates a discussion at the back table where the man sits. The organizer asks all at the table to introduce themselves. When his turn comes, the man says he’s a Republican and a Christian, as well as the father of a child serving in the military. He also says he’s pro-life.

A couple of people shift in their seats, unsure where this introduction is going, worried that this rare hour in which they are surrounded by fellow liberals is about to be disrupted.

The man continues, almost mournfully, “I’m a Christian, and there’s no such thing as a racist Christian.” That’s why he’s here, he explains. He feels that his own small community is going down a path of hatred and, as a Christian, he needs to take a stand. Even though he disagrees with the other people in this room issue by issue, he says, he’s here to learn about this group and maybe to contribute to its work. He’s here because Donald Trump doesn’t represent his Christian values. He offers advice about how the group can better approach people who are like him. He remains visibly uncomfortable through the whole meeting, but the group is glad he came. They welcome him. He has traveled a long political distance to be here this night.

His presence is not an accident; it’s a triumph. The group’s leaders have been working for over two years, slowly building support and training volunteers to win over people exactly like this man. In a county that could hardly be more hostile to their views, they have had a remarkable string of successes, as we will see. The successes were hard-earned through many evenings of their lives, miles of door-to-door canvasses, and stumbling blocks along the way as they learned how to build an organization from scratch. They did this work—and continue to do it—for one reason:

They want power.

When ordinary Americans volunteer in politics, they are trying to acquire power. Each voter they convince is a small piece of that power. Accumulated votes translate into politicians and policies advancing their values. If the group in Westmoreland County can convince this man to join them—if they can help him convince other members of his family and religious network to vote a certain way—the group might be able to change dozens of votes that they couldn’t change without him.

Each vote may seem like an insignificant drop in a 135-million-vote bucket, but the group labors with the knowledge that it is working in concert with like-minded organizations across the state and country each doing its part. The group also knows, and sees, that opposing groups, with very different values, are also getting supporters for the other side. They are in a pitched battle with one another, each seeking political control.

What they’re all doing, that’s politics.

I often think of groups like this in evenings on my couch. A pile of laundry sits next to me. Over some two hours I fold it half-heartedly as I watch TV and clutch my phone. I refresh my Twitter feed to keep up on the latest political crisis, then toggle over to Facebook to read clickbait news stories, then over to YouTube to see a montage of juicy clips from the latest congressional hearing. I then complain to my family about all the things I don’t like that I have seen.

What I’m doing, that isn’t politics.

What I’m doing I call political hobbyism, a catchall phrase for consuming and participating in politics by obsessive news-following and online “slacktivism,” by feeling the need to offer a hot take for each daily political flare-up, by emoting and arguing and debating, almost all of this from behind screens or with earphones on. I am in good company: these behaviors represent most of the ways that most “politically engaged” Americans spend their time on politics.

In 2018, I asked a representative sample of Americans to estimate about how much time they spend on any kind of political-related activity in a typical day. A third of Americans say they spend two hours or more each day on politics. Of these people, four out of five say that not one minute of that time is spent on any kind of real political work. It’s all TV news and podcasts and radio shows and social media and cheering and booing and complaining to friends and family.2

Political hobbyists tend to be older than the general public, though they are found in all age groups. They are disproportionately college educated, male, and white. In the current climate, they’re more likely to be Democrats than Republicans or independents.3 Not only are they different from the general public, they also have a different profile from people who engage actively in political organizations. For example, of the people who spend two hours a day on politics but no time on volunteering, 56 percent are men. But of those who spend that much time on politics, with at least some of it spent volunteering, 66 percent are women.

Those who volunteer, such as the group in Westmoreland County that is out convincing neighbors to vote and to advocate, have something to show for their commitment to their political values. As for the rest of us, all we have is a sinking feeling of helplessness in the face of overwhelming challenge.



As a political scientist, I study the ways that ordinary people participate in politics. The political behavior of ordinary people is hard to understand. We don’t often reflect deeply on why we engage in politics. However, when we step back and investigate our political lives, we can paint a general picture of what motivates us. Summing up the time we spend on politics, it would be hard to describe our behavior as seeking to influence our communities or country. Most of us are engaging to satisfy our own emotional needs and intellectual curiosities. That’s political hobbyism.

This book explores the problem of political hobbyism. Voraciously consuming politics or tinkering online seems harmless, but it’s a problem for two main reasons. First, we are making politics worse. Our collective treatment of politics as if it were a sport affects how politicians behave. They increasingly believe they benefit from feeding the red meat of outrage to their respective bases, constantly grandstanding for the chance that a video of themselves will go viral. In treating politics like a hobby, we have demanded they act that way.

Second, hobbyism takes us away from spending time working with others to acquire power. While we sit at home, people who seek political control are out winning over voters. In 2018, for instance, the Ku Klux Klan in North Carolina went around offering to help opioid addicts, telling addicts that their addiction wasn’t their fault and that the white knights of the KKK were there to offer a helping hand.4 This image haunts me not just because in it I see an organization I fear that is serious about power, that recognizes how service to one person at a time aggregates into power. The image haunts me juxtaposed to how most of the rest of us are doing politics.

When the KKK is out in the streets offering opioid addicts help at the same time as most of us who are supposedly interested in politics are spending hours a day on social media, and at the same time as the mainstream political parties are unleashing a deluge of clickbait ads to raise money that will mostly pay for more ads, we should understand what is happening here: we are ceding political power to people who want it more than we do. Hobbyism is a serious threat to democracy because it is taking well-meaning citizens away from pursuing power. The power vacuum will be filled.



For generations, political theorists and political scientists have worried about the average person’s capacity to participate in democracy. It is not difficult to find embarrassing statistics about how profoundly uninformed the typical American citizen is: most don’t know which political party is in the majority in Congress; most cannot name the three branches of the federal government.5

The average citizen, who doesn’t spend much time thinking about politics, is not my concern here. My concern is the informed citizen who is already spending significant time and energy on politics, but without serious purpose. More likely than not, if you are reading this, this book is about you. It’s about me, too.

Political hobbyism is found in all circles, but it’s mainly a problem for people who are well educated and on the political center and left. These groups are the focus of the book. Scholars have noted that as the share of college-educated Americans has increased since World War II (less than 5 percent had a degree in 1940; over 30 percent do today), those with a college degree have become less likely to see themselves as special, as responsible for their communities, as trustees, getting involved and encouraging others to do the same. They will follow the news, join an email list, make an occasional financial contribution, or attend a one-off rally, but they will shy away from deeper organizational engagement. Harvard professor Theda Skocpol has argued that this change in attitude by college-educated Americans—that they feel less special—may be the biggest reason for the precipitous decline in their engagement in local political and civic organizations since the mid-twentieth century.6 In how they consume news, identify as partisans, and engage from the sidelines, well-educated Americans now tend to treat politics as if it were a game.

While there is no shortage of political hobbyism on the political far right, which is consumed by conspiracy theories and outrageous news, hobbyism is a particularly serious problem among those in the ideological center and on the left. Self-proclaimed independents are prone to hobbyism because activism does not fit well with the above-the-fray self-image that they want to curate. Many independents say they care about politics, but they don’t feel at home in activities dominated by more partisan or ideological voices. As two leading political scientists note, independents end up plugging into politics in strictly superficial ways, angry when their favorite party does something they don’t like but unwilling to lift a finger to empower their own values.7

Why is hobbyism a problem for Democrats? Because hobbyism is prominent among college-educated white Americans. Today, an American who is white, college educated, and interested in politics is 60 percent more likely to identify as a Democrat than a Republican.8 They spend more of their leisure time consuming political information than those without a college degree and less time than racial minorities volunteering for political organizations.9

Political hobbyism on the left also stands in sharp contrast to the most successful recent political movements, which have been on the right—the right-to-life movement, the gun rights movement—which were developed around chapter-based, local organizations with thousands of volunteers willing to roll up their sleeves and, slowly and steadily, achieve modest political goals: taking over political party committees, quietly seeding judicial offices, recruiting state legislative candidates—activities that seem beneath the political hobbyist who is strictly infatuated with national political drama.10

Educated Democrats, fiddling around in politics online and voraciously consuming news, have a long legacy. They are reminiscent of a well-documented phenomenon from the 1950s of “amateur Democrats” who formed local clubs in major US cities.11 These clubs, which were briefly popular in middle-class neighborhoods of New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and other cities, were dominated by the cosmopolitan, professional class. Officially, in their meetings, the clubs had an agenda: opposition to the insiders who controlled the Democratic Party as well as promotion of a liberal ideological worldview. But club meetings were often focused on debates of broad national concerns. In long nights at clubhouses or over snacks and coffee in living rooms, participants discussed grand political issues and hosted intellectuals as guest speakers.12

What distinguished these clubs from the “regular” Democrats, who controlled levers of power in the Democratic Party at the time and who mobilized voters in working-class areas of these cities, were the motivations that brought them into politics. The regulars—political staffers and volunteers alike—sought recognition when they did a good job securing votes and organizing precincts. They sought power for their side. Achieving this goal meant doing good in the eyes of the voters. To win the voters’ favor, they delivered on issues that their voters cared about. But to these party regulars, policy issues were secondary to winning and holding power.

The amateur clubs wanted to win, and in several cases their leaders made headway into elective office, but what inspired the participation of rank-and-file amateurs was a social scene where they could argue about principles. They saw themselves as worldly in comparison to the working-class party regulars; the amateurs cared about the big important ideas, not fixing potholes and helping neighbors. Whereas party regulars employed long-term precinct captains who took pride in knowing their neighborhoods, the amateur clubs, composed of younger professionals, had trouble sustaining active volunteers for more than a year or two. The lawyers and doctors and other professionals had a distaste for the parochial. They didn’t have the time to organize city and suburban blocks. What they made time for was arguing into the night about the issues.

Amateur Democrats of the mid-twentieth century were, like today’s hobbyists, emotionally invested in politics. They celebrated electoral wins and mourned losses much more than did the seasoned organizers who were out in the neighborhoods for the party machines year after year. The eminent political scientist James Q. Wilson, author of The Amateur Democrat, described an amateur as someone who “sees each battle as a ‘crisis’ and each victory as a triumph and each loss as a defeat for a cause.” The participants were in it for the emotion. One leader summed up, “The principal motivation for many of these people [i.e., active members and leaders] is the sheer fascination with politics.”

The Republican side had, and still has, its own version of this. Like the Democrats, the amateur types tend to be more ideological than the party regulars. They are in politics for the big ideas rather than for the day-to-day management of a community or a state. For example, not long ago I found myself at a playground in rural New Hampshire, eavesdropping on a newcomer to Republican activism. He was ignoring his children by talking politics on his phone to a friend. I was ignoring my children by listening intently to his conversation.

This man—about forty with a trimmed beard and gentle manner—was trying to get involved in his local Republican committee. Apparently, the first thing he decided to do was to transcribe the state Republican Party’s platform into Microsoft Excel. Each sentence he put on a different row in the spreadsheet. On each line, he made a check mark if the sentence abided by conservative principles, according to him. On his phone call, this man was obsessed with the degree to which the state Republican Party was Republican in Name Only (RINO) or truly conservative. For a fortysomething-year-old dad, he had an oddly Holden Caulfield grade of disdain for the hypocrites in charge. He didn’t seem to think much about what could win votes. He was just dreamily concerned with being authentically conservative.

Such a desire to focus on ideology rather than on acquiring power was common among the Democratic clubs. According to Wilson, the professional class involved in the clubs tended to believe that if all voters thought through the issues as deeply as they did, their side would eventually win. The party regulars, on the other hand, who interacted daily with working-class voters, saw this view as naïve. The typical voter does not wish to think through public policy. The best thing to do is convince them, through actions, that Democrats care about them. Show voters you care, serve them, empathize with their day-to-day concerns. They will connect your expressions of concern with the Democratic brand. The Republican on the playground, like the Democrats in the clubs, brought to politics both a romantic vision of persuasion and a smug disdain for those who just don’t get it.

One organizer I talked to in 2018 told me that his Democratic friends who aren’t involved beyond news-following believe that their political positions are self-evidently correct. They don’t volunteer in politics because if they have to convince anyone of their ideas, that means the ideas aren’t self-evidently correct. So the friends don’t want to struggle to move politics toward what they think is right because they think they shouldn’t have to. It’s a strange, utterly doomed logic, but it encapsulates the mores of hobbyists from that New Hampshire playground to social media newsfeeds everywhere.

Today’s hobbyists possess the negative qualities of the amateurs—hyperemotional engagement, obsession with national politics, an insatiable appetite for debate—and none of the amateur’s positive qualities—the neighborhood meetings, the concrete goals, the leadership. Today’s hobbyists are even more distant from the party regulars, the workers who think about counting votes in the precincts rather than about grandiose policy fights.

Yet, citizens who want to empower their political values would be better off if they spent less time consuming politics as at-home amateurs and instead fell in line to help strengthen organizations and leaders. Rather than kibitzing with their social media friends, they could adopt some of the spirit of the party regulars, counting votes and building interpersonal relationships in their neighborhoods. If the typical engaged voters found meaning and pride in organizing ten, twenty, or a hundred voters instead of in dissecting the latest Washington controversy, they’d go a long way to empowering their values.

Democrats may resist this argument because the local Democratic organizing committees that were once powerful in this country, the ones that the amateurs railed against, were, in many cases, overtly racist. Racial minorities were kept out of politics and terrorized by hierarchical, local organizations. A call to focus on building grassroots organizations might seem nostalgic for the exclusionary party committees of old. We don’t want to go back to that. As in all studies of American politics, the story of race is just below the surface of this book. Political hobbyism is and has always been largely a white phenomenon, but it will take almost to the end of this book to fully understand its racial contours.



Typical explanations for what’s ailing American democracy let ordinary, engaged citizens off the hook. If we cast blame for political dysfunction on the media, on gerrymandering, on attempts at voter disenfranchisement, on wealthy political donors, on the Electoral College, on unapologetic racists, it’s hard to see how ordinary citizens could do much. But that’s awfully convenient: the evidence presented here will convince you that our own behavior demands at least as much reform as any political institution.

At the same time, the problem of political hobbyism is acute today because of specific changes to media, technology, law, and political parties that we can also not ignore. Technological changes have affected all forms of leisure, and it’s important to see how they affect political leisure, too, but a century of political reforms—transparency laws, campaign finance laws, political party reforms—have impacted how ordinary people plug specifically into politics. These changes were meant to make politics more open to ordinary people and less dominated by political elites, but they have simultaneously weakened power-seeking organizations and strengthened forms of political engagement that play to our worst instincts.

By the end of this book, I want to have convinced you of four things. First, for the typical Americans spending an hour or more a day on politics, what they are doing is engaging in a hobby. We don’t like to call it that. But when we look at the actions that constitute their political activity and, as important, the actions they are not taking, we have no choice but to face the truth that what they are doing is motivated by their emotional needs and a pursuit of personal gratification rather than a deeper commitment to the common good. Second, I want to convince you of why politics became something of a hobby: our persistent appetite for political information and intrigue combined with new technologies and laws that play to our baser instincts. Third, I want to convince you that political hobbyism is bad for our democracy.

Finally, I want to show you the alternative to political hobbyism: actually doing politics. If you feel unfulfilled, melancholy, paralyzed by the sadness of the news and depth of our political problems, I hope I can show you the redemption of politics as a service to others, a form of politics where participants get power to improve their communities, present and future.

To show you, I will share stories of remarkable Americans coming together to organize effectively and making strides for their vision of what ought to be. Their stories show the stark contrast between the sacrifices a few people are making and the political engagement of the typical news-obsessed American. In many cases, the volunteers are spending the same amount of time on politics as the hobbyists, but the volunteers act to empower their political values.

Learning about the power-seeking behavior of these people will shed light on some surprising, and perhaps uncomfortable, changes we ought to make to improve our democracy, namely by redirecting our political energy toward serving the material and emotional needs of our neighbors. To convince you to do politics like this, though, I need to start from the beginning. We first need to hold up the mirror and examine how we typically engage in politics now.






PART I


All day long,

I can’t shout back at the boss,

I can’t shout back at the wife,

I can’t shout back at the kids.




But I come here in the evenings and I shout at these people,

and I go away feeling like a new man.

—Democratic club activist,

 Riverside, New York,

 circa 19621



When we do politics, what exactly are we doing?2 In this first section of the book, we are going to observe five common types of political activity: news consumption, partisan cheerleading, voting, activism, and donating. How would we describe our motivations for these activities? As we’ll see, we often engage in politics not to effect change, not quite for the sake of the common good, but for emotional or expressive ends. Much of the time we spend on politics is best described as an inward-focused leisure activity for people who like politics.

We may not easily concede that we are doing politics for fun. While maybe some portion of our political activity is for entertainment, calling politics a leisure activity does not capture the feelings we often bring to politics. Obsessively checking the news, for instance, can be neurotic, anxiety-inducing behavior. True, sports fanatics also agonize as they soak up endless minutiae of sports, but in politics the day-to-day minutiae seem much more important.

Even when we insist that we have higher motivations, our actions often betray a shallower basis for political engagement than we might like to admit. Consider a person who spends an hour a day ranting about politics on Facebook. He may genuinely feel an obligation to right the wrongs he sees in his newsfeed, to help others see the truth of his viewpoint. To outsiders, though, it can seem as if he is spending all this time not for others but for himself, because he is lonely or wants to get something off his chest. Neither he nor they could easily diagnose the true motivations in his heart. No matter the true motivations, we may want to determine whether his actions (like our own) objectively fit with the stated civic motivations: Is he really changing people’s minds so they come around to his viewpoint?

Actions matter more than motivations, but thinking critically about our motivations helps us determine how much of our political activity is even meant to be a service to others and how much is meant to be a service to ourselves. While reading the coming chapters, we should both evaluate whether our motivations are mostly about personal gratification, service to the common good, or something else; and regardless of our motivations, we should evaluate whether the actions seem effective or ineffective, deep or shallow.

To build some intuition for what deep versus shallow actions look like, the chapters in part one will contrast our common behaviors with four stories of ordinary people who take power seriously. These stories will introduce key themes for the rest of the book. The volunteers who are profiled came into activism because they cared about issues or because they were upset about the direction of the country. However, rather than just spinning their wheels and feeling upset, they found ways to increase their own political power. Their energy is spent not on following political drama or debating issues, but on winning over people to their side.






CHAPTER 1 Refresh the Feed Hobbyism and News Consumption


Late one evening, I called my father on the phone while he was watching TV in his bed. He told me he was watching cable news. I asked him why. “It’s our civic duty to be informed,” he said. I thought he was joking. “Every morning, you read the paper,” I said. “On the way to work and on the way back, you listen to NPR for twenty-five minutes. And you think you have a civic duty to watch cable news at night?” When I pressed him, my father acknowledged that, really, he just likes watching TV before bed, and he prefers cable news to anything else on TV at that time.

Like my father, many of us use the language of civics to describe our news habit. We need to be informed to figure out how we will vote, and we need to absorb the news to be informed. Yet watching hours of cable news each day or endlessly refreshing Twitter and Facebook would be hard to describe as something required of us by civic duty. A better description is addiction. Walking around the house, we might find it difficult to resist checking our phones to see the latest political controversy. When we are disturbed by the news, we may feel that we need to do something, but the only something we can think of doing is reading more news.

Changes in media offerings since the 1970s reveal key insights about what motivates people who closely follow political news today. News choices used to be quite limited, especially on television. During the broadcast-TV era, the Federal Communications Commission required the few channels to show some kind of educational content for an hour between 7:00 p.m. and 11:00 p.m. The major networks all satisfied this requirement by producing an evening news program. Up until 1987, broadcasters also needed to present politics in an ideologically balanced way, under a policy called the fairness doctrine.1

In this environment with just a few TV channels, lots of people, including those who did not particularly care for politics, ended up watching news. The news they watched was evenhanded, in recognition of the fairness doctrine and that the audience for the news program was ideologically broad-based.2 In hindsight, it seems peculiar that in the broadcast-TV era many people who didn’t care for politics at all ended up watching the nightly news. In fact, they just liked watching TV more than they didn’t like politics, and news was the only thing on.3

Once cable was introduced, and with each subsequent technology, the choice set expanded. Consumers who do not like politics can watch something else. The producers of political content no longer have an interest or a legal obligation to appeal broadly. Instead they want to capture a dedicated following of viewers who will seek out political news obsessively.

To appeal to the news junkies, every venue for news—from cable to social media to newspapers—has discovered that loyal news followers like drama and emotion and provocation.4 As scholars Jeffrey Berry and Sarah Sobieraj describe in their 2014 book, The Outrage Industry, cable news anchors use vicious language, mockery, insults, and sarcasm, all while looking directly at the camera and conveying intimacy and mutual understanding with their viewers.5 The studios learned from Rush Limbaugh that they can cheaply produce content with meandering aghast reactions to current events. Through a string of tangents, the shows convey both that viewers are justified in feeling outraged and that viewers can rest assured that, any day now, their political opponents will be vanquished.

Cable news offers little investigative journalism, but the anchors put on an act that they are taking viewers on deep dives, behind the scenes, into the weeds. Rachel Maddow, for instance, will report information such as the prison identification numbers of convicted members of President Trump’s inner circle (Trump adviser Paul Manafort is three-five-two-zero-seven-dash-zero-one-six; Trump lawyer Michael Cohen is eight-six-zero-six-seven-dash-zero-five-four),6 information that is neither hard to find nor in any way useful to viewers. Reading numbers out loud, though, seems authoritative.

Shows on both sides love “proving” the hypocrisy of their opponents. From George W. Bush to Barack Obama to Donald Trump, cable news has maintained a regular trope of calling the president fascist. Of Bush, former MSNBC host Keith Olbermann fumed, “You’re a fascist! Get them to print you a T-shirt with FASCIST on it! … You, sir, have no place in a government of the people, by the people, for the people.”7 Some of us find these rants cathartic.

Cable news has long been more popular on the right than on the left. Why? In part, this is because cable news viewers are mostly retirees, and retirees lean Republican. The median age for both MSNBC and Fox News is sixty-five, and more Republicans are around that age than Democrats.8 Scholars have also posited that those of us with conservative dispositions are more attracted to the strength and certainty projected by cable news anchors.9 Nevertheless, while Fox News has defined the outrage-industry genre, Donald Trump’s presidency has spurred intense demand on cable news for outrage on the left. From 2016 to 2018, viewership of MSNBC doubled. When Americans were asked in 2018 about their news diets, almost as many reported having seen MSNBC (33 percent) as reported having seen Fox News (39 percent) in the prior month.10

News junkies who use social media rather than cable news have revealed a similar taste for outrage. The algorithms that govern our newsfeeds show us whatever content we will keep watching, sharing, and commenting on. Our demand for extreme and provocative content induces supply, a phenomenon that Facebook has finally acknowledged to be a serious problem on its platform. The more provocative the content, the more we tend to engage with it. At Facebook’s scale, even Mark Zuckerberg has said this “can undermine the quality of public discourse.”11 Whereas on cable, it’s conservatives who prefer to be in the outrage bubble of Fox, on social media it’s liberals who prefer to be in ideological bubbles, unfriending people who convey political opinions they disagree with at higher rates than conservatives.12

Junkies who read newspapers have also revealed their penchant for outrage. In their research, Jeffrey Berry and Sarah Sobieraj looked at newspaper columns at three points in time: 1955, 1975, and 2009. In the first two periods, they found that columnists basically never resorted to name-calling and belittling. But suddenly, in their 2009 data, popular writers such as Charles Krauthammer and Maureen Dowd had emerged who regularly used this language.

Demand for outrage helps to explain the market for fake news that became a matter of national attention in 2016. In 2016, one in four Americans visited a fake news website, as discovered by a team of researchers who asked a sample of Americans to install software on their computers that tracked what websites they visited.13 The researchers found that participants who were most interested in and most knowledgeable about politics consumed fake news the most. These people weren’t easily duped by the lies of fake news stories. They were sophisticated consumers who sought the fake stories because they are junkies. After already reading through the comparatively tame world of real news, they wanted to up their dosage, and so they went for fantasies.

It isn’t just extremes and outrage that attract us. We’re also attracted to a seemingly infinite supply of news that serves no useful role to us as citizens. I have personally read articles in my newsfeed about Melania Trump’s dresses, Paul Manafort’s suits, Betsy Devos’s houses, Donald Trump’s meals, Hillary Clinton’s flu, Paul Ryan’s workouts, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s dance routines, Donald Trump Jr.’s intellect, Barack Obama’s vacations, James Comey’s opinions about Donald Trump’s hands, and commentators’ opinions about other commentators’ opinions about tweets. None of this helps me be a better citizen.



The increased number of media choices has not only revealed that we demand outrage and celebrity political gossip, but that we do not demand news about our local communities.14 The typical readers of this book may intensely follow the news yet not know the issues or candidates in local races. They might say they don’t have enough information to know how to vote in local contests, and so they abstain in those elections. Thus even as they consume the news, the most basic civic reason for why anyone would consume the news (to know whom to vote for) does not explain why they are doing it. Just from 1990 to 2014, regular newspaper readership and local television viewership plunged from over 70 percent to under 50 percent of the population. Online news consumption increased, but online readers opt for national news sources rather than local ones.15

The decline of local news consumption has multiple sources of blame.16 Part of the story, for newspapers, anyway, is the loss of classified sections as a source of revenue. Part of the story are the economies of scale in national news distributed online. But another part of the story is simply that local news, however important, doesn’t inspire the clicks and likes and shares that national news does. Local news is tiresome. It is especially tiresome for college-educated Americans. Among TV-news watchers, college-educated Americans say they get their news from national programs, whereas non-college-educated Americans get their news from local programs. According to a nationally representative survey from 2016, those with a degree were 58 percent more likely than those without a degree to say they get their TV news exclusively from national programs.17 According to 2012 data from the Pew Research Center, while over 60 percent of daily-newspaper readers are not college educated and over 70 percent of local TV-news viewers are not college educated, a clear majority who say they are regular consumers of the New York Times or the Wall Street Journal have a college degree.18 While some of these educated consumers are surely getting both national and local news, many simply skip the local stuff and read from sources that cater to the educated class interested in the national drama.

To the political hobbyist, news is a form of entertainment and needs to be fun. In the past, local news, even when not itself fun, was bundled with sports and weather and national scandals that drew us to local news broadcasts and local newspapers. We ended up learning about local politics accidentally, when we were waiting for the local station to tell us the weather report. Now that all of these separate items have been decoupled, our lack of interest in local news shines through. We have collectively shown that what’s fun is the scandal in Washington that seems big today and will be replaced by another drama tomorrow. That’s what keeps us coming back to cable news anchors and keeps training our newsfeeds.






CHAPTER 2 Staten Island, Staten Island, Take Me In Empathy and Authenticity in Political Power


In 2017, Lisa Mann was alone riding the subway in New York. Lisa is in her midfifties, an architect. She and her husband, who is also an architect, are in business together. The couple has two teenage sons, whom they raised in the Windsor Terrace and Park Slope neighborhoods of Brooklyn.

Lisa was hesitant to speak with me, not just about her subway ride, but about the political work she has done since then. She is reserved. She doesn’t like to talk much about herself. Yet, she participates in a form of political activism that seems absolutely least conducive to her guarded personality. I wanted to understand her.

Lisa was riding the New York subway when two teenagers got on her train car. They approached a third teenager and started to taunt him aggressively. The third kid may have been developmentally disabled, Lisa first thought. The altercation felt ominous: something dangerous, something ugly, was going to happen, and as soon as the train pulled in to the next station and opened its doors, other riders quickly shuffled out to switch to another train car, away from the brewing fight.

Without thinking, Lisa stood up at the subway door near the teenagers and put her foot up against the sliding door, preventing it from closing, which prevented the train from moving on. “I let the door thud against my foot again and again and again,” Lisa remembered, “more of a sensation than a sound.”1 What was she doing? Not escaping the car like the others. Not calling for the police. She just stood there, stopping the train from leaving the station. She inserted herself into the story of this brawl, changing the pace of this scene from dangerous and fast to dangerous and slow.

One of the “almost men,” as Lisa called them, got in her face, stared her down. Lisa’s mind went to a recent tragedy on a train in Oregon, where three riders intervened in an altercation. A man was harassing other riders. The men who tried to talk him down were stabbed, two of them to death. Lisa stood fast, resolutely, now eye to eye with the teenager. Their faces were inches apart and she could see that he was about the age of one of her sons.

Something about Donald Trump’s election, which had shaken Lisa, made her want to be less anonymous, to take more responsibility, to intervene in her community. “I didn’t want them to hurt each other.… Can we please stand down,” she thought. The aggressors said to Lisa that the third boy had said something to them that made them mad. Lisa responded, “Do you think you could be the bigger person here? Can you be the bigger guy?”

The boys were surprised. They sat down. They stayed seated, keeping to themselves. A few stops later, they were still on the train when Lisa got off at her stop. As she passed them on her way out, she looked all three in the eye, as if to say, “Please. Don’t hurt each other.”

Intervening like this isn’t natural. Diffusing a fight. Assuming responsibility, respectfully, for the children around you whom you don’t know. It was hard for Lisa. She reflected about this experience in writing, in words she couldn’t as easily say out loud. “It is time to be … very brave. Brave enough to speak with people we fear, to face the nuances of our bias, to recognize the frailty of humanity, and to forgive.”

Lisa told me, “I really started feeling that if we are going to save our democracy, we all really need to work, to do hard things.”

The way she does politics is hard. She doesn’t do it because she loves it. She sees it as something she must do.

Before 2016, Lisa was a voter, read the newspaper, but otherwise practiced “benign pseudo-engagement,” as she put it, sometimes dropping references to her friends about token political activity “as a kind of liberal currency.” In other words, she was a hobbyist.2

After the 2016 election, she wanted to do in politics what she did on the train: intervene, participate, take responsibility. She found her way to a meeting in her Brooklyn neighborhood. Small activist groups were popping up, one focused on racial justice, one on protesting Trump’s cabinet appointments, and others. Lisa volunteered with some of these groups for a while. By temperament, though, Lisa didn’t like protests and shouting. She didn’t like showing up confrontationally to the office of her member of Congress. She was more comfortable in one-on-one dialogue than in large groups. She also didn’t have any good friends doing these activities with her. After a few months, she took a step back.

Then a close friend received an email about a new group forming called Changing the Conversation Together, founded by professional organizer Adam Barbanel-Fried. Adam had adopted a strategy called deep canvassing, in which volunteers usually undergo hours of training before they face voters. They don’t just talk to likely supporters who need a mild nudge to show up on Election Day, which is the focus of normal canvassing. Volunteers talk to voters who are likely to oppose the volunteers’ side or have strong misgivings about their side. The volunteers don’t get into arguments with these voters. Instead, they focus on building mutual understanding, on listening and taking each person seriously. There’s not a robotic script, no forced thirty-second conversation that both the canvasser and voter can’t wait to run away from.

In training for deep canvassing, volunteers are asked to think of intimate stories from their personal lives. They share these stories at the doors of strangers to help to convey why they have reached the political conclusions they have reached and allow the strangers to open up about themselves in turn. Together, maybe the volunteer and the stranger can learn from each other.

Along with her friend, Lisa went to one of the first trainings that Adam led for this group. She is not one to share intimate details of her personal life with strangers, but here she was in training to do just that. “This was deeply uncomfortable,” she said.

I talked to Lisa on the phone and to several others in Adam’s group, but I wanted to see them in action. I made my way to Brooklyn to attend a training the group was hosting. Dave Fleischer, the organizer who is credited for inventing the strategy of deep canvassing, was in town from Los Angeles to speak to the group at the home of one of the regulars. I RSVP’d.



I arrive at the condo building on the edge of Prospect Park, in Park Slope, a liberal, wealthy neighborhood in Brooklyn. A doorman greets me. Upstairs, the apartment, and the event’s hosts, are warm and unpretentious. Snacks are on the table. Folding chairs are set up in the living room between a comfortable deep couch, a scratched-up brown upright piano, and what looks like a broken television. Potted plants sit by the windowsill.

Around six o’clock, thirty people crowd into the living room. They are professionals, arriving from offices still dressed for work. They are almost all white, probably two-thirds women, and range in age from late twenties to late sixties. A couple of high school interns are also present. Lisa, now a leader in the group, introduces Dave Fleischer.

Dave stands up in the middle of the crowded living room. He has a shaved head, is sixty-three years old, looks younger. He’s originally from Chillicothe, Ohio, and has been canvassing since he was fifteen, a professional organizer his whole adult life.

Dave’s work with deep canvassing is a scientific breakthrough. At first, it was the subject of an unfortunate academic scandal. A researcher who published a paper about Dave’s work earned a lot of publicity, but the researcher had faked the data. The study was retracted. Soon after, other researchers, political scientists at Stanford and Berkeley, orchestrated a new experiment. Some voters were subjected to a deep-canvassing conversation about transgender rights and some weren’t. The placebo group was canvassed about recycling. Months after these conversations, voters who were subjected to deep canvassing still had significantly more pro-transgender views than the placebo group. Dave’s technique is possibly the most successful mode of political persuasion ever measured.3

Dave is skeptical about how normal political campaigns work. Even though campaigns in the last twenty years have recruited volunteers to do door-to-door canvassing and phone banking, they do them in a mechanical way. The volunteers are given scripts and told not to deviate too much from them. For getting out the vote, a scripted reminder can increase participation by a couple of percentage points. Campaigns have not found as much success in using volunteer-based techniques for persuasion, durably changing voters’ minds about how they should vote on issues or candidates.4 Persuasion is hard, which is why campaigns mostly focus on turning out their base voters.

Sometimes, though, a campaign lacks sufficient supporters to just mobilize the base and win. Sometimes, the only choice is to persuade voters to join your side. Dave cares about those situations. Also, in deep canvassing, volunteers focus on being good listeners and on making a human connection to someone they might disagree with. They are emissaries from one party to another, looking for goodwill. Dave doesn’t just think deep canvassing is effective, I believe he thinks it is virtuous.

He stands up in the living room, and his workshop this evening feels like a religious space. The audience is rapt. Dave learns names, looks you in the eye. He is patient and kind and always trying to give everyone the benefit of the doubt. I think, as I sit watching him, that anyone from any political walk of life could come into this living room and feel connected to Dave’s message. People would feel that they should, in their own lives, try harder to be a better listener and a more decent person.

Dave shares as an example one of his own stories that he tells voters at the door when he canvasses. He talks about his high school girlfriend. Dave knew he was gay from the time he was six. In high school, still in the closet, he had a girlfriend. Sometimes, he would suggest they have sex, knowing that she was committed to not having sex until marriage. He didn’t want to have sex with her, but as a high schooler he thought, in his role as boyfriend, he should tell her he wanted to have sex with her. That he could always ask knowing she would always refuse was the perfect situation for him. Once, though, she didn’t refuse. Dave panicked. He started making excuses for why they couldn’t. Dave thought she must have felt terrible about this—why didn’t her boyfriend want to have sex with her all of a sudden? Was something wrong with her? But he couldn’t have sex with her because he wasn’t attracted to women.

In this story, and in every story Dave tells to voters at the door, he is not the hero of the story. There is no hero. In this story, he presents himself as a jerk, even though the listener realizes how tricky this must have been for Dave in the early 1970s in high school. But, he says, he wasn’t honest with his girlfriend. He hurt her feelings.

This story, like all of his stories, is also not a thinly veiled political parable. He’s not telling a story to score points in an argument. He’s telling about a bit of his life that has always stuck with him.

Dave tells these intimate details to make a connection that maybe the person at the door can, in some way, relate to. Maybe they connect to the idea that sexuality is complicated. That high school is complicated. That people make mistakes. That people hurt others whom they care about.

Dave has told this story while canvassing on behalf of abortion rights. He might say how the memory of the story helps him understand some of the complicated reasons why a woman may face the decision to have an abortion. What if Dave had had sex with his girlfriend and she got pregnant? He tells a stranger at the door that his pro-choice position comes from a place of respect for the people he loves. Dave hopes voters may reciprocate by thinking through how they arrived at their own position. Maybe if they think about it the way Dave does, they’ll come around to his position. And maybe not, but even if not, he hopes they can understand him better than before.

The audience in the living room is transfixed by Dave’s stories. Some are in tears.

Dave says, “You know what issue we’re canvassing on? It’s love. It sounds corny. We are showing voters love when we canvass. We’re trying to teach them that voting is a gift we give people we love. We want to connect our love of our family and friends to policies we think support those who we love.”

The language of love is foreign, almost off-putting. To many of us, it doesn’t naturally mix well with politics. It reminded me of the religious language commonly used by leaders of the civil rights movement. I think of James Lawson, a civil rights hero who served as a mentor to the student protesters who staged sit-ins at white-only lunch counters. In 1960, groups of students gathered in Raleigh and started the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. Lawson spoke. “Love,” he said, “is the central motif of nonviolence. Love is the force by which God binds man to Himself and man to man. Such love goes to the extreme; it remains loving and forgiving even in the midst of hostility.”5 Dave is now orchestrating a system where door-to-door canvassers talk to their opponents with a message of love.

Everyone has questions for Dave. A woman who has been canvassing before, but never deep canvassing, says she tends to get angry when people disagree with her about politics. She asks Dave how she can tolerate it better. Another asks whether this technique, telling stories and building rapport, is manipulative. Another asks how to connect a personal story to a conclusion about politics. One is simply exasperated about how awkward it is to share personal details about one’s life to a stranger. “Deep canvassing,” Dave tells the assembled group with a smile, “is inherently socially awkward.”



In the 2018 election, Lisa worked with the Changing the Conversation Together organization in New York’s Eleventh Congressional District—covering Staten Island and a small portion of Brooklyn. The Eleventh District is the most conservative area of New York City, the only area of the city to have voted for Donald Trump and the only area, until 2018, with a Republican member of Congress. The Democratic candidate in 2018, a young decorated war veteran, Max Rose, won the race by five points, winning the Staten Island portion of the district by eleven hundred votes.

“I spent more time in Staten Island than I ever expected in my life,” Lisa told me. During the 2018 election, she canvassed eighteen shifts on Staten Island, plus a couple of shifts in South Brooklyn. On weekends, volunteers from different parts of the city would carpool over the Verrazzano Bridge. Some took the ferry over from Manhattan. Forty or fifty volunteers would show up, twenty of whom were regulars such as Lisa.

“My stereotype of Staten Island,” says Lisa, “was that it was very white, a combination of middle class and maybe more affluent, and deeply Republican.” But she found this image changed over time. “In the neighborhoods we focused on, Staten Island was so mixed from one door to the next: about political persuasion, ethnic background, diversity of views, about everything. On a given street, from door to door, you didn’t know who was the next person you were going to meet.”

Sometimes, a volunteer could spend the morning in training, practicing telling a story and eager to open up to a stranger, and after a whole day of walking around would have had no transformational, inspiring conversations. “Even when it didn’t work,” says Lisa, “there’s something good about what we are doing.” Another volunteer told me, “We talked to people who were raving Republicans and they didn’t bite our heads off. We all [the volunteers and the strangers] walked away feeling better.” By debriefing afterward, canvassers who had an unlucky day got to hear the good conversations that other people had had.

Lisa told stories at the door about her mother, about her Japanese American in-laws who had been interned during World War II, about her biracial children. Following Dave Fleischer’s model, her stories aren’t political parables nor does she play the role of hero protagonist. The stories are just ways to explain sincerely why the political climate is troubling to her, why she holds the views she holds. If Lisa went to a Trump supporter and told him that Trump is bad and the voter should vote against Trump, it wouldn’t work. But she goes to the doors of Trump voters and says where she is coming from. Because she is sincere and respectful, some of these strangers will let her make her case.

Storytelling in deep canvassing is like Lisa’s foot pushing against the subway door, preventing it from closing, slowing down the pace of the interaction to allow for space between people, a moment of humanity. She felt she made progress even when a Trump supporter didn’t radically change his or her mind but might have thought, “Wow, you are a decent person. And you’re a Democrat. I was scared to talk to you before. I thought you were going to yell at me.”

One day, Lisa approaches a house. Her list says three registered voters are there, two older and one younger. She discovers the younger person lives with and is caretaker to his grandparents. At the house Lisa sees an old campaign sign for a Republican politician. In addition, something about the house, Lisa couldn’t remember what, suggests to her that a military family lives here.

The young man opens the door and is unfailingly polite but “so unwilling to share anything with me.” He keeps saying, “I don’t talk about politics, I don’t talk about politics.” Lisa wants to convey to him how important his vote is in the upcoming 2018 election. For fifteen minutes they talk, he too respectful to end the conversation but quiet, she too persistent to cut off the conversation herself.

Off the cuff, Lisa tells him about a park near her home in Brooklyn that was recently renamed in memory of a veteran of the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars who was killed in Fallujah. She attended the dedication ceremony. Lisa has a personal connection to the ceremony: she and her husband had bought their home from the parents of this soldier soon after he was killed. “I raised my kids in that house.” That dead soldier’s childhood bedroom became her children’s bedroom. The ceremony and park dedication were important to her.

As soon as Lisa tells the man this story, he, a veteran, opens up to her. “All of a sudden, he trusted me.” He tells her that he always tries not to draw attention to himself. He tells her that he has found people don’t react well to his opinions. He’s half-Ecuadorean, in the military, in a home with grandparents who are staunch Republicans. Nonwhite friends of his, he tells Lisa, have had issues when wading into political conversations. So he keeps his profile low.

By the end of their conversation, they talk again about the importance of the election. “I felt absolutely confident that he would vote. And in fact he did. I followed up with him.”

In the 2018 election, Lisa’s group had deep-canvassing-style conversations with two thousand voters. The group’s follow-up analysis suggests that voters they talked to were significantly more likely to vote, and to vote Democratic, than neighbors who weren’t canvassed.

Lisa is good at canvassing not because she is eager to talk to anyone about politics. That’s not her. She is good at it because she is resolute and honest. She would tell strangers at the door that she had come over from Brooklyn on a Saturday or Sunday to talk to them. If they suggested that someone from Brooklyn had no business on Staten Island, she might tell them, “[I] felt so strongly about the power of the vote in [your] district that it led me to leave my kids, their basketball game, their track meet, to talk to [you] about how important this is.” Many of the days she canvassed, she would truly rather have been with her kids at their track meets. She told the voters that. They understood that this was important to her. Maybe they should give her a chance. She was so willing to respectfully give them the chance, maybe they could return the favor. More often than you might think, they did. She multiplied her vote, her democratic power.






CHAPTER 3 Rooting for the Team Hobbyism and Partisanship


I live two miles from Fenway Park. On a beautiful summer night, there’s no other place like Fenway, especially during a Red Sox–Yankees game. My kids are little, and I sometimes wonder about what I’ll do when I take them to a Yankees game at Fenway. A couple of them are old enough to know that we love the Red Sox. They are not old enough to know that we hate the Yankees. They’re certainly not old enough to know about people shouting “Yankees suck!” over and over at Fenway, a chant that has echoed through the park for most of my life.

I will someday have to explain to my children that this is all a joke. We don’t mean it when we say we hate the Yankees. We don’t actually hate Yankees players or fans. When we chant “Yankees suck,” it’s a friendly taunt. And, okay, yes, at Fenway, drunk people sometimes actually brawl about the Red Sox–Yankees rivalry. But we’re not egging on these brawlers nor are we in any way responsible for their violence. They are just using the friendly rivalry as an excuse to do what they wanted to do anyway, which is fight. The rest of us are just having a good time being part of a crowd, rooting for our team.

As with rooting for a team, at the core of our political identity is partisanship. We are Democrats or Republicans. (Or we are independents who pretend not to align with a party but secretly and consistently support one party over the other; you know who you are.)1 Nearly every way that we engage in politics, from voting to activism to debating with our friends and family, is colored by our identity as a Democrat or a Republican.

Sometimes, it seems as if Democrats and Republicans hate one another. Is it play hate, “Yankees suck” hate? Or is it real hate? The Pew Research Center reports that the other party makes us feel afraid. Many partisans think ordinary people in the other party, not just politicians, are closed-minded, immoral, dishonest, and lazy. About a third of each party thinks members of the other party are unusually unintelligent. About a third of members of each party say that if a new person moved into their neighborhood, they’d have a harder time getting along if they were from the other party. Survey respondents say they are less willing to socialize with, be friends and neighbors with, and marry members of the other party.2 Some political scientists read survey evidence such as this and conclude that partisans loathe each other.3

People do sometimes lose friends over political disagreements. One activist I talked with, Krystle, had a colleague at work she was close with; they had lunch together every day. Krystle hated Donald Trump and knew the colleague liked him. In the midst of Trump’s child-separation crisis at the southern US border, Krystle, upset, asked her friend, “How do you feel about this, as a Christian woman, children being taken away from their parents?” The friend shrugged it off and said that the parents shouldn’t have brought their children to the border in the first place. Krystle felt the tension grow between them; she doesn’t loathe her colleague, but the friendship deteriorated. Krystle has other friends, Republicans, some of whom voted for Trump, whom she has kept. But some friends, some family members even, she hasn’t been able to keep close. With those broken relationships, partisanship doesn’t feel like play animosity, like “Yankees suck” teamsmanship. It feels serious.

But step back from the heat of the Trump era. Step back to the Obama era, not so long ago. Then, too, survey researchers were measuring record-level feelings of partisan animosity toward ordinary people on the other side. When, in 2008, political scientists asked Americans if they would be upset if their son or daughter married someone of the other political party, 27 percent of Republicans and 20 percent of Democrats said they’d be upset. When the same question was asked forty-eight years earlier, in 1960, only 5 percent of either party’s supporters said they’d be upset. That’s a significant shift.

When Americans were asked in 2012 if they saw important differences between the two parties, 81 percent said they did. When the same question was asked forty-eight years earlier, in 1964, only 55 percent said they did. In hindsight, maybe the 2012 election between Barack Obama and Mitt Romney feels like nothing compared to the current political climate. But try to recall how you felt at the time. Maybe you felt it was the highest-stakes contest of your life. A lot of Democrats and Republicans genuinely felt that way. In 1964, the presidential candidates were Lyndon Johnson and Barry Goldwater, who were unquestionably more extreme in their policy differences than Obama and Romney.4
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