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To those who are willing to step out in front of the crowd, to question, reason, and have the dangerous conversations. Men with whom I may strongly disagree at times, but will always consider Refounders of Reason and contemporary heroes: Ben Shapiro, Dave Rubin, Jordan Peterson, Bret Weinstein, Sam Harris, Jonathan Sacks, Penn Jillette, and Joe Rogan.




There are things that I believe that I shall never say, but I shall never say those things I do not believe.


—I. Kant


Silence in the face of evil is itself evil . . . Not to speak is to speak.


—D. Bonhoeffer


Question with boldness even the existence of a God; because, if there be one, he must more approve of the homage of reason, than that of blind-folded fear.


—T. Jefferson





Prologue


Wrath Makes Him Deaf


The floor of the United States Senate was mostly deserted on the afternoon of May 22, 1856. Republican senator Charles Sumner was sitting at his desk, dutifully scribbling some notes. In an angry speech a few days earlier he had attacked South Carolina senator Andrew Butler, claiming, “The senator from South Carolina has read many books of chivalry, and believes himself a chivalrous knight with sentiments of honor and courage. Of course he has chosen a mistress to whom he has made his vows, and who, though ugly to others, is always lovely to him; though polluted in the sight of the world, is chaste in his sight—I mean the harlot, slavery.”


Then he had added derisively, “[He] touches nothing which he does not disfigure with error, sometimes of principle, sometimes of fact. He cannot open his mouth, but out there flies a blunder.”


It was a satisfying and, Sumner believed, absolutely necessary response to Butler’s own recent attempt to race-bait him by making sexual innuendos concerning female slaves.


As the gallery finally emptied, Butler’s cousin, South Carolina congressman Preston Brooks, hobbled onto the Senate floor. His wounds from a duel earlier in life forced him to rely on a heavy cane with a gold head. Like so many Americans divided by the issue of slavery, Brooks’s hatred for the opposing side had reached the boiling point. Sumner’s speech, he decided, was a scurrilous slander on both his cousin and the state of South Carolina. It had to be answered. He had considered challenging Sumner to a duel, but rejected that because the senator was not a gentleman. Instead he intended to humiliate him by beating him in public.


Brooks calmly accused Sumner of a public slander, and then began beating him savagely with his cane. He smashed him over and over, across his face, back, and shoulders. Sumner was beaten onto the floor, pinned under his desk, which was bolted to the floor, but still Brooks kept striking him. Sumner managed to rip the desk free and tried desperately to escape. Blood was pouring from his wounds. Several other senators tried to stop the attack but were held away by two other members of Congress wielding a cane and a gun. Brooks’s cane snapped into pieces, but even that didn’t stop him. He continued hitting Sumner with its remnants until the senator lay unconscious in a bloody heap on the floor.


While Sumner was rushed into the cloakroom for medical aid, Brooks walked out of the building and the pieces of the broken cane were collected. No charges were ever brought against the Democratic congressman, and Sumner eventually recovered. The attack made both men heroes to their supporters. Remnants of the cane were shaped into rings, which southern lawmakers wore proudly around their necks. Brooks received hundreds of replacement canes. In northern cities thousands of people attended rallies, helping to transform the new Republican Party into a political force, and more than a million copies of Sumner’s speech were distributed and prized as souvenirs.


Five years later the hatred between the North and South erupted into a civil war that was as close as this country has ever been to being ripped apart. An estimated eight hundred thousand Americans died during that war, 2 percent of the nation’s entire population. The end of the fighting in 1865 did almost nothing to stop the hatred, which continued to be felt throughout the country for decades. It seemed impossible that the situation would ever again reach that point, that hatred between Americans who share the same basic constitutional rights would threaten to destroy this country.





But then Al Gore invented the Internet. And made it available to all Americans, and provided social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram that allowed people to anonymously express their opinions. And today we spend countless hours each day virtually beating each other with canes into bloody compliance.





PART ONE





We Have a Problem


And Jesus knew their thoughts and said unto him, Every kingdom divided against itself is brought desolation; and every city or house divided against itself shall not stand.


—Gospel of Matthew, 12:25, King James Version


“So now you’d give the Devil benefit of law?”


“Yes. What would you do? Cut a great road through the law to get after the Devil. . . . And when the last law was down and the Devil turned round on you—where would you hide, the laws all being flat? This country’s planted thick with laws from coast to coast . . . and if you cut them down d’you really think you could stand upright in the winds that would blow then? Yes, I’d give the Devil benefit of law, for my own safety’s sake.”


—Thomas More in Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons
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Hello, My Name Is Glenn, and I Am Addicted to Outrage


And unless you’ve been living under a rock for the past twenty years, chances are you’re addicted to outrage, too. If you don’t believe you are part of the problem, I recommend you start with my last book: Liars.


I know it is tough to even think about being part of the problem, but the truth is, we all are. Believe it or not, I have good friends across the entire political spectrum. We actually all like each other and respect each other. Over the years I have really tried to listen to those with whom I don’t always agree. I have learned a ton. Not just about the other “side” but also about me. My biggest mistakes always revolve around my thinking “I am right and they are wrong.” The moment I begin to feel that, I begin to believe that “the other side has nothing to teach me.” I have made this mistake many times; I have failed to listen, and it always creates problems. I did it in the 2016 election. I was so sure about Donald Trump that I failed to listen to what half of the country was actually saying. I had become so blinded by him that I failed to see the who and the why supporting him. Did you know that over 20 percent of Donald Trump supporters consider themselves Democrats and voted for Obama? Of course not, because if you know that, you begin to see deep flaws in not only the GOP but also the Democratic platform and candidates.





When I am listening, really listening, I discover something truly game changing. We many times—not always, but much of the time—are saying almost the same exact thing, just with different words. This is not true with Live-or-Die Demopublicans. Nor am I suggesting that those who believe in the republic under the Constitution and Bill of Rights will agree or perhaps even like a communist revolutionary. But if we actually listen to each other, we may find that one of us is mistaken on what we believe, what we think others believe, or what is separating us in the first place.


Many times we are not even aware of what the real divide is. For instance, let’s dip our feet into the outrage pool and see if we cannot quickly see how our vision is being blurred intentionally on both sides:


The border issue over the summer of 2018.


It began in the opening weeks of June, with the outrage of pictures of border kids being “abused” and kept in “cages” by the Trump administration. The problem was it was a story from 2014. Many on the left were quickly embarrassed that they were “outraged” by something they all ignored under Obama. The editor of the New York Times, who tweeted the photos, quickly responded that it was “the weekend and the kids had distracted him.” But the speed at which these pictures circulated and the outrage they drew was powerful. So, I believe to turn their humiliation into a righteous cause, they quickly changed “the outrage” to the fact that these kids were being “separated from their parents.” Now, with all of the press on the same page, the fact that Obama not only had the same policy but defiantly defended the same policy in 2014 didn’t seem to matter. This is a problem that began under the Clinton administration. In 1997, the Flores v. Reno Agreement set formal policy for the detention of minors in the custody of the U.S. government’s Immigration and Naturalization Services. It included the guidelines that both the Obama and Trump administrations were following, which did include the detention of illegal-alien minors until a suitable adult relative or guardian could be identified.


However, as is the case with every “Band-Aid,” this only created a bigger problem: human trafficking. Drug cartels realized that if they could smuggle children over the border, they could “conscript” fourteen- to seventeen-year-olds to bring children over the border who would then be released, and the “children” would be given to “relatives.” The children were being sold into slavery. Thus, the Wilberforce Act was passed under George W. Bush to try stop the human trafficking problem caused by the Reno decision. Back to square one and a half. When Obama had a massive influx of “refugees,” the system quickly became overloaded. I know, because I was one of the few “reporters” there. The government was paralyzed, and because it did not see the crisis, the press never showed it to the American people. The very same ICE agents whom Americans are now publicly “stoning” are the people who quietly came to me and begged me to bring attention to what was being done to these kids. Their biggest problem then, as it was mainly underage kids without parents, was the fact that the children were all being separated by age. So, if a group of brothers and sisters came over together, for example, a fifteen-year-old son, a twelve-year-old boy, and a six-year-old sister, they were all placed in different “rooms,” “areas,” or “cages.” The trauma that these children were undergoing was beyond understanding. At one point under President Obama, more than 25,000 children were held. When Trump took over there were still 10,000 in custody. At the time of the media outrage that number had grown to 12,000. Some of the additional 2,000 had been separated from their parents. The vast majority had not been. Had they been ripped apart as brothers and sisters? Most likely the majority of them. But still today, the press doesn’t care about that part of the story. Why? Because the outrage of children being taken by men with guns near barbed wire is more than enough to begin to evoke images of a Nazi concentration camp. CNN actually aired an interview with George Takei, who did a grave disservice by distorting and dishonoring the truth of what FDR did when he interned all Americans of Japanese descent. These were Americans, some of whom were held for months in horse stalls at California racetracks. These citizens, many if not most of whom were born here in America, spent most of the war in American “concentration camps,” without trial or charges. In the end we treated them shamefully, and when it was all over, sent them back “home” here in America with no money, house, or property returned and most likely to hostile neighbors.


But this idea of American concentration camps is a powerful enough outrage to blot out all reason. If you dare say anything but dismantle the SS, which now is ICE, you are for these camps and are a monster. Hitler versus Jesus.


Yet if we can strip away the outrage, let’s look at the facts. Did you know that 70 percent of Americans agree, both right and left, that breaking up families on the border is wrong? Only 4 percent agreed with the Obama or Trump policy. FOUR. That is three times smaller than the number of Americans who deny we actually landed on the moon. That is a small and insignificant group of people.


So what is it that we are fighting over? Well, the media and the left present America with a false option. No borders with no immigration enforcement, or Gitmo. This is not a serious solution for any country.


We need a balance between justice and mercy. Justice meaning if you break the law or cut in line, you are punished, corrected, or at least simply returned to “Go” without collecting $200. Justice is essential in society. Without it, civilizations break down. But it also must be balanced by mercy, or the state devolves into a communistic, Stalinist state. Mercy, in this case, means that we do all we can to ensure that those who need help and are true asylum seekers are given a fair hearing. We must protect the most vulnerable. So, how do we do this? Actually, in this case it is fairly easy. The first thing to do is to secure the border as we hire a butt-load of judges to hear cases at the border in as short a time as possible and find those who are true refugees and those who are not. This would require about five hundred judges in a “night court” sort of system and could turn the cases around in ten to twenty-one days. Refugees stay, as always, and the rest go home. If you do not have valid paperwork proving that these are your children, and refuse to submit to a DNA test, then your “children” are kept here in foster care. (Warning: This is a Band-Aid and a point of failure, but we cannot send them home to foster care, as these places in foreign countries are many times engaged in human trafficking.) At the same time this process is being put into place, the State Department should run ads in Latin America reinforcing the idea that people should NOT send their kids alone to America or come to America as “illegal.” If they need protection, they should immediately go to the U.S. consulate in their area.


Crisis is caused by chaos. The first thing a nation must do in a crisis is to bring clarity. The media and special interest groups are doing the opposite.


Meanwhile, the left and right are left arguing something that only 20 percent actually want: full amnesty and open borders. Which provides neither justice nor mercy. So, why do 80 percent think that half the country is an enemy of freedom or refugees or that the other half wants chaos on the border? Because we are being painted a picture of MS13 gang members gladly being welcomed by the left, or David Duke holding the first Klan campfire on the right. Neither is true. We are all being used.


This is part of the problem to which this book hopes to bring clarity. But it begins with us and our willingness to suppress the “outrage” and look at all sides. A willingness to see how the problem is amplified by each of us. It is easy to see the problem in the other person, or “political team,” and the urge to scream “hypocrite” no matter which team you play for is almost overwhelming at times. But let us, for just a minute, consider that perhaps the other side has a valid reason for calling us names, or we them. Forget about the past, who started it, or even “they are sooo much worse.” Let’s just examine our thoughts, words, and actions. Then, stop listening to the “outrage” and begin to look to the facts on each side. Isn’t the entirety of man’s freedom worth seriously considering this thought? If I am wrong, we may find ourselves fighting in the streets. But if I am correct, it just might mean that if enough of us on both sides begin to drop the outrage and anger, we just may stand a chance and heal this nation.





Millions of us have spent the last several years engaged in our new favorite national pastime, expressing outrage at everyone and everything that is different from ourselves. It’s an epidemic worse and more insidious than our growing crisis of opioid addiction, far worse than our addiction to caffeine, sugar, or fast food, because our Outrage Addiction is destroying our nation. Unlike addictions to so-called vices and chemicals, which are universally recognized as bad for us and therefore carry negative social stigmas, Outrage Addiction adds the enabling element that makes it almost impossible to overcome: It is viewed as a virtue and as proof of our social value. Being constantly outraged is inherently reinforced by everyone around us; it is seen as a demonstration of our moral, cultural, and intellectual awareness, as proof that we are, in fact, “woke.” It’s like your mom finding out you’re using cocaine and then buying you an eight-ball and giving you a pat on the back. With Outrage Addiction, each of us has become a massive enabler of the addiction of those in our tribe, because we provide Outrage Addicts the very real physical, social, and psychological rewards that feed and reinforce their addiction.


Our Thumbs-Up or Like or LOL make each of us an unwitting dope dealer. Thumbs-up? Dopamine surge. Retweet? Serotonin hit. Kicked off a new subreddit thread? Splash of oxytocin. “Dopamine” is the root word of the slang: “dope.” Make no mistake, our addiction to outrage is as real and as chemically rich as the latest street drug, but even worse because it’s 100 percent legal and is being reinforced by the press, social platforms, celebrities, and political leaders.


I say all of this as an admitted and recovering addict myself. Look, I’ve been there and done that. In fact, it’s fair to say that identifying things to be outraged about and expressing that outrage to my audience is part of my day job. And there are certainly things deserving of outrage, though they’re not nearly as prevalent as the media would have you believe.


If you listen to my show, you know that my outrage generally isn’t directed at specific people. I don’t despise any particular Democrat. (Well, maybe Woodrow Wilson.) They all make me furious and have for a long time, but it’s not because I don’t like them as individuals; in fact, I count many who identify on the political left as personal friends. They make me frustrated because I believe their ideas on policy and government are so bad. In fact, I’ve found most of the Democrats whom I’ve known over the years to be downright good, likable people, despite their fanciful, utopian, irredeemably bad ideas. I thought—I knew!—I was CERTAIN that they were all corrupt; I was frustrated by the belief they were terrible liars and they were doing horrible damage to my country. Make no mistake, I still think they are corrupt, but so are the Republicans. As far as the Democrats are concerned, the party as it was even of Obama is now dead. It has been fully hijacked by the über left, and until they begin to listen to the Democratic voters in the center of the country, they are going to have a hard time winning elections. I may be wrong on this, but I still do not believe that the average Democrats in the center of the country believe what is happening in our universities is good, healthy, or right, nor do they agree with partial-birth abortion or that the Second Amendment should be abolished as now almost all of the leadership does. My problem is not with the people who are working hard every day and not living or breathing politics—it is with those who actually are a part of the system, who truly believe that it is best for our schools to pay teachers to sit out their contract and remain on the payroll after they have been wildly inappropriate with children.


But somewhere we began judging people not by their character or their actions but by their political affiliation and beliefs. A person who had different opinions than you wasn’t just wrong but suddenly became a bad, deplorable person, someone not to be trusted. Someone who must be ostracized, isolated, and destroyed. In today’s America, we deem that person a “traitor.” We seem, nowadays, to use that word more than at any time in my lifetime. Does no one see that we are becoming the America of the McCarthy hearings? There were communists in the government in the 1950s, but McCarthy, unfortunately, was a deeply flawed messenger. The real problem was the fact that we believed, as a people, that if you believed in communism, you should be in prison and should have no part in society. How does a country where freedom of speech, freedom of association, freedom of assembly, and freedom to petition our government is OUR FIRST AMENDMENT yet try and jail those who believe differently?


This is the path we are on. One where the mistakes of the past will be made all over again. If you do not agree with whomever is in power, you can and will be targeted. You will be targeted by the IRS, the EPA, or the NSA, or by the David Hogg–type of professional outrage peddlers who live their lives in a state of perpetual moral outrage inviting mobs of mindless addicts to join their latest boycott, die-in, or corporate bullying campaign. If you cannot be tried and jailed, then you will be smeared and blackballed. Your name and reputation will be forever destroyed. If you are white, straight, male, and Christian, you will be treated as those who were black, homosexual, or communist were treated in the 1950s. And if you own a gun, eat meat, and express doubt about your truck being the cause for climate change? Huge numbers of your fellow men are literally wishing for your death right now, my friend. Outrage targeting isn’t a weapon used exclusively by those on the left. Just ask any number of celebrities who’ve been the target of a Trump tweet-storm and ended up receiving death threats as the outrage wave crashes over them on social media.


How is it that “progressives” (on both left and right) who believe in the concept that man progresses as a collective do not see that humans are taking giant leaps backward? Those in the past who were called un-American for what they believed, who were treated as second-class citizens simply because of their skin color or forced into the closet for who they were, now support leaders who are deciding which views are un-American, judging people by skin color, and forcing others into a closet.


America is in trouble. We are facing challenges in the near future that literally will change the world. A century of technological advancement will take place in a decade. There are going to be massive shifts in every aspect of society that will cause tremendous upheaval. Entire industries are going to disappear; according to some, we are looking at 30 percent unemployment by 2030.


Think about how blessed we are to live in this country at this time. Both in Obama’s and Trump’s America. Life has literally never been better for humans than it is right now. Never have a people been more free, or better fed, educated, wealthy, and healthy, or had access to information and communication than right now. And yet, if one listens to the media or browses our social media platforms, one would think that we were royally screwed. But what are we all so outraged about? Most of the time, not much.





For all of eternity, man was able to stay alive without a refrigerator, electricity, radio, microwave, or color television. It might have been hot, sticky, and a lot less entertaining, but survival was possible. Today, each of these self-evident “luxury” items (when measured against all of human history) are owned by between 96.3 and 99.3 percent of households.


Take the computer. When Bill Clinton was elected, only 20 percent of American households had one. When Barack Obama left office, more than 80 percent had a computer, more than half had a tablet, and almost everyone had a smartphone far more powerful than any computer used in the Clinton years.


The average piece of land that produces corn now yields 8.6 times as much corn as it did during World War II. This is only one example, and only positive if you like corn, but you get the point. Among other things, these increases in food production have led to a sixty-point drop in the percentage of our disposable income that we spend on food.


The portion of the U.S. population that is homeless and unsheltered is less than 0.1 percent. I’m not saying that doesn’t mean we have more work to do, but in the rest of the world that number is over 20 percent.


The homicide rate in the United States has dropped by about half from the levels of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. While the media constantly warns us of the epidemic of “rape culture,” the rate of forcible rape has dropped by over 30 percent since the 1990s. Even in Hollywood.


Perhaps most surprising is the fact that even the number of school shootings has dropped dramatically. The rate of students killed per million in fatal school shootings has dropped by over 75 percent.


Read that sentence again. Heard that on CNN? Or even Fox?


Researchers at Northeastern noted that this means “four times the number of children were killed in schools in the early 1990s as today.” Their summary would shock any modern cable news fanatic: “There is not an epidemic of school shootings.”


In 1952 there were 57,879 cases of polio in the United States. In 2017, there were zero.


Among men in the U.S., death rates from colon cancer have dropped by 30 percent, lung cancer by 40 percent, prostate cancer by 45 percent, and stomach cancer by almost 50 percent, all since 1990. Among women, the death rate from breast cancer has dropped by 35 percent.


Does all that mean we don’t keep trying to improve things? No. Does it mean we should take a moment to review things and gain a little perspective the next time Pundit A or Newscaster B tries to keep us from changing the channel with a headline that says “School Children Under Attack Daily In the U.S.”? Yep, it sure does.


Don’t get me wrong—there are times when the outrage is justifiable, but all too often we seem to be screaming about existential issues like whether Kylie Jenner is ignorant, racist, or both for braiding her hair into cornrows without acknowledging the cultural origin of the style, or whether the Simpsons character Apu is the most racist character in recent history. Geez, if we can get this worked up over issues like this, what happens when we actually hit real problems?


What level of outrage will exist when a third of our population cannot find a job and doesn’t have enough money to pay the bills?


Instead of being outraged about the nation’s ballooning debt, we’re focused on shaming Chance the Rapper into an apology for having the audacity to tweet: “Not all black people have to be Democrats.”


Instead of celebrating the triumph of the first scientist to land an Earth-sourced spacecraft on a comet, we choose to excoriate the guy and label him as a sexist, misogynist pig for wearing a Hawaiian shirt featuring scantily clad women.


A white teenage girl wears what the Internet determines is a Chinese-style dress (it wasn’t), and more than one hundred thousand posts accuse her of cultural appropriation.


When Miss Nevada (in the final year of Miss America that still featured a swimsuit competition) suggests that one way for women to deal with the #MeToo movement is to get self-defense training, feminists attack her for validating rape culture.


When a liberal sex-education instructor had the temerity to refer to “male” penis versus “female” vagina in her descriptions of sexual anatomy, she was attacked relentlessly on social channels. She now refers to these as gender-neutral sexual organs.


Our capacity for outrage has reached the point of the ridiculous.
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The Story of Outrage


I often describe myself as an optimistic catastrophist. I am optimistic because I believe in Americans; I have seen what they have done in the past. I have seen them rise to the greatest challenges the world has ever seen. I have seen us come together against all odds. I am optimistic because I know who we can be when the chips are down. I am a catastrophist because I see all of the places where the structure is weak, the arrogance of those in charge, hiding behind shields of moral superiority that are born of nothing but an expression of outrage at some claimed victimhood or other. Worst of all, I see our interactions with one another. I can see the icebergs in the water, and I have counted the lifeboats. It doesn’t mean the Titanic will sink. It just means that the odds are not in our favor unless we are vigilant and actually steer around the icebergs in front of us.


The good—no, the GREAT—news is that we can do this. Actually, we have a very simple formula to implement, one that our forefathers found self-evident and implemented and proved works to build a powerful, productive, and prosperous nation. And because we have the model and proof the model works, I’m very hopeful that we sit in a place to be able to move, as a culture, back toward civility, reason, and cooperation.


And that starts with first admitting that we have a problem. I do believe grave danger is on its way, and I’m afraid that we’ve become too weak to deal with it. And if we don’t stop and figure out how to work with each other America is going to lose her place in the world. This demonizing of the other side is destroying our democracy. So my harshest words are reserved for the people who have put us in this precarious position—on both sides. Those people who day after day beat into us the concept that we are right and they are wrong, that we are the good guys and they are our enemy.


Oh. Wait. Just wait a second here. Elephant waltzing around the room.


I know what you are thinking. Especially if you are a Democrat. “I can’t take it anymore! This guy?! The Fox News blowhard? The guy who would and did say anything for ratings! The tinfoil-hat conspiracy guy who said Obama was a racist is telling me that he hates when people divide us?” Okay, you know what? You’re right. I accept responsibility for my part in all of this. Yes, I played a role in helping to set this country against itself. I said what I believed and I said it in the most entertaining way possible. Jon Stewart once criticized me as “a guy who says what people who aren’t thinking are thinking.” Good line. But we were thinking, he just didn’t care to understand the point we were trying to make.


It is funny, because much of what I said then is being said by the left today: “The president has too much power.” “He could easily become a dictator.” “The president is a liar.” “The president is a racist.” The last was said by me about Obama—and corrected on the spot: “I don’t think he is a racist; he has a deep-seated hatred for the white culture.” I was cornered on “What is the white culture, Glenn?” by Katie Couric. I don’t think she could even ask that question now with a straight face. “The same culture that our children are now being taught is evil, Katie.” It is the white culture—and specifically the white male culture—that is apparently responsible for all the ills of the world. This is the problem I was sensing at the time; I just didn’t know how to express it, as I hadn’t been schooled in postmodernism yet. I recognized the feeling of something amiss, I knew racism wasn’t quite right, but the language of the neo-Marxist professors was still foreign to me.


Now, Don Lemon and others say Trump is racist and they are applauded for it by the left and vilified by the red-state voters. What Don is saying is very much what I tried to express. Something is not right here, and because I am not sure what it is I will use the most basic word to describe what I am feeling. The feeling that Don cannot pinpoint, or perhaps even understand, is the loss of heritage and national identity. Many Americans feel that every good that this country has done is being erased or ignored by the elites. “The white culture” or “white male cisgender hierarchy” really just means, to many on the left, “the Western Judeo-Christian culture.” It has been attacked on every side, and those who are comfortable with “cisgender” talk are not comfortable with “Judeo-Christian talk.” But, believe me, we are talking about the same thing. Maybe it is racist to some, but deep-seated hatred of the white culture seems to fit. Perhaps Don Lemon, whom I know and like, does hate the Western world (I highly doubt it), but what we all fail to see is that we are talking over each other. Neither side is willing to recognize that our verbiage is doing as much damage as our belief system.


I believe what Obama and those in the Marxist, gender, race, and inequality studies world spoke of as “fairness” was and is understood by many Americans as racist and sexist. And when Trump or his supporters speak of the loss of traditional values, the left hears, “I hate Mexicans, and them gays, too.” On both sides what we “hear” may be accurate at some level. But it is the level of those who mean it this way that makes all the difference, and at this point we don’t trust each other enough.


But, in my defense, and in Don’s as well: No matter which way we actually meant it or how the audience took it, it works! It works incredibly well. Mind-bogglingly well. People watched my program, first on CNN and later on Fox, as much to see what I might do as to hear what I was saying. In 2009 I was pictured on the cover of Time, my tongue out derisively above the caption “Mad Man: Glenn Beck and the angry style of American politics!” “For conservatives,” the story read, “these are times of economic uncertainty and political weakness, and Beck has emerged as a virtuoso on the strings of their discontent.” Very much the same thing could be said of Rachel Maddow today for the left.


Unintentionally, I fed their addiction to outrage by giving in to my own. And it worked. And there is a clear and obvious reason why it worked—for me, for Don, for Rachel, and for millions of social media users every day: Addiction to outrage is real, widespread, and (almost) fully ingrained in our cultural identity.
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Here’s Why Outrage “Works”—and Why It’s More Addictive than Heroin


Part of what makes outrage so addictive—and useful—is that it fulfills several key social and psychological functions. As a tool for social interaction, it checks an awful lot of boxes:


OUTRAGE SIGNALS VIRTUE


One of the most effective ways to demonstrate one’s own social value is by wearing the trappings of outrage on behalf of others, especially if the others are of a minority social group. The earlier you are and the more loudly you demonstrate you are outraged that some other group has been wronged, the more virtue you demonstrate. November 2016 provided an excellent case in point. In the aftermath of the Trump election-night triumph, millions of social media posts began to appear with users posting safety pins, apparently in a show of support for “minorities.” Post a GIF of a safety pin? Worth two virtue points. Post an identifiable pic of yourself wearing a safety pin? Five virtue points. Post a picture of yourself dressed as a safety pin, holding a protest sign and shouting random curse words at a Republican mayor’s town-hall meeting? Well, they don’t even have the algorithm yet to assign enough virtue points to that (though a social scoring system similar to this has actually been implemented in China), but you’re sure to feel good about yourself for a few days.



OUTRAGE AS A SHIELD FROM MORAL JUDGMENT


Moral outrage is also effective as a shield from judgment. Being morally outraged seems to function very effectively as a mechanism to protect the purveyors of outrage against any evaluation of their actions, tactics, honesty, or morality. After the horrific shooting at Parkland High School in February 2018, parents, students, and teachers were excused for accusing all gun owners, NRA members, and civil-rights advocates of being baby killers, because they were (justifiably) traumatized by those events. Never mind that they were caught lying, exaggerating, engaging in verbal bullying, and invoking violence against NRA leaders and congressmen. They were outraged, and outrage excuses one from having to tell the truth or exhibiting moral behavior.


OUTRAGE AS A WEAPON


Outrage is also an exceptional weapon that can pierce the armor of nearly any foe. It’s like a bow with three magically tipped arrows: shame, guilt, and fear. Moral outrage expressed against opponents can strike them with any one or all three of these instruments at any given time. The instant that someone outside of your tribe slips up and says or does something that you might have the slightest chance to paint as insensitive, racist, politically incorrect, outdated, judgmental, or insulting to a protected class or group, that person has opened up an opportunity to attack with a weapon they cannot possibly resist.


Shame almost always comes first, a form of stripping the subject of attack of any normal form of moral defense by replacing rational argument and discussion with a disarming sense of betrayal—betrayal of the group, the tribe’s trust and code of behavior. Shame leads to a reduction in the offender’s social status or, worse, outright banishment from the social circle.


As a tribe begins using shame and guilt more brazenly as a weapon, fear begins to overtake each member’s normal sense of morality and reason. Fear of being shamed and ostracized can eventually paralyze a culture and prevent constructive dialogue, reason, and the free flow of ideas.


OUTRAGE AS IDENTITY


By far the most destructive aspect of Outrage Addiction is that over time it tends to overtake and replace the addicts’ identity. They surrender the responsibility of developing a caring, rational, human persona. Hallmarks of a genuine and healthy human personality tend to be smothered below a facade of impulsive, manic emotional responses driven by the addiction. Rather than actual empathy for the misfortune or suffering of others, addicts respond with oversized and obnoxious levels of self-righteous indignation, always scattering blame against the alleged perpetrators of the crime, against some victims, or against humanity itself. Rather than quiet, reasoned introspection, addicts instead make a grossly obvious, grand spectacle of their sympathy and protestations that bespeaks their inner disquiet and self-loathing. Wrongdoers didn’t simply make a mistake, they have acted in a subhuman manner and must be castigated by the tribe, fully and wholly shamed in the public square, ostracized from the group, and ultimately destroyed. Only this victory will fill the void, the hole that has been left in the moral outrage addict—the hole left by the absence of an actual human soul.


This is why Outrage Addiction is so dangerous to our culture and to mankind: It deprives human beings of genuine humanity, replacing it instead with an outwardly facing caricature of a virtuous human being wrapped around a rotting corpse.


Look, it’s not that all outrage is wrong all the time. There are times, of course, when outrage is a perfectly appropriate and reasonable response to actions we see in others. As with any addiction, the problem isn’t the chemical or the behavior itself. America isn’t having an opioid crisis because opioids are inherently bad or evil. It’s the abuse and the involuntary need of the object of the addiction. The unhealthy dependence upon the thing in order to feel, to function. Expressing moral outrage has become the automatic, compulsive response to anything we see or hear that challenges our tribe’s beliefs. And instantly and automatically supporting the outrage of others is even more important. That’s the concerning thing. Moral outrage is simultaneously a badge of honor and a shield against any objective judgment. And that makes it destructive and divisive.


Outrage Addiction has replaced constructive dialogue and suppressed genuine empathy and warmness. It’s no wonder that suicide has become the tenth leading cause of death in America—we don’t have authentic conversations anymore. We don’t express actual sympathy when others are suffering or being abused; we express outrage instead. As a result, we don’t know what’s real anymore. Do people really care about women being sexually harassed or assaulted in Hollywood and the Arkansas governor’s mansion, or are they just following the crowd because to avoid doing so would be to aid and abet rape culture?
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Chemistry Class


Did you ever see an unhappy horse? Did you ever see a bird that had the blues? One reason why birds and horses are not unhappy is because they are not trying to impress other birds and horses.


—Dale Carnegie


In May 2018, former New York City mayor Mike Bloomberg delivered the commencement address at Rice University. His theme was the “extreme partisanship” that is dividing the country and the willingness of both ends of the political spectrum to believe anything that depicts the other end in a bad light. “This is what is fueling and excusing all this dishonesty,” he said. He described it as an infectious disease. “But instead of crippling the body, it cripples the mind. It blocks us from understanding the other side. It blinds us from seeing the strength of their ideas—and the weakness of our own. And it leads us to defend or excuse lies and unethical actions when our own side commits them.”


Americans are becoming more loyal to their political party than to the country, Bloomberg warned, with their objective being gaining power rather than making progress. “Bringing the country back together I know won’t be easy. But I believe it can be done—and if we are to continue as a true democracy, it must be done. . . . Because bringing the country back together starts with the first lesson you learned here at Rice: Honesty matters. And everyone must be held accountable for being honest.”


This country is more divided between right and left, Republican and Democrat, conservative and liberal right now than at any time at least since the Civil War.


I’ve spent a lot of time and effort the last few years admitting I have been wrong. It was difficult at first, but once I got the hang of it, it came a lot more easily. And with it, I found, I became a lot more understanding of the other side. The “other side” in this case being anyone and everyone who didn’t agree with me. Unexpectedly, the anger I had kept inside for so long slowly dissipated as I accepted the fact(!) that the right and the left are both responsible for the situation we’re in. And that as long as we can’t even talk to each other civilly, there is no possible way we’re going to figure out how to maintain our country’s standing in the world.


I have said in as many different ways as I know how that in order to protect your rights you have to defend the rights of others, especially those with whom you disagree. It turns out, I finally understood that the Bill of Rights is fulfilling its purpose when it helps the side you wish it didn’t. We all agree that we can’t talk only to those people with whom we agree, but here’s the kicker: We can’t just listen to people we agree with either. We have to listen to them and, like Bloomberg said, at least be open to the possibility that on some tiny level, in one little way, they actually might have a pretty reasonable point.


Of course, there are many people who have criticized me for doing that, telling me—sometimes angrily—that I was wrong to admit that I was wrong. And the more they told me how wrong I was about both sides being responsible for this growing anger, the angrier they became!


But the inescapable truth is that our casual disregard for truth and honesty has already corrupted our system. When was the last time, for example, that you heard a politician, any politician, admit he or she was wrong? Certainly it hasn’t happened very often. For fun, I googled “Politicians admitting they were wrong” and in return got a pretty short list. Near the top was Florida senator Marco Rubio acknowledging he was wrong when he said, “Welders make more money than philosophers. We need more welders and less philosophers.” Three years later he tweeted, “I’ve changed my view on philosophy. But not on welders. We need both!”


Just imagine how incredibly lucky we are in this country. We have 100 United States senators. We have 435 representatives. We have 50 state governors. And apparently all of them are right all the time! We seem to have forgotten the fine art of being honest. I’d like you to just stop here for a second, look away from the page, and remember the last time you were wrong and wouldn’t admit it.


Okay, 100 senators, 435 representatives, 50 governors . . . and you.


Somewhere we began regarding an admission of being wrong as a weakness rather than an admirable act of courage. A 2012 study published in the European Journal of Psychology found that refusing to apologize can have psychological benefits (and we issue no mea culpa for this research finding) and reported that when people refused to apologize, they felt more powerful and more in control, as well as had higher self-esteem. In other words, even when we know we’re wrong, we don’t want to admit it.


How in the world are we ever going to deal with the coming crises if we can’t even face the truth? How can you respect anyone else—or yourself—when they refuse to deal with reality? We have to begin by teaching our kids critical thinking. We have to be able to teach people how to think and how to teach kids not what to think but how to think.


The facts are out there for us to look at and use to form our opinions. Unfortunately, those facts don’t often square with our opinions, so we have to cut them down and shape them so that they support our beliefs, whatever they are. There was an old Cold War story told about a two-horse race between a Russian horse and an American horse. The American newspapers reported accurately that the American horse won by ten lengths. The Russian newspapers reported just as accurately that the Russian horse finished second while the American horse finished next-to-last.


It would be impossible for me to overstate the danger of the loss of our grasp on truth and facts. Giving the commencement address at Virginia Military Institute in May 2018, the recently fired Secretary of State Rex Tillerson warned,


If our leaders seek to conceal the truth, or we as people become accepting of alternative realities that are no longer grounded in facts, then we as American citizens are on a pathway to relinquishing our freedom. This is the life of non-Democratic societies. . . .


A responsibility of every American citizen is to preserve and protect our freedom by recognizing what truth is and is not, what a fact is and is not, and begin by holding ourselves accountable to truthfulness and demand our pursuit of America’s future be fact-based—not based on wishful thinking, not hoped-for outcomes made in shallow promises—but with a clear-eyed view of the facts as they are, and guided by the truth that will set us free to seek solutions to our most daunting challenges.


When we as people, a free people, go wobbly on the truth, even on what may seem the most trivial of matters, we go wobbly on America.


That’s my point; that’s exactly right. I wrote once, “Is it a stretch to say that freedom of speech is under attack in the United States of America? Well, I could point to evidence that if you question this president, his administration and policies, you come under vicious attack—that much is certain.”


There are a lot of people, most of them on the left, I suspect, who would agree completely with me. Well, at least they would until they found out that I wrote those words in 2010 about President Barack Obama and his administration. I had exactly the same objection about Obama. He would say things that I knew were not true, and his side would attack anyone who disagreed with him. Now that the lies are coming from President Trump’s administration, the left acts as though they’ve just discovered there was gambling going on in Casablanca!


The divide between the political factions is now so wide that every day each side presents its own version of the news. Every issue becomes that proverbial two-horse race. Special Prosecutor Robert Mueller, for example, is either trying to save America from Russian interference in our elections or trying to destroy America with his unfounded attacks on the administration. There is no middle ground. We get our news and opinions from different sources, networks, and newspapers that exist primarily to reinforce the positions we already hold. When we’re told over and over in many different ways that the other side is tearing down America, it makes it impossible to accept the fact that the other side may actually have a point—that they may not be 100 percent wrong about everything. As hard as it is to accept, it might make sense to listen to them.


Mostly, though, Americans distrust anyone or any source that disagrees with them. We live in partisan wind tunnels. There are few things more dangerous to our future than the Trump administration’s threatening to take away credentials from legitimate news outlets. That attempt to threaten the media should frighten every American, but it doesn’t. Instead, a large number of people are cheering for him to do just that. They don’t agree with the reporting coming from those sources, which too often attack their beliefs, so they have no qualms about shutting them out and allowing the news to be reported only by media outlets that agree with their position. Thomas Jefferson warned more than two centuries ago, “When the speech condemns a free press, you are hearing the words of a tyrant.”


When we no longer know what we can believe, we’ll start believing anything. For example, I’m sure most readers believe Jefferson actually said that because it showed up on the Internet accompanied by a really somber drawing of Jefferson looking extremely sincere. And the fact that I quoted him here. The fact is, there is no record that Jefferson ever said that. It’s a handy tool to use, though; when you quote Jefferson it makes it feel real, and the unknown person who created and posted that knew it would be believed.


Unlike Trump, though, Jefferson was a staunch defender of a free press, even when he was being attacked. In a 1789 letter acknowledging the importance of a completely free press to the future of this then-new country, he wrote, “The way to prevent these irregular interpositions of the people is to give them full information of their affairs thro’ the channel of the public papers, and to contrive that those papers should penetrate the whole mass of the people. The basis of our governments being the opinion of the people, the very first object should be to keep that right; and were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter. But I should mean that every man should receive those papers and be capable of reading them.”


Okay, here’s a little test. True or false: Thomas Jefferson was a staunch defender of our free press.


Not so quick. He absolutely was—except when he wasn’t. Several years after his stirring defense, he wrote in another letter, “[N]othing can be believed which is seen in a newspaper. . . . Truth itself becomes suspicious by being put into that polluted vehicle.”


That’s the problem with facts: They can be used by intelligent people to support almost any argument they want to make. It is factual to say Jefferson was passionate in his support of the media, and it is equally accurate to say that Jefferson was a bitter foe of the media. The point is that the people on the other side of your debate may have facts on their side, too. Their position may be just as valid as yours. In other words, two rights don’t necessarily make one of you wrong.


No wonder you get so upset. But the source of your outrage isn’t the other side, it’s you. It’s your frustration. It’s your anger. It’s outrage. And it makes it easy for other people to manipulate you.


The reason the sources of information you watch tend to support what you already believe is that they know it will bring you back for more. Who doesn’t want to be told they’re right? Maybe instead of the chicken and the egg, the question should be what came first: Strong political opinions or partisan news sources? Roger Ailes figured out how to build loyalty, and the other networks followed. Your loyalty is valuable to them. You’re a statistic, that’s all you are. A number that is used to generate income for them. A number that can be used to win elections.


What’s true? What’s real? Among those other things I have in my collection of artifacts is the microphone used during World War II by Tokyo Rose, supposedly to demoralize Americans fighting against Japan. The nickname “Tokyo Rose” became synonymous with traitor. But after buying this mic I did my own research and discovered that much of what we had been told wasn’t accurate.


Tokyo Rose actually was an American citizen who was visiting Japan when the war began and got stuck there. The Japanese government used her to broadcast propaganda, but there is considerable evidence she also used that platform to convey life-saving information to the Allies.


In 2013 we rejiggered the wiring in that mic and I used it on my radio broadcast. That was the first time it had been turned on since the 1940s. We didn’t test it; we didn’t know if it would work at all, but I had decided that if it did, I was going to use it to talk about the truth. And while in this broadcast I focused on truth and the government, I could just as easily have thrown the media in with it. Here’s what I told my listeners: “America, tell the truth. Tell the truth, even if it means in the end it hurts you. America, don’t believe everything that your country and your government tells you. Because while many times, most times, it’s true, in many critical times it’s an out-and-out lie. And it’s not an American problem. It is a government problem. It is a human problem. People want power, and they will do anything to keep that power or enhance that power. It’s incumbent upon you, if you want to remain free, to do your own homework. And if you don’t, you will lose your freedom. And because of that, innocent people will suffer. Truth and justice is the American way.”


The American way. How quaint that sounds. Remember when there was an American way, not a Republican way, not a Democratic way? I learned an important lesson several years ago when I took my family to Poland. Among the people I met there was a lovely ninety-year-old woman named Paulina. She was honored as a Righteous Among the Nations, which is a phrase used by Israel to describe non-Jews who risked their own lives to save Jews during the Holocaust. My family sat down with her and listened to her story. She was sixteen years old, she explained, when she saved her first Jew. During the course of the war she was credited with saving about a hundred Jews. She told us harrowing stories in the most matter-of-fact manner. When my kids finally got up and wandered away, I said to her, “Paulina, I see storms coming in America. I hope I’m wrong, but I see them coming. And I believe this, I believe the tree of righteousness is in each of us, but how do I water that tree? What do I do to make it grow?”


She looked at me as if I were an alien. Then she smiled and shook her head. “You misunderstand,” she finally said. “The righteous didn’t suddenly become righteous. They just refused to go over the cliff with the rest of humanity.”


Well, there’s a place to start, I thought. What she was explaining to me was that people didn’t have to change to deal with changing circumstances, that doing the right thing didn’t require being a hero: You just have to do what’s right. The basic principles of decency don’t change. What was right yesterday is right today and will be right tomorrow.


How do you know what’s right? How do you know what to believe? For some of it, at least, you have to trust your gut feeling. You wouldn’t be reading this page today if you weren’t concerned about our country, and that concern alone is evidence to me that you have a fundamental understanding of right and wrong.


That’s the place to begin. You know the right thing to do; the hard part is doing it.


C’mon, let’s be honest. It’s just you and me on this page right now. Let’s not kid each other; we both know how good it feels to attack political foes, to score points in a debate, to point out their contradictions or when they cite some erroneous “fact.” Let’s not pretend it doesn’t. It does, it feels good. But we also know that at times some part of us is a little embarrassed by some of the things we say or write. It’s probably not something we would do in person. We sure wouldn’t want the people we work with to find out about it. The reality is we know we can get away with it because no one knows our screen name or who we really are. But it’s time to cut it out. It’s time to stop it.


Okay, Glenn, you talk a good game; now tell me how to do it. Let me quote the wonderful Mr. Mark Twain here, who remarked once about overcoming an addiction, “Giving up smoking is the easiest thing in the world,” he said. “I know because I’ve done it hundreds of times.”


As any addict will tell you, wanting to break an addiction is a lot easier than actually doing it. Overcoming your outrage is both a physical and a psychological challenge. As someone who has found himself lying on a floor almost in a fetal position to try to stop drinking, I know how hard it is. The Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu got it right when he said, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”


Within the science of behavior modification there is a strategy called chaining. Chaining is something a lot of us do on a daily basis without realizing we are following a scientific principle. The basic concept is that every behavior is the result of a series of small actions. For example, it’s incredibly hard for alcoholics to look at a glass of their go-to choice sitting in front of them and resist picking it up and taking just one sip. But there were a lot of steps that had to be taken before that glass got there. The alcohol had to be bought and carried home. It had to be opened and poured. The glass had to be placed on the table. Each of those actions is a link in the chain, and you can lengthen any chain. And the fact is, some links are a lot stronger than others. The longer a chain is, the easier it is to break the weakest link. People using this method to cut down on overeating, for example, don’t buy prepared foods or even keep food in the house. That forces them to go to the store for whatever they want to eat, bring it home, and go through all the steps of preparation. It’s a lot easier to resist going to the store and shopping than it is to stare down a slice of chocolate cake.


Think of it this way: Try to resist eating the second Oreo Double Stuf in the package! I have a hard time not eating the entire sleeve.


Most of us use some version of social media to fuel our outrage. We’re generally okay face-to-face with people who disagree with us; our good manners usually kick in to prevent us from confronting them. But our behavior is quite different on social media. For something so amorphous, the Internet is the most powerful tool ever invented. Here’s an interesting fact: It’s estimated the Internet weighs about the same as a single average strawberry, about two ounces. I know that is “true” because I learned it on the Internet. (Actually, I don’t have the slightest idea if it is true or not. But I like it, it’s fun, so I’ll use it!) According to the source I found on the Internet, the Internet actually consists of several hundred trillion electrons, which cumulatively weigh about fifty grams, or two ounces. And yet too many of us allow something with the weight of a strawberry to dominate our attention.


There is a great deal of data demonstrating that the massive amount of time we are spending on social media has changed, in fundamental ways, how we relate to other people. Americans spend an estimated 10 percent of our time on the Internet, and that has led to a massive shift in behavior. A study published in March 2017 in the Archives of Sexual Behavior reports that even in our sexualized culture Americans had less sex than two decades earlier. That’s incredible; even with the availability of all those meet-up sites and the acceptance of casual sex, Americans—especially millennials and Generation Xers—are having less sex than in the 1990s. They suggested several possible reasons for this, but, not surprisingly, the amount of time spent on social media is considered a primary culprit. Apparently, many people prefer Angry Birds to loving people. That’s one powerful strawberry.


So what is it about the Internet that makes it so hard to quit, or even, in so many cases, to just reduce the amount of time we spend on it? Categorizing addictive behaviors is a complex undertaking. There are some things we get addicted to because they make us feel good, while we embrace other addictions because they allow us to feel nothing. Believe me, it doesn’t feel good to black out when you’re telling your kids about bunnies. That addiction becomes an escape mechanism. The director of the Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior at UCLA refers to the computer as “electronic cocaine.”


When the Internet and social media first became ubiquitous, it was sort of the Wild West of technology. Remember, in the early days people paid by the hour for access to the Internet. When that format disappeared, advertising became the source of income, and advertisers pay for audience exposure. So how to attract the largest audience spending the most time on a site became the objective. But as it became monetized and the battle for “visitors” began, researchers began searching for hooks guaranteed to bring people back to a site or a game. Just as the tobacco industry had done decades earlier, they began to look for ways to get people addicted to a specific experience.


Media and news websites have also begun to leverage this technique, with sites like Buzzfeed, Axios, and Politico paying content writers based on the eyeballs they are able to capture and keep coming back. Just as Hearst and Pulitzer instructed editors to use eye-catching headlines and racy images to sell papers in 1900, now “information architects” build web pages designed to captivate (root word “capture”) a surfer’s attention.


It’s been known since the 1950s that the neurotransmitter dopamine is sort of like the barn door to pleasurable experiences. Apparently, dopamine performs numerous important functions in our body, but its claim to fame is that it is the precursor to something we believe we are going to enjoy. It has been referred to in scientific literature as “the chemical in the brain that controls mood, motivation, and a sense of reward,” and in popular media as “the Kim Kardashian of neurotransmitters.” When we sense we are going to be rewarded, the brain releases that chemical into its pleasure centers. It opens the door to a good time! But it’s an anticipatory release rather than being responsible for that feeling of pleasure. There is some evidence that the brain becomes accustomed to the release, and, just as with other drugs, repeating that same feeling over and over eventually requires an increasingly larger dose of the chemical.


In fact, in the 1970s, street drugs—especially heroin—were commonly referred to as “dope,” supposedly because of the high dopamine content. More recently, dope has become a slang term used to describe almost anything that’s great or excellent. I sort of like that, and now when people call me dopey I take it as a compliment.


What happened is that marketers figured out how to use dopamine to attract and keep an audience coming back. “We may appear to be choosing this technology,” Tony Dokoupil wrote in Newsweek in 2012, “but in fact we are being dragged to it by the potential of short-term rewards.” Every ping could be social, sexual, or professional opportunity, and we get a mini-reward, a squirt of dopamine, for answering the bell. “These rewards serve as jolts of energy that recharge the compulsion engine, much like the frisson a gambler receives as a new card hits the table,” MIT media scholar Judith Donath recently told Scientific American. “Cumulatively, the effect is potent and hard to resist.”


While dopamine is associated with pleasure, the much-better-known adrenaline is released when someone is afraid. It’s the yang to dopamine’s yin. It’s the chemical that causes your heart to start beating quickly, your skin to become flushed, and at its extreme, it even affects your breathing. And it also plays a role in your addiction. Solis Arr, the former director of the Student Center at UC Davis, described how this “Micro-Aggression” plays an important part in keeping us hooked: “[Y]our different ideas are not merely offensive to me—they are now creating a mental health crisis for me, and how could you? My hope for anyone addicted to outrage is that they come to find there is a chemical phenomenon that occurs with this feeling. Adrenaline.”


Mr. Arr continued, “Adrenaline makes me feel powerful. It’s far better than showing my fear.” Showing our fear is rather terrifying, actually. He concluded, “I’d rather show strength by attacking your position and showing you outrage.”


These marketers eventually discovered that political debate—although it’s probably more accurate to describe it as political ranting—was as irresistible as an oasis in the desert. Several years ago, Andrew Park wrote about his “obsession with Glenn Beck” in Psychology Today: “I disagreed with everything he said, but somehow I couldn’t get enough of the red meat he was serving up to his fervent audience. I loved to hate it.”


Park continued, “The futurist and novelist David Brin argued that what I was doing . . . is more than just a guilty pleasure. The outrage we feel when we listen to these rants is a ‘bona fide drug high’ and we are addicted to it.” He then quoted Andrew Sullivan, who agreed, “You go into the bathroom during one of these snits and you look in the mirror and you have to admit, this feels great! ‘I am so much smarter and better than my enemies. And they are so wrong and I am so right!’ ” I think all of us have felt that high, whether we were willing to admit it at the time or not.


Sullivan went further: “Is there anything wrong with letting this addiction guide our politics? Insofar as it distracts from engaging the issues, the candidates, and each other at a more civil and meaningful level, then yes.” Sullivan continued, “If the sum total of our political activity is waiting for the Huffington Post or the Drudge Report to serve up another sound bite . . . then we are shortchanging ourselves and our democratic system.” Very nicely stated.


After the horror in Las Vegas, Washington Post columnist David Von Drehle wrote that he was not at all surprised that the media focused on a stupid comment made by a CBS lawyer about the victims being mostly country music fans, so she didn’t really regret the shootings. Sullivan noted that as evidence of the issue with addiction to outrage, stating, “Addiction compels you to chase a high that only makes you feel worse. It reduces you to a lesser version of yourself. And you can’t stop, because deep down you really don’t want to change. . . .”


Sullivan went further too, in discussing the role the media plays as well: “The [controversy peddlers] know that, rather than endure the misery of withdrawal, the junkies will return again and again for future fixes. This is a business. An ugly business, but a lucrative one.” He’s right; believe me, I know. He continued, “Controversy, real or manufactured, juices ratings at cable ‘news’ networks. It drives readers to partisan websites and listeners to talk radio. It pumps up speaker fees and inflates book advances.” Couldn’t have said it better myself. Sullivan even identified early on how it makes our country vulnerable to attack: “When Russians wanted to mess with the heads of American voters, they trafficked in hyped conflict, Facebook informed Congress this week. . . . The oversupply of controversy is bottomless, because some human somewhere is always indulging a thoughtless blurt, and social media seduces us to publish our blurts for the world to overhear.” Amen, brother.


Social media websites have been the final nail in our proverbial cultural coffin, fulfilling yet another desperate weakness and addiction for human beings: a sense of belonging, validation, and acceptance by the tribe. When you are validated by your peers, friends, and loved ones, your brain is flooded with a potent cocktail of chemicals led by serotonin, which is known as the “Confidence Molecule” among neurochemists. Social validation by way of thumbs-up, shares, likes, and emojis is among the most addictive of neurochemical processes because it directly feeds our precious sense of ego and confirms that we are of value to the tribe.





In a very real way, you’re being used. You’re being manipulated. On a chessboard you would be a pawn, easily sacrificed for the good of the king. I guess you can take some solace in the fact that it isn’t completely your fault, that you are a victim of biology, neurochemistry, and marketing.


Once we’re hooked—or in this case charged up, plugged in, or battery operated—it isn’t easy to stop. In 2010, for example, the International Center for Media & the Public Agenda asked two hundred University of Maryland students to detach themselves from all social media for twenty-four hours. One full day. One student summed up the results when he wrote, “I clearly am addicted, and the dependency is sickening. I feel like most people these days are in a similar situation, for between having a BlackBerry, a laptop, a television, and an iPod, people have become unable to shed their media skin.”


The one thing I would ask you to do now is take a little personal inventory. Just take a guess how much time you spend involved in political thought and debate and how much time you spend reading, researching, or debating political material weekly.


I’m not even asking you to admit you’re wrong. As we’ve pointed out, in many cases there is no right or wrong, just a difference of opinion—and it doesn’t make the slightest difference what side of each issue you’re on. We don’t have to agree on everything. Heck, we don’t have to agree on anything—other than the fact we are ready to stop splitting this country into two enemy camps. Advertisers and content managers don’t care about your political beliefs. In some cases, as we’ve learned from the Russian investigation, sometimes there actually isn’t even a human being disagreeing with you; it’s a bot! Whatever position you take, it’s going to take the opposite position to provoke you, to get the adrenaline flowing, to get the dopamine flowing, to get you outraged, and to keep you engaged.



OUTRAGE-AHOLISM


“I am sure I don’t have a problem.”


When I first began studying AA, I wondered if there was a test you could take that would help you determine whether you were an alcoholic. Turns out there is.
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