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ANNOUNCING

BETTER ANGELS
IN A GIST
Our mission is to reduce polariza  on in 
order to form a more perfect Union.

The crisis of American public life is 
evident nearly to all observers. With 
each passing day, it seems, our poli  cs 
grow uglier and dumber. Rancor is in 
the saddle. The center isn’t holding. The 
grownups are missing. Americans’ trust 

in their ins  tu  ons, and in each other, 
appears to be evapora  ng. Moun  ng 
evidence tells us that the heart of this 
crisis — the part that is driving all the 
other parts — is polariza  on.  
Polariza  on is the process of society 
separa  ng into mutually antagonis  c 
groups that increasingly do not trust or 
even know one another. Today America is 
polarizing in three important ways:



• A large and growing par  san divide:  
Americans increasingly believe that 
those with whom they disagree po-
li  cally are not only misguided, but 
are also bad people, members of an 
essen  ally alien out-group.
  

• A large and growing class divide:  The 
approximately 30 percent of Ameri-
cans with four-year college degrees 
are mostly thriving, while the other 
70 percent are falling further and fur-
ther behind on nearly every measure.
     

• A large and growing governing divide:  
Huge numbers of Americans no lon-
ger believe that their elected leaders, 
including those from their own party, 
are honest or can be trusted even to 
try to do the right thing.   

These three toxic and overlapping 
polariza  ons are why we’re launching 
Be  er Angels.  In the days ahead, we 
seek to build a new poli  cal culture in 
America consis  ng of less uninformed 
animosity between le   and right, less 
separa  on of upscale America from 
the rest of America, and fewer good 
reasons for the governed to hold the 
governing in contempt.  
We invite you to join us. It seems in-
creasingly clear that nothing less than 
our American experiment in ordered 
liberty is at stake. 

WHO WE ARE

Be  er Angels is a bipar  san network of 
scholars and leaders whose goals are to 
bring people together from across the 
divides to rethink currently polarized is-
sues, show why reducing polariza  on is 

an important priority, and recommend 
public policy and ins  tu  onal reforms 
that will permit progress and compro-
mise to be subs  tuted for impasse and 
frustra  on. 

A HOLISTIC APPROACH

To reduce polariza  on, which is more 
important — to change ideas and emo-
 ons, or to change rules and ins  tu-
 ons?  Such a debate occurred at the 

American founding. For example, James 
Madison, the intellectual progenitor 
of the U.S. Cons  tu  on, insisted that 
self-government cannot depend simply 
upon on the virtues of the governed, 
observing that: “If men were angels, no 
government would be necessary.” Yet 
Madison also famously asked whether 
there “is suffi  cient virtue among men 
for self-government.” The ques  on 
worried him precisely because when 
it comes to “quali  es in human nature 
which jus  fy a certain por  on of es-
teem and confi dence … republican gov-
ernment presupposes the existence of 
these quali  es in a higher degree than 
any other form.”  
For Madison, then, both things are 
necessary — ins  tu  ons that do not 
assume that people are angels and 
character traits in the people “which 
jus  fy a certain por  on of esteem and 
confi dence.”  At Be  er Angels, we are 
Madisonians. Focusing on structures 
and values — ins  tu  ons and ideas — 
we seek to change both the rules that 
incen  vize, and the quali  es of mind 
and heart that cons  tute, how Amer-
icans understand and relate to each 
other.
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A THEORY OF CONFLICT

Nowhere is the goal of Be  er Angels 
be  er expressed than in the phrase 
the founders chose for our na  onal 
mo  o, E pluribus unum, which means 
“from many, one.”  It tells us that us 
people from many and o  en confl ic  ng 
backgrounds and views can live on this 
con  nent in condi  ons of unprecedent-
ed freedom while also thriving together 
as one people. It tells us neither to deny 
nor infl ame our diff erences, but instead 
to seek to reconcile them at higher 
levels in order to form what our Cons  -
tu  on calls “a more perfect Union.” 
Implicit in our na  onal mo  o — implicit 
in the founders’ vision — is a theory of 
confl ict. It seems that there are three 
basic approaches to confl ict, which we 
can also think of as three stages, from 
simplest and worst to hardest and best.  
In the fi rst approach or stage, we submit 
to confl ict. Confl ict is in charge. Some 
people in this stage ignore confl ict, fail-
ing to acknowledge that it exists. Oth-
ers internalize confl ict and thus make 
confl ict their cause, becoming both its 
relentless advocate as well as its cap-
 ve. Either way, polariza  on is perpet-

uated, as confl ict dominates society 
rather than the other way around. Trag-
ically, this simplest and worst approach 
to dealing with confl ict has increasingly 
become America’s approach.    
A second approach is when we seek to 
clarify and manage confl ict. By trying to 
assume good faith in our adversaries 
and trying to correct par  al under-
standings and false stereotypes, we aim 
in this stage to achieve actual rather 
than infl ated or imagined disagreement. 
This be  er and more diffi  cult approach 

to dealing with confl ict requires both 
civility in our treatment of one anoth-
er and a willingness to acknowledge 
areas of common ground. At least as 
importantly, insofar as we want confl ict 
not only clarifi ed, but also managed for 
the good of society, this approach also 
requires the capacity for nego  a  on, 
compromise, and mutual accommoda-
 on.    

A third approach is when we seek to 
transform confl ict. In this approach, we 
do not avoid or deny confl ict. Nor do 
we become its pliant servant and en-
abler. Nor do we stop and declare vic-
tory once we have understood confl ict 
accurately by using the tools of reason 
and managed it pragma  cally by using 
the tools of compromise. In this hard-
est and yet arguably most frui  ul way 
of dealing with confl ict, we try to go 
beyond polariza  on and beyond com-
promise, toward a crea  ve new framing 
— a higher synthesis — that includes 
what is valid and helpful on both sides, 
leading us, together, to a new place in 
the discussion.  This approach depends 
at least in part on epistemological hu-
mility, recognizing rela  onship-building 
as a valid shaper of iden  ty and view-
point, and a belief in the equal dignity of 
every person.       
The founders feared that the fi rst 
approach to confl ict would destroy 
the na  on. (In 1861-65, it almost did.)  
They ordained and established the U.S. 
Cons  tu  on to embody the second 
approach. And they le   us many words 
and deeds, including the ideal of E pluri-
bus unum, to help us aspire to the third 
approach. Today, these priori  es guide 
us at Be  er Angels. We want to depo-
larize our society. We want to achieve 
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actual disagreement and recover the 
prac  ces compromise. And we want, as 
o  en as we can, to transform confl ict 
by going forward together.

WHAT WE DO

Be  er Angels is a bipar  san network 
of scholars and leaders commi  ed to 
reducing polariza  on in order to form a 
more perfect Union. We do this work in 
the following ways: 
  
• Ideas:  Through research, reports, 

and an essay and podcast series, we 
explain what polariza  on is, how it’s 
harming us, why depolariza  on is 
necessary. 

• Issues:  We convene working groups 
— bringing together scholars and 
leaders from across the par  san 
divide — to rethink and reframe 
polarized issues, producing a series 
of jointly authored “reports to the 
na  on” poin  ng the way to depolar-
iza  on.  

• Reforms:  Through outreach to po-
li  cal leaders and scholars, we build 
bipar  san consensus for reforms 
to the U.S. Congress, our vo  ng 
system, and the society as a whole 
aimed at reducing polariza  on.  

• Educa  on:  A mul  -disciplinary team 
of scholars and educators develops, 
tests, and widely promotes online, 
blended-format, and seminar-style 
educa  on in polariza  on and its 
remedies.   

Through these ac  vi  es we aim over 
 me to achieve the following major 

goals: 
• A Cri  cal Agenda — developed over 

 me by bipar  san groups of schol-
ars, policy makers, and civil society 
leaders — is the policy and ins  tu-
 onal path to depolariza  on. 

• A Cri  cal Mass — thousands and 
ul  mately millions of Americans mo-
 vated and equipped to advocate 

for that agenda — is the poli  cal and 
movement-building path to depolar-
iza  on.  

• Cri  cal Thinking — be  er ways of 
reasoning and arguing — is the intel-
lectual and ethical path to depolar-
iza  on.

OUR WORKPLAN 

1.  Make the public argument for why 
polariza  on ma  ers.  
Partnering with The American Interest, 
we’ve launched a monthly publica  on 
series — typically one month an essay, 
the next month a podcast — focusing 
on what polariza  on is, what it’s do-
ing to society, and why depolariza  on 
should be a na  onal priority. 

2.  Depolarize one issue.  
To test the Be  er Angels model, we’ve 
convened a philosophically diverse 
20-person working group to deliber-
ate together, produce a podcast, reach 
out to other leaders, and produce a 
jointly-authored report to the na  on 
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(Religious Freedom Versus Gay Rights — 
Is There a Be  er Way?) on the topic of 
religious freedom and LGBT rights.   

3.  Conduct research on “learning depo-
lariza  on.”   
This survey of a na  onally representa-
 ve sample of U.S. adults will (for the 

fi rst  me) delineate and measure the 
main dimensions of American poli  cal 
polariza  on and provide a template for 
measuring U.S. polariza  on over  me. 
A popular and/or scholarly ar  cle will 
present the survey fi ndings, including a 
summary “score” indica  ng the na  on’s 
current degree of polariza  on.  We’ll 
then create a web-based polariza  on 
ques  onnaire through which par  c-
ipants can both discover their own 
degree of polarized thinking, comparing 
their personal scores to the na  on’s, 
and also volunteer to help the project 
team develop educa  onal modules for 
teaching Americans about polariza  on. 
(See also item 8 below, “Educate Ameri-
cans on polariza  on.”)

4.  Create a book series. 
Our books will be available as pdf 
downloads (free for Be  er Angels 
members) and as eBooks. Our fi rst two 
scheduled  tles are Reconnec  ng Amer-
ica: In Search of our Be  er Angels and 
“Shining and S  nking”: How Americans 
Get Along — and Don’t, both by David 
Blankenhorn.  

5.  Create working groups to examine 
currently polarized issues.
We’ll create up to eight Be  er Angels 
working groups, each with about 20 
members, to build rela  onships across 
the par  san divide, engage in collabora-
 ve inquiry and research, and produce 

jointly-authored reports to the na  on 
on currently polarized issues. Working 
groups to be formed are likely to in-
clude: Religious Freedom / LGBT Rights 
(pilot project); Free Speech / College 
Campuses; Punishment / Forgiveness 
for Crime; and Public Safety / Right to 
Bear Arms.  Each working group will 
deliberate over 8-12 months. Each 
report to the na  on will focus either on 
reframing a currently polarized issue or 
on an important challenge connected to 
polariza  on. 

6.  Convene state-level Be  er Angels 
leadership gatherings.
In each state, we’ll work with local part-
ners to bring together about 20 state 
leaders from across the divides for two-
day gatherings to build be  er rela  on-
ships, clarify disagreements, and iden  fy 
areas of common ground and possible 
re-framing regarding one or more issues 
currently polarizing the state.  

7.  Produce Polariza  on in America: A 
Report to the Na  on.
Because polariza  on is a mul  -faceted 
phenomenon, grappling with any one 
facet of it can feel disorien  ng, like the 
person in the dark touching an ele-
phant. That’s why it’s important to grasp 
polariza  on whole — to understand its 
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roots in our civil society as well as our 
governmental ins  tu  ons; to see its so-
cial class and social trust dimensions as 
well as its par  san poli  cal dimensions; 
to see its rela  onship to social confl ict; 
and to see the need for a compelling 
public argument that touches minds 
and hearts as well as off ers a concrete 
agenda of prac  cal reforms. Seeing po-
lariza  on whole will be the goal of our 
Commission on Polariza  on in America 
— a dis  nguished team of scholars and 
leaders from across the poli  cal spec-
trum and across the human sciences 
who will survey work to date on the 
topic, deliberate together, and produce 
Polariza  on in America: A Report to the 
Na  on, that analyzes the crisis and 
makes recommenda  ons for the future.  

8.  Educate Americans on polariza  on. 
Dr. Steven Clements, dean of the col-
lege of arts and sciences at Asbury 
University in Wilmore, Kentucky, will 
author and circulate for review a Bet-
ter Angels working paper outlining the 
possibili  es for developing, tes  ng and 
marke  ng online, blended-format, and 
seminar-style educa  on in polariza  on 
and making recommenda  ons for next 
steps. Our goal over  me is to develop 
and disseminate high-quality curricula 
through which large numbers of Amer-
icans can learn about and incorporate 
into their lives the habits and prac  ces 
of depolariza  on. 

9.  Take the Be  er Angels message to 
communi  es.  
A core organiza  onal development 
strategy for Be  er Angels will be regu-

lar public presenta  ons — our goal is at 
least one per month — in communi  es 
across the country. 

10.  Recruit members.  
To help build a cri  cal mass — a viable 
public space for depolariza  on — we’ll 
strive to double our Be  er Angels mem-
bership each year, aiming for 130,000 
members by 2020.

11.  Hold regular leadership gatherings.  
At Centre College in Danville, Kentucky, 
and with other partnering ins  tu  ons, 
we’ll hold periodic two-day gatherings 
of 15-20 Be  er Angels leaders to work 
on Be  er Angels projects and to devel-
op the overall ini  a  ve.  

12.  Assemble a network of founding 
leaders.    
Our goal is a broadly based, uniquely 
qualifi ed, and steadily growing con-
sor  um of leaders and co-sponsoring 
organiza  ons. This network will provide 
members for our working groups; cre-
ate our public arguments; conduct and 
disseminate our research; creden  al 
and publicize our reports and recom-
menda  ons; develop and par  cipate in 
our educa  onal programs; and in other 
ways help to found and lead the ini  a-
 ve. We’ll aim to convene a major two-

day na  onal gathering of these leaders 
in the fall of 2018.  
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WHY “BETTER ANGELS”? 

We are not enemies, but friends. We must 
not be enemies. Though passion may have 
strained, it must not break our bonds of 
aff ec  on. The mys  c chords of memory…
will yet swell the chorus of the Union, 
when again touched, as surely they will be, 
by the be  er angels of our nature.
Abraham Lincoln, 1861  
The idea of recognizing something 
that is shared with the other — even in 
moments of fi erce confl ict — is beau  -
fully refl ected in Abraham Lincoln’s use 
of the term “be  er angels” in his First 
Inaugural Address in 1861, on the eve 
of the Civil War. William Seward, who 
would serve as Secretary of State un-
der Lincoln, had suggested that Lincoln 
close his speech by calling in hope upon 
the “the guardian angel of the na  on.” 
Lincoln changed it to “the be  er angels 
of our nature.” In Seward’s version, what 
was needed would come from outside 
us. In Lincoln’s version, it would come 
from within us, something “be  er” in 
the “nature” of both Northerners and 
Southerners. 
In America today we haven’t reached 
the point of violence and chaos — yet. 
But surely in our increasingly and dan-
gerously fractured na  on — liberals and 
conserva  ves detes  ng one another, 
the upscale minority increasingly iso-
lated from the majority, and the ruled 
holding the rulers in growing contempt 
– we all need to be touched by some-
thing “be  er” within us and within the 
ins  tu  ons that we build together.    
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DAVID BLANKENHORN

7 HABITS OF 
IN A GIST
How to make friends and infl uence people 
on the other side of the aisle.

I didn’t vote for him but he’s my Presi-
dent, and I hope he does a good job.
—John Wayne (b. 1907) on the elec  on 
of John F. Kennedy in 1960

I hope he fails.
—Rush Limbaugh (b. 1951) on the elec-
 on of Barack Obama in 2008

In recent decades, we Americans have 
become highly prac  ced in the skills 
and mental habits of demonizing our 
poli  cal opponents. All our instruments 

HIGHLY DEPOLARIZING PEOPLE
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agree that we currently do poli  cal 
polariza  on very well, and researchers 
tell us that we’re ge   ng be  er at it all 
the  me.
For example, Stanford Professor Shan-
to Iyengar and his colleagues recently 
found that, when it comes both to trust-
ing other people with your money and 
evalua  ng the scholarship applica  ons 
of high school seniors, Americans today 
are less friendly to people in the other 
poli  cal party than we are to people of 
a diff erent race. The researchers con-
clude that “Americans increasingly dis-
like people and groups on the other side 
of the poli  cal divide and face no social 
repercussions for the open expression 
of these a   tudes.” As a result, today 
“the level of par  san animus in the 
American public exceeds racial animus.” 
That’s saying something!
But if polariza  on is all around us, 
familiar as an old coat, what about its 
opposite? What would depolariza  on 
look and sound like? Would we know it 
if we saw it, in others or in ourselves? 
Perhaps most importantly, what are the 
mental habits that encourage it?
We’re confronted with an irony here. 
We Americans didn’t necessarily think 
our way into poli  cal polariza  on, but 
we’ll likely have to think our way out. 
A number of big structural and social 
trends — including the end of the Cold 
War, the rising importance of cultural 
issues in our poli  cs, growing secular-
iza  on, greater racial and ethnic diver-
sity, the shi   from the Greatest Gener-
a  on to Baby Boomers as the na  on’s 
dominant elites, the break-up of the old 
media system, the increasing ideologi-
cal coherence of both of our two main 

poli  cal par  es, among others—appear 
to have helped produce our current 
predicament.
Yet over  me, the intellectual habits 
encouraged by these underlying shi  s 
developed a life and autonomy of their 
own. They became “baked in,” ul  mately 
forming a new popular wisdom regard-
ing how we judge what is true and de-
cide what is right in public life. The in-
tellectual habits of polariza  on include 
binary (Manichaean) thinking, absolu-
 zing one’s preferred values, viewing 

uncertainty as a weakness, privileging 
deduc  ve thinking, assuming that one’s 
opponents are mo  vated by bad faith, 
and hesita  ng to agree on basic facts 
and the meaning of evidence.
What are the an  dotes to these familiar 
habits? We can recognize the mind-
set of the polarizer, but how does the 
depolarizer understand confl ict and try 
to make sense of the world? Here is an 
a  empt to answer these ques  ons, by 
way of proposing the seven habits of 
highly depolarizing people.

.  CRITICIZE FROM WITHIN.

In other words, cri  cize the other —
whether person, group, or society — on 
the basis of something you have in 
common. The poli  cal philosopher Mi-
chael Walzer describes this approach as 
“internal cri  cism.” He writes: 
We cri  cize our society just as we cri  cize 
our friends, on the assump  on that the 
terms of the cri  que, the moral references, 
are common.
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As Walzer and many others have ob-
served, besides being depolarizing, 
cri  cizing from within is typically much 
more eff ec  ve than cri  cizing from 
outside.
This idea of recognizing something that 
is shared with the other—even in mo-
ments of fi erce confl ict—is beau  fully 
refl ected in Lincoln’s use of the term 
“be  er angels” in his fi rst Inaugural 
address, on the eve of the Civil War. 
William Seward, who would serve as 
Secretary of State under Lincoln, had 
suggested that the new President con-
clude by calling in hope upon the “the 
guardian angel of the na  on.” Lincoln 
changed it to “the be  er angels of our 
nature.” In Seward’s version, what was 
needed would come from outside us. 
In Lincoln’s version, it would come 
from within us, something “be  er” in 
the “nature” of both Northerners and 
Southerners.

.  LOOK FOR GOODS IN 
CONFLICT.

Some confl icts are en  rely about good 
versus evil or right versus wrong, but 
many (probably most) are more about 
good versus good or right versus right. 
Each side, at least in part, is likely to 
be defending a goal or value that both 
recognize as worthy. Poli  cal philos-
ophers such as Isaiah Berlin and Wil-
liam Galston have referred to this type 
of disagreement as one of “goods in 
confl ict.” The challenge in such cases 
is to recognize and weigh compe  ng 
goods—a challenge that is diff erent 
from (and may be harder than) dis  n-
guishing good from bad. Looking always 
for the possible existence of goods in 

confl ict not only contributes to depolar-
iza  on, it also contributes to achieving 
valid (as opposed to phony) disagree-
ment.

. COUNT HIGHER THAN TWO.

Of all the mental habits that encour-
age polariza  on, the most dangerous is 
probably binary thinking —t he tenden-
cy to divide everything into two mutu-
ally antagonis  c categories. Some  mes 
an important phenomenon actually 
does divide naturally into two and only 
two parts or sides, between which one 
all-or-nothing choice must be made. 
But in most cases, this way of thinking 
about the world is not only polarizing, 
it is highly simplis  c and leads mainly 
to pseudo-disagreements as opposed 
to real ones. One may be the loneliest 
number, but in the area of social crit-
icism and confl ict, two (which is far 
from lonely today) is probably the most 
harmful. In thinking through any chal-
lenge or confl ict, the highly depolarizing 
person’s fi rst ques  on to him- or herself 
is, “Can I count higher than two?”

. DOUBT.

Doubt — the concern that my views 
may not be en  rely correct — is the true 
friend of wisdom and (along with em-
pathy, to which it’s related) the greatest 
enemy of polariza  on. The playwright 
and poli  cal leader Václav Havel fa-
mously said that he would rather have 
a beer with someone who’s searching 
for the truth than with someone who’s 
found it. Now, Havel was a man of the 
fi rmest convic  ons. He went to jail for 
them and helped to start a revolu  on 
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on behalf of them. So he was certainly 
not advoca  ng, even in jest, a way of 
thinking that leads to passivity or an 
inability to choose; quite the opposite. 
He was advoca  ng against the type of 
cer  tude that breeds smugness and 
contempt for one’s opponents, and 
which gradually transforms the natural 
appe  te for empathe  c engagement 
and the free play of intellect into an ap-
pe  te for lecturing and poin  ng out to 
others the error of their ways. In today’s 
polarized environment, doubt is o  en 
treated as a weakness or even a sin (as 
is its cousin, changing one’s mind). But 
the opposite is more likely to be true. 
Doubt o  en supports true convic  ons 
based on realis  c founda  ons, just as 
doubtlessness is nearly always an intel-
lectual disability, a form of blindness.
In his second Inaugural Address in 
1865, as the Civil War neared its end, 
Abraham Lincoln could have declared 
his certainty that God favored his side. 
But in one of the most important state-
ments ever u  ered by a U.S. President, 
Lincoln, who could lead a war and sacri-
fi ce his life for his convic  ons while re-
maining deeply empathe  c, said simply: 
“The Almighty has His own purposes.”

.  SPECIFY.

Because generaliza  on is both an ally 
and a frequent indicator of polariza  on, 
highly depolarizing people tend to be 
connoisseurs of the specifi c. This dedi-
ca  on to specifi city can express itself in 
at least four important ways.
The fi rst way is a persistent skep  cism 
about categories. Of course, categories 
and the process of categoriza  on are 

essen  al to human thought and expres-
sion; we can’t do without them. But all 
categories are abstrac  ons, and when 
we turn the healthy need to catego-
rize into the sloppy habit of categorical 
thinking — applying abstract labels 
(such as the poli  cal labels “Le  ” and 
“Right”) — to everything and everyone 
on the grounds that we have accurately 
separated them into non-overlapping 
categories, the result is personally and 
socially harmful.
It’s also worth remembering that, in 
many cases, crea  ve and categorical 
thinking are at odds with each other. 
American musical innovators from Louis 
Armstrong to Charlie Parker to Bob 
Dylan have been famously indiff erent 
and even hos  le to musical catego-
ries: Armstrong said that the only two 
kinds of music are what you like and 
what you don’t; Dylan, booed while on 
stage in London for not singing “folk” 
music, memorably told the audience 
that he cared about “American music.” 
The same is true of many of our most 
crea  ve scholars, including the famous 
mid-20th-century sociologist David 
Riesman and the prominent poli  cal 
philosopher Jean Bethke Elshtain, nei-
ther of whom was content for a mo-
ment to stay within a single disciplinary 
box or intellectual category.
A second way to favor specifi city is to 
consider each issue separately and on 
its own terms, as opposed to assuming 
the validity of a governing ideological 
framework, such as “conserva  sm” 
or “liberalism.” Indeed, in his seminal 
discussion of “the trap of ideology,” the 
great sociologist Daniel Bell tells us:
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The point is that ideologists are “terrible 
simplifi ers.” Ideology makes it unnecessary 
for people to confront individual issues 
on their own merits. One simply turns to 
the ideological vending machine, and out 
come the prepared formulae. And when 
these ideas are suff used with apocalyp-
 c fervor, ideas become weapons, with 

dreadful results.
A third way to specify is to privilege the 
specifi c asser  on (including the em-
pirically valid generaliza  on) over the 
general asser  on. As Jonathan Rauch 
observes, a turning point in the devel-
opment of modern science was the 
discovery — in geology around the turn 
of the 19th century, and soon recog-
nized by other fi elds — that shi  ing 
the argument away from abstract and 
o  en philosophically charged ques  ons 
(“Can miracles be invoked to explain 
natural phenomena?”) and toward 
specifi c empirical ques  ons (“Are fossils 
found in the same order throughout the 
Devonian shale?”) can help to diff use 
paralyzing controversies and even turn 
ideological foes into fellow research-
ers. Scien  sts can be as stubborn and 
ideological as anyone else, of course, 
but the fi eld’s focus on specifi city and 
empirical inquiry (“Show me!”) has done 
much to foster more construc  ve con-
versa  ons.
The fourth way to favor specifi city is 
to rely fi rst and foremost on induc  ve 
reasoning, which tries to build conclu-
sions from the bo  om up by accumu-
la  ng specifi c data points, as compared 
to deduc  ve reasoning, which tries to 
build conclusions from the top down by 
exploring the implica  ons of true gen-
eral premises or statements. Deduc  on

is the great friend of ideology (especially 
“total ideology”). Induc  on specifi es.

.  QUALIFY (IN MOST CASES) .

To qualify something you say is to make 
it less defi ni  ve, less comprehensive, 
and more nuanced, and thus to ac-
knowledge the possibility that some 
pieces of the puzzle may s  ll be missing. 
To qualify, then, is almost always to an-
nounce — even if indirectly — a willing-
ness to engage further with the other 
side in pursuit of ge   ng it right.
Another meaning of “to qualify” is to 
enumerate the quali  es or character-
is  cs of something. In this sense, the 
habit of qualifying is cousin to the habit 
of specifying.
A third meaning is to be or become 
competent for a task or posi  on. (As in: 
“She’s qualifi ed for the job.”) The act of 
qualifying, then, is broadly associated 
with the condi  on of being duly pre-
pared. In this sense, we might suggest 
that persons who “do not qualify” — 
either in the sense of lacking needed 
creden  als or in the sense of making 
claims without duly qualifying them 
— are likely neither fully competent 
nor ready to fulfi ll the requirements of 
offi  ce or trust.
Of course, in today’s world of dueling 
talking points and par  san poli  cal 
warfare, qualifying — in the sense 
modifying or limi  ng, o  en by giving 
excep  ons — is frequently treated as 
a sign of insuffi  cient zeal and perhaps 
even of wimpiness. But for the serious 
mind, the opposite is true. To qualify is 
to demonstrate competence. And for 
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the highly depolarizing person, to err is 
human; to qualify, divine.

.  KEEP THE CONVERSATION 
GOING.

At the very heart of democra  c civil 
society is the idea that we don’t stop 
talking to one another, even when —
perhaps especially when — the conver-
sa  on is frustra  ng and seems fu  le. 
Why? Because ending the conversa  on 
is tantamount to ending the rela  on-
ship, and when the rela  onship ends, 
everything hardens, polariza  on reigns, 
and your opponents turn into your ene-
mies. When we end a conversa  on, we 
typically fi ll the void with accusa  ons, 
name-calling, exaggera  on, and the 
striking of poses.
Keeping the conversa  on going is itself 
a style of conversa  on, and even a way 
of thinking. The poli  cal philosopher 
Jean Bethke Elshtain reminds us that 
“a commitment to democra  c poli  cs, 
or the possibility of such a poli  cs, 
commits one to an impera  ve to keep 
debates alive rather than a  emp  ng 
to resolve them defi ni  vely by silenc-
ing one side to a dispute….” In her own 
work, therefore, she strives to “ar  cu-
late a strong set of claims that do not 
have the eff ect of silencing the voices 
of others.” She writes: “The need for, 
or convic  on of, a correct and encom-
passing standpoint, the immediate 
excitement and visceral sa  sfac  on of 
theories that make possible scenarios in 
which the analyst moves in on a given 
turf, sets up court, and summarily dis-
penses epistemic and poli  cal ‘jus  ce,’ 
is one I eschew and devoutly hope that 
I avoid.”6

The concept of “Seven Habits of Highly 
Depolarizing People” draws inspira  on 
from two sources. The fi rst, of course, 
is Stephen R. Covey’s outstanding book, 
The 7 Habits of Highly Eff ec  ve People. 
Indeed, Covey’s fi  h habit—”Seek First 
to Understand, Then to Be Understood,” 
which calls for empathe  c listening—is 
itself deeply relevant to the task of po-
li  cal depolariza  on.
The second source of inspira  on is the 
seven virtues of classical Chris  anity. 
Moreover, just as those seven virtues 
are divided by teachers into two cat-
egories—the so-called theological or 
transcendent virtues of faith, hope, 
and charity; and the so-called cardinal 
or natural virtues of prudence, jus  ce, 
for  tude, and temperance—the seven 
habits of highly depolarizing people 
can also be divided into two categories, 
with habits one through three being 
the highest habits, or those of the 
most overarching importance, and four 
through seven being the cardinal habits, 
or those a  ainable intellectual habits on 
which so much else depends.
Will they work? They do for me. I have 
my own wounds from the culture wars, 
as many of us do, and some of mine 
have been self-infl icted. As I’ve at-
tempted recently to transi  on to less 
polarizing ways of analyzing issues 
and expressing myself, I’ve found that 
it helps to keep these seven habits in 
mind, in the hope that they’ll eventually 
become my intellectual default se   ngs.
Making use of them certainly doesn’t 
tell me what to think about any par  c-
ular issue, but a  ending to them does 
seem to help me think more carefully 
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and, I hope, more honestly. Ul  mately 
habits of mind oriented to depolariza-
 on are, to change metaphors again, 

less a microscope than a new pair of 
glasses—less a way of seeing a few 
things more clearly than a diff erent way 
of seeing many things. And surely a 
diff erent way of seeing is what’s need-
ed. As Lincoln put it in 1862, when the 
occasion is piled high with diffi  culty, 
the fi rst and great challenge is to think 
anew.
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