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How to make friends and influence people on the other side of the aisle. 

I didn't vote for him but he's my President, and I hope he does a good job. 

-John Wayne (b. 1907) on the election of John F. Kennedy in 1960

I hope he fails. 

-Rush Limbaugh (b. 1951) on the election of Barack Obama in 2008

In recent decades, we Americans have become highly practiced in the skills and mental 

habits of demonizing our political opponents. All our instruments agree that we 

currently do political polarization very well, and researchers tell us that we're getting 

better at it all the time. 

For example, Stanford Professor Shanta Iyengar and his colleagues recently found that, 

when it comes both to trusting other people with your money and evaluating the 

scholarship applications of high school seniors, Americans today are less friendly to 

people in the other political party than we are to people of a different race. The 

researchers conclude that ''.Americans increasingly dislike people and groups on the 

other side of the political divide and face no social repercussions for the open 

expression of these attitudes." As a result, today "the level of partisan animus in the 

American public exceeds racial animus." 1 That's saying something! 

But if polarization is all around us, familiar as an old coat, what about its opposite? 

What would depolarization 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 political polarization, 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 politics, growing secularization, greater racial and ethnic 

diversity, the shift from the Greatest Generation to Baby Boomers as the nation's 

dominant elites, the break-up of the old media system, the increasing ideological 

coherence of both of our two main political parties, among others-appear to have 

helped produce our current predicament. 
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