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In 1787, during the debate over ratification of the U.S. Constitution, James Madison wrote that “in general, democracies have been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths.”
The United States beat the odds. We are now the world’s oldest continuous democracy. And we’ve served as a model for others. Today, three-fifths of the world’s nations have a democratic form of government.
 Nevertheless, according to the Democracy Project, a number of the world’s democracies are slipping backwards.
They’ve had:
		a weakening of legislative checks on executive power
increasing attacks on institutions and the rule of law, 
and have pursued policies that make their elections less free and less fair.
The Democracy Project identifies Turkey, Brazil, Venezuela, and India as  countries where democracy has weakened. 
The United States is also on the list.

# #
Our democracy is not in danger of collapsing. But it’s less healthy than it was a few decades ago.
As a people, we’ve gone backward in three important ways.
One is mutual tolerance – the acceptance of our political opponents as rivals rather than as enemies.
A second is forbearance – an understanding that power should be used with restraint rather than being taken to its lawful limits.
The third is respect for truth.
A weakening of any of the three would be a threat to a healthy democracy. We’re undergoing an erosion of all three. 

# #
Mutual tolerance, as I mentioned, is the acceptance of our political opponents as rivals rather than as enemies.
	That’s no longer the way that many Republicans and Democrats see each other. A recent national poll found that huge numbers of Americans believe that those in the other party are a threat to the “the nation’s well-being.”
	One indicator that pollsters use to assess tolerance is a question that reads “Would you object if your son or daughter married a ____?” Fill in the blank. Married a  Catholic? Married an African American? A person of the same sex? A Republican? A Democrat?  
When that question was asked in the 1960s in the context of partisanship, less than one in twenty parents objected to having a child marry across party lines. Today, a large number of parents feel that way. And marriage statistics indicate that they’re not joking. Today, only one in ten new marriages unites a Republican and a Democrat. 
It turns out that we don’t like much of anything about members of the other party. At the top of Democrats’ list, according to a recent national survey, is a belief that Republicans are “closed-minded.” “Close-minded” also tops Republicans’ list when they’re asked about Democrats. “Dishonest” and “immoral” rank high when Democrats and Republicans think about those in the other party.
	And what positive traits do a large number of partisans attribute to those of the other party. None, as it turns out. Large numbers say that members of the other party make them feel “frustrated” and “angry.” 
##
Now it would be one thing if our divide stopped with our party loyalties. But it doesn’t.
 When I was an undergraduate political science major and took the American political parties course, we read that each of our major parties was a “big tent”—each had the support of a substantial proportion of nearly every group you could think of. Even black Americans were well represented in each party. Their votes divided about 60-40.
That’s not the look of today’s Republican and Democratic parties.
90 percent of the Republican vote in 2016  came from non-Hispanic whites. Today’s Republican Party is a white party.
America’s minority groups are lined up on the other side: In 2016, blacks voted 90 percent Democratic; Hispanics, 70 percent Democratic; Asian Americans, 70 percent Democratic. 
Religion is also a dividing line. Over 60 percent of regular churchgoers voted Republican in 2016.
Among those who go to church irregularly or not at all, it was the reverse. Over 60 percent voted Democratic.
The two-party vote among men and women? The women’s vote divided nearly 3 to 2 Democratic in 2016. The men’s vote divided nearly 3 to 2 Republican.
Urban-rural? Urban areas went roughly 2 to 1 Democratic in 2016 while rural areas went roughly 2 to 1 Republican.
We’ve separated ourselves into two tribes, each with a political party at its center. 
Tribalism is a threat to a healthy democracy. When opposing partisans look different than we do, live in different places than we do, and have lifestyles that differ from ours, it becomes easier to demonize them.  
Those on the left tend to see those on the right as motivated by bigotry. Those on the right see those on the left as motivated by a senseless form of identity politics. When, at one point, a third of Republicans said they thought that Barack Obama was or might be the anti-Christ, you know your country is heading for trouble.
Democracy thrives when people accept each other and look out for one another. That’s what’s meant by mutual tolerance.  When people respect each other, they’re more willing to work together. They are also more trusting. The number of Americans who believe “most people can be trusted” has fallen by half in recent decades, and they’re especially wary of those in the other party. Today, only about one in five Americans looks upon those in the other party as trustworthy.
And it’s not simply that Republicans and Democrats don’t trust each other. They disagree on almost every issue you can name, whether it’s guns or health care or immigration or trade or military spending or racial equality. 
When people don’t trust and disagree with those in the other party, you’re looking at a division that’s destructive and not easily bridged. 

# #
The second condition for a healthy democracy that I mentioned at the outset is forbearance.  It involves an understanding that power should be used with restraint rather than taken to its lawful limits.
	Like other democracies, we have a constitution that includes checks on power. But constitutional restraints are not by themselves enough. Those in power need to recognize that the opposing side has legitimate rights and interests.
That was the point that Senator John McCain was making in 2017 when he cast the deciding vote that defeated an attempt by congressional Republicans to repeal Obamacare.
McCain was an opponent of Obamacare. He had voted against it when it was enacted in 2010 and he had criticized it in the ensuring years. But he saw his vote in 2017 as addressing a larger and more fundamental issue – the proper use of power.
Two days before he cast the deciding vote, McCain stood in the well of the Senate and spoke of what the institution had become - a place where the only thing that counts is winning.
He criticized the leaders of his own party for how they were conducting the Senate’s business: 
negotiating bills in secret, 
springing them on members at the last minute, 
refusing to send them to committee for hearings, 
arm twisting those who had reservations, 
refusing to negotiate with members of the other party. 
Those practices, McCain said, are not worthy of the Senate and are destructive of democracy. Sadly, too few of today’s leaders think that way. They’ll do whatever it takes to win. 
Consider two of the executive orders that our most recent presidents have issued. After the failure of the comprehensive immigration reform bill in 2013, which included greatly enhanced border security, which Republicans were seeking, and a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants, which Democrats wanted, President Obama chose to go it alone. He issued an executive order that shielded nearly 5 million undocumented immigrants from deportation. It was a case of executive overreach, but Democrats strongly backed it. 80 percent of them supported it, while only 31 percent of Republicans did so.
President Trump’s recent executive order, which declares a national emergency as a means of getting the funds for his border wall, is also a case of executive overreach. He issued it after Congress, which under the Constitution has the power over how money is spent, refused to fund the wall. Republicans don’t seem to mind Trump’s power grab. 77 percent of Republicans support the emergency declaration, compared to only 14 percent of Democrats.
That’s a lack of forbearance. When our party pushes the Constitution to its limits, or beyond it, it’s okay. When the other party does it, it’s inexcusable.
That’s not how we should respond when our leaders lack restrain in their use of power to its limits. Forbearance demands restraint and a respect for the opinions of the other side.
And it’s beginning to look like we can’t always count on our courts to protect us from constitutional overreach. Our courts have been politicized. When Obama’s executive order was heard by the Supreme Court, the justices voted a straight ticket. All of the Republican appointees voted to strike it down, whereas all the Democratic appointees voted to uphold it. There’s a good chance we’ll see the same pattern on Trump’s emergency declaration. It could be decided, not on the basis of the Constitution, but on the basis of judicial partisanship.

##
We’re also not upholding our end of the constitutional bargain. We increasingly give our votes to zealots who resort to every trick imaginable to get their way.
	And we cheer when our side steps outside the bounds of civility.  Whatever you think of Hillary Clinton, you should be appalled by the crowds that yell “Lock her up.” A healthy democracy does not threaten to put opposition leaders in prison. That’s how dictatorships operate.
	The problem of forbearance goes beyond words. We accept underhanded practices that give our side an edge.
	At my Center at Harvard during the midterm elections, we had a team working to expose voter suppression. It was more prevalent than you might think, although you won’t be surprised that it was aimed at our most vulnerable citizens—minorities and the poor.
	North Dakota is one of the states to engage in it. In 2016, its Republican-controlled legislature enacted a law requiring voters to bring proof of residential address in order to vote. The disenfranchised in this case were Native Americans living on rural tribal lands, which typically don’t have named and numbered roads. They don’t have a formal postal address, and it cost them their right to vote. When the Supreme Court heard the case, it upheld the law. Every Republican appointee on the Court voted to uphold it.
	The right to vote is enshrined in the 13th and 19th Amendments. We ought to be outraged when it’s taken away from any of our fellow citizens. But we get upset only when it’s taken from citizens who vote on our side.
 	When forbearance is cast aside, our worst instincts come out. Incidents of anti-Semitism have nearly doubled in the past two years; incidents of Islamaphobia have more than doubled; hate crimes rooted in race and ethnicity are up sharply, even as the overall crime rate has fallen. Hate has entered the mainstream, and it’s going to be hard to root it out.

# #
The third condition I mentioned is respect for truth. 
A breakdown in Americans’ willingness to come to grips with facts might seem like a small problem given the other things that I’ve mentioned. But once people lose touch with, and respect for, truth, other things start to unravel. 
	Sadly, we’re losing our respect for facts.
	Conspiracy theories are not new of course. I’m old enough to remember when fluoride was first added to the water. That era’s conspiracy theorists told us it was a communist plot to destroy the brain cells of America’s children.
	But never in our history have conspiracy theories been so widespread as they are today.
	An entire conspiracy industry was spawned by the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack. The conspiracy theorists would have us believe that the attack was orchestrated by the Bush administration. Most of those who held this belief were Democrats.
	How about the 2016 conspiracy theory that Hillary Clinton was operating a child sex-ring? A whacko from North Carolina thought it believable enough to travel to Washington to shoot up the pizza joint that was said to house the children. 
Was he an isolated nut case? Hardly. A poll taken after his arrest found that a third of American adults—that’s about 80 million people, roughly 3 times the population of Texas—believed that the sex-ring allegation was “definitely” or “probably” true.” Most of them were Republicans.
	Facebook, Google, and Twitter recently delisted InfoWars, the website of Alex Jones. His conspiracies include the claim that the Sandy Hook school shooting—where 26 children and teachers were murdered—was faked by advocates of gun control in order to promote their issue. 
	That someone like Alex Jones would exist is not surprising. A nation of 325 million people is going to have crackpots.
What’s shocking is the size of Jones’s audience. Until it was delisted, InfoWars was attracting 10 million visitors a month. That’s more than the number who go to the website of The Economist or Newsweek.
It’s the case, moreover, that conspiracy theories are the smaller part of our information disorder. Our minds are filled with misinformation on one issue after the next.
The list is so long that I could spend the rest of my time naming them. Here are a few examples:
A fifth of Americans falsely believe that Donald Trump won the popular vote in the 2016 election 
Half falsely believe that the 2010 Affordable Care Act provides free medical care to illegal immigrants 
Nearly a fifth falsely believe that childhood vaccines cause autism
More than a third falsely claim that Russia didn’t meddle in the 2016 presidential election.
The typical American thinks that a 25 percent of the federal budget is spent on foreign aid, and a large number believe that eliminating foreign aid would balance the budget. In reality, foreign aid accounts for less than 1 percent of the federal budget.
I’m not talking here about uninformed voters. I’m talking about misinformed voters. 
The misinformed think they know what they’re talking about but don’t have a clue. 
Now, misinformation would not be as big a problem if it was randomly distributed across the public. But it’s not. It’s usually concentrated among those who identify with one political party or the other.
Take climate change. In a  recent Gallup Poll, a majority of Republicans said global warming is not happening or that it’s attributable to natural phenomena like sunspots. 
The same poll found that the large majority of Democrats have a different view of reality. They believe that the globe is warming and that human activity is driving it.
And we see it on issue after issue. Democrats and Republicans live on the same planet, but they imagine different ones.
# #
Now a reason that misinformation matters is that it is almost impossible to have a thoughtful discussion or debate if you can’t agree on the facts. 
“The globe is warming.” “No it’s not.” That’s the end of the discussion. There’s nothing left to talk about.
Then there’s the difficulty that occurs when the party in power is the one that has its head in the sand. It will enact policy based on its false sense of reality, which means the policy won’t fix the problem and could make it worse. 
There are, for instance, solid reasons why the United States should tighten its borders. But there are also poor reasons. A poll earlier this year found that a majority of those in one of our parties believe that illegal immigration is a leading threat to Americans’ jobs. There is not a single reliable economic study to support that claim. Not one.
What is the top killer of American jobs? Roughly 5 of every 6 jobs lost in recent decades were because of automation. Machines have been replacing workers and will do so at an accelerated pace because of advances in Artificial Intelligence. Neither of our political parties is talking seriously about how we should deal with that very real and growing problem.
America’s misinformation problem threatens our ability to respond sensibly to our policy challenges. As the New York Times’ David Brooks wrote, there’s been “a breakdown in America’s ability to face evidence objectively, to pay due respect to reality, to deal with complex and unpleasant truths.... Once a country tolerates dishonesty, incuriosity and intellectual laziness, then everything else falls apart.”  
The philosopher Hanna Arendt had a more dire warning.  The rise of tyrants, she wrote, is fostered by “people for whom the distinction between fact and fiction, true and false, no longer exists.”

# #
Now, what can we do to fix our misinformation problem? How do we get Americans to get their heads out of the sand?
	It won’t be easy, partly because of how our minds work.
Some of you will have read Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman’s  book, Thinking Fast and Slow. He shows that most people are not driven by a desire for truth. Instead, they seek explanations that confirm their biases.
Even scientific theories now bend easily to partisanship. A recent study exposed subjects to a set of scientific theories. Conservatives tended to discount the theories that contradicted what they believed. Liberals did the same. Rather than questioning the validity of their beliefs, they questioned the validity of the science.
Partisan reasoning blinds the mind. Huge numbers of the loyalists of one of our parties believe that millions of illegal immigrants cast votes in the 2016 election. There’s no evidence for the claim, and a moment’s thought should convince even the most bull-headed partisan that the claim makes no sense. Undocumented aliens go to great lengths to avoid detection for fear of deportation. Can you imagine a worst place for millions of them to try to hide out than at the nation’s polling stations on Election Day?
We also have a problem with our information system. When I was growing up, the mainstream media had a monopoly on our attention. They were the only game in town. If you wanted to find out what was going on in the world, your choice was limited to your local newspaper and the broadcast networks.
That media system had its flaws. But it also had its strengths. Most news outlets gave equal billing to Republican and Democratic leaders, and the discourse was civil. Research found that exposure to mainstream news in that era had a depolarizing effect - differences in Americans’ opinions narrowed and people’s respect for members of the opposing party increased.
That media system is gone, and it’s not coming back.
Cable television came along in the 1980s and gave us choices, not just in entertainment but also in news. CNN, Fox, and MSNBC offer us a choice of realities. Take your pick. And we do. Democrats prefer MSNBC’s version of reality while Republicans like Fox’s version.
Then there are the political talk shows, which came along after the Fairness Doctrine was eliminated in 1987. Today, about 50 million Americans a week listen to partisan talk radio or television. Whether they’re paying attention to someone on the left, like Rachel Maddow, or someone on the right, like Sean Hannity, they’re treated to a distorted version of reality.
Two social scientists at Tufts University conducted an exhaustive study of partisan talk shows. They found that the shows differ in their ideology but not in their style. Mockery, name calling, and character assassination are used by both sides.
What’s the effect of partisan talk shows on their listeners? Studies have found that regular exposure to talk shows results in: 
heightened intolerance of the other party and groups associated with it, 
greater distrust of political institutions, 
more extreme political opinions, 


And there’s one more effect. Studies have found that the partisan talk show audience is America’s most misinformed audience. Ironically, these citizens are also the ones who think they know the most. There’s a term for such individuals—“smart idiots.” 
Then there’s the Internet, which has unleashed all sorts of unsavory characters. Traffic is booming at sites that promote white supremacy. The large majority of these sites are home grown, created by Americans for Americans. 
But some are created by foreigners, mainly Russians and other Eastern Europeans. During the 2016 election, Russian trolls were sending out more than a million tweets a day. Most of the tweets, by the way, were not directly aimed at getting Trump elected. They were designed to pit Americans against each other, by exploiting our racial, religious, ethnic, and gender differences.

##
If there is a place in our information system where we might expect to find respect for facts, it’s the traditional media.
But the mainstream media are not performing at the level our democracy requires. Many of these outlets, in the face of heightened competition for audience, have lightened their news on the assumption that a more entertaining version will boost ratings. A recent Carnegie report called the trend the “entertainment virus” – it’s news that’s meant to amuse us rather than inform us. 
Today’s news is fostering a public that’s losing its sense of what it means to be informed and, with that, its ability to fend off false, baseless, and foolish ideas. The best protection against being misled by ideologues and liars is having the facts. Information actually does trump disinformation, but only if you have it. 
I don’t see an early end to the destructive cycle that we’re in. We have in the White House the first president since Richard Nixon for whom division is a political strategy. The New York Times compiled a list of the groups and individuals that Trump had insulted on Twitter during his first year in office. The list numbered in the hundreds. 
It’s also the case that our politics has been hijacked by its extremists. They dominate the debates in Washington, hog the media spotlight, and draw our attention when we go online. Unless we find ways, and soon, to give voice to our moderates, we’re going to continue to be at the mercy of our fanatics.
Mature democracies don’t weaken with a bang. They do it slowly, as expediency and miscalculation erode them a piece at a time. If we continue to separate ourselves into two different tribal cultures, each embracing its own version of reality and seeing the other side as the enemy, our politics will continue to go downhill.
Given our strengths and traditions, I believe that we’ll gradually work our way back to a sane place. But we can only do that by recognizing the damage that we’re doing to our democratic ideals.

Thank you for listening. I’d be delighted to respond to your questions, or to hear your objections to anything I’ve said.

