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			To Anne Lee, who showed me how to change the world.

			And to all the unsung heroes who fight each day for nuance and understanding.

			Thank you.

		

	
		CHAPTER 1

		Echo-Chamber World

		Physically speaking, we can not separate. We can not remove our respective sections from each other nor build an impassable wall between them. A husband and wife may be divorced and go out of the presence and beyond the reach of each other, but the different parts of our country can not do this. They can not but remain face to face, and intercourse, either amicable or hostile, must continue between them.

		—Abraham Lincoln, 1861[1]

		___________________________

		We are a nation divided.

		Turn on the TV or hop online, and it doesn’t take long to see evidence of our polarized mentalities. We disagree on race and religion, on science and social issues—but we don’t just disagree; we’re baffled by each other’s views, and we have no idea how to get through to one another. Partisan bickering has created a gridlocked government that struggles to get even widely supported things done. Important scientific research is being stalled by competing groups’ agendas. Culture wars are fracturing our families and tearing our communities apart.

		“It’s like we live on different planets,” my friend Ryan said to me the other day.

		He was talking about a rift between him and members of his family. They’d been close at one time, he told me. But in recent years, they’d found themselves more and more often on opposite sides of cultural battles. They were bitterly divided by national politics, by matters of faith and morality, and by shifting cultural views on a variety of issues.

		Ryan wanted to be able to sit down with his family and talk through their differences—to help them understand where he was coming from and to hopefully change their attitudes on the issues that mattered most to him. But every time he tried talking to them, he just wound up frustrated. Their views didn’t make any sense to him, his didn’t make any sense to them, and every conversation seemed to wind up in an argument. Their communication was breaking down somewhere, and the rift between them was widening into an uncrossable chasm. Ryan had eventually fallen into the habit of swallowing his emotions and trying to “make nice” at family events, but it was eating away at him. He couldn’t help wondering what could have happened to cause the people he loved to be so stubborn and to see the world so differently.

		And Ryan’s far from alone. I’ve spent twenty years focusing on divisive issues in our society, and in that time, I’ve met thousands of people just like him—people whose families, churches, communities, and workplaces are being torn apart by controversy and conflict, each side baffled by the other, each pointing to different “facts” and making different assumptions. It is, as Ryan says, almost as if we live on different planets.

		Competing ideas have always been part of the American way of life. Our political system is built on contests between differing ideas, and our Constitution reflects the hard-fought compromises of founders who did not see eye to eye on everything. But those compromises wouldn’t have happened without communication across lines of disagreement, and our political marketplace of ideas begins to fall apart if we’re hearing completely different versions of the truth from completely different sources. For this “American experiment” to function, we have to be able to talk to one another.

		But our attempts to communicate are failing, and nowhere is this more obvious than in the current state of American politics. Since 1994, the Pew Research Center has studied America’s political polarization, and in that time, the value divide between Republicans and Democrats has only grown larger. In 2017, Pew found the largest partisan divide in the history of their research—a value gap nearly 250 percent as large as it had been.[2] Meanwhile, hostility between the parties has skyrocketed.[3] Fewer of us are moderate than ever before, and as we drift toward the left or the right, most of us who identify as either Democrats or Republicans report that we have “just a few” or no close friends in the opposing party.[4]

		
			An us-vs.-them mentality is taking over our public and private lives.

		

		Ultimately, though, our political troubles are only a symptom of the underlying disease. An us-vs.-them mentality is taking over our public and private lives. Increasingly, we take our disagreements not to the people we disagree with but to our own echo chambers—spaces where we can talk about, rather than to, the other side—where like-minded people echo our own beliefs right back to us. Our opponents, too, are stuck in their own echo chambers, having their beliefs reinforced by people on their side rather than being encouraged to consider what we have to say. That’s a problem, because some of our biggest challenges as human beings require working together.

		A Foot on Each Side of the Divide

		My own interest in this problem began with the issues closest to me.

		I grew up on a cultural battle line; I don’t remember ever not being aware of the culture wars. I was raised in a conservative, evangelical Christian family, with a faith that has stayed with me my entire life. I learned from a young age that my church held certain views on a variety of controversial issues, and I quickly embraced those views as my own—including a staunch opposition to homosexuality. As a teenager, I tended to lecture my friends on these issues, earning me the nickname God Boy, a badge I wore with pride.

		But puberty brought complications. I wasn’t attracted to girls like my male friends were; I was attracted to guys. At eighteen, I finally had to admit to myself that I was gay, a realization that turned my evangelical life upside down and forced me to rethink a lot of what I thought I knew about gay people. As I struggled to make sense of all the new information, I increasingly felt trapped between two worlds. And in college, when I made some gay friends for the first time, it was easy to see how far apart these two worlds were. My gay friends didn’t understand my evangelical friends and family, and my evangelical friends and family didn’t understand my gay friends. It was, indeed, as if we lived on different planets.

		I began speaking and writing about this faith-sexuality divide, and soon I was hearing views on the subject from frustrated people all across the spectrum. I started a nonprofit that worked successfully for sixteen years to bridge the divide and bring families back together that had been torn apart by their disagreements. My first book, Torn: Rescuing the Gospel from the Gays-vs.-Christians Debate, resulted in a flood of letters to me from parents, pastors, and others telling me that I had completely changed their opinion on the topic. There was an advantage, I realized, to being caught between worlds: It made me culturally bilingual.

		Meanwhile, as I worked to bridge that divide, I found myself in the middle of many others. I was called in to consult with conservative faith leaders and progressive social-justice activists. I spoke to crowds in rural towns and booming metropolises, in red states and blue. I got to see the inside of other people’s echo chambers and to hear what they said when “the other side” wasn’t present—and hours later, I might be in a room of people on that other side, listening to them do the exact same thing. The issues these groups raised weren’t just about faith and sexuality. They were about race and gender, guns and abortion, personal struggles and public policy—and all sorts of other issues that divide us. These are issues we can’t afford to get wrong, and yet I watched as these groups consistently struggled to get through to one another.

		We each have issues that matter most to us. You may not be passionate about the faith-sexuality divide like I am—you might even disagree with me entirely—but you have your own positions and issues that are important to you. Maybe there’s a political or social topic you’d really like to change some people’s minds about. Maybe it’s a religious disagreement or even a personal squabble affecting people close to you. But while the specifics of our issues may be different, the principles of communication and change are the same. We need to be able to communicate across our lines of disagreement, but instead, we keep ending up in fights that go nowhere.

		Theoretically, we’re all fighting for the truth as we see it—and that’s reasonable! We should do our best for truth, justice, and goodness. Ironically, though, as we fight one another over the truth, the truth is what’s being lost. In an echo-chamber world, objective truth carries less weight than truth-as-defined-by-my-social-circles.

		What’s Led to This Polarization?

		In an internet age, it seems like we should be more connected than ever. But in some ways, the very technology that now connects us around the world may be at least partly to blame for pulling us apart.

		Before the internet, our social circles were much smaller. Consider someone living in a rural area in the 1950s. Their options for socializing would be mostly limited to their family, their neighbors, and people they knew from school or work. This made it important for that person to find ways to resolve any disputes that arose within those social circles, because without those circles, there weren’t a lot of other people to spend time with.

		The internet has changed that.

		In some ways, that’s a really good thing. As a gay teen in an evangelical family, I felt very alone and isolated until I found support on the internet. Lots of people with unique needs or interests have found communities of their own online or even used the internet to find like-minded locals whom they might never have met in their usual social circles. I love the power of the internet to connect people.

		But it also comes at a cost. Social media apps make it possible for us to build vast networks of friends and then unceremoniously drop people from our lives the moment we have a dispute. If the person sitting across the table from me says something to irritate me, I can whip out my phone, fire off a message, and get instant sympathy and support from friends around the world who will assure me that of course I’m right, and I don’t need that person’s drama in my life anyway.

		And yes, it’s great to get support when something bad happens. Sometimes we do need others to encourage us to get away from a bad or abusive relationship. But this also makes it easy for us to give up too quickly on resolving disputes with people who simply see things differently from us.

		If you don’t agree with my politics, my identity, or my view of the world, I can easily block you or push you away and spend more time with the social circles who affirm what I already believe. That constant stream of approval is intoxicating and addictive. And we don’t just get it on social media. We choose news sources, places of worship, and even forms of entertainment that affirm our existing views and demonize those people out there. Before we know it, we’re living in echo chambers where we hear the same perspectives over and over and over, all of us reinforcing one another in the sense that we are the chosen ones, we are the “good guys,” and the people out there who would oppose us are the enemy.

		And it’s not that we never interact with those people—of course we still do—but we find them making less and less sense to us. We just don’t get them anymore. They seem incredibly out of touch with reality as we and our social circles know it to be.

		And one day, we wake up to find that we’re so far apart that we don’t even know how to talk to one another anymore.

		And we wonder when they got like this.

		Us-Colored Glasses

		It’s not just the conscious choices we make that are separating us from one another. There’s something else pulling us apart, and many of us aren’t even aware of it.

		In his 2011 book The Filter Bubble, Eli Pariser argued that technology is creating an individually personalized “filter bubble” for each of us—a bubble that filters everything we see on the internet, showing us an altered version of reality based on what computer algorithms think we want.

		You and I might both use Google to search for the exact same terms, but we’ll get different results. Why? Because Google doesn’t just present you with a list of the most popular links. It gives you a list of the information it thinks you want based on everything it knows about you, including your location and your past searches.

		In an experiment for his book, Pariser asked two friends to each search Google for the term “BP” during that company’s much-publicized 2010 oil spill. But even though Pariser’s friends were both searching for the same term, what they got back was drastically different. For instance, only one of them saw news about the oil spill in her first page of results, while the other saw investment information. Google’s invisible algorithms showed each woman what Google thought she wanted to see. With personalized search engines, the same question gives different people different answers.[5]

		And that matters, because these days, most of us go to search engines with our most important questions. When we want to know what is true and what isn’t, we search online. So if search engines are giving us different answers depending on who’s doing the asking, that doesn’t help us arrive together at the truth. It just pulls us further apart.

		As Pariser puts it:

		With Google personalized for everyone, the query “stem cells” might produce diametrically opposed results for scientists who support stem cell research and activists who oppose it. “Proof of climate change” might turn up different results for an environmental activist and an oil company executive. In polls, a huge majority of us assume search engines are unbiased. But that may be just because they’re increasingly biased to share our own views. More and more, your computer monitor is a kind of one-way mirror, reflecting your own interests while algorithmic observers watch what you click.[6]

		And this isn’t just limited to search engines. You and I could have the same Facebook friends, but we won’t see the same posts when we log on. Like Google, Facebook shows us what it thinks we want to see, based on accumulated data like what we’ve clicked in the past.

		This means that social media sites like Facebook can doubly skew our view of the world. We’re starting from a biased sample to begin with, because the news we see on Facebook is determined by who our Facebook friends are, and most of us tend to have Facebook friends who are similar to us and who agree with us on the issues we care about most. Sure, you probably don’t agree with all your Facebook friends on everything, but most people’s Facebook friend lists are skewed in the direction of being like them in terms of race, religion, location, socioeconomic status, political views, and so on.

		But even if your friends were purely representative—a cross-section of the world—you still wouldn’t get an unbiased view from Facebook, because you don’t see everything your friends post. You see only the things Facebook thinks you want to see. If you click more on political articles that lean right, Facebook will show you more political articles that lean right. If you never click on political articles that lean right, Facebook will start showing you something else instead, and that viewpoint will be gradually erased from your Facebook view of the world.

		Even if you don’t get your news from Facebook or other social media, a lot of people do—Facebook had more than two billion active users in 2017, and that’s just one of a number of growing social networks where people share news and ideas, all with similar problems.[7] It’s not just social media, either. Our news and information landscape is increasingly splintered, making it easier for all of us to hear a version of the truth catered to our own personal biases.

		Until a few years ago, the members of a community generally got their news from the same sources of information. We watched the nightly news as a nation; we read the local newspaper. Today, many television news programs target viewers with a particular viewpoint and present the news accordingly, while an increasing number of us get our news from social media and partisan news websites—and, in some cases, clickbait websites that intentionally peddle made-up news stories designed for maximum shock and outrage.

		In 2016, the Wall Street Journal built “Blue Feed, Red Feed,” an internet project designed to demonstrate how Democrats and Republicans are further polarized by the ways our preferred news sources present the facts (or, in some cases, the different facts they choose to present).[8] The Blue Feed, Red Feed webpage, run by a computer algorithm, presents two imaginary news feeds side by side—one showing recent articles from news sources preferred by liberals, the other showing articles on the same topic from news sources preferred by conservatives. The differences are stark. As I was writing this chapter, for example, I pulled up the site to see what the different feeds had to say about guns. The Blue Feed featured headlines like “NYPD Guns Down Yet Another Black Person in Mental Distress, This Time in Brooklyn, NY,” while the Red Feed featured headlines like “NY Deputies Knock on Veteran’s Door, Tell Him He’s Mentally Ill and Confiscate His Guns—They Were Wrong.”

		Is it any wonder we see one another as living in totally different realities? We get a biased assortment of links from our social media feeds, we turn to biased sources of information to learn more, and then we go back to our biased social bubbles where people affirm what we just learned.

		We’re no longer having a single national conversation on the issues that shape our lives, and that has devastating consequences for all of us.

		And yet, even as this problem has become clear, the solution has not. Journalists, tech experts, and political pundits have written to decry the contribution of fake news and personalized news feeds to American polarization, but they do so from within their own bubbles—able to see that there’s “another America” out there but unsure how to realistically move beyond their own echo chamber and have a meaningful impact in someone else’s. If we really want to address this divide, we need fluency on both sides of the aisle and the ability to translate ideas between them. But too often, that fluency just isn’t there. Even when we know certain people well as individuals, we don’t understand their echo chambers well enough to change their minds on the things we care about, so we end up surprised when they’re not persuaded by arguments that seem obvious to us. Each side is so focused on fighting the other that there doesn’t seem to be any room for understanding them. As a result, each side unwittingly sabotages their own efforts to change the other side’s mind.

		Somehow, we’ve got to get through to one another.

		This book is about how you can do it—one conversation at a time.

	
		CHAPTER 2

		But I Can’t Talk to Those People!

		The world would be way easier if other people’s OPINIONS weren’t so INCORRECT all the time.

		—T-Rex, from Ryan North’s Dinosaur Comics[9]

		___________________________

		It’s easy to say that we should try to reach across our cultural divides.

		But I’ll admit it: Some days, I prefer to stay in my bubble.

		There are days when I’m browsing my social media feeds, or chatting with a friend, or even just out at the store, when someone says something that I find frustrating and offensive and just plain wrong—but I don’t want to get into a disagreement, so I don’t say anything. Some days, I just don’t want to deal with any of it. I want to be surrounded only by people who get it. In those moments, that bubble sounds like a perfect world.

		It’s understandable that people long for bubbles when they’re frustrated. A week after Donald Trump’s election, Saturday Night Live satirically invited disaffected progressives to join “the Bubble…a planned community of like-minded freethinkers—and no one else. So if you’re an open-minded person, come here and close yourself in.” Brutal. Yet even in SNL’s fictional Bubble, not everyone is on the same page. “We don’t see color here. But we celebrate it,” smarms a smiling white guy—as an African American woman next to him gives the camera a look of resigned irritation.[10]

		On the other side of the aisle, I grew up in a very different kind of bubble. In my conservative evangelical church, the assumption was that every good Christian voted Republican; I was at least twenty before I heard anyone use the word “liberal” in anything other than a derogatory sense. I listened to evangelical radio, read evangelical magazines, and bought all my music at the Christian bookstore across town. When I finally bought my first “secular” album as a teenager—an innocuous bit of silliness by college-rock band They Might Be Giants—I was almost afraid to listen to it, concerned that music from outside my evangelical bubble might somehow be laced with evil.

		
			Isolating ourselves only makes the problem worse.

		

		Today, I have friends who live in a real-world version of SNL’s progressive bubble and friends who live in a conservative evangelical bubble like the one I grew up in. I also have friends in many other bubbles—religious, social, geographic, ideological. And I have unique, very specific bubbles of my own—tiny bubbles comprised only of people with similar life experiences where I feel like everyone gets me. Your bubbles might be similar to mine, or they might be very different. But as comforting as it is to retreat from a frustrating world and hide in our bubbles, we can’t allow ourselves to live there. Isolating ourselves only makes the problem worse.

		The issues you care about, the problems in the outside world that make you long for the reassurance of your bubble, cannot be resolved solely from within your bubble. If you want to see people’s hearts and minds change on the things that matter to you, more people like you are going to have to speak up and be heard. You’re going to have to reach beyond your bubble—beyond your echo chamber—and speak into someone else’s.

		Otherwise, we’re all in big trouble.

		The Danger of Echo Chambers

		If you’ve ever taken a psychology class, you’ve probably heard about a famous 1951 study by Solomon Asch.[11] Asch put a group of male college students in a room together and gave them a series of visual tests. They were asked to answer questions aloud about which of three lines—labeled A, B, and C—was the same size as a fourth, unlabeled line. The tests were simple, and the answers were easy to determine. When tested alone, subjects named the correct line more than 99 percent of the time.

		But in the group setting, there was a catch: Only one of the young men in the room was actually a subject in the experiment. Unbeknownst to him, all the other “subjects” were secretly in league with the researcher and had been told to lie, all giving the same wrong answer on certain questions. Asch’s real experiment was to determine the influence of the group: If everyone else gave an answer that was obviously wrong, would the subject go along with the group, or would he defy the majority and give the correct answer?

		As it turned out, most subjects (75 percent) gave an obviously wrong answer in order to conform with the majority opinion at least once during the experiment. When Asch interviewed them later, some said that they’d known the answer was wrong, but others insisted that they’d actually believed the lie.

		Real-life echo chambers are more complex than Asch’s simple experiment, but the experiment is a great illustration of the tremendous power our social circles have to sway how we behave and even what we believe. When we hear something over and over from the people around us, we begin to buy into it. The more we hear it, the more reasonable it seems and the harder it can be for people outside our echo chambers to change our minds.

		Surround a person with enough people who all say line A is the answer, and that person eventually starts to believe it—even if their eyes tell them differently.

		Millions of people out in the world would have known the right answer at a glance. But inside the echo chamber, all that mattered were the other voices in the room.

		If peer pressure is strong enough to change people’s minds when the answer is obvious, just imagine what that kind of pressure can do on issues where the answer is less obvious. And if outside views don’t eventually make their way in, the problem gets even worse. Echo chambers don’t just nurture conformity; they can also nurture extremism.

		Research has repeatedly shown that if a group of like-minded people are put in a room together and allowed to discuss an issue where they all tend to lean in the same direction, their constant affirmation of one another’s views can cause the group as a whole to become more extreme. Perhaps in the beginning they started out mildly preferring option 1 over option 2, but after hearing one another sing the praises of option 1, they can end up much more strongly in favor of option 1 than any of them were at the start. This “group polarization” effect has been seen so often that researchers Helmut Lamm and David G. Myers wrote that “seldom in the history of social psychology has a nonobvious phenomenon been so firmly grounded in data from across a variety of cultures and dependent measures.”[12]

		Echo chambers are the enemy of the truth. They tear apart communities and stifle communication. And in our society, they’re growing ever more powerful.

		But here’s the good news: Echo chambers aren’t absolute. Most of Asch’s subjects did defy the majority at least once, and Asch found that simply bringing one other person into the room with the correct answer made it far more likely that they would do so. A single outside voice can be incredibly powerful in countering the effects of an echo chamber.

		You can be that voice. All it takes is a willingness to talk to people in other bubbles about the issues that matter to you.

		Talking to a Brick Wall

		“But wait,” you say. “I’ve tried talking to those people. I get nowhere.”

		
			The brick wall feeling is usually caused by the same five barriers.

		

		I know the feeling. Talking about major disagreements with some people can feel like talking to a brick wall—or running face-first into one. But I’ve noticed that the brick wall feeling is usually caused by the same five barriers popping up over and over in conversations with different people. These five barriers—things like misinformation and team loyalty—are what stand between you and the other person and make those conversations so difficult.

		In the pages ahead, I’ll teach you strategies to break down the five barriers and give you the best chance of being heard by people in other bubbles. But for any strategy to be effective, you have to put it into practice. You can’t just read this book the way you might read a novel—just a bit of pleasure reading—if you want it to be effective. I encourage you to take your time with the ideas in this book, thinking deeply about how they relate to specific people and issues in your own life. Try out the techniques and principles in real conversations and see what challenges you run into. Don’t let these concepts remain theoretical for you.

		Thanksgiving with Uncle John

		Picture it: You’re having Thanksgiving dinner with your extended family. You’ve deftly avoided a series of prying questions from Aunt Gertrude about your personal life, and you’re helping yourself to another serving of mashed potatoes when Uncle John suddenly speaks up.

		“Did you hear the news about—?”

		Before he’s finished the sentence, you already know the issue he’s going to raise. It’s an issue you care about deeply, and you know he’s on the other side of it. You’ve heard his rants before—rambling, uninformed, assuming everyone else agrees with him. You don’t agree with him at all, but you also don’t want to cause a scene. You clench your teeth and wonder if you’ll make it through this meal without losing your temper.

		At parties, on social media, at work, and at dinner, opportunities to talk to “those people”—the ones you disagree with most—are all around if you watch for them. The question is, what do you do when they arise?

		Most of us really have only three main tools in our toolbox when it comes to handling these sorts of disagreements: We fight, we avoid, or we compromise.

		If an issue is important to us, our first instinct is usually to fight. We argue to try to convince the other side to see things our way, and if that doesn’t work, we escalate: We get louder, we add pressure, we threaten negative consequences if the other side doesn’t do what we want.

		If we don’t want to fight or can’t get what
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