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INTRODUCTION
IN SHEFFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS, THIRTY MILES SOUTH OF where I live, a stone marker stands at the edge of a corn field. It’s about three feet high, neatly maintained, but visited mostly by through-hikers who pass by on the nearby Appalachian Trail.
The marker commemorates the final battle of Shays’s Rebellion, the first major instance of domestic insurrection in the postrevolutionary United States. When farmers from western Massachusetts returned home after fighting for independence from Britain, they often found themselves in dire financial straits. Despite promises of pay for their military service, most veterans went unrewarded, and taxes levied by the state government led farmers to lose their only asset, their farmland. Daniel Shays, a former captain of the Fifth Massachusetts regiment in the Continental Army, led protests for debt relief, helping shut down courthouses throughout the western part of the state.
Militarily, Shays’s Rebellion was a brief, sloppy, and ultimately unsuccessful affair. Shays and two other commanders attempted to converge their forces on the federal armory in Springfield, hoping to seize a cache of weapons there. But their communications were intercepted, and when the rebels arrived, a private militia paid for by wealthy supporters of the governor in Boston quickly routed them and drove them out of the state. The monument in Sheffield, assembled in 1904 from a piece of marble that had been rejected by a nearby quarry, reads, “Shays Rebellion was here, Feb 27 1787,” but fails to mention that the battle was a last gasp before Shays’s remaining followers fled, through upstate New York to the lawless, unincorporated territory of Vermont.1
Despite the almost total lack of military glory for its participants, Shays’s Rebellion had an enormous effect on early America. Alexander Hamilton and other Federalists considered the inability of the young nation to defend itself against domestic insurrection to be proof that the United States needed a strong central government, capable of raising an army and maintaining domestic order. Predictably, Thomas Jefferson disagreed. In a letter to James Madison, dated January 30, 1787, he opined, “I hold it that a little rebellion now and then is a good thing, and as necessary in the political world as storms in the physical.”2
This was easy for Jefferson to say—he was in France, as ambassador to America’s most important ally. Furthermore, his prosperous farm in Monticello was almost five hundred miles away from Shays and his angry men. Other leaders of the American Revolution were deeply panicked about the rebellion, and only three months after Shays retreated through Sheffield, the Constitutional Convention began its work in Philadelphia. The recent conflict was so much on the minds of the framers that the Federalists and other Constitution supporters were commonly referred to as Washingtonites and those in opposition as Shayesites.3 Historians have argued that the strong single executive that the United States enshrined in the Constitution was a direct response to the difficulty of suppressing insurrection.4
But while Hamilton’s arguments won the day, Jefferson’s words still resonate. A nation formed through a revolution must recognize that rebellion is an essential aspect of its character and its destiny. Jefferson’s letter to Madison continued: “Unsuccessful rebellions indeed generally establish the encroachments on the rights of the people which have produced them. An observation of this truth should render honest republican governors so mild in their punishment of rebellions, as not to discourage them too much. It is a medicine necessary for the sound health of government.”5
Perhaps reflecting Jefferson’s idea, punishment of the Shaysites was surprisingly moderate. More than four thousand participants in the rebellion were given amnesty, and while eighteen ringleaders were convicted and sentenced to death, most were later pardoned or had their sentences commuted. The only two who were hanged for rebellion had also been convicted of looting. Shays himself was pardoned in 1788 and returned from the Vermont woods to Massachusetts. In his old age, he received a pension from the federal government for his military service.
From its inception, then, America has experienced a tension between institutions and insurrection, between the need for a carefully crafted structure designed to separate and counterbalance governmental powers and the need to respond to “encroachments on the rights of the people” in forms that may involve protest, dissent, and ultimately rebellion. The United States has survived as the first modern democracy because its institutions have been resilient to insurrection, a flexibility exemplified by the fact that only three years after our founding document was ratified, it was significantly amended by a bill of rights.
Institutions maintain their resilience by being flexible and capable of change. With age, though, they calcify and become brittle. The danger is that institutions that once bent to accommodate insurrectionism in their youth may snap under similar pressure in their old age.
I write this book at a moment when it feels like America might snap. A global pandemic has revealed the fragility of our institutions and shown the nation to be woefully underprepared for a significant crisis. President Donald Trump has vacillated between disclaiming responsibility and claiming absolute power. But even before the United States began struggling with COVID-19, institutions like Congress and the Supreme Court often seemed paralyzed. Political partisanship had morphed into tribalism, and debates over the issues of the day had come to feel less like differences of opinion than like disagreements about the nature of reality. Beyond concerns about the strengths and weaknesses of our government, civility, trust, and a collective sense of purpose seem absent. A broad swath of institutions—the press, the corporations, and the digital platforms—both connect and divide us, but none of them seems up to the task of holding us together.
It’s useful—and scary—to remember that the United States is not alone in this moment of existential crisis. Many people in Britain reacted to Brexit with a mix of disbelief and denial, a refusal to accept that their neighbors would vote to leave a community that has kept Europe at peace for seventy years. Some Britons initially understood Brexit as the result of political machinations and deceptive advertising that could be reversed with a do-over in the polls, but that view has slowly given way to the disconcerting realization that many Britons genuinely do support a rebellion against the European Union—and against “politics as usual”—even if the implications of that path forward are murky in the extreme.
The ascent of strongmen in India, Brazil, Hungary, and Poland reminds us that democracy is fragile, easily crushed. The “illiberal democracies” that have taken over in these countries no longer pretend to seek dialogue or compromise with their political opponents. They’ve embraced tribalism on a national scale and see their opponents not as fellow citizens but as enemies of the state. Ominously, their examples warn free people elsewhere that the fall from a liberal democracy to an illiberal one can be swift and unexpected.
Despite its connections to the current political moment, this book was years in the making. When I began my research, Donald Trump was a reality television star, a weird relic of the 1980s who’d managed to gain marginal relevance by promoting an outlandish conspiracy theory about Barack Obama’s birth certificate. But by the time I submitted the manuscript to my publisher, Trump was the forty-fifth president of the United States, three years into a surreally turbulent presidential term. Despite being under investigation for almost his entire presidency and surviving impeachment, his popularity has been surprisingly persistent, with roughly 40 percent of Americans approving of his leadership.
But this is not a book about Donald Trump. Nor is it a book about Vladimir Putin, Recep Tayyip Erdog˘an, Viktor Orbán, Rodrigo Duterte, or any number of other ethnonationalist leaders emerging around the world. I share the concerns raised by former US secretary of state Madeleine Albright that the recent turn toward authoritarianism and ethnonationalism uncomfortably evokes the rise of fascism in the middle of the past century.6 But that’s not the warning I want to offer.
Instead, I want to warn people about the conditions that led to the election of Donald Trump.
The conservative columnist David Brooks, who self-identified early and often as a “never Trump” Republican, likes to say that Trump was the wrong answer to the right question.7 I agree. Many of the people who supported Trump for election in 2016, particularly during the Republican primaries, were expressing frustration with a system of democratic representation that they felt was not furthering their interests. Candidates like Jeb Bush and Marco Rubio promised more of the same. Trump promised to tear those existing systems down.
While we tend to associate the impulse to tear down government institutions with the political right, many on the left are frustrated with the limits of our government and corporate systems as well. Trump’s rise followed the Occupy movement and leftist anti-austerity movements in Spain and Greece—all of them based on critiques of a capitalist system of representative democracy in which markets seem to overpower popular will.
How seriously do we take this impulse to challenge systems that seem broken? Leaving aside existing political rivalries, we are all grappling with questions about whether to fix the powerful institutions in our lives or to abandon them and replace them with something better, perhaps something entirely different. Do we march with Daniel Shays? Do we convene a new constitutional convention?
Trump’s presidency makes this question harder to answer. Centrists and even some progressives have a strong impulse to protect democratic institutions that they hope will serve as bulwarks against the excesses of the Trump administration. At a moment when the United States is in the throes of an antigovernment crusade captained by the elected head of the government, it’s only reasonable to advocate preserving the institutional guardrails designed to keep representative democracy from devolving into raw populism or naked cronyism. But we still need to know how we got here.
Mistrust is the single, critical factor that led to the election of Donald Trump in the United States and that may be empowering ethnonationalist, populist autocrats around the world. On the left and the right, people are losing trust in their institutions. It’s this loss of trust, both in our institutions and in our ability to change our societies, that should worry us more than the rise of any specific leader or movement.
Whether Trump leaves office in 2020 or persists, reflecting a deep nativist shift in the United States, we need to focus on this uncomfortable truth: our current democratic, free market institutions aren’t working for most Americans. Outside our borders, young democracies are discovering that free and fair elections don’t automatically address economic imbalances and weaknesses. From China to Rwanda, authoritarian states that emphasize economic growth over political freedom are challenging the open models of North America and western Europe. Not only are these autocracies and illiberal democracies growing faster than democracies, they enjoy higher trust among their citizens.
This book takes seriously the voices of those who are loudly announcing that they no longer support a system that fails to support them. Instead of looking to restore an American consensus that is now long gone, I want to explore the ways the system is cracking and crumbling and learn from those who are working to install new, more just, and more robust systems in its place.
Despite my best intentions, this book’s focus is not global. While it finds inspiration in places ranging from Ghana to Taiwan, much of its story unfolds within the United States and, to a lesser extent, Britain and western Europe. That’s necessary, because the rising tide of mistrust is strongest there. This may reflect a backlash against the ways the United States has celebrated and sought to export its system globally, or it may have to do with a shift from its lofty status of sole superpower to that of another player in a multipolar world. But a loss of faith in institutions is a problem that can infect any society, not just the so-called “mature democracies” of North America and Europe. The struggles that the United States presently faces point to the danger of assuming that any system is destined to work forever and to the need to ensure that governments change and adapt as their citizens and the world they live in change.
Many of the ideas in this book, particularly about social change, are not new. Social movements that mistrust existing systems of power have been endlessly creative in their tactics for seeking change. When I asked Rashad Robinson, the head of the American racial justice NGO Color of Change, whether his organization had had to change tactics under the Trump administration, he laughed off my question, telling me, “People of color in the United States almost never have a political majority. We’ve always had to seek change in ways that take for granted that the system is not working for our benefit.”8 Many of the strategies I explore here have their roots in the American civil rights movement and in other racial and economic justice movements around the world—I’ve tried to honor those sources. I don’t pretend that my contribution to this discussion is a novel way to think about social change; rather, I hope to increase the visibility of strategies and approaches that have been used for ages by people—especially women and people of color—who’ve been excluded from decision making and formal institutions of power.
Finally, despite its title, Mistrust, this book is optimistic. It celebrates the approaches individuals and groups are using to make change in the world as much as it describes the challenges many democracies currently face. Many people, overwhelmed by sudden shifts that reveal the weakness of institutions and the lasting, corrosive power of racism and ethnocentrism, feel this time to be overwhelming. I find solace in two phenomena.
First, many people—and especially young people—around the world are reacting to this moment of political and social disruption by developing effective and creative approaches to changing the world for the better. Black Lives Matter, Never Again, #MeToo, and other movements offer hope that social transformation is possible, even if it comes about differently than it did in the past. In the face of the pandemic, mutual aid networks have sprung up around the world as people look for opportunities to help each other out. Our desire for a better world—and our willingness to work for it—seems bent but unbowed by the shortcomings of our institutions.
Second, in the process of finding strategies to change the world, a new generation of activist citizens are expanding the range of possible options so we can organize and govern ourselves. This development has good and bad implications. The joy of seeing progressive leaders like Elizabeth Warren and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez emerge as high-profile figures in American politics is counterbalanced by the terror of seeing ideas that should have been buried alongside eugenics reemerge into popular discourse. I draw hope from the idea that few, if any, people are satisfied with the choices they are currently presented with, and that whatever directions emerge from this period, we are likely embarking on a different path.
I offer this book as a stone in the ground, a rough-hewn marker of a moment when it seems like everything might change, for the worse or for the better. Here’s hoping that some years in the future, someone might step off the trail and pause to read its inscription.
Mistrust
Chapter 1
IS THIS THING WORKING?
THE IMPACT HUB IN ACCRA, GHANA, HAS ITS HOME IN A sleek, glass-walled modern office filled with contemporary West African art and the cluttered offices of technology start-ups. I arrived there at the tail end of a business trip in the spring of 2014, on a day when a dozen bloggers, social media experts, and programmers were at work. I’d agreed to give a talk about social media to some of Ghana’s entrepreneurs, but I focused on one young man in the crowd. Efo Dela, a poet, provocateur, and comedian, had previously urged his fourteen thousand Twitter followers to participate in Ghana’s Dumsor protests. Now Efo, wearing a jaunty red fez, was discussing the future of social media in Ghana. I wanted to know how he and fellow activists were using the Internet to organize protests.
Dumsor is a word in the Twi language that means “on/off,” and on/off is the best way to characterize Ghana’s creaky electrical grid. In the past two decades, the country has become a middle-income nation, and the millions of Ghanaians have bought televisions, air conditioners, computers, and mobile phones, placing a heavy load on an inadequate electrical system. Ghana’s grid goes down in rolling blackouts, leaving neighborhoods without power for hours or days at a time. Young Ghanaians have taken to the streets wearing T-shirts emblazoned with the Twitter hashtag #dumsormuststop, carrying kerosene lanterns, a symbol of their life without electrical power.
Since Efo had been active in calling young Ghanaians to join a five-thousand-person march to Independence Square, the city’s most prominent public space, I asked him, “What’s the best digital tool for organizing political movements in Ghana? Twitter? Facebook? WhatsApp?”
Efo shook his head and said, “Whoa, man, I’m not political.”
In many countries I’m not political means “Shut up before we both get arrested.” But Ghana is one of the world’s most politically open societies, with a free press and democratic elections that have continued for two decades. Efo wasn’t warning me off a dangerous topic. Rather, he was making it clear to the rest of the people in the room that he had nothing to do with Ghana’s two-party political system.
“I won’t even let someone take a photo of me with someone who’s political,” he explained. If he were seen with his arm around a supporter of either of Ghana’s main political parties, he’d lose credibility with his readers, who—like him—see politics as a rigged game played by professionals, not something ordinary Ghanaians engage in.
I didn’t know it at the time, but Efo had just explained how Donald Trump, two years later, would win the American presidency.
Antipolitics
For the past two decades, I’ve worked with, advised, and learned from activists around the world who are using technology and media to take on hard problems. In Russia, where wildfires have destroyed villages outside Moscow and turned the air in the capital into choking smog, young Russians self-organized aid for their neighbors, filling cars with blankets, clothes, and food, delivering them to communities in need. Not only did they disprove the stereotype that Russians don’t volunteer, they created a safety net for the elderly and the poor where the state had failed to provide one. Years after the fires, the network remains, helping community members find new apartments and jobs, providing mutual support and stability in a country that’s often chaotic and dysfunctional.
In India, the Pink Chaddi Campaign began in Mangalore in 2009 after an attack on women in a pub by members of an orthodox Hindu group, Shri Rama Sene. The leader of Shri Rama Sene, religious extremist Pramod Muthalik, justified the attack, blaming the women for behaving immorally. Muthalik threatened further attacks on Valentine’s Day, promising that he and his supporters would confront men and women found consorting romantically and drag them into Hindu temples to be forcibly married. In response, Nisha Susan, a political writer, organized the Consortium of Pub-Going, Loose, and Forward Women, who launched a campaign to send pairs of pink underpants—chaddi, in Hindi—to Muthalik’s office. The protest received widespread media attention and led to Muthalik and his supporters being held in protective custody on Valentine’s Day to prevent them from attacking couples.1
In Alexandria, Egypt, in June 2010, plainclothes police officers pulled Khaled Said, a twenty-eight-year-old Egyptian businessman, from an Internet café and proceeded to beat him to death in the lobby of a residential building. A few days after his murder, an Egyptian Google employee based in the United Arab Emirates, Wael Ghonim, set up a Facebook page called We Are All Khaled Said. The page, which exposed and protested police violence, attracted almost half a million followers, then became the key source of information about protests in Tunisia, which ultimately drove Egyptian youth into Cairo’s Tahrir Square.2 The goal of Ghonim’s page was not regime change in Egypt, and Ghonim himself had not been engaged in Egyptian politics before the government arrested him for his role in administering the Khaled Said Facebook page.
None of these movements was overtly political—in fact, many participants identified themselves as antipolitical. The issues they address are ones of sexism, social justice, consumer rights, and the failure of government safety nets. The solutions they prescribe rarely involve the passage of new laws or the election of new officials. They see problems that can be best addressed not through politics as usual, but through organizing, direct action, and even humor.
In American politics, antipolitics has been a strong force for years, as generations of politicians have run for office by asserting their distaste for Washington, DC, and their opposition to politics as usual. In 1980 Ross Perot, a Texan software billionaire with no government experience, mounted a modestly successful third-party bid for the US presidency that channeled contempt for both political parties and a belief that the government needed to shrink both its spending and its ambitions to maintain fiscal viability. The Tea Party, active in the late 2000s, reframed many of Perot’s themes into an explicitly conservative, anti-Washington movement that succeeded in electing dozens of members of Congress.3 This antipolitical tendency runs deep in the American mythos, serving as a the key plot point in films and television shows from Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) to Dave (1993) to the TV drama Designated Survivor (2016–19). In each story, principled outsiders prove to be better at running the nation than corrupt professionals.4
But while antipolitics—an approach to social change that rejects involvement with traditional political processes—has been a constant in American history, young Americans are routinely blamed for their lack of interest in politics. Former Supreme Court justice Sandra Day O’Connor has dedicated her life, after leaving the bench in 2006, to countering a “crisis on our hands when it comes to civics education.”5 For O’Connor, the failure of high school students to understand the American system of checks and balances clearly indicates that we are failing to prepare young people to participate in civic life. The wide gap in voter turnout between people under thirty and those above—generally around 20 percent of people under thirty vote in presidential elections,6 while more than 50 percent of people over forty-five turn out7—is sometimes seen as further evidence that youth have disengaged from politics, though the statistical gap has been pretty much constant since 1986.
The United States certainly could do a better job educating its young people to be effective citizens. The political philosopher Danielle Allen makes a powerful argument that the fundamental purpose of the American public education system is to ensure an informed citizenry. Educating citizens requires teaching critical thinking, the humanities, and STEM, as well as ensuring that students can name all three branches of government.8 But there’s a danger that we have misdiagnosed the problem. Are we facing a crisis because young people are bad at civics? Or are people rightly mistrustful of the institutions that dominate their lives and skeptical about their ability to influence or change them?
Mistrust
In 1958 the American National Election Study began asking Americans whether they trusted the federal government to do the right thing all or most of the time.9 By this measure, American trust in government peaked at 77 percent in 1964, shortly after the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the election of Lyndon Johnson. By the end of Jimmy Carter’s presidency in 1980, trust had fallen below 30 percent, and while the exact percentage has fluctuated, briefly rising above 50 percent shortly after the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, it has never returned to the lofty heights of the early 1960s. Fewer than 20 percent of Americans now express strong trust in the government to do the right thing all or most of the time—an inversion of thirty years ago, when only a small minority consistently mistrusted the government.
We might blame a decline in trust in the federal government on the uniquely dysfunctional presidency of Richard Nixon—indeed, trust in government fell 20 percentage points during his time in office. But Americans didn’t lose trust only in the federal government. We lost trust in institutions of all sorts. Between the 1970s and now, Americans report having less trust in the police, organized religion, the medical system, the Supreme Court, public schools, banks, organized labor, newspapers, television news, the criminal justice system, and big business. The only major institution that has earned greater American trust in these past four decades is the military. In part, that’s because surveys began measuring trust in the military during the Vietnam War, when it was at a historic low. (Pew’s surveys show an increase in trust in small business, but small businesses are less an institution than a collection of individuals.)
The erosion of trust in the United States has been extreme and dramatic, but Americans are not alone. The PR and polling firm Edelman, which tracks trust in institutions around the world, finds that Germany, Italy, Spain, Britain, Sweden, Japan, and others have even lower institutional trust than the United States. Notably, some of the nations with the highest trust in institutions—Singapore, the United Arab Emirates, China, India—are autocracies or are taking steps to becoming closed societies.10
As institutions mature—and we might think of an institution as anything without a face, an organization in which our interactions are with a bureaucracy or a policy rather than with autonomous individuals—we seem to become both reliant on them and mistrustful of them. In the United States, trust in the medical system plummeted from 74 percent in 1977 to 34 percent in 1993,11 suggesting that the rise of the HMO and other forms of managed health care12—and the increase in bureaucracy they represent—helped collapse public trust in a key institution. It’s one thing to trust the medical system when the main person you interact with is your doctor, and another entirely when it’s the anonymous processor of your insurance claims.
When mistrust is on the rise in a society, it becomes increasingly difficult to know how to fix problems. If you trust the president or the legislature, you can elect representatives who will advocate for your preferred solutions. But once you’ve concluded that government can’t be trusted to do the right thing, you’re less likely to rely on voting as a useful form of civic expression.
Mistrust presents a problem for protesters as well. The most iconic protest in twentieth-century America, the 1963 March on Washington, which culminated in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, “I Have a Dream” speech, demonstrates the value of protest when electoral influence doesn’t succeed. The march was designed to force President Kennedy to support the Civil Rights Act, which had been stalled in Congress. The massive march and accompanying media coverage persuaded Kennedy to act on civil rights—or gave him plausible cover to act—and gave his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, a mandate to push for its passage.
This march, which set the template for so many subsequent protests, was a march on Washington. If we believe that partisan paralysis prevents Washington from making compromises and changes, it is no longer rational for us to try to influence Congress, or even a president, through protest. The international women’s march, announced the day after Donald Trump’s election and held the day after his 2017 inauguration, was not an attempt to persuade the new president to change his policies. Instead, it offered a howl of anger at his election and what it symbolized. That it was likely the largest protest in American history made little difference in influencing the Trump administration.
Insurrectionists and Institutionalists
In his book Twilight of the Elites, the MSNBC host Chris Hayes suggests that left versus right is no longer the most important dichotomy in American politics.13 More important is the tension between institutionalists and insurrectionists. Institutionalists believe that the key to solving a nation’s problems is to revitalize and strengthen existing organs of power: congresses and parliaments, political parties and unions, businesses and civic organizations. By contrast, insurrectionists believe existing systems are rigged, ineffective, or wholly broken, and that change will come only from overthrowing existing systems and replacing them with new systems . . . or perhaps with no system at all.
If you’ve lost trust in institutions, perhaps because they’ve systemically failed to make your life better, insurrectionism may be both a reasonable and an honorable stance. But we’ve been trained not to take it seriously. Serious People, we are taught in schools and reminded in the news, know that decisions about our collective future are made by people debating within the government—in the halls of Congress, in the White House—and within corporate boardrooms. A web of Sunday-morning talk shows, designed for consumption by Serious People, reminds us that our role is to closely follow these discussions, to have opinions on these matters, to discuss them with our friends, and to vote based on what we believe. The subtle implication remains: there’s little else we can do.
We don’t take insurrectionism seriously because it feels like a dream or a utopian fantasy. We are so accustomed to our relative powerlessness within contemporary representative democracy that the idea that we could imagine something better, could make changes that go beyond voting one party in and another out, feels silly or frivolous.
We also tend to equate insurrectionism with revolution, the violent overthrow of an existing system. While many of us cheered revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt, and throughout the Arab world, we remember that most ended with the violent suppression of dissent or decayed into civil war. Revolutions seem both dangerous to hope for and unlikely to end well, even when they are the best we can imagine for societies that neglect or actively transgress citizens’ rights or humanity.
Finally, we don’t take insurrectionism seriously because we do a poor job of teaching and learning our own history. Replacing a colonial government that ineptly ruled from across an ocean with one that allowed citizens direct influence over their government feels like the work of civic superheroes, people with no equals today. We can sometimes forget that American democracy initially excluded women, people of color, and even white men who didn’t own land. Expanding that democracy required a series of insurrectionist movements, some peaceful, some bloody, but all hard fought. American institutions began changing almost the moment they were created. We continue to change our government even now, with six amendments to the Constitution since World War II.
This book is an exercise in taking insurrectionism seriously.
While revolutions are a violent rejection of a government, insurrectionism identifies individual institutions that aren’t functioning well—in the government, business, or elsewhere—and works to overhaul them, transform them, or replace them with something better. Those transformations are usually far slower and less romantic than occupying a public square until the government falls. Unfortunately, it’s easier to promise insurrection than to successfully implement it.
The election of a man with no governmental experience and no apparent interest in the functioning of a federal government to the nation’s highest office suggests the deep alienation of a large percentage of the American electorate. Trump was elected by people who had lost faith in the government’s ability to meet their needs and to make meaningful change. That the change he promised was primarily the return of white men to positions of authority and power, rolling back progress achieved by antiracist, feminist, and LGBT movements, can disguise the fact that many people of all political stripes were unhappy with the status quo.
In this sense of frustration, Brexit offers a direct parallel to the rise of Trump. For Britons who understand themselves as disempowered, it’s easy to understand how rejecting a powerful institution like the European Union seems like an important step, even without a clear sense of what a post-Brexit Britain might look like. If you believe you are unable to change the world you live in, electing Trump or exiting the European Union feels like recovering your efficacy.
Both Trump and Boris Johnson have used their position as insurrectionist leaders to launch a broad attack on any institutions that might hold them in check. Johnson’s maneuverings to take Brexit discussions out of the hands of a deeply divided Parliament and move forward with his preferred plans for exit, citing his desire to implement the people’s will, threatened to cripple the possibility of parliamentary oversight. Trump’s endless attacks on the media as “fake news” continue even as he turns his sights to intelligence officers, diplomats, and career public servants, who he sees as agents of a “deep state,” conspiring to check his authority. In a world where no institution can be trusted, there are only superempowered individuals like Trump and Johnson.
But considering Trump as the avatar for insurrectionism limits our understanding of the phenomenon. First, it suggests that insurrectionist movements come primarily from the right. That’s not true. In recent years, strong insurrectionist tendencies have come from the left as well. At its peak, the left-insurrectionist Occupy movement had a presence in almost a thousand cities in more than eighty countries, demanding the rejection of current economic and political systems. While the movement dissipated in the United States, in Spain the closely related 15M movement morphed into a new political party, Podemos, which revitalized the Spanish left.
It’s helpful to think of the 2016 US presidential election in terms of four quadrants, with a left-right axis and an insurrectionist-institutionalist axis. Hillary Clinton is identified as a left institutionalist: her selling point was her deep knowledge of the institutions of government from her time as a senator, as secretary of state, and as first lady. She expected to face off against Jeb Bush, Ted Cruz, and a pack of right institutionalists. Instead, she fended off a challenge from Vermont senator Bernie Sanders, who despite his decades-long tenure in Washington could believably position himself as a left insurrectionist. He identified as a socialist and pushed radical overhauls of broken systems, like replacing America’s dysfunctional health care system with government health care. Ultimately, Clinton was done in by Trump, a right insurrectionist, who ran roughshod over his Republican challengers by presenting himself as genuinely coming from outside the existing political system. Two thousand sixteen was a good year for insurrectionists and a lousy one for institutionalists. Two thousand twenty repeated these dynamics for the Democrats: the showdown between Sanders and Biden, an insurrectionist and an institutionalist, once again resulted in a left institutionalist facing a right insurrectionist.
But Trump is no model insurrectionist; he’s far more interested in tearing institutions down than in building something new in their place. His initial cabinet has been referred to as the “wrecking crew,”14 a recognition that many of the secretaries he chose wanted to see the departments they ran defanged or eliminated. (The best example, perhaps, is Trump’s first secretary of energy, Rick Perry, who thought so little of the department that controls America’s nuclear power and nuclear weapons that he campaigned on a promise to eliminate it and was rewarded with the keys to it.) The desire to dismantle these institutions, combined with the reckless incompetence that’s characterized the Trump presidency, suggests a vision of insurrectionism that burns but never builds. As we’ll explore, insurrectionism can be more than a roar of rage. It incorporates a continuum of strategies, from transforming institutions from within to pressuring them from the outside, replacing them with novel institutions, or most radically, working to eliminate institutions altogether. What it doesn’t do is smash things and move on.
Finally, Trump isn’t remotely serious about addressing the forces that have led so many people to lose confidence in institutions. The tax cuts and deregulation that represent his core successes as president are designed to increase, not decrease, the inequality that fuels the frustration and alienation behind American insurrectionism. Trump talks like an insurrectionist, but his vision is about smashing the social progress of the past decades and returning the nation to an earlier, even less just order. Should 2020 return the United States to a more conventional presidency, there’s no reason to believe that everyday Americans’ widespread dissatisfaction will dissipate.
Frustration with institutions and the ways we interact with them—electing representatives and influencing how they pass laws—is concerning, but it’s deeply encouraging that we’re also seeing a wave of people using an expanded set of techniques to seek change. While in the past several decades, activists on the left and the right have seen law as the most powerful lever for change, a new wave of engaged citizens is leveraging markets, writing code, and working to reshape and influence social norms. As we look beyond the paralysis that grips many governments and consider a broader vision of engagement, it becomes apparent that this is both a dark moment for civics and one of the brightest we’ve seen in generations.
Good Citizens
For Christmas 2012, my friend Quinn Norton sent me a brick.
Specifically, she sent me a handmade print depicting a brick, emblazoned with an “I voted” sticker, a symbol of civic virtue immediately recognizable to any American voter.
The picture was an inside joke for regular readers of Norton’s provocative and sometimes controversial blog. A celebrated tech journalist, she had expanded her beat to cover the Occupy movement, spending a year living in different encampments in the United States and Canada. After Occupy ended, she published a piece on why she would no longer vote in US elections. Explaining that her great-grandmother had marched for women’s right to vote in Boise, Idaho, Quinn reflected that her vote now feels contradictory and meaningless: “We are told both that we must perform our kabuki democracy, and that our vote doesn’t really matter.” Instead of lining up at the polls, she urged readers to “vote with every dollar, in every relationship. Vote in how you work and how you speak. Vote in how you treat others and what you will accept from them. Vote your dignity and the dignity of others.”15
Quinn’s essay is so provocative because most democracies treat voting as a near-sacred duty. In some countries, like Australia, it’s mandatory, and nonparticipation is fined. In the United States, outing yourself as a nonvoter is likely to prompt a lesson about the women, African-Americans, and others who marched, protested, and risked their lives for the right to vote. Nonparticipants are told that if you don’t vote, you shouldn’t complain about the state of the nation. In short, voting defines what it means to be a good citizen in the United States. But what it means to be a good citizen can, and does, change.
In his groundbreaking 1998 book The Good Citizen, the journalism scholar Michael Schudson explains that expectations for “good citizens” in the United States have changed at least four times in the past two hundred years.16 At the inception of our democracy, elections were less about politics than about a community affirming its worthiest and most prominent member. Whoever that august person was would logically be chosen to represent the community in government.
The notion of a professional politician, or of modern political parties, didn’t gain currency until the early 1800s, when politics moved into barrooms, with loud, drunken parties preparing men to vote, a process that often involved fighting one’s way to the ballot box through supporters of the other party. A candidate’s party affiliation had less to do with his stances on specific issues than with his alignment with certain professions and social classes.
Representative democracy as we know it didn’t really emerge in the United States until the 1920s, when a set of progressive reforms ushered in the secret ballot, the possibility of split tickets, and the presence of questions and ballot initiatives at the polls. These election reforms were paired with a rise in investigative, muckraking journalism and were closely linked to the temperance movement, which sought to take politics out of the barroom and turn it into a sober, serious process. Schudson refers to this conception of democracy as the Informed Citizen model and notes that it came with undesirable consequences. For one thing, it places heavy demands on citizens to inform themselves about candidates and issues. After the progressive reforms, American democracy saw a massive fall in electoral participation, from about 70 percent in the boozy years of party politics to 35 percent in nonpresidential years.
While we teach the Informed Citizen model as the ideal for citizenship, Schudson notes, many of us find it hard to keep up with its demands. Working at a California polling station, he found that for every voter who’d examined and notated their four-hundred-page California voters’ guide, dozens more quickly voted a straight party ticket, or voted in the few races where they’d done the research, then moved on. Citizens today, Schudson speculates, understand that they can’t master every issue that we ask them to opine on. Instead, they monitor a set of issues they know and care about and take action when they think they can make a difference.
In other words, citizens care less about civic duty—the obligation to engage in political life in a particular, prescribed way—than about efficacy, their ability to make meaningful changes on issues they care about. I choose to read Quinn Norton’s provocation as a call for efficacy. Norton wants us to spend time on the causes where we can and will be able to make a change, not to waste our time and energy on ones that demand our participation but lead to no lasting changes.
Scholars of civic participation study efficacy as a way to understand who does and doesn’t participate in elections and other parts of civic life. The reasoning is logical enough: if you didn’t believe you could make a change through your actions, why would you bother participating? Questions about efficacy often start with political knowledge: Do you know when and where to vote? Do you know how to reach your local representative with a question or a concern? Answering yes to these questions suggests that you are knowledgeable enough to be politically effective. But as scholars have examined the idea, they’ve been forced to refine it, distinguishing between internal and external efficacy.
If you’ve got the knowledge you need to participate in civic life, you’ve got internal high efficacy. But you may be thwarted by a political system that doesn’t value or respond to your participation. The organizers of the US civil rights movement in the 1960s had tremendous internal efficacy. Activists taught classes on how and where to vote and on strategies for nonviolent protest and economic activism. Actions like the Montgomery Bus Boycott required complex organization and coordination. Protest leaders essentially had to create a parallel public transportation system to ensure that participants in the year-long boycott could get to work and didn’t lose their jobs. As a number of historians have pointed out, the March on Washington was organized to the level of providing sandwiches dressed with mustard, not mayonnaise, because the organizers worried the mayo might spoil in the heat. Activists who are organized to the level of condiment choice don’t need civics classes to increase their internal efficacy.17
The civil rights movement struggled to make progress against the entrenched system it was trying to oust. Segregation was not only the law in much of America, but it was also a powerful set of norms and behaviors, held in place by all those who benefited from it and even by many who were harmed by it. For years, Martin Luther King, Jr., and others had high internal efficacy and low external efficacy—their knowledge of American civics came up against a system that wasn’t ready to adjust. And when King and others tried to make change through means other than winning elections, those in power condemned them as dangerous and potentially violent.
Clergy leaders in Alabama wrote a letter opposing demonstrations against desgregation, demanding that King and his followers work within existing systems: “When rights are consistently denied, a cause should be pressed in the courts and in negotiations among local leaders, and not in the streets. We appeal to both our white and Negro citizenry to observe the principles of law and order and common sense.”18
When insurrectionists work within dysfunctional systems, they often find those systems resist their attempts at change: they experience the low external efficacy that civil rights leaders felt. When they change tactics and try to work outside those systems, they’re told they don’t know how to participate effectively: as King was criticized for working outside the system, they are accused of having low internal efficacy, of lacking an understanding of how systems work.
At a certain point, activists can’t win: they are thwarted by broken systems, or they are told they are ignorant of how those systems work. But their problem is not ignorance but a lack of efficacy. When systems won’t respond to attempts at change, that’s the time to look for new tactics. When we are organized, competent, creative, and deliberate, and when systems are rigid and brittle, it is time for broken systems to be replaced with new ones.
At this moment of deep frustration with political institutions—from the left and from the right—we are seeing real and meaningful change through mechanisms that combine conventional protest with social media to mobilize mass movements online. After footage emerged of then-candidate Trump bragging about sexually abusing women, a movement demanding accountability for violence against women has grown stronger in the United States. From the women’s march in Washington that dwarfed the size of the presidential inauguration and brought out crowds in over six hundred cities around the world,19 to the protests against appointing Brett Kavanaugh, accused by Dr. Christine Blasey Ford of sexual assault as a youth, sexual violence has proved to be an issue capable of mobilizing protests.
A large share of the impact of the #MeToo movement has come through social media, from the phenomenon of hundreds of thousands of women identifying as survivors of sexual violence, echoing the hashtag #MeToo. Within a year of the movement’s rise to prominence with the exposing of Harvey Weinstein’s systemic abuse of actresses and staffers, dozens of high-profile men accused of sexual abuse have been ousted from positions of power, and Weinstein has gone to jail. While feminists had hoped for years that the inclusion of more women in professional spheres would make those institutions more open and less abusive, it took a brick through the window rather than a seat at the table to force institutions to confront abuse and inequity that had persisted for decades.
Insurrectionists make change in the world by harnessing their mistrust of existing institutions. For the best of these movements, their skepticism is not an obstacle to their effectiveness but their key strength. Unpacking how these movements work requires us to understand a much broader range of actions as civic participation. As Norton urges, civics becomes how we speak, how we spend, how we work, and how we treat each other.
Our understanding of what it means to be a good citizen is in flux. At some point soon, we may understand a good citizen to be one who chooses not to vote because she is finding other, better ways to change society. To navigate this transition, we need to guard against civic piety, the sense that we know how civics should be done and that anyone not following established rules should stop what they are doing and apologize.
We’re used to understanding civic actions as ones where citizens engage with their government. But insurrectionist civics sees law as only one of four levers that citizens can manipulate. The #MeToo movement isn’t primarily seeking new laws: sexual assault in the workplace has been illegal for years. But norms about reporting and facing consequences for sexual assault need to change, and #MeToo is using a combination of media attention and legal actions to alter those norms. Other engaged citizens see markets and code as key levers to move, taking successful action on climate change, privacy, and other critical issues that have been difficult to advance through law alone.
Not every engaged insurrectionist is plotting an end run around existing institutions. Some are becoming experts on how those institutions work, using their rules and practices in order to reimagine them. These radical institutionalists accept that institutions need to evolve, but they see the seeds of rebirth in their particular institutional history and capacities to adapt. Another camp of insurrectionists, the counter-democrats, see institutions as broken but place primacy on scrutinizing them, publicizing their weaknesses, and forcing them to adapt and improve. They confront institutions in ways that are often uncomfortable but ultimately seek to preserve these (better, more accountable) institutions. As mistrust grows, we encounter those working to disrupt existing institutions and replace them with new, fairer systems or with no institutions at all. Here many of the most ambitious projects look less like activism as we know it and more like ambitious Silicon Valley start-ups.
As much as exploring insurrectionism can lead us to futuristic directions, it’s critical to remember that mistrust in social institutions is not a new phenomenon. For those who’ve experienced exclusion from civic life—African-Americans and other people of color, LGBTQIA people—mistrust in institutions is often a default stance. For marginalized groups, engaged citizenship has always required working outside institutions while simultaneously demanding inclusion within them. The tensions in the civil rights movement between those who wanted recognition within existing systems—as exemplified by Reverend King—and those who wanted to build fairer, parallel systems—the Black Panthers—still play out today. Institutionalists and insurrectionists can too easily see each other as the enemy. Institutionalists see insurrectionists as unreasonable and unrealistic. Insurrectionists see institutionalists as compromised and self-deluding.
Institutionalists and insurrectionists have a common enemy: disengagement. As mistrust in institutions rises, most people don’t abandon institutions and become insurrectionists—they exit civic life. The Efo Delas of the world, who abandon the political and embrace the civic, are the exception and not the rule. What institutionalists and insurrectionists have in common is a belief that change is still possible and that the work is worth their time.
Understanding how disengagement became a default stance requires us to understand the origins of mistrust. Like everything else in a society that’s far from achieving equity, mistrust is unevenly distributed. Understanding the transformation of the United States from a nation that trusted institutions to one that systemically mistrusts them is a first step in understanding how we can mobilize mistrust, turning what could be a corrosive chemical into rocket fuel that propels engaged citizenship.
Chapter 2
WHY WE LOST TRUST
IN 1995, RALPH KINSEY BENNETT LOST HIS WALLET IN Greensboro, North Carolina. And in Boston. And again in Seattle. The Reader’s Digest staff editor was not uncommonly forgetful. Rather, he was conducting a simple and compelling experiment in trust and trustworthiness.1
Bennett and other Reader’s Digest editors left wallets containing fifty dollars, family pictures, identification, and a local address and phone number—120 separate times—in locations in big cities and small towns around the United States. Each time a reporter dropped a wallet and left, another reporter waited secretly nearby, then followed whoever picked it up to see where they went and what they did with it.
Eighty of the 120 wallets that Reader’s Digest editors dropped were returned. Women slightly outperformed men in terms of trustworthiness, and small-town residents were on average more honest than city dwellers, though nine of ten wallets dropped in Seattle were returned. Strikingly, many of the people who returned wallets told interviewers that while they personally felt compelled to return the wallet, they didn’t think most people would be. Most estimated that fewer than 50 percent of wallets would be returned.
Pollsters at Gallup realized that the “wallet test” was a concrete gauge of how much trust people had in different sectors of society. In their 2006 Gallup World poll, they asked people in eighty-six countries whether they would expect a neighbor, a stranger, or the police to return their wallet if they found it.2 In most countries, people trust their neighbors more than the police, and they trust strangers very little. In high-trust New Zealand, 94 percent anticipated that their neighbors would return a wallet, and 44 percent predicted that strangers would. In Cambodia, only 24 percent believed their neighbors would return the wallet, and only 1 percent thought strangers would.
Canadian economist John Helliwell saw an opportunity to check the Gallup study against an experiment run by a Toronto newspaper, which had replicated the Reader’s Digest experiment. While only 25 percent of Torontonians believed that a stranger would return a lost wallet, in practice, 80 percent of the wallets were turned in with cash intact. Helliwell, a scholar of “subjective well-being”—or as nonacademics put it, happiness—worried that his countrymen were selling themselves short and suffering emotional damage in the process.3
High-trust societies, those in which many people believe their lost wallet would be returned, are generally happier than low-trust societies. Controlling for myriad other factors that correlate to happiness, Helliwell found that moving from a low-trust society like Cambodia to a high-trust society like New Zealand would realize an increase in happiness equivalent to having household income increase by 40 percent. If Torontonians only knew how trustworthy their neighbors actually were, the whole city might be a happier place!
The wallet experiment illustrates several key dimensions of trust. We trust particular individuals, groups, and institutions: we might trust our neighbors but not strangers or the police. Trust is situational: I might trust you to return my wallet, but I might not trust you to care for my child. Trust inherently involves risk: if I’m guaranteed to get my wallet back, there’s no trust involved in the situation. Trust is voluntary: no one can force me to believe that my neighbors, the police, or complete strangers can be trusted.
Scholarly analyses of the wallet experiment reveal some less obvious aspects of trust. Trust is extremely variable, both within and between societies. It’s difficult to predict whether a particular individual will be trusting or mistrustful, though people with more education and greater wealth are generally more trusting than those who struggle economically. Still, people in China show more interpersonal trust and trust in government than do richer and better educated Germans, and both Germans and Chinese are far more trusting than Spaniards, though Spain and Germany have similar levels of education and prosperity.
These differences in trust levels have led to speculation that certain cultures are more trusting than others. Francis Fukuyama looked at differences in economic prosperity between high-trust northern Italy and low-trust southern Italy and argued that the ability to trust beyond a narrow circle of family and friends left northern Italians better positioned to compete in national and global markets. For Fukuyama, trust helps explain not only the economic but also the political success of nations.4
Fukuyama offers one argument for why trust matters: the absence of trust adds immense costs to transactions. When we do business with people we know and trust, we are willing to extend credit, send orders before we receive payment, and otherwise take steps to speed a transaction. When we lack that trust, we invoke intricate mechanisms to prevent bad behavior.
The Internet auction site eBay took on this problem when it built a business around strangers selling and buying goods online. To make trade possible in the absence of trust, eBay had to build a reputation system where participants reported on whether the person they purchased from was reliable. It launched an escrow system, in which it acted as a trusted third party, verifying that expensive items were delivered before releasing payments. A large percentage of eBay’s capitalization comes from its ability to make trust-free transactions possible—we might think of those tens of billions as the price we have collectively agreed to pay for eBay to create trust where there was none. Virtually all other online retailers have adopted eBay’s core discoveries—that people need signals that someone is trustworthy and financial protections to do business with untrusted parties—and they now are standard operating practice in digital commerce.
The economists Paul Zak and Stephen Knack have a mathematical explanation for eBay’s success. In a 2001 paper, they conducted a thought experiment in which people made investments through brokers who operated at various levels of trustworthiness. While these brokers could cheat their clients, the clients could investigate the brokers. Zak and Knack used this model to investigate the economic impact of trust in societies and found that “because trust reduces the cost of transactions (ie less time is spent investigating one’s broker), high trust societies produce more output than low trust societies.” They also found that societies could fall into a “trust trap,” wherein people are unwilling to invest because trust is so low. In these societies, informal mechanisms to punish cheaters don’t work. EBay faced precisely this trust trap before it invested in the formal mechanisms that made it possible for customers to trust each other.5
People in low-trust societies pay social prices as well as economic prices. High-trust societies are filled with “weak ties,” or casual relationships with neighbors and co-workers. In his 2000 book Bowling Alone, sociologist Robert Putnam feared that by spending less of our time interacting with our neighbors, and more time alone in front of the TV set, we would lose these weak ties and become less trusting in and more hostile toward those around us.6 Subsequently, Putnam has explored what can happen if we live in communities where we feel little trust: we hunker down and hide in our houses rather than connecting with our neighbors. Without a network of weak ties to the people we’re surrounded by, we are likely to be less happy and potentially to be as unsatisfied with our lives as if we were fiscally much poorer.
Trust affects our health, wealth, and happiness. It also affects our ability to govern ourselves. Representative democracy isn’t possible without trust. If we cannot trust our representative in Parliament or Congress to advocate on behalf of our interests or those of our community, instead of advancing her own interests, we—gradually or rapidly—lose faith. Trust in government doesn’t require that we trust each individual person in a position of power. We may despise the man or woman serving as our current representative, but that distaste need not equal distrust in the larger system, as long as we believe that our positions will be heard and influence decision making.
Oddly, democracy demands far less trust than do the systems of government it has replaced. Monarchies require either no trust at all or absolute trust in a ruler. The innovation of American democracy was to introduce points of transparency into governance. You can review what’s been said in Congress, an idea that was unthinkable in England, where a 1620 declaration by King James I made divulging parliamentary proceedings a crime.7 The strong protections given to the press under the First Amendment make it possible for journalists to interrogate government decisions, a relationship that requires a certain amount of mistrust to animate the process.
Democracy thrives in a sweet spot between too much trust and too little. Trust Barometer, a survey developed by public relations firm Edelman, tracks people’s trust in four key institutions—government, press, corporations, and NGOs—in twenty-five nations. The countries with the highest trust in government are not necessarily the healthiest democracies. They include China (79 percent), India (72 percent), the United Arab Emirates (71 percent), and Singapore (62 percent). In closed societies, trust can be extremely high because citizens are satisfied . . . or because they’re unable to review what the government is actually doing . . . or because they’re scared to report that they don’t trust the government!8
With too little trust, democracies may not be able to function at all. On January 1, 2012, the government of Nigeria removed a subsidy that had made gasoline extremely inexpensive. Nigeria’s minister of finance, the internationally respected economic reformer Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, explained that the subsidy disproportionately rewarded wealthy Nigerians who could afford cars, and that by removing the subsidy, the government would be able to allocate more money toward programs that would benefit all Nigerians. Bus and truck drivers responded to the loss of the subsidy by doubling their prices, which led to price increases on basic goods like bread and cooking oil. Millions of Nigerians took to the streets to protest the removal of the subsidy in a movement called Occupy Nigeria.
Minister Okonjo-Iweala was correct, at least on paper: the fuel subsidy did benefit wealthy Nigerians, who were far more likely to own cars than poor ones, and shifting subsidy money to government spending on health care or education would benefit many more Nigerians. But after decades of government corruption, most Nigerians had very low trust that the government would spend money to benefit ordinary citizens. Even if poor Nigerians didn’t benefit from the fuel subsidy as much as rich ones, taking the subsidy away was an economic loss, as very few Nigerians believed they’d ever see the broader gains promised by the government. At a very low level of trust, governments may literally be unable to do anything right—citizens will simply assume that any changes made will benefit those in power and harm the citizenry.
The Occupy Nigeria protests are an extreme case, but it’s worth noting that in Nigeria, confidence in government is slightly higher than in the United States and much higher than in Spain, according to the 2011–14 World Values Survey, a massive, global social science survey conducted twice a decade in dozens of countries.9 Since at least 1999, political scientists in the United States and Europe have warned that confidence in government is reaching low enough levels that democracy itself might be threatened.
While some in the United States and Britain see mistrust emerging from Trump’s systemic attacks on institutions and from Brexit sentiment, citizen confidence in government has been falling for decades in the United States and in several parts of western Europe. While the decline of trust in the United States neither directly parallels nor prefigures declines in other parts of the world, it’s informative as a possible illustration of how a society’s trust can decay.
The trust shift in the United States, from a society where four in five trusted the government to one where one in five does, snowballed toward the end of the Nixon presidency. Mistrust rose during Nixon’s impeachment and alongside increasing resistance to the Vietnam War. Democrats and Republicans alike lost faith in Nixon, Ford, and Carter, and in 1980, near the end of Carter’s recession-plagued presidency, trust in government bottomed out at 25 percent. While trust rebounded under Ronald Reagan, a partisan shift also emerged, with confidence in the presidency rebounding more for Republicans than Democrats. The gap in trust between the two parties expanded to 24 points under the George W. Bush presidency, the highest gap Gallup’s polling has shown.10
Since Barack Obama’s election to the presidency in 2008, American trust in government has been in a trough, simultaneously low and highly partisan. Democrats trusted Obama, and Republicans trust Trump more than Democrats do. But average trust in government hovers below 20 percent, significantly lower than when President Carter warned of a “crisis in the growing doubt about the meaning of our own lives and in the loss of a unity of purpose for our nation.”11 President Trump did not cause mistrust in the United States. Rather, he is a result of a decade of bipartisan low trust, following a long, partisan sequence where trust has been both low and tightly tied to perceptions of the party in power.
The situation is vastly more complicated in Europe, if only because levels of trust vary so sharply between different nations. While in 2005 only one-third of Swedes trusted their government, by 2017, 58 percent expressed a high level of trust. In contrast, only 17 percent of Italians trust their government, the result of a long slide from a high of 35 percent trust in 2001. At the risk of offering vast generalizations, central and eastern European nations are less trusting than western European nations. Southern Europe is less trusting than northern Europe.12 And while Europe may be experiencing a trough of trust similar to the United States, trust in Europe appeared to hit bottom after the economic crisis of 2007–8 and has recovered only somewhat since.
While the decrease in trust in the United States is especially dramatic, there’s evidence that this country is not alone in its crisis of confidence in democratic institutions. In early 2017 the Harvard lecturer Yascha Mounk and the Australian political scientist Roberto Foa released a paper that was so shocking, it made headlines in national newspapers before it was officially published. Mounk and Foa had gathered evidence that a trend toward liberal democracy as a dominant model of political organizing might be “deconsolidating,” with fewer people reporting a conviction that democracy was the best possible model of governance, more people showing openness to rule by the military or by experts, and an accompanying rise in “antisystem” political parties. Strikingly, Mounk and Foa found less support for democratic institutions from younger people than from older ones. While nearly 60 percent of Europeans born in the 1950s told pollsters that it was essential to live in a democracy, less than 45 percent of those born in the 1980s felt the same way. And while 5 percent or fewer Europeans over thirty-five told pollsters that democracy was a “bad” or “very bad” way to run a country, almost three times as many sixteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds reported that they felt democracy was a bad system of government.13
Unfortunately for Americans, Foa and Mounk’s findings about the United States are even starker. Twenty-four percent of Americans aged sixteen to twenty-four consider democracy a bad form of government, and while Americans born in the 1950s are as enthusiastic as Europeans, only 32 percent of Americans born in the 1980s see it as essential to live in a democracy. One critic of Foa and Mounk’s work, Ron Inglehart (the founder of the World Values Survey, who’s been studying political and social opinions for fifty years), suggests that Europe shows only modest signs of democratic deconsolidation, whereas the effects are more serious in the United States, noting, “One reason may be that in recent years US democracy has become appallingly dysfunctional.”14
Ingelhart blames American dysfunction in part on hyperpartisanship leading to regular face-offs between the governing parties, which leads to shutdowns of the government. Indeed, Congress emerges as the least trusted major institution in Gallup’s surveys, with only 8 percent of Americans expressing a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in America’s highest legislative body. Congress is also the institution that’s suffered the greatest loss in American public confidence, falling from 42 percent in 1973 to its current dismal levels. What’s most striking about America’s crisis in trust is that faith in almost all American institutions has dropped sharply over the past forty years.
In the mid-1970s, the majority of Americans expressed high trust in organized religion, the medical system, public schools, banks, and newspapers. Trust in all had dropped sharply by 2010. Sometimes a clear, single event leads to a collapse. Trust in organized religion in the United States plunged fifteen points in 2002, the year The Boston Globe began reporting on a pattern of child abuse by Roman Catholic priests that the Church hierarchy had covered up.15 Confidence in big banks dropped from 49 percent in 2006 to 22 percent in 2009 as the 2007–8 financial crisis unfolded. But other falls were slow, gradual, and less easily explained by a single catastrophic event.
The overall trend is unmistakable. In the most recent Gallup polls, the only three institutions that a majority of Americans expressed trust in were the military, the police, and small business. That a majority of Americans trust the police and the military over all other institutions is an uncomfortable statistic, one we might expect to see in a fragile state, not in the birthplace of liberal democracy.
Trust in these institutions has continued to slide under Donald Trump’s leadership. Some of these declines are partisan—a large number of Democrats have recently decided that they have no faith in the presidency—but the fact that confidence in all but one American institution has fallen between late 2016 and early 2018 suggests a zeitgeist of institutional mistrust.16 The only institution to gain trust in the most recent survey? Newspapers, one of Donald Trump’s favorite targets.
The United States is not alone in suffering a widespread crisis of institutional trust. Edelman’s Trust Barometer examines trust in a range of institutions, not just in government. Britain, Germany, France, South Korea, Japan, and Australia all report levels of trust 10 points lower than what’s reported in the United States. In France and Italy, more than 70 percent of the population believes that “the system is failing.”17
What we’ve seen between the 1960s and the present is a thorough transformation of the relationship between citizens and the institutions they encounter in their lives. In the United States in the 1960s, it was as difficult to find someone skeptical of government as it is to find someone now with high confidence in Washington. This raises the obvious question: what happened to trust?
Again, looking at factors that have eroded trust in the United States won’t explain the erosion of trust elsewhere in the world. But many of the underlying factors that affected trust here are likely to explain drops in other countries. Others, including conflicts over racism and civil rights, are likely peculiar to the American experience.
It’s Nixon’s Fault
Karl Marlantes, who served as a Marine lieutenant in Vietnam, tells the story of how he lost his political innocence during the war. Talking to friends in his unit before deploying, “One said that Lyndon B. Johnson was lying to us about the war. I blurted out, ‘But . . . but an American president wouldn’t lie to Americans!’ They all burst out laughing.” Before Vietnam, Marlantes argues, most Americans were like him. After the war, we were like his comrades; the idea of an honest politician was laughable.18
The Vietnam War damaged trust in American institutions in successive waves. Lyndon Johnson presided over the partially fabricated Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964. Nixon’s credibility took a serious hit when the Senate Armed Services Committee discovered in 1973 that the president had ordered a fourteen-month campaign of carpet bombing in Laos and Cambodia, using complex deceptions to avoid reporting those actions. In 1985, ten years after the end of the war, two-thirds of Americans polled believed Johnson and Nixon had deliberately misled the country about the war.19 In the same survey, 73 percent of veterans said they were mistrustful of the government because of its handling of the war. Those soldiers who saw heavy combat were the most disillusioned.
The revelation of the secret bombings in Cambodia was concurrent with congressional debate over impeaching Nixon for his role in ordering the Watergate burglaries. While the Senate Armed Services Committee ultimately voted against including the secret bombing in the list of impeachment charges against Nixon, the simultaneous unraveling of his presidency and the war transformed the attitudes of many Americans, replacing deference to the authority of the office with suspicion at the concentration of executive power. Between 1972 and 1974, American trust in government fell from 53 to 36 percent, the steepest decline on record.20
The historian Julian Zelizer argues, “We still live in the era of Watergate,” because the lasting impacts of the loss of trust in government still shape politics today.21 Ironically, though Watergate drove a Republican president from office, it likely has harmed Democrats more in the long run, as left political agendas lean more heavily on government programs than those offered by the right.
But Watergate can’t fully explain the current challenges to American institutions. Less than 40 percent of Americans today were alive during Watergate,22 and while its cultural influence is lasting and profound, 9/11—an event that greatly increased confidence in government—was a seminal event for more living Americans than was Watergate or Vietnam. And while Watergate and Vietnam eroded trust in government, they increased trust in other institutions, notably in the media, which was lionized for the successes of investigative journalism in revealing Nixon’s deceptions.
Racism and Mistrust
America’s fraught history with race offers an uglier explanation for the loss of trust in government institutions. The civil rights movement of the 1950s and ’60s expanded rights and opportunities for African-Americans, who had been systemically oppressed through segregation, suppression of voting rights, employment and housing discrimination, and financial exploitation by the few institutions that would serve them. The ongoing and profound effects of this discrimination are visible in the racial wealth gap between white and Black Americans: in 2013 the median wealth of white families in America was $134,230, while for Black families, it was $11,030.23
While many of the best-known events of the civil rights movement—the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the Freedom Rides, the integration of southern universities, the March on Washington—occurred during the high-trust years of the 1950s and early ’60s, the signature legislation that prohibited discrimination by race at the federal level, the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, were passed in 1964 and 1965, just as trust in government peaked in the United States.
Civil rights leaders persuaded the federal government to legislate changes that many Americans were not personally ready to make. While more recent civil rights struggles, like the acceptance of equal marriage for gays and lesbians, found congressional support after they’d found widespread public support, African-Americans won rights that many Americans would not have voted to give them. In 1956, when Brown v. Board of Education mandated the integration of schools, national polling on the question of whether Black and white children should attend school together was evenly divided, and opinions were far more negative in southern states.24 The violence associated with school integration was a predictable result of the Supreme Court mandating a change that many Americans resisted—and a sign of the Supreme Court’s willingness to promote social justice counter to prevailing popular opinion.
For some white Americans, the changes brought about by the civil rights movement signaled that the government didn’t care about them or their desire for a segregated nation. Republicans harnessed this resentment by adopting the “Southern Strategy,” which began associating the Republican Party with support for white supremacy.
But racism in the United States is not confined to white southerners, and resentment of the government’s equal treatment of African-Americans may have been a contributing factor to government mistrust since 1964. When American politicians have made coded attacks on African-Americans, they’ve seen rises in trust. Ronald Reagan demonized “welfare queens,” in language that evoked African-American women profiting from government largesse. Bill Clinton, himself a white southerner, greatly expanded Reagan’s war on drugs, a policy that disproportionately imprisoned Black men and changed the dominant complexion of American inmates from light to dark. Both leaders enjoyed high levels of trust during their time in office, while the first Black president, Barack Obama, faced the lowest trust ratings of any American leader up to that point.
Simply put, Americans may trust their government less when it actively seeks equality between its Black and white citizens, and they may support it more when it signals a willingness to marginalize and demonize people of color. We might expect the partial transformation of the Republican Party into an ethnonationalist party under Donald Trump to increase trust in government. However, Trump’s campaign and time in office have explicitly aimed at reducing trust in government institutions, which his most ardent supporters sinisterly refer to as the “deep state,” suggesting that a decrease in trust in government is an increase in trust in Trump. In fact, trust in government has remained relatively stable and low under Trump, at rates similar to those Obama suffered from.
Many white Americans will protest the idea that endemic racism may be responsible for a broad decay in institutional trust. But many Americans of color see this dynamic as a critical and obvious component in understanding our country. As Michelle Alexander demonstrated in her groundbreaking book The New Jim Crow, major social transformations like the rise of mass incarceration have a strong racial component.25 And as Ta-Nehisi Coates has argued in his case for reparations for the economic harms done to Black citizens, the ongoing effects of endemic racism are often as invisible to majority populations as they are visible to minority populations.26
We must not minimize the impact of racism in American politics, especially as Trump’s election has normalized some racial supremacists and revealed the persistence of white nationalism. But it’s difficult to explain the fall in trust in all institutions solely based on race. Americans losing trust in Congress and the presidency after seeing the government provide rights and benefits to a visible “other” is easier to attribute to race than is declining trust in the health care system, for example. And America’s uniquely screwed-up racial dynamics don’t map neatly to declines in trust in Britain and France, though rising mistrust in those countries has exposed and stoked strong anti-immigrant sentiments. When it comes to the fall in trust, there are other factors to consider.
Trust Didn’t Fall. It Was Pushed.
Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, leaders of two of the world’s most powerful governments, were the greatest proponents of mistrust in government. Understanding the rise of what George Monbiot memorably terms the “self-hating state” requires that we consider the economics of Reagan and Thatcher’s formative years.27
To escape the Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt turned to the ideas of the British economist John Maynard Keynes, who argued that when mature economies were in a depression, they would need governments to intervene and increase spending. Keynes was prescribing government spending as a cure for Britain’s woes, but his fingerprints were all over the massive US public works programs of the mid-1930s, including the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Works Progress Administration, and the Civilian Conservation Corps. These programs sent the government deep into debt, but they also put Americans back to work at a moment when unemployment hovered near 25 percent.28 When government spending slowed in 1937, the recovery sputtered, and FDR became a full-throated Keynesian. Deficit spending would continue through World War II.29
The postwar emergence of the United States as the world’s dominant industrial power led to a period sometimes called the “golden age of capitalism.” It was also a golden age of public goods and government spending, including support for education through the GI Bill and the development of infrastructure, including the interstate highway system. This period of intense government spending coincided with peaks of trust in the federal government. The economic ideas that FDR championed in the 1930s—government intervention to correct market failures and provide services that corporations would or could not—were accepted as orthodoxy.
That orthodoxy came under assault in the 1960s, first in Britain and later in the United States. “Stagflation,” a combination of economic stagnation and high inflation, threatened Britain starting in 1965.30 To tackle stagflation—which should be impossible in certain “Keynesian” models of the economy, which held that high unemployment would lead to low inflation—British prime minister Margaret Thatcher turned to a set of ideas championed by University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman, which cautioned against government interventions in markets through spending. Friedman and other neoliberals advocated an extremely limited role for government, believing that any functions that could be devolved to the private sector should be.
Britain under Thatcher privatized more than fifty government-held businesses, including gas, electric, and water utilities, the national telecommunications system, and the national airline.31 Reagan focused on deregulation rather than privatization—in part because there was far less to privatize in the United States—removing constraints and oversights that had been designed to ensure that businesses operated with public interests and benefits in mind. Both Thatcher and Reagan combined their enthusiasm for free markets with a fear of collectivism that targeted not just the Communist states of China and the Soviet Union but also labor unions at home.
The historian Tony Judt argued that Reagan and Thatcher did something far more profound than simply turning public assets into private ones: they attacked the very concept of public goods. The governments of the postwar expansion, in addition to providing employment, had sought to build infrastructures, like highways, that would benefit all citizens. These public goods are economically useful in that they lower the costs for everyone to do business, but Judt argued they had another, equally important function: they legitimated government, reminding us what we were paying for with our taxes. When we ask private companies to provide services instead, we run the risk of “eviscerating” our relationship with government. Today, said Judt, “the thick mesh of social interactions and public goods has been reduced to a minimum, with nothing except authority and obedience binding the citizens to the state.”32
Late in his life, Judt worried that something had gone terribly wrong in the United States and Britain, the countries most associated with neoliberalism: they had lost the ability to imagine solving problems by investing in public goods. By contrast, China is undertaking a massive infrastructure project, the Belt and Road Initiative, a set of rail, highway, port, and electrical grid projects designed to increase trade throughout Asia.33 It’s almost impossible to imagine the United States or Britain undertaking an infrastructure project of this scale.
Reagan and Thatcher made public goods unthinkable in part by denigrating the capabilities of governments. In his inaugural address in 1981, Reagan explained his theory for why the United States was struggling economically: “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”
In articulating this view of government as incompetent and unwanted, Reagan and Thatcher set up a self-fulfilling prophecy. If you believe government can do nothing, you will underfund it, as both leaders did. Once government agencies were stripped of funding, demoralized leaders vacated positions in government, leaving their departments weaker and less capable of undertaking ambitious projects. Over time, competent and functional government become incompetent, through the simple process of a leader asserting their incompetence and behaving as if it were true.
The Brexit campaign rejects the idea that the bloated, bureaucratic European Union could possibly benefit British citizens as much as it costs them. (In a fascinating twist, the main aspect of British independence around which Brexit mobilized was Britain’s state-run health care system, a clear example of a valued public good.) Similarly, Trump took office appointing a wrecking crew of cabinet secretaries, some of whom had previously advocated the abolishment of the bureaus they ended up running.34
The British attacks on the European Union are an extension of Reagan’s argument that the bigger the government, the less competent it can possibly be. The Trump administration attacks go beyond questions of competency and suitability into darker waters, suggesting that institutions that have tried to check the president’s power—notably the FBI, the Justice Department, and the media—are corrupt and engaged in a conspiracy to undermine his authority. Trump’s argument may also be self-fulfilling, though in a different way. If these institutions continue to act as checks on power, they lose credibility with Trump’s supporters. If they stop acting as a check on power, they lose credibility with Trump’s opponents. Once leaders begin attacking the legitimacy and motivations of core government institutions, it’s difficult to avoid destroying trust in those institutions, on one partisan side or the other.
While neoliberalism helps explain an overall shift away from trust in government, it doesn’t track historical polling very well. During Reagan’s presidency, trust in government rose steadily from 30 percent to the mid-40s, suggesting that it may more closely parallel a sense that the economy is expanding and individuals’ lives are getting better. Arguably, the deeper consequences of Reagan and Thatcher—the disappearance of public goods and the demonization of bureaucracies—might take years or decades to impact public trust.
Inequality
The adoption of neoliberal policies in the 1980s did more than undermine confidence in government institutions—it also dismantled policies that redistributed income. The welfare state that Thatcher railed against was funded through a series of taxes that claimed large shares of firms’ profits and individual investment income, as well as heavy taxes on luxury goods, shifting wealth from the well-off to those less advantaged. When Thatcher took office in 1979, she cut the top tax rates on personal income from 83 to 60 percent, starting a trend in tax reductions that continued through the 2010s. Reagan followed a similar path, slashing a 70 percent tax rate on the highest earners down to 28 percent by the end of his term.
The gap between wealthy and poor citizens began to widen, after decades of closing. In 1928 the top 1 percent of Americans earned 24 percent of the nation’s total income. That concentration of wealth collapsed from the 1929 market crash, then through FDR’s New Deal and World War II. By the late 1940s, the top 1 percent of Americans earned only 12 percent of the national income. That figure bottomed out below 10 percent before Reagan’s tax cuts started an inexorable rise in inequality. This same U-shaped pattern (high inequality before 1940, low inequality in the postwar years, increasing inequality since 1980) holds in other Anglo-Saxon countries (Britain, Canada, Australia), though with a less dramatic rise in inequality post-1980.
The French economist Thomas Piketty became a household name with his 2013 book Capital in the Twenty-First Century, based on research suggesting that for much of the twentieth century, falling inequality was an exception to a general rule.35 Using financial records that go back centuries, Piketty offers a formula to understand when inequality will rise: when the rate of return on capital is higher than economic growth, the rich will get richer. That’s because few people in an economy have substantial capital to invest; most of us make our money from wages, which tend to grow as the whole economy grows. During the postwar golden age, economic growth outpaced returns on capital, both because government spending rebuilt war-damaged economies and because tax policies redistributed many of the profits from investment. Piketty speculates that current attitudes toward taxation and government spending are likely to continue, leading returns on capital to be higher than wage growth, concluding that the “consequences for the long-term dynamics of the wealth distribution are potentially terrifying.”36
In highly unequal countries, consumer spending and economic growth tend to be low because poor people don’t have much discretionary income. Highly unequal countries also have low social mobility, as those who are poor and talented have a hard time advancing while rich mediocrities remain in power. And it’s possible that unequal societies are less stable than more equal ones. Behavioral economists have found evidence that humans may simply be hardwired to resent inequalities and favor fairness.37 As citizens become more aware that a small elite controls the majority of a nation’s wealth, the realization fuels populist movements that seek to disrupt the existing order.
Walter Scheidel, a professor of history and classics at Stanford, has developed a disturbing thesis that builds on Piketty’s research on inequality. Intrigued by Piketty’s observation that the twentieth century may have been the exception to a generalized pattern of high inequality, Scheidel constructed a portrait of economic inequality that stretches back ten thousand years, to the era when hunter-gatherer societies transitioned to agricultural societies. Scheidel sees inequality as the state of nature, the default for human societies, and suggests that economic equality increases only after massive social and political shocks: plagues, catastrophic wars, or the collapse of existing states.38
The implications of Scheidel’s idea for mistrust are straightforward. Perhaps the period of high trust in government in the postwar years aligned with the “great compression,” the period between World War I and neoliberalism where inequality shrank rather than expanded. As people saw their personal economic positions improving, they recognized the value of government and other institutions and rewarded them with their trust. As we’ve returned to our default state of inequality, we may be returning to a default state of mistrust. Scheidel would predict that any rise in equality would follow an event on the scale of the bubonic plague, the collapse of the Roman Empire, or a world war—the events that have reversed inequality in the past. It’s unclear whether COVID-19 and its economic effects are anywhere near the scale of a disruptive event that would reverse trends toward inequality, though the US government’s steps to patch social safety nets is a surprising and encouraging move.39
But it’s too early to conclude that inequality is the state of nature. Both Piketty and Scheidel rely on historical records that are incomplete and spotty and, in Scheidel’s case, nonexistent for large swaths of time. Research connecting recent high inequality with political instability is brittle—results found using one method to analyze data often can’t be replicated using another method of analysis.40 The political scientist Jay Ulfelder notes that major social upheavals, like revolutions, are relatively uncommon, offering fewer chances to find a pattern to their distribution.41
What is clear is that high inequality as an explanation for social ills, including mistrust, is an idea that’s gaining acceptance, at least within the United States. In 2015 the Princeton economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton documented rising death rates in middle-aged non-Hispanic white Americans who do not have college degrees, opening a debate about “deaths of despair”—suicide, drug use, and alcoholism—that appear to disproportionately affect this demographic group.42 Case and Deaton connected these deaths to the disappearance of well-paying occupations, mostly union jobs in manufacturing, that could support high school graduates and offer a relatively high level of economic security.43 While Case and Deaton’s papers have generated a wealth of academic debates about the statistical techniques they’re using,44 they’ve captured the attention of political commentators and pundits who link Trump’s presidential victory to working-class white voters. Authors like J. D. Vance have risen to prominence on their promise to explain the anger and alienation of these voters.45
Rising inequality doesn’t affect only working-class whites. In 1967, President Lyndon Johnson charged the Kerner Commission with investigating riots that broke out in majority-Black neighborhoods in several large American cities. A year later the commission reported that America was in danger of becoming two nations, “one black, one white—separate and unequal.” Johnson was furious with the report and not only rejected its conclusions but refused to meet with the commissioners. Fifty years later a study released by the Economic Policy Institute showed that no progress has been made in closing gaps between white and Black populations in American homeownership, unemployment, and incarceration. Worse, the “wealth gap” between Black and white Americans tripled in the ensuing five decades.46 If we blame rising mistrust in the United States on the increasing alienation of working-class whites, we have to acknowledge that for a large number of citizens, America has never been equal.
Explaining rising mistrust in terms of increasing inequality is appealing: why would anyone trust institutions that appear to be stacking the deck against them? Furthermore, variations in inequality between the United States and different parts of Europe track differences in mistrust. Both inequality and mistrust have risen fastest in the United States, next in southern Europe, and slowest in strongly redistributive economies like those of the Nordic countries.
A purely economic explanation for a broad cultural change isn’t entirely satisfying. Are people really considering their economic circumstances before making judgments about whether they trust churches? Alongside the economic reality and the neoliberal attacks on government, we also must consider a set of cultural explanations.
Awareness
Alexis de Tocqueville, the great scholar of revolution in the United States and France, believed that revolutions began in part with a “break in consciousness” brought about by thought leaders: artists, writers, and journalists. These men and women of letters “help[ed] to create that general awareness of dissatisfaction, that solidified public opinion, which . . . creates effective demand for revolutionary change.”47
Tocqueville’s observation seems to hold true in the twenty-first century, with massive protests unfolding with little warning, sending the citizens of Tunisia into the streets to oust their long-serving dictator, and in turn inspiring the Arab Spring. While the technologies used to spread the “general awareness of dissatisfaction” have changed since Tocqueville’s day, the basic mechanism is the same. The Turkish-American political scientist Timur Kuran explains that in many societies, people “falsify their preferences,” pretending to support a regime they dislike in order to minimize conflict with their neighbors.48 When they become aware that their friends and neighbors don’t like the regime either, they are more likely to stand up and rebel. Or as Kuran has put it, “Public opinion starts to transform when, for elites, the cost of speaking the truth falls.”49
It’s possible that Americans are experiencing the phenomenon that Kuran describes: when our neighbors tell us they don’t trust institutions, we realize we don’t trust those institutions either. And between the 1960s and today, we have experienced social transformations that have caused the cost of speaking the truth to drop.
In the early 1960s, prior to the twin shocks of Vietnam and Watergate, the US press was remarkably deferential to power, especially presidential power. Michael Schudson argues that during that decade, “news coverage became at once more probing, more analytical, and more transgressive of conventional lines between public and private.”50 The press was aware of President Kennedy’s marital infidelities but buried stories about them, including one in which the president sexually assaulted a female reporter.51 By the time President Clinton was impeached for lying about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky, such deference to power, and willingness to turn a blind eye to personal failings, had shrunk significantly.*
Schudson argues that this change in behavior by the press was accompanied by a shift in “presence,” an awareness by leaders of institutions that the press was watching and willing to call out misbehavior. A rise in investigative journalism and analysis, where reporters focused less on newly discovered facts and more on explaining “the story behind the story,” led to the sense that the press was no longer one of the controlling institutions of society but a counterinstitution, watching the powerful and waiting to hold them to account.52
A critical press relies on an educated readership, and that’s what the United States and Britain created between 1950 and 1980. In 1950, 33 percent of the US population over 25 had completed some high school and only 3.3 percent had completed college.53 Now 90 percent of US students graduate from high school and 36 percent from college.54 The rise is even larger in Britain, with 3.4 percent attending university in 1950 to 49 percent in 2012.55
Shifts in trust from the 1960s to the present may reflect the transformation of an undereducated and compliant citizenry into one that’s better positioned, via education and access to information, to question institutions. Add another element—the rise of participatory media, the ability for people to share their opinion through social media and other online expression—and we have a recipe for overcoming Kuran’s preference falsification.
Feeling free to speak the truth as you see it has downsides. Previously, if you realized you no longer trusted the medical system, for instance, you would likely reach only a small audience with your thoughts. Now you’re able to find a community of antivaccination activists online, who are only too happy to reinforce your doubts and lead you to a selection of literature designed to confirm your hypotheses.
But the same mechanisms that allow medical misinformation to spread, bringing measles back to some US states, have also allowed survivors of a school shooting in Florida to lead a national movement of students demanding gun control. For better and for worse, shifts in journalism, education, and communications have helped create a population that is more skeptical, more engaged, less credulous, and less trusting.
While the Internet has amplified the spread of counternarratives, including false narratives, we can’t blame the Internet for the entire rise in mistrust. The time scales don’t line up. During the first major shift in trust during the 1970s, the Internet was an experimental academic technology used by fewer than several thousand individuals. Trust may be harder to recover in an Internet age than in the broadcast era, making institutions less resilient to losses of trust rooted in their public failings.
Years ago, when Francis Fukuyama theorized that trust was a base characteristic of a society’s values and Robert Putnam posited a relationship between trust and the breakdown of community ties, the British social scientist Pippa Norris offered a simpler solution: trust is easy to lose, and hard to regain, and institutional mistrust is usually the result of institutions underperforming. In a society increasingly aware of institutional failure and increasingly willing and able to call it out, Norris’s notion has strong appeal. Confidence in business and banks shrank dramatically after the global financial crisis of 2008. Confidence in the US government dropped when the George W. Bush administration proved unable to cope with the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina,56 and it may well decrease again once the costs of COVID-19 become clear. When you lose a wallet and no one returns it, you might lose trust for some time to come.
Norris’s theory carries with it the uncomfortable implication that there’s no easy way to reverse mistrust. We need to reform our institutions into ones that deserve our trust, and simultaneously to understand the civic dynamics of our post-trust world so we can work within it.
* The media’s treatment of Paula Jones’s accusation that Bill Clinton exposed himself to her suggests that this willingness to explore these stories was far from totally transformed.
Chapter 3
WHAT WE LOSE WHEN WE LOSE TRUST
WHEN SHE WAS A COLLEGE STUDENT, THE ESSAYIST SARAH Vowell became obsessed with the classic 1972 Francis Ford Coppola film The Godfather. While ostensibly studying art history in Holland, she took a thousand-mile detour to Sicily to visit Michael Corleone’s hometown, to eat cannoli and find a sense of direction and certainty she’d lost by leaving her small town and church for college and the secular world.
Instead, she found deep hostility. “Hunched, old men glared as if the sight of me was a vicious insult. I felt like a living, breathing faux pas.” Sheepishly, she realized her error: the central lesson of the film was to trust no one outside the family. La Cosa Nostra—“our thing”—implies that it’s for us and not for anyone else. That a girl from Oklahoma would find acceptance in rural Sicily was about as likely as Vowell being asked to head a New York crime family. She quickly returned to Amsterdam, perhaps before Fabrizio could betray her and place a bomb in her car.1
Sicily’s cultural differences from the rest of Italy, and stereotypes of the island as poor, violent, and backward, are rooted in its history. Palermo, its main city, was settled by the Phoenicians, a Levantine people who also settled regions of North Africa. Parts of the island were then conquered by Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Normans, French Angevins, Spanish Bourbons, Napoleon, and—only since 1860—Italians. The nineteenth-century scholar Leopoldo Franchetti placed the blame for Sicily’s peculiar development on Spanish Hapsburgs and Bourbons, whose loose grip on the distant island led to centuries of Sicilian inability to trust the law for fairness or protection. Rather than do the hard work of building a functioning state in a far-off island with challenging terrain and bad roads, Spanish administrators embraced a divide and conquer policy, actively working to keep Sicilians from trusting each other.2
The inability to trust anyone—your government, your neighbors, anyone outside your family—leads to everyday problems. What if you want to sell a cow? Diego Gambetta, Italy’s foremost scholar of mafias and criminal organizations, begins his book The Sicilian Mafia with a story about a vaccaro (cattle breeder) in Palermo.3 The breeder wants to cheat the butcher, and the butcher wants to cheat the breeder, but each needs to work with the other to sell the cow and turn it into meat. The solution: a third party who makes butcher and vaccaro agree and who takes a cut from each. That third party—a private source of trust and protection to make commerce possible—is the true origin of the Sicilian mafia, Gambetta argues.
It’s easy to misunderstand the mafia, he explains, in part because it’s so violent, so colorful, and such an apparently perverse way of organizing a society—in other words, such good cinema. But the mafia survives because it serves a real need: creating trust in economies that can’t trust official institutions. Gambetta discovered that, rather than “running” the drug trade or smuggling operations, the Sicilian mafia’s real function is to regulate markets and settle conflicts between people who can’t go to the police because their business itself is illegal. Historically, the mafia has functioned in Sicily as its own legal system—ordinamento giuridico—in a way that’s often complementary, not explicitly at odds, with the state. (It sometimes does remarkably well. A commission in Palermo explained that the low rate of drug overdose in the city was likely due to quality control of street drugs, enforced by the mafia.)
While it’s remarkable that Sicilians created the mafia as a solution to weaknesses in the state and interpersonal trust, it’s a lousy solution. Gambetta, a northern Italian, was fascinated by economic development in his home country, wondering why the South remained consistently underdeveloped while multinational companies sprouted up in the North. The disparity led Gambetta to study trust, hypothesizing that “the weakness of this social lubricant in the South could be at the source of its tenacious development difficulties.”4 While the mafia may provide trust as a private good, the endemic underdevelopment of southern Italy suggests that the cost is a high one. One economist estimates that the average business in Sicily pays 600 euros a month in pizzo—protection—and that the protection industry consumes 1.4 percent of the gross regional product.5
Francis Fukuyama’s ambitious 1995 book Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity offers an expanded theory of the economic implications of trust. Germany, Japan, and the United States have prospered because a strong culture of trust, nurtured through powerful civic institutions, allows economic actors to work together with little suspicion and high cooperation. Countries like France, South Korea, and Italy, Fukuyama argues, are built on strong family ties and often have difficulty extending bonds of trust beyond those rigid, often dysfunctional loyalties. Southern Italy in particular is a cautionary tale for Fukuyama. He sees the region as crippled by “amoral familism,” the zero-sum mentality that helping a stranger harms one’s own family. That attitude is antithetical to the cross-social bonds of trust that Fukuyama sees as essential for economic growth.6
Mistrust is expensive. And providing trust through other means, like private trust brokers, has unintended negative consequences, not limited to waking up with a severed horse head in your bed. However we interpret the rise of institutional mistrust in the United States—as the fault of Nixon’s criminality, Reagan and Thatcher’s attack on the state, inequality, or a transformed news industry—the consequences of mistrustful societies are not well known. But we need to understand them.
What happens to a society that defaults toward mistrust, rather than trust, in institutions? What happens to our power as citizens when we lose confidence that the prescribed methods of civic participation have real impact? Can we reverse this tide of mistrust? If we don’t, who benefits in a world of high mistrust?
Cases like the Sicilian mafia give us glimpses of social arrangements in high-mistrust societies. But these possibilities are more intriguing than predictive. Mafia-like organizations developed quite differently in China and Northern Ireland, societies with low trust but with different government, religious, and family structures at work. Indeed, the mafia isn’t even a phenomenon across Sicily, with some communities apparently immune to its influence. We can’t predict specific outcomes as we watch mistrust rise in US and European communities, but history and experimental research offer general rules we can use to anticipate what may come.
One rule the Sicily example illustrates: when we lose faith in institutions, the market often intervenes to provide services that those institutions are responsible for. Mistrust means we cede public functions to private actors. In a functioning state, police and courts protect people who are conducting (legal) business. In a dysfunctional state, providing protection becomes a commercial opportunity.
When the State Is No Longer in Charge
As the COVID-19 pandemic began to spread in Brazil, the world’s sixth most populous nation, its far-right president, Jair Bolsonaro, took a combative approach. He didn’t combat the virus, just anyone who suggested Brazilians should take it seriously. Describing the disease as “a little flu” and urging supporters to ignore social distancing guidelines,7 Bolsonaro may have outpaced Donald Trump in the sheer ignorance and dangerousness of his approach to the pandemic. In May 2020, as the virus spread more quickly in Brazil than in any other nation, an editorial in The Lancet described Bolsonaro as “perhaps the biggest threat” to successfully fighting the virus.8
While the Brazilian president was downplaying the risk of the virus, another group was taking COVID-19 precautions seriously: street gangs. In the Cidade de Deus favela of Rio, the community made famous in the 2002 film City of God, the Red Command street gang began enforcing an eight p.m. curfew designed to slow the spread of the disease. Loudspeakers mounted on vehicles snaked through the community, broadcasting instructions to stay home and warning, “We will do a curfew because no one is taking the disease seriously. Anyone found messing around or walking outside will be punished and made an example of. It is better to stay home and chill.”9
In another favela of Rio, traffickers ordered people not to walk on the streets in groups any larger than two; another gang handed out soap and placed signs asking residents to wash their hands before entering the favela. In Complexo de Maré, a favela near Río’s airport, gang leaders ordered shops and churches to shorten their operating hours, making an exception only for the local bakery.10
Favela dwellers are used to being ignored by Brazilian authorities, and gang members are a much more visible presence in many cariocas’ lives than the government is, but Bolsonaro’s unwillingness to take the disease seriously has created a unique situation. The gangs feel a real need to protect their members and their communities from a disease they take seriously, and the absence of the government provides them an opportunity to rebrand themselves not just as ruthless drug lords but as concerned members of the community.
When an institution fails, citizens will look toward whatever might take its place.
But it’s not always the idiosyncrasies of a populist leader that causes a state to abandon its responsibilities. Sometimes it can be an ideological choice.
The shift of services provided by state institutions to the private sector is a conscious strategy for many conservatives, a key part of the neoliberal project. Those who believe that big governments are inherently undesirable, and that providing services through markets is more virtuous, regard the loss of trust in government institutions as desirable. There’s no doubt that there are circumstances where the private sector offers better outcomes than do broken bureaucracies. Many African nations went from having less than one phone per one hundred people to sixty per hundred when private mobile phone operators displaced government-owned telephone companies.11
But running government like a business doesn’t always go so smoothly, especially when existing services are cut as a result. In 2008 the global financial crisis led the city of Colorado Springs to experience sharp declines in tax revenue. A bastion of fiscal conservatism, the city government decided not to raise taxes but to cut services. The parks department removed trash cans and put up signs telling citizens to remove their own litter. It also encouraged volunteers to bring their mowers to the parks, as city employees would cut the grass only twice a month.12 The city cut bus service on weekends and evenings, disproportionately impacting people who didn’t have their own cars to get to and from work. And in perhaps the most symbolic gesture, it turned off almost ten thousand streetlights, inviting residents to “adopt” a streetlight at the cost of $75 to $180 a year.13
The decision to run Colorado Springs like a business was initially popular with voters, who elected Steve Bach, a real estate broker who ran on his business sensibilities, as mayor. But the experiment proved unwieldy very quickly. Colorado Springs had trouble convincing businesses to relocate to the city, given concerns over public services. The streetlight experiment ended in a blaze of irony: disabled streetlights proved popular targets for copper “bugs,” thieves who stripped the poles of their wiring, assured that they wouldn’t be electrocuted in the process. Once the economy recovered and the city decided to turn the lights on again, they discovered that their effort to save a few hundred thousand dollars had led to $5 million in damage. At the end of Bach’s term, he was replaced by a new mayor who, while conservative, promised to raise taxes and restore services.14
The move of key civic functions—maintaining public spaces like parks and streets—from the government to the citizens shifts questions of accountability. Who’s responsible when your bus route shifts and leaves you with a long walk to the train you need to catch? In 2007 mySociety, a British organization dedicated to improving civic systems, launched a site, FixMyStreet, allowing citizens to report potholes and other issues so their local city council members could follow up and address them. The site became successful and beloved.
In 2011 mySociety launched FixMyTransport, and quickly discovered it had taken on a much harder problem. London transportation is the responsibility of dozens of bus companies, independent railway operators, boat services, and other entities, all under the management of Transport for London, a local government body. FixMyTransport had to maintain a massive database of email addresses for people at dozens of entities who might be responsible for fixing problems. If you reported a problem, rather than routing it to your local council, FixMyTransport had to warn you that posting your problem and waiting for it to be fixed was unlikely to work. The developers then turned the site into a community-building tool, hoping to recruit groups of people affected by the same problem to advocate for solutions. While FixMyStreet survives, mySociety gave up on FixMyTransport in early 2015. The thankless work of maintaining all the moving parts required to get London’s complex transportation challenges fixed remains.15
But while a complex web of private operators make reporting transit problems challenging in London, on certain issues citizens are finding it more effective to lobby corporations than governments. In the United States, after a mass gunman killed seventeen students and teachers in Parkland, Florida, a group of the surviving students took to social media to campaign for change in America’s peculiar attitudes toward guns. While protests at the Florida state house gained little initial traction—legislators chose to address mass shootings by passing a resolution that identified pornography as a public health threat—protests aimed at corporations very quickly returned results.16 Delta and United Airlines, rental car companies, banks, and insurers all ended discount programs for National Rifle Association members, under pressure of social-media-driven boycott campaigns.17 Dick’s Sporting Goods decided to stop selling assault-style rifles and raised the gun purchasing age in its stores from eighteen to twenty-one, responding to public pressure. Walmart, the nation’s largest gun seller, immediately followed suit. Within a week of the Parkland shooting, it was significantly harder to buy an assault rifle in the United States—and legislators had nothing to do with it.18
Mistrust encourages us to influence those we see as movable, not necessarily those most responsible for a problem. Rashad Robinson, executive director of the antiracism organization Color of Change, explains the logic of targeting campaigns on influencing corporations: “It’s about finding the strategic avenue and giving people the ability to feel useful, to feel like they make a difference. That is important in a democracy.”19
While Color of Change’s focus on efficacy is smart activism, it suggests serious and deep problems for participatory democracy. If Robinson is right that people are more likely to feel useful influencing brands rather than their elected representatives, our confidence in democratic institutions will fall further. Left unsaid is another uncomfortable question: what happens when neither democratic nor commercial institutions are well trusted?
Between 2015 and 2017, the St. Petersburg, Russia–based Internet Research Agency ran over three thousand different ads on Facebook, aimed at influencing the 2016 US presidential election and its immediate aftermath. Rather than advocating for Donald Trump or against Hillary Clinton, the ads focused on existing tensions in American society, around immigration, race, and religion.20 Despite their crude nature, the ads were often very effective in bringing people into the streets and into conflict. On May 21, 2016, the Facebook group Heart of Texas organized a rally at the Islamic Da’wah Center of Houston to “Stop Islamification of Texas.” Another Facebook group, United Muslims of America, held a “Save Islamic Knowledge” rally at the same place and time. Both groups had been created by Russian provocateurs working for the Internet Research Agency. Predictably, the rallies ended in verbal confrontations between supporters of each fictional group. The cost for all this chaos? Two hundred dollars in Facebook ads.21
US intelligence agencies have confirmed Russian interference in US elections and anticipate increasingly sophisticated efforts targeting elections in 2020.22 More important, the Trump administration has been slow to take significant proactive action against future Russian interference, possibly fearing that any acknowledgment of meddling in the 2016 election would call into question the legitimacy of the Trump presidency.
Not wanting to be blamed for the manipulation of subsequent US elections, social media companies like Google and Facebook are beginning to understand that they will be expected to protect their infrastructure from foreign interference. This leads to odd situations like a confidential meeting at Facebook headquarters between Christopher Krebs, undersecretary for the Department of Homeland Security, and officials from seven technology companies. Tech companies shared information on some of the strategies they were using to combat misinformation but were surprised when the government didn’t offer any insights of its own: “One attendee of the meeting said the encounter led the tech companies to believe they would be on their own to counter election interference.”23
Unfortunately, technology companies are experiencing their own moment of intense mistrust, sometimes referred to as the “techlash.” In the wake of the Cambridge Analytica scandal, where an academic researcher released data from his experiments to a political consultancy so that the pro-Brexit and Trump campaigns could segment Facebook users for targeted advertising, Facebook in particular came under intense scrutiny over their handling of users’ personal information. A Reuters/Ipsos poll in March 2018 found that only 41 percent of American adults trust Facebook to “obey laws that protect your personal information,” a much lower number than the majority who trusted platforms like Google, Amazon, and Apple.24
Trust in Facebook will likely slip even further as the company has refused to remove false political advertising from its system, arguing that political claims are a form of protected speech. It’s likely, as the media scholar Siva Vaidhyanathan explains, that Facebook is reluctant to position itself as the arbiter of truth in political debates around the world.25 But a defense of disinformation suggests Facebook might not solve the problem of online manipulation even as it stands to profit directly from it.
In other words, the responsibility for preventing future interference in US elections rests with a government whose leader refuses to acknowledge the problem and with technology companies that the left mistrusts for spreading fake news and the right, for constraining online speech. Shifting the burden of responsibility from one institution to another works only when the new institution is more trustworthy than the old one.
The Trouble with Transparency
Facebook’s primary response to this climate of mistrust has been to take steps toward transparency, beginning with a policy that requires political advertising to be labeled, giving users the ability to see who paid for a particular ad.26 Demanding increased transparency is a predictable and reasonable response to the problem of low trust in institutions.
Facebook had at least three reasons to release this information, two good and one bad. The simple act of revealing hidden data is designed to increase trust: See, we’ve got nothing to hide. Second, close scrutiny of the data will likely show that Facebook’s internal systems are usually working as they should—if we click on hundreds of disclosures on the platform, only to discover that the overwhelming majority of them are legitimate political ads and not Russian malfeasance, we may regain some of our trust that the system is working as it should. Third, efforts at transparency create reams of data that very rarely get interrogated or analyzed. From Facebook’s point of view, that may be an advantage—it gets credit for taking steps toward transparency, but any scandals will emerge only if a journalist or committed citizen has the time and resources to analyze the data released in detail.
A global movement toward transparency in government took its first steps in the 1950s, when American newspapers fought to open the secrecy of the wartime US government. Pressure from the American Society of Newspaper Editors led Congress to pass the Freedom of Information Act in 1966. The legislation helped spark a global movement to demand transparency and accountability from governments by requiring them to respond to requests for documents. A second wave of transparency enthusiasm developed in the mid-2000s, as advocacy organizations around the world adopted the Internet. The Obama administration embraced this wave but also muddied the language of “open government,” which had previously referred to governments releasing previously secret data. The Obama administration made available reams of government data that were open, usable, and utterly innocuous. Meanwhile a global movement toward open government data, complete with a multilateral task force (the Open Government Partnership) and widely funded both by governments and charitable foundations, made transparency one of the pillars of international development.
But opening government data has little to do with whether a government is, in fact, open. As the transparency activists Harlan Yu and David Robinson pointed out in a 2012 analysis of the Open Government movement, Hungary was able to open data about public transit in Budapest and Szeged at the same time that Viktor Orbán’s government lurched toward autocracy.27
Ukraine, after the 2014 pro-EU Euromaidan revolution ousted the pro-Russian president Viktor Yanukovych, experienced a whirlwind romance with transparency. When Yanukovych fled the country for Russia, he dropped boxes of his personal files into the reservoir near his palatial home, Mezhyhirya. Ukrainian journalists worked with divers to retrieve the boxes and used Yanukovych’s sauna to dry them, then photographed them and posted them online as “Yanukovychleaks.”28 The twenty-three thousand pages rescued were eventually handed off to the state prosecutor’s office, which opened twenty cases against Yanukovych and his family based on the evidence discovered.29 International funders like the Open Society Foundation* supported journalism and transparency organizations, hoping that Ukraine under the Euromaidan generation could be a beacon proclaiming the power of transparency.
But transparency works differently in low-trust societies than in ones with established high trust: it reveals the brokenness of existing institutions. The transparency revolution in Ukraine is an unfortunately classic case. In October 2016 new transparency legislation required Ukrainian politicians to disclose their assets in a searchable online database. Legislators disclosed that they owned millions of dollars in cash, collections of art and watches, fleets of expensive cars, and other luxuries that should be difficult to afford on parliamentary salaries that, until 2014, were about $280 a month.
The disclosures stoked disillusionment in the average Ukrainian. A soldier who’d volunteered to fight on Ukraine’s front lines in Crimea posted on Facebook, “I personally feel unwell. Or rather, like someone who has been beaten and is therefore unwell. I had no illusions about our political and official elite. But all the same, what’s come out is beyond the pale.”30 To elect less corrupt parliamentarians, Ukraine will need to pay officials better, but attempts to raise official pay have been rolled back due to the fact that corrupt officials are better paid than the average Ukrainian.31 Trust in government in Ukraine was lower in 2015, the year after Euromaidan, than it had been in 2005 and 2010, an abysmal 7 percent.32
Transparency as a strategy has further traps. Hillary Clinton’s legendary emails—hosted on a private server rather than in State Department email accounts—became an issue due to (vague, unclear) federal rules that required her to transfer her work emails to the National Archives and Records Administration.33 The scrutiny of those emails, and the proliferation of news stories about them in the run-up to the 2016 US presidential election, have persuaded many in government to minimize their use of email and rely on the phone or face to face conversations to transact business. Because US transparency laws are a hodgepodge, written mostly for the age of letters and memos, not informal text communications, there are dozens of ways to stay within the letter of transparency law while violating its spirit. The journalist Matt Yglesias observes that the easiest way for a White House official to avoid entering a meeting in the Secret Service logbook (which is a public document) is to simply meet someone across the street at a coffee shop: “In a world of imperfect transparency, the main effect of mandatory transparency is to push people into workarounds.”34
The most worrisome unintended consequence of transparency is apophenia, defined by Swiss psychologist Peter Brugger as the “pervasive tendency . . . to see order in random configurations,” to be “overwhelmed by meaningful coincidences” that falsely appear to betray a deeper pattern.35 Conspiracy theorists suffer from apophenia, and well-meaning efforts at transparency have added to the availability of raw material in which they find those “meaningful coincidences.”
When Clinton emails were found on the laptop of disgraced Democratic congressman Anthony Weiner, a Twitter user claimed that Weiner was being investigated for child exploitation, and that Clinton and her team were involved with a vast child trafficking ring. When WikiLeaks, an organization that has portrayed itself as focused on technologies for transparency, released emails that had been illegally obtained from Clinton aide John Podesta, Internet users concocted a theory Podesta wasn’t only a Democratic Party insider but also a secret pedophile child trafficker. The evidence: references to “pizza” in Podesta’s emails, which online sleuths read as “cheese pizza,” which they argued was code for “child pornography.” The pizza references led conspiracists to research Comet Ping Pong Pizza, a popular restaurant and music venue in Washington, whose owner had contributed to Democratic causes. After weeks of speculation about what might be hidden within Comet Ping Pong and neighboring businesses—kill rooms, underground tunnels, satanism, cannibalism—Edgar Welch, a twenty-eight-year-old from North Carolina, arrived at the pizza parlor with a handgun and assault rifle, planning to “self-investigate” the dungeons below. Welch fired three shots, discovered that there was no basement to the pizzeria, and was arrested.36
Despite the apparent absurdity of the Pizzagate conspiracy, the core idea—that senior Democratic Party officials profit from child trafficking—resurfaced in the QAnon conspiracy, which seems custom-designed to exploit apophenia and mistrust. “Q,” who claims to be a member of Donald Trump’s inner circle, communicates with his followers by posting cryptic questions (“crumbs”) on the 8chan and 8kun anonymous message boards. Q’s followers (“bakers”) investigate Q’s questions, picking through media stories for details that fit a narrative in which Trump is about to arrest Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton for running a child sex ring.
Believing that opposition politicians are criminals requires a deep distrust in the legitimacy of institutions, but both Pizzagate and QAnon additionally draw on the availability of data and news that can be interpreted to support these complex clandestine narratives. In the mind of a determined conspiracy theorist, data released by governments as well as data leaked from other sources becomes raw material for connections, a sky full of unordered stars ready to be sorted into constellations.
Mistrust and Disengagement
Thankfully, not everyone responds to conditions of high mistrust by adopting complex conspiracies and investigating them with guns in hand. The most common reaction to high mistrust in institutions is disengagement. Roberto Stefan Foa and Yascha Mounk, whose research on the World Values Survey suggests a “deconsolidation of democracy” and a rising tolerance for authoritarianism, also see evidence that young people are less interested in politics. There’s always been a gap between Americans older than thirty five and those younger in terms of their interest in politics. In 1990 the gap was 10 percentage points between older and younger Americans who reported themselves as “fairly” or “very” interested in politics (63 versus 53 percent). Twenty years later that gap has expanded to 26 percentage points (67 versus 41 percent), mostly due to a sharp drop in interest among young people. The pattern is similar in Europe, where the difference in interest in politics between young and old expanded from a 4-point gap to a 14-point gap in the last two decades (from 52 versus 28 percent in 1990 to 52 versus 38 percent in 2010.)
One way this decreasing interest in politics emerges is the decrease in voter turnout. While Americans are used to being scolded for our poor turnout rates, those rates have been roughly stable (and poor, some of the worst in the OECD) since the 1950s. Europe is another, uglier story. The Voter Turnout Database, an international effort to study voting trends globally, reports a significant fall in voter turnout from the 1980s to 2015, dropping from 76 to 66 percent. (Rates had been much more stable over the previous four decades, falling only from 78 to 76 percent between 1940 and 1980.) Much of this decline can be attributed to Europe, where the fall in voting rates is especially sharp in post-Communist countries. There enthusiasm for elections waned quickly, dropping an average of 20 percentage points since the fall of the Soviet Union. But the mature democracies of western Europe have not gone unscathed: turnout has fallen 10 percentage points in the same interval.37 This trend reversed somewhat in 2019, where attacks on the concept of the European Union by the UK Brexit campaign likely led more voters to the EU polls.
Despite the mobilization due to Brexit, there is evidence of rising disinterest in politics via disengagement from political parties. More Americans (37 percent) now identify as independents than with either major political party (30 percent each for Democrats and Republicans.) In Britain’s 1951 election, 97 percent of voters chose from their two major parties; by 2009, only 60 percent did. Britain in particular has seen a steep slide in party membership, from nearly 4 million combined across the big parties in the 1950s, down to less than half a million in 2010 despite a steady population size.38 France and Italy have seen less dramatic but also significant, declines, losing between one- and two-thirds of their party members in the past three decades, and the average European party has seen its membership cut in half since 1980.39
The exception to the trend in declining party membership has been on the far right, among parties whose views have historically been outside the mainstream of political discourse. Founded in 2013, the populist and nationalist Alternative for Germany (AfD) became Germany’s largest opposition party in the Bundestag in 2017. Italy’s anti-immigrant Northern League became the nation’s third most popular party in the 2018 elections, and leader Matteo Salvini became the nation’s deputy prime minister. One way to understand the rise of these parties is that an expansion of the ideological spectrum to voters is encouraging increased participation. Another way is to see these parties as the result of protest votes. Their leaders invariably identify themselves as fighting “politics as usual,” and their positions usually include withdrawing from the European Union. Voter support for AfD, the Northern League, or Marine Le Pen’s National Front may reflect mistrust in government more than faith in the existing party system.
If mistrust in government is leading people—and especially young people—away from political parties, political news, and polling places, protests provide evidence that many young people remain engaged with civics if not with political processes. The wave of protests that swept the globe after 2010, when Tunisian citizens threw out dictator Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali and sparked the Arab Spring, has been a wave of antipolitics and antipower, focused more on ousting those who control broken institutions than on proposing specific fixes. Inspired by the overthrow of governments in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, anti-austerity protests brought as many as one in seven Spaniards into the streets as part of the Indignados movement in May 2011. Occupy Wall Street began in that fall, expanding into a global movement with protests in nearly a thousand cities.40 A protest over the redevelopment of Gezi Park in Istanbul turned into months of protests across Turkey. Lebanon’s protests in 2019 brought hundreds of thousands of protesters into the streets across sectarian lines and succeeded in ousting the prime minister, while Hong Kong’s resistance to Chinese authority through the figure of Carrie Lam is bringing a generation of youth into the streets. The women’s march in the US vastly overshadowed Trump’s inauguration in terms of turnout. Protest seems to be emerging as an alternative to engagement through conventional politics.
The outcome of these protests, however, has generally been disappointing. The hopes of the Arab Spring have faded in most of the affected countries: Libya and Syria slid into war and Egypt into military dictatorship. Turkey’s summer of protest was overshadowed by a coup attempt in 2016 and a descent into authoritarian rule, cemented by President Erdog˘an’s decisive victory in 2018 polls.41 Occupy’s signature achievement of getting citizens to discuss inequality was undercut by the 2016 election of a US president whose chief ambition appears to be increasing inequality and whose chief qualification is his (disputed) status as a billionaire. Even Lebanon’s victory rings hollow, as the movement’s slogan, “Everyone means everyone,” demands a wholesale transformation of the country’s political culture, which remains unlikely. While Prime Minister Saad Hariri has resigned, his successor is another member of the administration, the former education minister, and Lebanon’s political elite remains firmly entrenched.
A scholar of—and participant in—the Gezi Park protests, Zeynep Tufekci, offers one possible explanation for the apparent weakness of protests in achieving lasting change: it’s much easier to organize a protest than it used to be. Calling people into the streets is trivially easy, she argues, using tools like Facebook and Twitter, platforms that recruit and document protests simultaneously. But because it’s easier to bring people into the streets, a movement that mobilizes one hundred thousand people today is likely to be much more fragile and inexperienced than one that achieved that turnout in the 1970s. Authoritarians like Erdog˘an understand this and are less threatened and influenced by protests than they would have been in decades past.42
The Bulgarian political scientist Ivan Krastev offers an even darker interpretation of the rising trend toward protest: “Citizens are losing trust in democratic institutions not because these institutions are less efficient or more corrupt, but because we have lost our power to influence them.” The people in the streets are powerless because the institutions themselves are often powerless to make the changes protesters demand. If the governments of Greece or Spain had taken steps to end economic austerity measures, global financial markets would have quickly punished them by (further) downgrading their bonds. The uncomfortable truth for these protesters is that they are wise in their lack of trust: their governments have far less policy-making power over economic issues than do faceless, voterless global markets. As a result, “many of the participants aren’t protesting specific governmental policies so much as they are expressing a general belief that powerful interests have captured democratic institutions in many Western democracies and that citizens are powerless to bring change. Not surprisingly, a growing number of people tend to vote for protest or extreme parties.”43
If Krastev and Tufekci are right, it may explain why a decade-long wave of global protests crashed and dissipated into foam. Despite the comparative ease of organizing protests and the compelling logic of protesting mistrusted institutions, for protests to achieve change, they require that institutions can be influenced and have the power to meet protesters’ demands. Leaders have learned, Tufekci suggests, that that activist presence in the streets means less than we hope it does. And those leaders, Krastev suggests, often can’t do what we want them to, even if they listen. Those who invoke the March on Washington during America’s civil rights struggle as a high point for protest and social change would do well to remember that it was a march on Washington, specifically a very receptive Washington. Without a receptive audience in Presidents Kennedy and later Johnson, who were willing to pressure Congress to make meaningful changes, protesters would have found themselves pushing on an immovable object.
Without trust in the presidency, parliament, or other government institutions, it’s not clear how long protesters will continue to push. In the United States, more baby boomers (1 in 11) reported participating in protests than millennials (1 in 15). (In Europe, more protesters are young, but fewer of today’s youth participate in protests than previous cohorts did at the same age.)44
Mistrust May Mobilize the Right and Disengage the Left
For all the concerns raised about declining participation in both conventional and unconventional civics, it’s fair to observe that the left is having a harder time mobilizing mistrust than the right is. The Tea Party movement, whose protests in 2009 led to a wave of conservative congressional candidates in 2010 and to a federal shutdown over the national debt in 2011, was an explicitly antitax, antigovernment spending movement that rallied members with language about institutional mistrust. While the Tea Party’s emphasis on the deficit and shrinking government power seems a long time ago and a galaxy far away from the Trumpist Republican Party, its populist power still gives mainstream Republican politicians nightmares. The Brexit campaign in Britain heavily leveraged mistrust in the institutions of the European Union to persuade Britons that they would be better going it alone. Viktor Orbán and Andrzej Duda have cemented power in Hungary and Poland respectively through campaigns that have relied heavily on skepticism about the European Union and on conspiracy theories that see their nations threatened by international institutions. Along with disengagement from these institutions, many citizens seem to react to high levels of mistrust by supporting right-wing policies, especially nationalist stances on issues like migration.
Returning to the insurrectionist-institutionalist distinction discussed in Chapter 1, it’s worth noting that the movements that have gained power are right insurrectionist movements, not right institutionalist movements. In Britain, David Cameron lost control of his party and the prime ministership when a large percentage of Conservative voters sided with the insurrectionist United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) to demand Brexit. American institutionalist Republicans like Jeb Bush were crushed in the 2016 Republican primaries, and the split between pro-Trump insurrectionists and Never-Trumper institutionalists threatened to tear the party apart. To the dismay of institutionalist conservatives, their parties in the United States and Britain have moved further to the insurrectionist right. British prime minister Theresa May’s cabinet suffered defections from two senior leaders who believed her approach to Brexit was too accommodating, after which she was forced to yield to the more extreme Boris Johnson. President Trump has been unswayed by Republicans who wanted compromise with Democrats on immigration, instead deferring to those who support the stricter policies favored by his base.
Historically, insurrection has been more closely associated with liberal than with conservative movements. From the American and French revolutions to the Russian Revolution, the conservatives are usually the ones trying to stay in power rather than campaigning to overturn the established order. But there are at least two reasons why a current spirit of rising insurrectionism should favor the right.
In 1960 Arizona senator Barry Goldwater published The Conscience of a Conservative, a stunningly popular book—it sold half a million copies in its first five months—that established a core ideological tenet for American conservatives.45 For Goldwater, “Politics is the art of achieving the maximum amount of freedom for individuals that is consistent with the maintenance of social order.”46 With this formulation, Goldwater united two ideological camps—libertarians concerned with freedom from government interference and cultural conservatives resistant to social change—and tied their concerns to a fierce opposition to Communism. While Goldwater was crushed in the 1964 presidential election, the rise of conservatism combined with the explicitly racist “Southern Strategy” led Richard Nixon to power in 1968 and to two decades of Republican near-dominance of American politics.
Prior to Goldwater, Republican leaders had been exemplified by Dwight D. Eisenhower, a committed institutionalist, building the interstate highway system and expanding Social Security. After Goldwater, Republicans seeking office made explicit promises to limit the role of government and dismantle institutions.47 By the time the Tea Party arrived to yoke the language and imagery of the American Revolution to small government and lowered taxes, the Republican Party had been staggering toward the anti-institution pole for decades, in part inspired by the neoliberal project in Britain.
There’s no clear parallel to Goldwater in the American left. To the extent that Bernie Sanders advanced an insurrectionist agenda in his 2016 and 2020 presidential campaigns, his signature policy proposal—government-provided health care—is an idea that centers on massive, trusted institutions. Elizabeth Warren’s endless policy prescriptions see government as a powerful regulatory force, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, emergent bête noire of the American right, advocates legislation that would be comfortable within most centrist European parties. Right-wing media and activists routinely paint all three politicians as socialists.
After decades of antigovernment rhetoric, American conservatives may be more receptive to insurrectionism than the left. But declining trust in institutions may be tilting them toward a particular flavor of insurrectionism: nationalist authoritarianism. A world in which institutions are failing to protect us from attack, is a scary world. Research suggests that fear plays a strong role in a person’s political viewpoint and orientation. A 2011 study by the neuroscientist Ryota Kanai at University College London found that young adults who identify as conservative have structurally different brains from those who identify as liberals: they have a larger right amygdala, a part of the brain associated with emotion processing, especially anxiety and fear responses.48 Brain differences, which may underpin fear and ideology, begin at very young ages. R. Chris Fraley and colleagues at the University of Illinois found some correlation between children who showed fearful behavior when they were four years old and their political identification as adults, with the more fearful children identifying as conservative in adulthood. (The authors also found a stronger correlation between less permissive “authoritarian parenting” and conservative identification.)49
The social psychologist John Bargh has an elegant demonstration of the ways fear can affect political ideology. He invited a set of liberals and conservatives into a lab and led them through an exercise in which they imagined themselves with superpowers. Some had the ability to fly; others imagined themselves as invulnerable to harm. Those who imagined flying tested predictably on a questionnaire about political indicators—those who identified as Republicans were more conservative and resistant to social change. But among those who’d been primed to think about invulnerability—a prompt to encourage the unconscious to suppress fear responses—Republicans responded more like Democrats. Bargh argues that this is a possible technique for converting conservatives into liberals: “The boiling water of our social and political attitudes, it seems, can be turned up or down by changing how physically safe we feel.”50
Our contemporary political and media environment is designed to activate fear. Commercial news media need attention to survive, and stories about crime, terrorism, and violence feature disproportionately, as these problems generate fear, and fear generates views.51 Those views keep advertising dollars flowing. The elected authoritarians that rule Russia, Hungary, and the Philippines generated and rode waves of fear to power. And stoking fear that our existing institutions are not protecting us against threats from immigrants is core to the political strategies that have put Viktor Orbán in power in Hungary and Donald Trump in the United States. The right insurrectionist strategy of replacing slow, careful bureaucratic institutions with a strong leader is one that presents itself explicitly as an answer to fears.
Everything Is PR
The predictable responses to mistrust—engagement only where we feel we are making a difference, the transfer of public functions to private entities, transparency, disengagement, and fear—all present significant challenges to a culture of healthy civic engagement. Unfortunately, a more daunting challenge has emerged as a consequence of mistrust: the loss of a single collective reality.
Well before the election of President Trump, Americans’ trust in the institution of journalism had fallen precipitously from the heights it enjoyed after ousting President Nixon after Watergate. But Trump’s election brought the unprecedented spectacle of a US president attacking the press as the “enemy of the people,”52 while at the same time social-media-based campaigns to manipulate public opinion during the UK’s Brexit campaign and the US presidential election came to light. Fake news, a term originally coined to describe fabricated media that appealed to political prejudices, was adopted by Trump to describe any media critical of himself.53 These sustained attacks on the media are having an effect. A 2018 Gallup/Knight study found that while 54 percent of Democrats had a favorable view of the media, only 15 percent of Republicans did. Ninety-one percent of Republicans saw “a fair amount” or “a great deal” of political bias in news, while 42 percent of Republicans believe that accurate stories that cast a politician in an unfavorable light constitute “fake news.”54 In this media environment, Republicans and Democrats are having a hard time agreeing on what they can believe about their nation.
President Trump’s behavior has not improved the situation. He shocked many Americans, including some in his own administration, by affirming his belief that Putin had told the truth in asserting that Russia did not interfere with the 2016 US presidential election. At that point many prominent Republicans broke with the president. The late Republican senator John McCain termed Trump’s press conference “one of the most disgraceful performances by an American president in memory.”55 The conservative columnist George Will declared Trump “America’s child president” and a “sad, embarrassing wreck of a man.”56
Other Republicans touted Trump’s performance as a work of genius. Senator Mike Rounds of South Dakota offered the theory that Trump was playing chess, while other leaders were playing checkers: “The president just looked right back at [Putin] and with the same straight face . . . basically sent a message: ‘If you can sit here and tell me that with a straight face and that’s what it takes it to move forward in other negotiations, I most certainly can match you on this, and in fact I can stand here and say, ‘Of course you didn’t do it,’ even though we all know that [you did].’ ” The senator explained further, “So to me, Mr. Putin tried to tell the whopper with a straight face and President Trump basically laid out, ‘You wanna play that game? Fine. I can do the same thing because we all know you did.’ ”57
It’s possible to point to Senator Rounds as an example of the Republican Party’s craven support for a leader who’s an extremely effective tool for forwarding its partisan ambitions. But the peculiar phenomenon of praising an apparent misstep as a strategy is reminiscent of Hannah Arendt’s observations of how totalitarian leaders use propaganda, as expressed in her masterwork, The Origins of Totalitarianism:
The totalitarian mass leaders based their propaganda on the correct psychological assumption that, under such conditions, one could make people believe the most fantastic statements one day, and trust that if the next day they were given irrefutable proof of their falsehood, they would take refuge in cynicism; instead of deserting the leaders who had lied to them, they would protest that they had known all along that the statement was a lie and would admire the leaders for their superior tactical cleverness.58
In other words, by constructing a reality in which he lies all the time—and forces his supporters to accept, defend, and explain those lies—Trump guarantees that his strongest defenders will see his most shocking statements as an example of “tactical cleverness” rather than either lack of conviction or incompetence.
We might be tempted to see Trump’s deployment of “fake news” as a form of “working the ref,” making it less likely that criticism will stick and that his supporters will see controversies not as presidential missteps but as the work of a biased press. Trump has confirmed as much, telling the veteran CBS journalist Lesley Stahl, “You know why I do it? I do it to discredit you all and demean you all, so when you write negative stories about me no one will believe you.”59 But something more complex and dangerous is going on as well.
“Organized lying,” as Arendt termed it in her 1971 essay about The Pentagon Papers,60 can have a specific goal in politics: it removes the stable ground from under people’s feet, leading the public to be cynical about any news they encounter: “In an ever-changing, incomprehensible world the masses had reached the point where they would, at the same time, believe everything and nothing, think that everything was possible and nothing was true.”61
What purpose does this destabilization provide? The totalitarian leader, Arendt argues, satisfies the need for logic and order by providing a coherent, usually fictitious narrative that explains the world as it is. For the Nazis, the narrative was that a cabal of Jewish bankers wanted to rule the world, subjugating Germans in the process. Trump’s world, in which a “deep state” works to thwart him and his only defense is his personal leadership, provides his supporters with a similar narrative.
It’s uncomfortable to invoke Arendt precisely because she was writing about her own experiences with Nazi Germany; a well-known corollary to Godwin’s Law suggests that whoever invokes comparisons to Hitler has both ended and lost an argument.62 Furthermore, by Arendt’s definitions, Trump lacks the world-conquering ambitions and philosophical coherence to be a totalitarian. He is likely a mere autocrat. But Arendt offers useful insights to explore the unfamiliar and dangerous territory that unfolds when a political leader systemically works to undermine reality as we know it.
The trick of the totalitarian, Arendt explains, is that his internally consistent, fictitious world is one in which his prophetic knowledge and leadership lead him to win, again and again. So long as he wins elections, consolidates power, and weathers scandals, his fiction is proven right to his adherents: “It is not the truthfulness of the Leader’s words but the infallibility of his actions which is the basis for the structure. Without it and in the heat of a discussion which presumes fallibility, the whole fictitious world of totalitarianism goes to pieces, overwhelmed at once by the factuality of the real world which only the movement steered in an infallibly right direction by the Leader was able to ward off.”63 Certain realities—those that challenge the leader’s infallibility—have to be denied. Fortunately, “in a totally fictitious world, failures need not be recorded, admitted, and remembered. Factuality itself depends for its continued existence upon the existence of the non-totalitarian world.”64
Arendt’s analysis of the totalitarian leader suggests fragility; his infallibility can shatter if it is exposed to the truth. But contemporary disinformation campaigns can be much more resilient than the disinformation Arendt studied.
In Russia, Peter Pomerantsev had a front-row seat to Vladimir Putin’s rise to power, working as a television producer between 2001 and 2010. A Russian speaker, born in Ukraine but raised in Britain, Pomerantsev was knowledgeable enough about Russian society to understand what he was seeing, and he was sufficiently distant from his colleagues to offer a critical view. It’s no accident that the book he wrote describing these years is titled Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible, a light rewording of Arendt’s famous phrase.
Pomerantsev hoped to make documentaries in Russia that focused on the struggles of everyday citizens to navigate a post-Communist reality. He quickly discovered that it was nearly impossible to get the films onto the air. Russian audiences fell hard for reality television, and the stations he worked for wanted stories of love and riches, not of loss and suffering. For Pomerantsev, reality television became a metaphor for modern Russia: a narrative that’s compelling and that everyone knows isn’t true but is engrossing and ultimately important nevertheless. His book explores the ways in which Russian politics is scripted, with fake opposition parties controlled by the Kremlin, monitored by government-controlled nongovernmental organizations and a farcical judiciary. “This isn’t a country in transition,” Pomerantsev concludes, “but some sort of postmodern dictatorship that uses the language and institutions of democratic capitalism for authoritarian ends.”65
A critical control mechanism of the Russian state under Putin is the news media, argues Pomerantsev, which are more than a government mouthpiece. RT, the government’s English-language network designed for broadcast abroad, is an odd mishmash of conflicting perspectives and extreme views, featuring everyone from Julian Assange of WikiLeaks to Larry King, formerly of CNN. The station also provides generous time for European far-right leaders, antiglobalists, and Occupiers and other leftists, and a healthy dose of conspiracy theory—one of the first stories RT ran after launching RT America in 2010 was titled “911 Reasons Why 9/11 Was (Probably) an Inside Job.”66 The network’s slogan is “Question More,” and Pomerantsev observes that RT’s job may be to get people to question everything they encounter, domestically and internationally. While domestic television devotes substantial time to praising Putin’s efforts, Russian television focuses heavily on rumormongering, inventing a forthcoming fascist takeover in Ukraine to justify annexing Crimea, or undermining opposition candidates.
Pomerantsev’s savvy media industry friends have lived for years in a media environment they don’t trust. After sustained exposure to the unceasing mix of opinion, misinformation, and disinformation, they are untroubled. “ ‘Over the last twenty years we’ve lived through a communism we never believed in, democracy and defaults and mafia state and oligarchy, and we’ve realized they are illusions, that everything is PR.’ ‘Everything is PR’ has become the favorite phrase of the new Russia; my Moscow peers are filled with a sense that they are both cynical and enlightened.”67
While Pomerantsev’s enlightened friends don’t believe anything they read or see, they know with perfect certainty who’s in charge in Russia. An opposition leader like Alexei Navalny can challenge Putin on corruption, lawbreaking, election rigging, and other sins, but in an environment where everything must be questioned, some Russians have questioned his very survival—at least until his apparent poisoning in August 2020. What remains in Russia is a sense that individual citizens lack any control and a simultaneous sense that it is all part of Putin’s grand plan, that the leader holds all the strings and is a superlative genius manipulating every aspect of the political, media, and social system.
When former US secretary of state Madeleine Albright invokes fascism to express her concerns about the rise of authoritarians in Europe and of Trump in the United States, she is careful to moderate her comparisons. Albright notes that North Korea, which exists in a highly militarized state of constant emergency, is probably the only true fascist state in the world today: for all her concerns, the United States, and even Russia, are far from Nazi Germany or Mussolini’s Italy.68 But considering the patterns of fascist states is helpful, if only because we know so little about what consequences sustained attacks on truth might have. Can a nation that can’t agree on reality govern itself democratically?
What Comes After Mistrust
Whether the United States, Britain, and other high-mistrust nations are heading toward a future that looks like Russia or like Sicily, high mistrust has serious consequences for civic life: disengagement and possibly authoritarianism and ethnonationalism. The obvious question is how people who are committed to open societies should react.
And here the situation gets tricky, especially for those on the political left. If leaders like Trump are gaining ground due to mistrust, isn’t the logical response to oppose any attempts to denigrate and weaken institutions? If the right is benefiting disproportionately from insurrectionism, isn’t the wisest response to become passionate and effective institutionalists?
Embracing institutions would be the answer if Trump, Johnson, and others had precipitated mistrust in institutions instead of merely benefiting from it. The conservative commentator David Brooks has suggested that Trump is the wrong answer to the right question. That question, Brooks believes, is how Americans should deal with upheavals and social shifts like globalization.69 More broadly, the question is how people should react when faced with institutions that appear to be both ill-equipped to cope with contemporary realities and unable to reform themselves. Rebellion, whether it takes the form of exiting the European Union or electing an unqualified narcissist to the presidency, seems like an answer to the question of widespread mistrust, even if it’s a bad answer. Asking people to respond to the contemporary moment by redoubling their commitment to institutions that they mistrust, and that sometimes have failed them, seems like wishful thinking.
At the same time, these institutions are best positioned to sustain what remains of democracy. The challenge is to support and celebrate those doing the hard, and increasingly reviled, work within bureaucracies to protect rights and deliver services, without losing track of how we got here. We can’t just work to help people recover trust in institutions. The slide in confidence is a generational one, and we can’t wait a generation or two to begin to engage with institutions. We know that mistrust leads to disengagement, and we cannot afford decades in which people choose to disengage from democracy.
Instead, we must transform the institutions we have, even as we build new movements and new approaches to tackle the challenges our societies face. What the consequences of mistrust make clear is that we need a new toolkit for some very old problems.
Sicily, where we began this chapter, isn’t a bad place to start exploring this new civics. While generations of Sicilian governments have tried unsuccessfully to combat organized crime, and many individuals have paid with their lives, the Mafia may be starting to lose its grip over the islands. Addiopizzo—“Goodbye, protection money”—is a grassroots organization formed in Palermo in 2004 by a group of youth who were considering starting a restaurant. As they built projections for their enterprise, someone pointed out that they would need to budget for protection money. Their conversation turned to frustration with the Mafia, and they launched an anonymous protest, covering the city with stickers that read Un intero popolo che paga il pizzo è un popolo senza dignità, “people who pay the protection money are people without dignity.”70
More than a decade later, you can take Addiopizzo tours of Palermo, led by guides who steer you to stores and attractions that have stopped paying protection. These stores advertise with a red X marked “Addiopizzo” in their windows. Remarkably, the Mafia has realized that intimidating businesses that have joined the campaign would be counterproductive and has left most of them alone. Members of the movement work closely with hundreds of businesses and have started their own ventures to broaden the work. When restaurants realized they needed a pizzo-free supermarket to shop at, a movement member invested his life’s savings in launching Punto Pizzofree. The Addiopizzo movement itself has no visible leaders or spokespeople, just dozens of activists working to change both the economics and the culture of Palermo. The expanded toolkit that Addiopizzo is using, focused on markets and norms as much as on law, suggests that one response to pervasive mistrust is to broaden your mind about what constitutes civics and change.
* In the interests of full disclosure, I am a consultant to and former board member of the Open Society Foundation.
Chapter 4
THE LEVERS OF CHANGE
ON OCTOBER 15, 2017, THE ACTOR ALYSSA MILANO TWEETED, “If you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet.” She replied to her own tweet a moment later, with the phrase “me too.”1
Within a day, there were over forty thousand responses to that tweet, many of which Milano responded to:
@brearei23: “#MeToo and I’m still not ok. And it’s affected me with everything I do. It has broken me and I’m trying to pick up the pieces still”
@alyssa: “I understand. I’m standing with you.”
Milano posted her tweet ten days after her fellow actor Ashley Judd accused Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein of sexually harassing her. Judd reported that Weinstein had invited her to his hotel room for a meeting and subsequently asked her to give him a massage and to watch him shower. Her account, along with those of several of Weinstein’s former employees and actors he worked with, was published in The New York Times on October 5. The coverage of Weinstein’s behavior led to a wave of accusations from other women he had worked with. Weinstein’s ouster from the company he had founded with his brother followed soon after, as did a lifetime ban from film and television production bodies in the United States within a month of the Times article.2
In the next few weeks, dozens of famous and powerful men—actor Kevin Spacey, sports doctor Larry Nassar, comedian Louis C.K., Senate candidate Roy Moore, radio host Garrison Keillor, television host Matt Lauer, record executive Russell Simmons, Senator Al Franken—were publicly accused of sexual harassment, and many lost their jobs. Judd’s accusations against Weinstein had opened the floodgates in the entertainment industry, but Milano’s tweet opened the movement to women everywhere.3
The #MeToo movement started well before Milano, Judd, and Weinstein. Milano credits a friend on Facebook with urging her to use the phrase “Me too,” but it had been coined over a decade earlier. In 2006 the activist Tarana Burke founded #MeToo as a grassroots movement to provide “empowerment through empathy” for survivors of sexual violence in underprivileged communities “where rape crisis centers and sexual assault workers weren’t going.”4
Burke’s motivations for Me Too went back to 1996, when she had been working as youth director of a camp that served underprivileged children. After an all-girls bonding session at the camp, a thirteen-year-old girl asked to speak with Burke privately. She told Burke about the sexual abuse she was suffering at the hands of her mother’s boyfriend. Burke felt intensely uncomfortable and directed her to another female counselor who could “help her better.” In that moment, Burke saw the vulnerability and openness that the girl had offered her close down, and she realized this girl might never reveal these experiences to another person again.5
What Burke had wanted to tell the girl was: “Me too.” Ten years later, as an experienced activist who had launched a health nonprofit, Just Be, Inc., Burke launched Me Too as a movement, focusing on helping young women of color tell their stories about sexual abuse, assault, and harassment, then expanding it to support grown women when it became clear they needed to be heard as well.6 For years, Burke had toiled in obscurity, musing that she’d had trouble even giving away T-shirts that said “Me too.” Milano’s tweet thrust her into the spotlight, and she wasn’t initially thrilled: “ ‘Social media,’ she says, laughing at the understatement, ‘is not a safe space. I thought: this is going to be a fucking disaster.’ ”7
As #MeToo gained momentum, it looked like the grassroots movement Burke had built might be forgotten as Milano and other celebrities took up the banner, but Burke and Milano appeared together on the Today show after Time magazine featured the #MeToo movement as 2017 Person of the Year. Still, many have pointed out that the Time cover featured mostly white actresses and not the movement’s Black progenitor. Burke has focused less on this exclusion and more on the ways that attention is a form of privilege: “ ‘Now that I have it, I’m trying to use it responsibly,’ she says. ‘But if it hadn’t come along I would be right here, with my fucking Me Too shirt on, doing workshops and going to rape crisis centers.’ ”8
#MeToo is a different kind of movement. Sexual assault and harassment have been illegal for years, so its main demands are for changes not in law but in norms. Both Milano and Burke articulated an experience that many—possibly most—women have had, of being sexually abused, assaulted, or harassed and afterward remaining silent. As the case against Weinstein unfolded, it became clear that women have powerful reasons for their silence, including threats of lawsuits, restrictive nondisclosure agreements, and a practice of “catch and kill” in which news organizations pay women for their stories, then fail to publish them to protect powerful men. But powerful cultural norms come into play as well. The movement that Judd, Milano, Burke, and others launched encouraged women to share their experiences, even if the only detail they could share was the phrase “Me too.” That phrase alone helped people understand how pervasive the problem of sexual harassment and assault is.
Americans of my generation have a tendency to compare contemporary social movements to the pivotal movements of the 1950s and ’60s, the civil rights and antiwar movements. In this calculus, contemporary movements inevitably come up wanting. Criticizing online activism in 2010, Malcolm Gladwell concluded that civil disobedience—as exemplified by the 1960 sit-in at a Woolworth’s lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina—was the product of strong ties between close friends. Since the ties that the Internet builds are weak, he argued, Internet activism is necessarily impoverished: “Fifty years after one of the most extraordinary episodes of social upheaval in American history, we seem to have forgotten what activism is.”9
For Gladwell, activism is about individuals subjecting themselves to the risk of arrest or assault to support their beliefs. Activism takes place in public, in the street or at the lunch counter. Movements are hierarchically organized, with visible leaders and clear responsibilities for all participants. It’s a long, slow process of challenging oppression until those in power recognize the righteousness of the cause and are forced to do something, usually by repealing or passing a law.
What if that’s not how activism has to work?
#MeToo moved fast. Days after Judd made her accusations, Weinstein lost his company. Less than a year later, he was criminally indicted and lost his freedom. The movement unfolded in the media, in public, but in a very different way than demonstrations and marches. The women involved took massive risks in sharing their stories, but the risks were different than those Gladwell celebrated: retraumatization, humiliation, embarrassment, attacks in the press and on social media.
The women who launched the movement did not become hierarchical leaders—indeed, it’s hard to find people who are willing to identify as leaders of the movement. And while some of the changes that #MeToo is seeking are occurring through law—legislators in the House of Representatives introduced the ME TOO Congress Act, hoping to get the nation’s highest legislative bodies to be transparent about payments made by legislators to settle sexual harassment claims.10 The impacts may be greater in offices, factories, boardrooms, and classrooms, as people realize that social norms have changed and behavior that would once have been ignored will now be called out.
The most dramatic impacts of #MeToo may be the ones experienced by crisis counseling hotlines. The Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (RAINN) reports that it received a roughly 30 percent increase in call volumes from 2016 to 2017, leading it to hire forty new crisis counselors. For many women and men, the most important impact of #MeToo is that they’re telling stories they would otherwise have never told.11 It’s hard to quantify what this shift will ultimately mean, but a reasonable guess is that bravery will lead to bravery. When Rachael Denhollander called Michigan State University in 2016 to report a sexual assault she’d suffered from Dr. Larry Nassar sixteen years earlier, she opened the floodgates for more than three hundred women to report similar horrific stories.12
At a moment of general frustration with politics and lack of interest in conventional civics, amazing power and energy are behind large-scale social movements. Movements like #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and Never Again, the gun control movement launched by survivors of the Marjory Stoneman Douglas school shooting, are challenging our understanding of what it means to launch, lead, and participate in movements, as well as shifting the parameters for success.
To understand the strengths, weaknesses, and workings of these movements, I’ve found myself reflecting on a brief moment in 2018 legal history that, on its surface, couldn’t be much further from sexual harassment in Hollywood: United States v. Microsoft Corporation.
Lessig’s Levers
Before Facebook, Google, and Amazon became dominant players, Microsoft was the most powerful company in the global technology landscape. Throughout the 1990s, Microsoft faced legal challenges alleging that it used its power over the personal computer operating system market to favor its own software and hardware products, including the software applications later known as Office, and hardware including Microsoft’s mouse. By 1996, the focus of these antitrust suits had moved to the graphical browser, the software that allowed Internet users to interact with the early World Wide Web. Microsoft’s Windows 98 operating system included the Internet Explorer web browser as part of its package of software. Netscape, maker of the popular browser Netscape Navigator, saw this as an existential threat to its product and sought relief from the Federal Trade Commission and, eventually, the Department of Justice.13
Judge Thomas Penfield Jackson, who heard the suit, appointed a “special master” to advise him on the technical issues of whether the Internet Explorer browser was an integral part of the Windows operating system or an application competing unfairly with Netscape’s browser. Lawrence Lessig, a professor at Harvard Law School specializing in cyberlaw, was given six months to research the issue and report back. Ultimately, he lasted only fifty-four days in the role, before Microsoft’s lawyers persuaded the federal court of appeals that Lessig was biased against their position. Jonathan Zittrain, who had served as Lessig’s supremely overqualified law clerk, quipped to me, “What a week that was!,” remembering the scant time the professors had to explain these issues to the court.
Lessig ultimately advised Judge Jackson in an amicus curiae brief that directly addressed an objection that his critics had advanced: “the apparent feeling among a number of courts and commentators is that code is different: that the task of evaluating design decisions involved in technological products is uniquely beyond the ken of federal courts.” Lessig continued, “I believe it is a mistake to fetishize code in this way.”14 Lessig’s earlier work had made the point that code, in fact, did the work of law in some cases. Writing about software to censor the Internet under the Communications Decency Act, Lessig wrote, “By shifting the burden of censorship from online publishers to individual users, the legal code won’t be the censor anymore; instead, software code will do the censorial dirty work.”15
Not long after his dismissal as special master, Lessig published a book, Code, that put matters more simply: “ ‘Lex Informatica,’ as Joel Reidenberg first put it, or better, ‘code is law.’ ” By this, Lessig meant that technological systems can regulate our behaviors as effectively as laws do. To illustrate, he used an example from his own life. While he was teaching at the University of Chicago, he would plug his computer into the Ethernet jack in his office and automatically connect to the Internet. After moving to Harvard, he plugged the same machine into a similar jack, but instead of connecting, he had to register his machine with Harvard’s IT department before it would let him connect. While the University of Chicago believed in anonymous, open access to the Internet, Harvard favored being able to trace the behavior of Internet users. Embedded within the network configuration was code, Lessig explained, acting as law.
Code and law are only two forces that regulate individual behavior. Lessig proposes a framework where behaviors of all sorts are regulated by four forces: law, code, norms, and markets. Consider cigarettes, Lessig asks us. Laws in the United States prohibit the sale of cigarettes to people under eighteen, and many local ordinances prevent smoking in certain places. But norms constrain behavior as well—light a cigarette in the car of a nonsmoker without asking permission, and you’re likely to get yelled at. Cigarettes are more expensive in places that impose taxes on them, a case of using markets to regulate behavior. And the technology of the cigarette itself—the move to flame-free vaping, for instance—can open up new opportunities or new restrictions to smoking. Lessig explains, “Norms constrain through the stigma that a community imposes; markets constrain through the price that they exact; architectures constrain through the physical burdens they impose; and law constrains through the punishment it threatens.”16
Implicit in Lessig’s understanding of these regulatory forces is the idea that regulations don’t just constrain us—they can also free us. He references the Americans with Disabilities Act as a set of laws that demand architectural (code) changes to make buildings and public spaces accessible to all. And if we push Lessig’s framework a little further, something interesting happens: the four forces that regulate human behavior become four levers that we can push on to make change.
#MeToo is a movement that sees norms as the most important lever to move. We have laws on the books to prohibit sexual abuse, but those laws often aren’t brought to bear. Victims are discouraged from talking about their experiences, and police, courts, and the press often fail to listen. By encouraging a change in norms, #MeToo asks victims to speak and demands that the rest of us listen and take action. That action doesn’t always unfold in the courtroom. For many of the men exposed by #MeToo, the consequences were economic and social, not legal. A norms-based strategy for change recognizes that sometimes we need a widespread change in belief and practice before new laws can pass or existing laws can do their work.
In Code, Lessig was concerned that law wasn’t seen as powerful enough to stand up to the other regulatory forces: how could lawyers hope to govern systems as far from their areas of expertise as computer code? “Many speak as if law must simply take the other three constraints as given and fashion itself to them.” Lessig’s argument centered on the idea that law had a role in shaping the regulations and affordances put in place by code.
When we invert Lessig and see these four forces as levers for change, we encounter a different problem: the centrality of law as the preferred lever for activists. This, too, is a legacy of the civil rights movement. The victories that civil rights advocates won in the 1960s protected the rights of people of color at a moment when norms had been shaped by decades of segregation, as mandated by racist Jim Crow laws.
The case of Loving v. Virginia, in which Richard and Mildred Loving sued the state of Virginia for the right to marry after being sentenced to a year in prison for “miscegenation,” illustrates the gap between changes that American courts were willing to make and public opinion. In 1967, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled that “marriage is one of the ‘basic civil rights of man,’ ”17 forcing sixteen southern states to overturn their bans on interracial marriage. A Gallup poll in 1968, a year after the Loving decision, found that only 20 percent of Americans approved of “marriages between whites and non-whites.”18 Furthermore, a 1965 poll (before Loving) showed that 48 percent of Americans supported legislation to ban intermarriage, and only 46 percent opposed laws like the one that imprisoned Richard and Mildred Loving.19
Throughout the civil rights movement, courts backed changes that many Americans—and often, in southern states, the majority of Americans—vehemently opposed: the desegregation of public schools that began with Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), the prohibition of discrimination in public facilities, in government, and in employment under the Civil Rights Act (1964), the instituting of affirmative action in federal hiring (1965), and the prohibition of housing discrimination (1968). The brutal murders of college students registering Black voters during Freedom Summer (1964), the attacks on peaceful marchers by police mounted on horseback in Selma on Bloody Sunday (1965), and the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. (1968), revealed deep and widespread resistance to racial equality in certain parts of America. Had civil rights advocates decided to wait for norms to change before pushing for legal changes, they might still be waiting now.
We can see the ongoing power of law as a lever for change in the more recent struggle for marriage equality. After the Supreme Court ruled in Obergefell v. Hodges (2015), the fourteen states that had not previously issued marriage licenses to same-sex couples quickly moved to comply. This is why law is such a powerful lever in making social change: win one court case, and you can move the entire governmental infrastructure. Kim Davis, the clerk for Rowan County, Kentucky, who briefly became a conservative icon for her refusal to issue marriage licenses, is the exception that proves the rule. We know who Davis is only because she was the sole public official to defiantly fail to honor the change in law.
The social climate in which the Supreme Court protected equal marriage with Obergefell was radically different from the climate surrounding intermarriage and Loving, almost half a century earlier. Gallup polling in 2015 showed that a 60 percent majority of Americans supported treating same-sex marriage identically to “traditional marriage,” as opposed to the small minority that had supported intermarriage when Loving was settled.20 The rapid acceptance of equal marriage is sometimes seen as evidence supporting the contact hypothesis—the idea that people are more likely to support equal marriage after having a positive encounter with a homosexual friend or family member. Because homosexuality seems to be evenly distributed within communities, and because American society remains deeply segregated, with only 60 percent of white Americans reporting they have a friend of another race,21 it’s possible that more Americans have gay people within their friends and family than have close friends of another race, leading to more rapid changes of opinion on equal marriage than on intermarriage.22
But notably, advocates for gay rights saw a change in norms as a critical part of their struggle. They developed strategies for changing attitudes toward gay people that paralleled and often preceded legal cases. The steady introduction of gay and lesbian characters into television series—Will and Grace, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, Glee, Modern Family, Orange Is the New Black—has been an activist-supported strategy to give viewers contact with gay people through “parasocial contact,” the indirect experience of friendship with a gay television character.23 As the Obergefell case headed into court, the Human Rights Campaign took to social media, asking supporters to turn their Facebook picture to a pink “equals” sign on a red background to show their support for same-sex marriage. The campaign didn’t expect Justice John Roberts to count “equals” signs on Facebook before issuing a decision.24 But it was aware that in launching the most widely adopted social media campaign in history, it was offering proof that a change in norms preceded and likely enabled this change in law.25
During the civil rights movement, when law was central to activist theories of change, trust in government was very high. It peaked at 77 percent in 1964, the same year the Johnson administration passed the Civil Rights Act. Today, when less than 20 percent of Americans express strong trust in the government, the ultimate efficacy of law-based theories of change is in question. Not only do approaches like the Loving and Obergefell cases require confidence in the Supreme Court to make a fair ruling and in the executive branch to enforce the law, they raise questions about who can be involved in making change through law. While the civil rights movement involved thousands of people in protests and boycotts, the core changes in law involved a small number of plaintiffs and the lawyers who argued their cases. For most people, direct involvement in making change through law can feel inaccessible and distant.
Only a few highly professional people have their hands on the legal levers of change, and those levers can feel stuck when Congress seems paralyzed and the Supreme Court appears political and polarized. It’s unsurprising that the other three levers—markets, code, and norms—are so popular with insurrectionists.
Change Through Markets
Shortly after Donald Trump was elected president, it became conventional wisdom that his victory was due, in part, to the influence of a far right-wing news network, Breitbart. Described by the antiracist Southern Poverty Law Center as offering “a safe space for anti-Semitic language while its news coverage served as The New York Times for neo-Nazis,” Breitbart embraces a nationalist worldview that critics see as hateful and dangerous.26 Research by Yochai Benkler and colleagues confirms that Breitbart’s focus on immigration as the central issue of the 2016 campaign appears to have influenced newsmaking decisions at other media outlets,27 and Donald Trump’s decision to invite Breitbart chairman Steve Bannon into the White House as his chief strategist supports the idea that Trump, at least initially, saw Bannon as central to his victory.
The activists behind activist group Sleeping Giants saw Breitbart’s importance as well. On November 16, 2016, a new Twitter account—@slpng_giants—alerted the consumer-lending start-up Social Finance that it was advertising on the Breitbart site.28 Half an hour later Social Finance responded, telling Sleeping Giants that it would pull its ads.29 The people behind Sleeping Giants were anonymous, but even before the conservative blog The Daily Caller outed ad copywriter Mark Rivitz as one of the organizers behind the movement,30 it was clear that the organizers were highly knowledgeable about digital advertising. They were able to explain to companies that even though they didn’t choose to place ads on Breitbart, ads were running there due to “programmatic buying,” an inexpensive way to purchase ads so they run on sites consumers have visited previously. To prevent their ads from appearing on the site, companies had to blacklist Breitbart.
Eighteen months into its campaign, Sleeping Giants reported that more than 3,700 companies had removed their ads from the Breitbart site. The campaign organizers weren’t directly responsible for most of those removals—Sleeping Giants relies on its quarter-million Twitter followers* to identify ads being shown on Breitbart and to alert advertisers, asking them to add Breitbart to their campaign blacklists. The movement appears to be impacting who is willing to advertise on the site. MediaRadar, a site that tracks what ads appear on what websites, reported that the number of advertisers on Breitbart fell from 242 in March 2017 to 26 in May of the same year, in part due to the Sleeping Giants campaign and an audience for far-right media that Fox News has been increasingly effective at capturing.31 Breitbart is unlikely to go under—the publication is primarily bankrolled by outside donors—but Sleeping Giants’ campaign makes it increasingly expensive for those donors to support the site’s mission.
Traditional boycotts are centrally organized and require widespread support and discipline to have an effect. The Montgomery Bus Boycott, which began in December 1955, lasted more than a year and required civil rights leaders to effectively build a parallel transportation system based on carpools and to mobilize the city’s African-American taxi drivers to charge only ten cents—the bus fare—to transport boycotters. It was an enormously heavy lift for activists to organize, made possible only through the power of churches to mobilize their parishioners to take part in the action.
By contrast, actions in the style of Sleeping Giants can unfold with surprising swiftness today. High school student David Hogg, a survivor of the 2018 shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School and a visible organizer of antigun protests, has been a bête noire for some American conservatives. The conservative TV host Laura Ingraham taunted Hogg on Twitter when he posted about being rejected from four colleges he had applied to, apparently forgetting that her political opponent was a teenager who’d recently suffered the loss of classmates in a horrific act of violence. Hogg responded simply. “I’m not going to stoop to her level and go after her on a personal level,” he said. “I’m going to go after her advertisers.”32
Hogg’s campaign against Ingraham was remarkably simple, beginning with the tweet “Soooo @IngrahamAngle what are your biggest advertisers . . . Asking for a friend. #BoycottIngramAdverts.”33 Later that day he tweeted a list of twelve companies that advertised on her show and their Twitter handles.34 That tweet was shared fifty-five thousand times, and within twenty-four hours, nine of Ingraham’s major sponsors had pulled ads from her show.35 Ingraham apologized to Hogg, whose sister used Twitter to observe that the apology would have been more convincing if it had been offered before the boycott cost the host her advertisers. Three days after the boycott began, Ingraham announced she was taking a week off from the show. When she returned, only a few of her advertisers did: during the first week of May 2018, the show featured twelve ads per night, down from thirty-five a night before the boycott.36
Market-based change may be most powerful when it leverages consumers to bring about better futures. Elon Musk is celebrated for SpaceX, one of several start-ups that promises to transform space exploration from something nation-states do to something corporations and individuals can participate in. But Tesla, his electric car company, may be leading a more profound change, away from fossil fuels and toward highly efficient autonomous vehicles. Whether or not Tesla ultimately survives as a company—or whether it could have launched without massive government subsidies—Musk’s repositioning of the electric vehicle as an object of desire, rather than a manifestation of consumer piety, is a major shift.
Until recently, electric cars generally have not been popular with consumers, in part because manufacturers didn’t really want to build them. California’s Air Resources Board has administered a zero-emissions vehicle mandate since 1990. To be able to sell cars in California—a state that represents roughly 12 percent of the entire American auto market—manufacturers are required to make an increasing percentage of their cars battery powered or otherwise emissions free.37 For most auto manufacturers, these cars—sometimes called “compliance cars”—amount to a tax they pay in order to sell other, more profitable vehicles in California. Chrysler, for instance, sold an electric version of the Fiat 500 that was almost twice as expensive to purchase as a conventional Fiat, even with tax breaks, and Fiat lost $10,000 for every vehicle sold. In 2013 Chrysler CEO Sergio Marchionne explained that he has no plans to mass-produce these vehicles: “Doing that on a large scale would be masochism to the extreme.”38
When Tesla entered the electric car market in 2008, the company’s goal wasn’t to grudgingly comply with California law but to build a revolutionary sports car. The Model S, Tesla’s first large-production vehicle, featured “ludicrous mode,” which allowed the car to accelerate from 0 to 60 miles per hour faster than any other car in production.39 Features like a driver-assist autopilot and the use of touch screens for all internal controls made the car desirable to luxury enthusiasts. Having captured the attention of the luxury car market, Tesla proceeded to build an SUV and an affordable sedan, the Tesla 3, which sold 190,000 cars in the United States between 2017 and 2019, dominating the domestic electric car market.40 The company has also announced plans for a Tesla semitruck designed to challenge the diesel tractor trailer market and a “cybertruck” to enter into the lucrative American pickup truck sector.
Musk’s ambitions for Tesla go far beyond the electric vehicle market. He envisions a fully solar-powered lifestyle, in which your solar roof powers your battery wall and charges your car, dropping your net emissions toward zero. Musk endlessly frustrates industry analysts, who would prefer that he focus on solving Tesla’s notorious production problems rather than on a grand strategy for solarizing America. But Musk is not a conventional CEO—he’s an activist masquerading as a CEO to use the full power of the market lever to make change.
The California Air Resources Board tried to make change through law, mandating that manufacturers create zero-emissions vehicles and hoping to spur innovation. But it wasn’t until Tesla demonstrated that electric vehicles could be more exciting than their gas-powered competition—and that hundreds of thousands would line up to purchase them—that firms including Nissan and Chevrolet were persuaded to invest more heavily in them. Companies like Tesla use markets as mechanisms to scale up clever ideas. If all goes well, Tesla will help normalize the electric car, the solar roof, and the off-the-grid home, and individual consumers will pay for it, making a profit for the company and for its investors.
Recent attempts by the Trump administration to change California’s emission laws suggest another way in which markets might be stronger than laws. Even if California is forced to adopt much less stringent national emissions regulations, the market for electric cars will certainly continue to grow, spurred by consumers who see them as highly desirable and manufacturers who want to meet that need.
Making Change Through Code
In late May 2013 a contractor to the National Security Agency, Edward Snowden, flew to Hong Kong, where he checked into a room at the Mira Hong Kong and waited for journalists Laura Poitras and Glenn Greenwald to arrive. In her resulting documentary, Citizenfour (named for the pseudonym Snowden used when he first contacted her), Poitras shows Snowden hiding under the covers of his bed as he enters the passwords to decrypt the files he’d copied from some of the US government’s most secure computers.41
The files Snowden shared with Poitras and Greenwald were both stunning and totally unsurprising. They revealed what the most paranoid of American technology experts had believed for decades: that the US government was intercepting communications of any Americans who communicated with people outside the country; and that large communication companies were helping them intercept this data. The Department of Justice accused Snowden of espionage and theft of government property, and Snowden fled to Moscow, where he remains.
Snowden hoped that his revelations would lead to an international debate about privacy, surveillance, and what rights private citizens should retain in the face of transnational threats like terrorism. Instead, he sparked a debate about whistleblowing, patriotism, and treason, becoming a deeply divisive figure in the eyes of the American public. Unfortunately, very little has changed in terms of US surveillance law and practice, and as recently as 2015, fully 46 percent of Americans described themselves as unconcerned or not very concerned about US government surveillance.42 Unsurprisingly, the Trump administration has taken no meaningful action to limit government surveillance of US citizens, particularly since Trump has suggested that Snowden should be executed as a spy.43 And as COVID-19 forces governments to begin contact tracing to limit the spread of the disease, tech giants Google and Apple have joined efforts to introduce cellphone-based apps that can trace users’ movements and alert them if they’ve been in contact with an infected person, a prospect that raises serious privacy concerns. Yet more than half of Americans polled said they thought it was acceptable for the government to track the movements of those who’ve tested positive for COVID-19.44
Despite this cavalier attitude toward privacy, in April 2016 hundreds of millions of Internet users around the world began encrypting their personal communications, making the practice of intercepting and analyzing them vastly more difficult for officials at the NSA or other intelligence agencies. Responsible for this spontaneous flowering of encryption were two socially conscious billionaires and a skinny, dreadlocked anarchist who goes by the nom de code Moxie Marlinspike.
Marlinspike is the founder of Open Whisper Systems, the makers of a powerful secure communications program called Signal. Easily installed on a mobile phone or desktop computer, Signal uses layers of encryption to protect SMS messages and voice calls from snooping. The program is popular with journalists, human rights activists, and whistleblowers—Snowden says he uses the program every day45—but it hasn’t reached a mass market. In late 2019 the iPhone app store listed it as the forty-fifth most popular social media app, equaling the popularity of niche dating apps like Grindr and Kinkoo.
Enter Jan Koum and Brian Acton, the founders of WhatsApp, a messaging service with over one and a half-billion users worldwide today. In 2014, Koum and Acton sold WhatsApp to Facebook for almost $20 billion but retained day-to-day control of the company. Fierce defenders of user privacy—by 2018, both Acton and Koum had left Facebook over the company’s policies regarding user data46— in 2016 the WhatsApp founders worked with Marlinspike to integrate Signal’s encryption into their application. While Signal encryption is now available as an option within Facebook and Google’s messenger products, it is turned on by default in WhatsApp. Once Signal was integrated, hundreds of millions of WhatsApp users around the world began encrypting messages without consciously choosing to do so. Not even WhatsApp can uncover what’s being transmitted in those messages, which means that the company can’t comply with a court order to wiretap a WhatsApp call or collude with a government to collect messages, as several large US companies did with the NSA. (Recent stories suggest that WhatsApp may have been compromised by Israeli spyware, and Internet security experts strongly recommend using Signal to ensure security of communications.)
Snowden and Marlinspike both consider themselves activists focused on surveillance and privacy. While Snowden is vastly better known, Marlinspike is arguably more successful. This is the power of code as a lever of change—an activist programmer can change tools used by millions of people without them realizing that a change has been made. (Of course, this power can be used for evil as well as for good, whatever definitions of good and evil you prefer.) Venture capital investors have historically invested in software because of its scaling properties: WhatsApp had only fifty employees when it became the third-largest social network in the world; had you bought shares in the company when it had only a few thousand users, you would have made a great deal of money when it sold for $20 billion. These same dynamics make code a powerful lever for activists—individual creators have been able to build technologies that get adopted by millions of people, changing what’s possible for people to do.
While Signal and WhatsApp are literally pieces of computer code, Lessig’s original definition of code is broad and includes all sorts of technical and nontechnical architectures. For Lessig, code includes physical architecture, like the wheelchair ramp that helps a disabled patron enter a library, or a steep curb that prevents her from navigating a sidewalk.47 What’s true for code as a constraint is true for code as a lever for change. Changing physical infrastructures is a social change strategy that can affect thousands of people, for better or worse. Consider curbs that separate bike lanes from automotive traffic, protecting bike riders but compressing auto traffic into fewer lanes, or armrests in the middle of park benches that make it harder for people to sleep on them. Code-based theories of change are often nuanced, inviting us to look closely into the politics behind design choices. Are systems designed purely for efficiency and cost, or are they working to shape our behavior?
Code-based changes can have complex and unpredictable social effects. While Facebook initially responded to concerns about misinformation on its platform by agreeing to increase transparency around political advertising, it has subsequently announced a “pivot to privacy,” which promises to make all communications on Facebook platforms as resistant to scrutiny as WhatsApp is, through widespread adoption of encryption. While this is a victory for privacy advocates, it may make it impossible for governments, activists, or Facebook itself to understand the spread and influence of misinformation, as encrypted conversations are impossible to analyze. It seems perhaps too convenient that the adoption of privacy-protecting technologies absolves Facebook of responsibility for monitoring and controlling conversations on its systems.
Making Change Through Norms
In August 2014, when Officer Darren Wilson fatally shot eighteen-year-old Michael Brown after an altercation in Ferguson, Missouri, the killing sparked protests, marches, clashes between police and protesters, and nonstop media coverage for months. As the story broke, media outlets were left with a choice of how to portray the deceased man. They turned, as reporters do, to Facebook and chose a photo of Brown standing on the porch of his house. The photo is shot from below, making him look even taller than his six-foot-four-inch frame. He wears a Nike Air basketball shirt and is flashing a peace sign while scowling.
I’ve shown this photo in dozens of talks around the world, and I always ask my audiences to describe how Brown looks in the photo. After a long pause, someone will eventually offer, “Like a thug.” As many eighteen-year-olds do, Brown shared a photo of himself in which he looks strong, dangerous, and tough. But he shared other photos on Facebook, including one taken head on, where he’s wearing a varsity letter jacket and looks more like a child—which he was when Wilson shot him. The question isn’t why Brown chose to share a picture in which he looked “like a thug”—it’s why American media outlets chose that photo to represent a young man who’d tragically been killed.
Watching the events in Ferguson from Jackson, Mississippi, was the thirty-three-year-old defense lawyer C.J. Lawrence. Lawrence couldn’t get over the images he was seeing. One that circulated on Twitter showed Brown’s dead body, and one Twitter troll had tweeted, “Look at him with his pants sagging,” implying that Brown was gang-connected. The images that news organizations had selected to portray the young man were not much better. Wondering about the hundreds of self-portraits he himself had uploaded on social media, Lawrence posted two—one in which he’s wearing a graduation gown, speaking at a podium to an audience that includes a laughing Bill Clinton, and another in which he’s wearing sunglasses and holding a bottle of Hennessy cognac—and asked Twitter “Which photo does the media use if the police shot me down? #IfTheyGunnedMeDown”48
C.J.’s followers knew the answer to the question. So did thousands of others, who posted the tag 186,000 times in the week after Brown’s killing, alongside pictures that juxtaposed people looking their most and their least respectable: a Marine in full dress uniform next to the same man flipping off the camera; a saxophone player in tuxedo at a concert and another time wearing a do-rag. Collections on the blogging platform Tumblr assembled hundreds of examples of the meme and hosted debates about whether white kids should participate in the phenomenon. (The overwhelming opinion: no.) Three days after Brown’s death, The New York Times ran a front-page story titled “Shooting Spurs Hashtag Effort on Stereotypes,” explaining the hashtag campaign and the larger use of activist hashtags on “Black Twitter,” observing that the social network was more widely used by Black people under thirty than by white people.49
C.J. says he did little to promote the hashtag besides sharing it with his followers. Black Twitter did the rest. He credits the actors Reagan Gomez and Jeffrey Wright, both active on Twitter, with amplifying the meme. “I think that it was just right on time, because all of us were feeling rowdiness from seeing Michael Brown’s body on the ground,” he told me in an interview in 2020. “It was literally just us still trying to make sense of what had occurred . . . that was my way of responding.”
What’s remarkable about the campaign is not how little organizing was required to get hundreds of thousands of people to pay attention; it’s how effective the hashtag was in changing media behavior. The majority of media stories published about Brown more than a week after the campaign used the image where Brown looks less intimidating, and once the family released his high school graduation photo, most stories used that image. A Google image search for “Michael Brown” primarily yields Brown’s graduation photo.
It’s a long walk from challenging the image used to represent a young man killed by the police to creating racial justice reform, but it helps us understand the logic behind norms-based activism. Michael Brown’s death helped galvanize the Black Lives Matter movement, started by Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi when George Zimmerman was acquitted of killing Black teenager Trayvon Martin the year earlier. While Brown was killed by a police officer and Martin by a private citizen, the killers’ perception of both young men as a threat is a common thread between the two tragedies. Black Lives Matter and successors like the Movement for Black Lives have worked on a wide range of racial justice issues, but their primary focus is on how policing disproportionately affects communities of color.
Challenging racial inequities in policing is hard to accomplish by passing new laws: it’s long been illegal for police departments to treat citizens differently based on race. Rather than changing laws, campaigns like #IfTheyGunnedMeDown aim at exposing and changing the attitudes and biases that can lead to use of excessive force.
Black people represent 13 percent of Americans but 31 percent of people killed by police. That disparity is even higher in cases where people killed by police were unarmed.50 Studies tested in simulators suggest that police (and civilians) are quicker to shoot Black suspects than white ones.51 A study that asked police officers to estimate the ages of white, Black, and Latinx children suspected of crimes showed that officers overestimated the age of Black boys by 4.5 years, routinely identifying fourteen-year-olds as adults.52
This disparity in perception helps explain the tragedy of Tamir Rice, a twelve-year-old boy who was playing with a toy gun. Rice was killed by police officer Timothy Loehmann, who opened fire two seconds after exiting his police cruiser. Loehmann might have taken a few more seconds to assess the situation if he hadn’t held biases that led him to identify a twelve-year-old boy as a threat. But how do we change the biases of a society as a whole?
You take on the media, as C.J. Lawrence did. By urging media organizations to think carefully about what photographs they use in cases like Michael Brown’s, C.J. and thousands of others are working to reverse the social norm that Black people should be perceived as a threat. C.J. Lawrence is now CEO of Black With No Chaser, a digitally native activist news outlet focused on an African-American point of view on racial justice issues. He told me, “I certainly saw a need for narratives to be controlled by the people that are most impacted by those narratives. I saw a responsibility to not let the power of something like #iftheygunnedmedown die.”
Changing norms is a slow process, and #IfTheyGunnedMeDown isn’t the only effort aimed at changing America’s racial biases. This makes it hard to evaluate the impact of any individual campaign. But norm change is a lever that’s used a great deal today, primarily because it’s one young people feel especially well-equipped to use. Whether you’re a celebrity like Alyssa Milano or a Mississippi lawyer like C.J. Lawrence, your hashtag can become a movement.
Using the Four Levers Together
Very few successful approaches to social change use only one lever. Black Lives Matter focused on law as well as on norms, producing a set of proposed legislation for states to adopt. Ultimately, the group helped to pass more than forty laws in twenty-four states addressing racial bias in policing, mandating body cameras for police officers, and limiting the flow of surplus military equipment to police departments.53 Tesla has leveraged markets to scale its reach, used new technologies (code) to make novel vehicles available, and benefited from government subsidies and mandates (law) that encourage electric vehicles.
The adoption of rooftop solar panels offers lessons in how the four levers can complement each other. Ten years ago, having photovoltaic panels on your roof usually meant you were a deeply committed environmentalist or a technological early adopter. Now solar panels have become so mainstream that new homes constructed in California after 2020 must have them.54 The rapid shift in adoption shows how effective the four levers can be when used together.
In the past decade, solar panels have become much more efficient and much cheaper. The solar panels that President Jimmy Carter put on the White House in 1979 cost roughly forty dollars per watt. Newer panels today cost less than a dollar per watt, and prices continue to fall as manufacturers design panels that will be affordable in low- and middle-income countries, where rooftop solar’s impact is even greater than in the United States and Europe. Manufacturers have created easy-to-assemble aluminum mounting racks for panels, which makes installation quicker and cheaper and requires less expertise. While these changes have made solar systems cheaper, they reflect changes in code—they’re technological tweaks made by a small number of engineers that changed the larger dynamics of the solar industry.
Market forces have also been at work. Realizing that most homeowners couldn’t spend $30,000 to invest in rooftop solar systems, solar companies became lenders, offering financing for projects or leasing panels to homeowners, recovering their costs by replacing the homeowner’s electric bill with a bill to pay off the solar panels. Law played a major role as well. A massive tax benefit allowed taxpayers to deduct 30 percent of the cost of a solar system from their federal taxes, until it expired in 2016. The tax credit clearly appealed to homeowners, as installations surged in 2016 and decreased in 2017. Solar’s appeal varies from state to state depending on whether local laws permit homeowners to sell excess power to the electric grid, “running your meter backward.” In my state, Massachusetts, local law makes it so easy to recover the costs of solar installation that, despite scant sunlight, there have been more rooftop solar installations here than in sun-drenched Texas or Florida.55
Rooftop solar has leveraged a powerful norms effect as well. The installations are advertisements—it’s easy to see when your neighbor has installed solar panels. My decision to put solar on my own roof had more to do with the sinking feeling that I’d be the last person in my neighborhood to help the environment than with any financial calculations. If the technical, market, and legal innovations that make rooftop solar affordable and attractive had not been available to me, my guilt would likely have been counterbalanced by practical concerns. Multiple levers used in tandem provides a more powerful impetus to change than a single strategy used in isolation.
There’s nothing new about seeking change through complementary tactics. The civil rights movement of the 1950s and ’60s masterfully used market, norm, and legal strategies in concert. The Montgomery Bus Boycott cost the city’s bus company more than 65 percent of its revenue for over a year, as activists used the economic lever to push for legal social change.56 On the legal side, the boycott ended when the NAACP brought Browder v. Gayle to the federal district court and won a judgement that Alabama’s racial discrimination laws for transportation were unconstitutional. Decades later, we remember the Montgomery boycott because leaders of the civil rights movement were acutely aware of the power of the press. Organizers used the nonviolent action of protesters and the violence of segregationists (who attacked Black riders on the buses when they returned at the end of the boycott) to make the normative case that integration was the peaceful and moral stance for the nation to take.
In our current moment, mistrust in institutions makes an expanded toolkit for social change more critical than ever. People will choose the tools they find most familiar and easiest to use. More important, they will gravitate toward levers they think they can move. The key ingredient in contemporary social change is efficacy: the sense that you, personally, can have an impact on the world.
Many contemporary critiques of youth disengagement from politics assume that young people suffer from low internal efficacy—they don’t understand how political institutions work—but if they could be made to understand how powerful youth could be within these institutions, they’d support them and seek change from within.57
But David Hogg and Moxie Marlinspike certainly don’t seem to suffer from low internal efficacy. They also appear to know how political and social systems work. In fact, they’ve got high internal efficacy and low external efficacy. They understand how to make social change, and they understand that the institutions they want to change are highly resistant. In 1968 the social movements scholar William Gamson suggested that historical moments like this are pregnant with the possibility for change: “a combination of high sense of political efficacy and low political trust is the optimum combination for mobilization—a belief that influence is both possible and necessary.”58 This is the combination of factors that animated the civil rights movement: disciplined, creative, and thoughtful activists working to change a highly resistant political and social system.
Even if these new tactics are a sign of high efficacy—people embracing the tools they are best able to use—any shift from law-based theories of change to a broader repertoire of civic action presents challenges. While new approaches to social change hope to make civic engagement more broadly inclusive, they are often equal but inequitable. You and Alyssa Milano are equally able to post on Twitter, hoping to start a social movement. But Milano has over 3 million Twitter followers, and you most likely do not. Similarly, Elon Musk’s campaign to popularize green energy is made possible in part by wealth he received from his involvement with PayPal. And Marlinspike’s code-based activism is built on his skills and talent as a programmer, skills that are not equally distributed around the world. When we embrace theories of change that disproportionately favor those positioned to move levers of norms, markets, and code, we need to acknowledge these pitfalls.
In theory, strategies that focus on legal levers should be equitable as well as equal—we each have one vote, whether we’re rich or poor, famous or unknown. But in practice, the ability to make change through law has become deeply inequitable. As politics has become professionalized, holding office now requires having specialized skills. Meanwhile political contributions may be shaping politics in ways that give more power to the wealthy. Equitable participation in elections should be our goal, but we have to recognize that gerrymandering, voter suppression, and other barriers can make change through law more inequitable than change through the other three levers.
I thought of the levers of change when I heard Larry Lessig speaking on the podcast Criminal, not about Internet law but about sexual abuse. As a young man, Lessig had been a student at the residential American Boychoir School. There he was repeatedly molested by the choir director. Lessig represented another student, John Hardwicke, in his lawsuits against the school. That suit opened the door to additional legal action and indirectly led to the school’s closure. When I heard Lessig on Criminal, he was talking about his personal experiences of abuse, adding his voice to thousands of others who are speaking out. Like Milano, and like Burke, Lessig was making these discussions more normal as a way to make abuse less frequent.59
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Chapter 5
INSTITUTIONALISTS TO THE RESCUE
JEN PAHLKA DOESN’T LIKE IT WHEN I CALL HER AN INSTITUTIONALIST. “You make me sound like a bus driver.” She pauses for a moment, then allows, “I’m a Capricorn. We’re supposed to be bus drivers.”1
Pahlka worked alongside technologists for more than a decade, running a gaming magazine and planning technology conferences before coming to some uncomfortable realizations: the people she worked with thought the government was impossibly broken, and those who’d given up on government knew very little about how it worked and what it did. We pay an enormous amount of attention to politics, Pahlka explains, but “government is like a vast ocean, and politics is the six-inch layer on top.” The organization Pahlka founded, Code for America, uses technology to improve that layer below politics, the complex bureaucracy that serves as our interface to services from federal, state, and local governments.
Since 2009, Code for America has trained and deployed hundreds of tech-savvy volunteers to work inside government agencies for a yearlong fellowship. Thousands more volunteer for Code for America “brigades” that help local government agencies evaluate and implement technology projects. In the process, Pahlka has become one of the most visible advocates of technologists engaging with government, on city, state, and federal levels. In 2013 she became deputy chief technology officer for government innovation, working to establish the US Digital Service within the office of the president, and 18F, a digital agency within the General Services Administration.
Code for America places geeks in government offices not because Pahlka naïvely trusts in our institutions. She’s a fierce critic of government shortcomings, opening a recent essay much as I opened this book: “Public trust in government is at historic lows in the United States. The most obvious culprit is partisan gridlock in Washington, but perhaps as important is government’s difficulties delivering on its promises.”2 Her volunteers work to modernize the distribution of food stamps or to make school choice comprehensible precisely because they see the broken and dysfunctional aspects of government. Helping to fix broken systems has at least three benefits: it increases trust in government, it helps the techies involved get a deep understanding of the systems they want to transform, and potentially, it saves a lot of money.
Social-safety-net programs, like Medicare and Social Security in the United States, represent a massive share of the federal budget, as much as two-thirds of government spending, or more than $2.7 trillion.3 By contrast, all philanthropy in America, including gifts from individuals and foundations, totals $390 billion.4 “When we talk about making government more effective, realize that a 15 percent increase in the effectiveness of government social-safety-net programs would represent as much money as all of philanthropy. What are the chances we’re going to double all philanthropic spending? Quite low.”5
The potential victories that come from making the government a little less broken are so compelling, Pahlka argues, that we must engage with flawed systems precisely because they’re broken. Explaining her decision to participate in a discussion of the American Technology Council convened by the Trump White House, Pahlka wrote, “Our federal government lately seems like a building on fire; if we want to save it, we must run towards it, not away from it.”6
There’s more than one way to run into a building on fire. The naïf who believes they will be able to do great things once they’ve gained power within the system, only to become cynical and disillusioned in the process, is a trope that runs from Heart of Darkness through Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and into David Simon’s celebrated television series The Wire. Some people turn to institutionalism because proximity to power is attractive. Others fail to understand that institutions can be in such bad shape that there’s no effective change from within that doesn’t involve reinventing how the system works.
By contrast, effective institutionalists have overcome their naïveté—they understand that the institutions they’re supporting are often badly flawed, and they have a strategy for how to keep them from total collapse.
Pahlka believes that she can help government institutions learn to become “user-centered, iterative, and data-driven”—in short, to build citizen-facing services the way they’re built in Silicon Valley, not the way they’re currently built, by defense contractors and other businesses whose primary strength is their ability to follow government procurement policies. The benefit, she hopes, is not only that citizens will benefit from better tools but that government will do a better job of learning what citizens want and need. “One thing Silicon Valley is actually pretty good at is paying attention to what people actually want and need. For some people in government, it’s almost like that’s beneath them.” Part of Pahlka’s battle is to persuade people in government who build technology to think differently. But a first step in that process is respecting the importance of the work people within institutions currently do.
In Defense of the Deep State
After Donald Trump took office in 2017, a wave of Twitter accounts associated with the US government “went rogue.” On the day the president was sworn into office, the official Twitter account of the National Parks Service retweeted Binyamin Appelbaum, a New York Times correspondent who’d shared images of the spotty crowds for Trump’s inauguration, comparing them to those for Obama’s ceremony.7 The new administration responded by temporarily banning all Department of Interior employees from using Twitter. The following day the offending tweet was removed and an apology was posted on the National Park Service feed. But three days later, the account of the Badlands National Park in South Dakota began tweeting out climate facts, including “Today, the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is higher than at any time in the last 650,000 years. #climate.”8 Later that day @AltUSNatParkService, which claimed to be run by current and former park rangers, launched with a flurry of two hundred tweets critical of Trump, gathering more than half a million followers in its first day online.9 “Alternative” accounts for NASA, the EPA, and other government agencies followed, creating the impression of a massive bureaucratic rebellion against the incoming president.10
It’s impossible to know whether these new “alt.gov” accounts were actually run by rebellious government bureaucrats, or whether activists simply realized the value of reminding anyone who was listening that the government was filled with people who believe in science and accuracy over spin. This is, in fact, a deeply important reminder. While a small percentage of government jobs change hands as political leadership changes—the six-inch layer on top of Jen Pahlka’s ocean—the vast majority of people who work in an agency like the National Park Service or the EPA are there because they believe in preserving national lands or prosecuting environmental crimes. While the Trump administration has taken aim at weakening or eliminating government departments, and sometimes appointed cabinet secretaries who have expressed an interest in shuttering the corner of government they’ve been entrusted with overseeing, thousands of people show up for work every day and do more or less the same jobs as they did before the presidency changed hands.
An agency like the EPA will not be replaced with anything better under the Trump administration, so working to preserve the values and importance of the existing institution is a perfectly reasonable—and downright noble—thing to do. Consider the impact that federal justices have had in ruling against the Justice Department’s increasingly xenophobic immigration policies: by doing their jobs and maintaining the strength of the institution they represent, they’ve been able to slow some of the worst excesses of the Trump administration’s executive orders. While the administration’s response to COVID-19 has essentially stopped immigration in mid-2020, a Ninth Circuit ruling that ordered the “remain in Mexico” policy to be overturned suggests that once the immediate response to the pandemic is ended, courts will continue to check executive power on issues of immigration.
What neither the EPA nor the federal courts have done—whether or not it is needed—is eliminate or reform their institutions. Indeed, at a moment when the existence of their institutions is threatened, it may be unrealistic to ask these institutions to address their shortcomings. Their challenge now is to survive in an increasingly hostile environment.
Effective institutionalists have theories for why their participation within an institution is important: they believe the institution is the best positioned to tackle a problem and requires support, or they believe they personally are positioned to transform the institution by their very presence.
On July 11, 2016, a group of four men were skinning dead cows outside the village of Una in Gujarat, India. The men were Dalits, a group excluded from Hinduism’s four Brahminic castes, historically considered “untouchable,” and excluded from villages by many Hindu communities. A group of vigilantes, members of the far-right Hindu nationalist political party Shiv Sena, accused the men of killing the cows, a deeply controversial practice in India. The men protested that they were skinning cows that had died of natural causes, a traditional profession left to Dalit men. But soon they were stripped, tied to cars, and beaten with sticks and iron pipes. The vigilantes documented their attacks on the men and shared the video on social media, leading to a wave of protests.11
Jignesh Mevani, a Dalit lawyer and social activist, led a massive march of Dalits from the Gujarati capital of Ahmedabad to Una, the village where the beatings took place. Mevani’s intentions in organizing the march went beyond calling attention to extremist violence. He asked the tens of thousands of Dalits who marched with him to pledge that they would no longer take on the work of skinning and butchering cattle, the task they’d performed for three thousand years and the nominal reason they were considered untouchable by some Hindus. In return, he demanded that the Gujarat government redistribute five acres of land to each Dalit family so they would have both the economic and the status benefits from being landowners.12
Mevani’s success as a movement leader led to success at the ballot box, and he was elected to the Gujarat legislative assembly with a strong showing in one of the state’s poorest constituencies. While there are many Dalits in government throughout India—the result of a compromise, struck by Mahatma Gandhi and Babasaheb Ambedkar, the Dalit father of Indian independence, that created reserved seats for “scheduled castes”—the presence of a Dalit activist within government is a radical development. When I interviewed him in August 2018, Mevani explained that his path to politics gave him an unusual degree of power: “They’re forced to take me seriously, because they know I can bring people into the streets again.” From this privileged position, Mevani sees his role as bringing the issues of Dalits and other poor constituents to the state government.
I didn’t understand how controversial and visible a figure Mevani had become until a colleague pointed out how careful she’d had to be in setting up our meeting, choosing a location that couldn’t be traced to her or her family, and that Mevani never travels alone, after past confrontations with police. While Mevani focuses now on serving his constituents, his presence in government is a statement in itself that Dalits can advocate for their rights and will use the tools of the Indian government to do so. For Dalits who want to see discrimination end, Mevani’s loud and visible voice is proof that change is possible.
Mevani’s presence in Indian politics offers some of the same hope that Alexandra Ocasio-Cortez provides to American progressives. As a twenty-eight-year-old puertoriqueña from the Bronx, she unseated a powerful Democratic leader, challenging him from the left by running on a platform of democratic socialism. The sheer presence of a working-class woman—Ocasio-Cortez worked as a bartender and a waitress in a taqueria before launching her legislative career—advocating for workers’ rights suggests a hope that America’s least-trusted institution could be transformed by the presence of young leaders. The danger, both for Mevani and for Ocasio-Cortez, is that they will find themselves frustrated by the inability to change the institutions they’ve fought to join.
The real power of Mevani and Ocasio-Cortez will be realized when their ideas, not just their presence, become central to their chosen institution. Both might find inspiration in an unlikely locale for institutionalist revolutionaries: the district attorney’s office.
The Radical Institutionalists in the DA’s Office
In the spring of 2008, Adam Foss graduated from Suffolk Law School in his native Boston. Before starting as a prosecutor in the Suffolk County district attorney’s office, he spent his summer touring with his band, a decision he remembers as an easy one to make, “as there weren’t any programs to teach me how to become a prosecutor—it was just assumed that I would go straight from law school into the courtroom.” As a result, Foss didn’t know how to do very much other than seek prison terms for young defendants he was supposed to bring to justice. “Five thousand years ago, the first doctors conducted surgery with stone tools. Fortunately, the medical field has made tremendous progress since then. But in the prosecutor’s office, we’re still dealing with our favorite stone tool: prison.”13
During his years prosecuting mostly young Black men in Boston, Adam realized there had to be a better way to achieve justice than to contribute to “a system that has put more African Americans in prison right now than were enslaved at the start of the Civil War.” As Foss learned his trade, he discovered that prosecutors in the United States have enormous flexibility in their choices about defendants: they can send them into drug treatment, diversion programs, community service, and other ways to rehabilitate and to address the damage they’ve caused. Foss likes to tell the story of a young man who’d stolen dozens of laptops from a Best Buy store. Rather than prosecute the culprit, leaving him with a lifetime felony record, Foss worked with him to recover the stolen laptops, pay for the ones he couldn’t recover, and perform community service. The young man now works as a banker in Boston “and makes a lot more money than me,” Foss quips. That’s a good thing: instead of costing Massachusetts money, the man Foss worked with has become a taxpayer and a contributing member of society.14
The key, Foss now believes, is showing prosecutors around the country that they have another way to work. With his nonprofit organization Prosecutor Impact, he conducts trainings he wishes he’d experienced before starting his job, introducing prosecutors to the communities that many defendants come from, and showing them the full toolkit at their disposal, from counseling and community service to criminal prosecution. My former lab at MIT, Center for Civic Media, has worked with Foss to develop metrics for district attorneys’ offices that track progress toward healthy, just communities, rather than the number of criminals incarcerated. It’s a move similar to one that public health advocates are making; to track “wellness” instead of the number of patients a doctor or hospital sees.
Foss is part of a national movement toward decarceration that’s seen New York and New Jersey drop their prison populations by over 25 percent since 2000.15 The city of Philadelphia recently elected Larry Krasner, a civil rights attorney with years of experience, to head its district attorney’s office. Krasner stunned even his most passionate supporters with the sheer scope and pace of changes he put into place, firing thirty-one DAs who weren’t comfortable with his new direction for the office and placing twenty-nine police officers on a “do not call” list because of indications that they had lied under oath to seek convictions. More stunning was a five-page memo Krasner sent to those reporting to him, setting new guidelines that demanded approval from a superior before prosecuting for possession or sale of marijuana, prostitution, or possession of an unlicensed weapon.16 Inspired by Krasner, Foss, and others, activist lawyers who’ve worked on issues like housing discrimination are mounting campaigns for the DA’s office. They see a chance to transform outcomes through their presence and their commitment to a new way of using a powerful institution.17
Neither Foss nor Krasner is changing the purpose of the prosecutor’s office. The purpose of that important, though often broken, institution remains to provide justice to the community. Foss acknowledges that one of the hardest parts of his job is explaining his approach to the families of crime victims. But these prosecutorial reforms aren’t changing laws—they focus on changing norms within the prosecutor’s office, helping bring an institution back to its original purpose. I consider Foss and Krasner to be radical institutionalists. They look and sound like radicals, but their approaches are about strengthening institutions, bringing them back to their original purposes, not eliminating them like insurrectionists, or working outside them, as in counter-democracy (see Chapter 6).
Send Lawyers, Scratch Tickets, and Money
Because radical institutionalists seek power within existing institutions, their success often depends on hacking the rules that govern institutions. In other words, a lot of radical institutionalists are lawyers. (Try not to hold that against them.)
One of the most frequently lambasted institutions in the United States today is the Electoral College, a peculiar process for selecting a president that has, in two of the five presidential elections this century, resulted in sending the candidate who won fewer votes to the presidency. In an attempt to strike a balance between popular will and the excesses of populist zeal, the framers of the Constitution created a system in which each state has electors proportional to its number of senators and representatives, ranging from 3 (two senators and one representative) in the smallest states to 55 in California, the largest. Wyoming, the least populous state, has 3 electors for roughly 574,000 citizens (1 to 191,000) while California has 55 electors for 39,770,000 (1 to 723,000). As a result, it’s theoretically possible to win a presidential election by winning only 23.1 percent of the popular vote.18 Trump won in 2016 with 46.1 percent of the popular vote as compared to 48.2 percent for Clinton, in part because sparsely populated—and electorally overrepresented—states like Wyoming tend to support Republican candidates.
In the wake of the 2016 election, California senator Barbara Boxer introduced legislation that would eliminate the Electoral College, saying, “This is the only office in the land where you can get more votes and still lose the presidency. The Electoral College is an outdated, undemocratic system that does not reflect our modern society, and it needs to change immediately.”19 Boxer knew her bill would not succeed—it was a plea for attention to the problem—as abolishing the Electoral College requires amending the Constitution, a process that the document’s authors intentionally made difficult.
Perhaps the most likely method for hacking the Electoral College comes from a computer science professor who transformed the world of gambling. Dr. John Koza is known in computer science circles for his work on genetic algorithms, systems that can optimize their performance by creating slightly mutated “children” and holding competitions between them to see which perform a task most efficiently. But before applying natural selection to computer programming, Koza founded and ran a company called Scientific Games that produced huge print runs of randomized game cards. Originally used by supermarkets to give customers a fun, variable reward, Koza convinced the State of Massachusetts to try a scratch-off lottery ticket that allowed players to win instantly instead of waiting for a weekly drawing. These “instant win” tickets were an instant hit, selling $2.7 million in the first week and quickly making Koza rich.20
Since 2006 Koza has dedicated a significant fraction of his wealth to popularizing an end run around the Electoral College called the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. The idea is simple: states that sign on to the compact agree to pledge their electors to the winner of the total popular vote in the presidential election. The compact has a trigger clause, which means it doesn’t come into effect until states with a combination of 270 electoral votes—enough to win a presidential election—sign on to it. Thus far, ten states and the District of Columbia, representing 165 combined electoral votes, are on board. But finding the next 105 electors will be a challenge, as the states that have signed on are all safe Democratic strongholds, and no Republican or battleground states have agreed yet.
If enough states sign on to the compact, they would commit their electors together and control the outcome of the election, irrespective of any other state’s voting outcome. The result of such an election would almost certainly be appealed to the Supreme Court. Koza’s proposal is a compact on purpose: a binding contract between states that state governments use to coordinate behavior on issues like cross-border pollution. Koza learned about compacts from the lottery business; an interstate compact underlies Powerball, the massive multistate lottery drawing. But the Constitution gives Congress some authority over interstate compacts that impact the federal government, and passing the Popular Vote compact would inevitably lead to a showdown in court between state and federal powers.21
There’s a cleaner solution to the problem of the Electoral College than Koza’s end run, but it’s much less likely to come about and is vastly more radical, despite being entirely within the original intent of the Constitution. The inequities of the Electoral College reflect the fact that Americans are not equally represented in Congress. Each of fifty states has two senators and a set of representatives proportional to its population, but the nature of that proportionality is a complicated beast.
George Washington, the general who led the American rebellion against Britain and become the first US president, was notably reluctant to weigh in on the drafting of the Constitution. One issue where he expressed an opinion was the ratio between citizens and representatives, opining that one representative for thirty thousand citizens was a more appropriate apportionment than one for forty thousand.22 Throughout the nineteenth century, Congress was reapportioned following the decennial census, which determined the population of each state and expanded the House of Representatives to deliberate on behalf of their growing populations.
This system came to a halt in 1920, when Congress failed to reapportion seats in the wake of the census. Between 1910 and 1920, populations had shifted significantly from rural to urban areas. This shift had implications for the pressing political issue of the day—Prohibition—as urban populations generally favored keeping alcohol legal, while rural populations did not. Prohibition advocates refused to honor the new population figures, fearing that they’d lose the ability to enforce the recently passed Eighteenth Amendment, which prohibited the sale of alcohol.23 In 1911 the size of the House of Representatives was fixed at 435 members as a result of the reapportionment after the 1910 census, and except for a brief period after Alaska and Hawaii joined the union in the late 1950s, it has barely changed since.
A current member of the House of Representatives represents roughly 750,000 people, vastly more than Washington had prescribed and more than three times the ratio when the limit of 435 members was implemented. In other developed countries, the population represented by a member of the lower house is far smaller: 97,000 to 1 in Britain, 114,000 to 1 in France, 135,000 to 1 in Germany, and 147,000 to 1 in Australia.24
If we reapportioned Congress based on 1911 ratios, the United States would have 1,509 representatives. If we got more radical and returned to George Washington’s ratio, it would have almost 11,000. In either case, Congress would need to operate in a very different fashion. The Capitol doesn’t have enough room for offices for 11,000 representatives, or even 1,500. Congress might need to become a virtual organization, meeting and debating via the Internet, perhaps, with representatives spending more time in their communities than in Washington. In the process, both lobbying and campaign financing, two of the factors most often identified as flaws in American representative democracy, would likely be transformed. Representatives scattered around the country are harder to lobby than those that attend the same cocktail parties in the same city, and buying the legislative loyalty of thousands of representatives through campaign contributions might prove economically infeasible even for wealthy corporations. And since candidates running for seats in Congress would have to reach tens of thousands of voters, rather than nearly a million, campaigns might come to rely less on expensive television advertising and more on face-to-face campaigning.
At 1911 ratios, Wyoming would have 4 electoral votes, while California would have 186 (contrasting to 3 to 55 today). In an enlarged House, Democrats would likely have an advantage, as states with large urban populations—which generally vote Democratic—are currently underrepresented. Michael G. Neubauer and Joel Zeitlin, political scientists at California State University, Northridge, have demonstrated that had the House of Representatives been larger than 597 members in 2000, Al Gore would have beaten George W. Bush.25 Due to the size of Congress, states with small populations have more representatives per capita than large states—remember the disparity between Wyoming’s 3 electoral votes and California’s 55. As long as less populated states lean the same way politically, those states can sway elections if the size of the House of Representatives is small. Increase the House size, and the effect goes away. This idea, called the House Size Effect, suggests that American elections are a function not only of popular will but also of the size of the House of Representatives,26 a consequence that feels somewhat undemocratic.
Congress could change its size on its own, by overturning the laws that enshrined 435 as the number of representatives. It wouldn’t require a constitutional amendment, just a majority in both houses. But it’s unlikely to happen, because it would utterly transform how Congress works, weakening the powers of every individual representative. Oddly, though such a change would almost certainly benefit Democrats, the two most prominent proponents of movements to expand the size of Congress are Republicans, Bruce Bartlett who worked for the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations, and the conservative columnist George Will.27
The point is not that a much larger House of Representatives would reduce mistrust in America’s least-trusted institution, though it certainly might. The point is that institutionalists can advocate for radical change without overthrowing existing institutions. Sometimes enforcing laws as originally written would be enough to thoroughly transform an institution.
The idea that George Washington, were he alive today, might prefer a “Big House” of ten thousand representatives is a clue: debates over the intent of rules that govern our institutions are a significant challenge to radical institutionalism. Politicians have justified dramatic rule changes by claiming that they maintain the intent of long-dead founders. Citizens United, the Supreme Court decision that supported the right of individuals and corporations to pour nearly unlimited funds into political campaigns, is based on an “originalist” interpretation of the Constitution that understands money as speech. Much of what seems so dysfunctional about current institutions in fact emerges from incremental institutionalist changes.
Institutionalist approaches to social change, radical and otherwise, require a balance between what’s accomplishable now and the animating power of a larger vision. Proposals to expand the House of Representatives or eliminate the Electoral College are animated by a vision of bringing the United States closer to a “pure” democracy, where majority will equals electoral victory. The argument to leave these systems unchanged—and there is a legitimate argument—is animated by the desire to protect the interests of people in small, rural states so their perspectives aren’t erased. When we see attempts to interpret existing rules and to modify them to meet contemporary needs, we must always see the animating vision and values as well. Rules, like all systems, have values and agendas embedded within them.
In India, Jignesh Mevani’s short-term goal is to use his position as a legislator to provide services to the poor and increase the visibility of Dalit activism. But his animating vision is ambitious: the annihilation of caste, an idea put forward by Babasaheb Ambedkar in his 1936 book of that name. “This isn’t a victory we win legislatively,” Mevani explains. “It comes when Dalits and so-called ‘high caste’ Hindus marry and have kids. It comes from progressive Hindus who are willing to ignore three thousand years of history that have separated us. At some point, this whole absurd system becomes unsupportable.” In other words, his position within the Gujarat legislative assembly allows him to use law as a lever to make change, but his longer struggle will require a massive societal shift in norms.
When we resolve to change an institution from the inside, we face a singular danger: despite our best efforts, we can end up supporting systems that are fundamentally flawed and broken, keeping them standing longer than they might without our assistance.
In 2010 Noah Kunin joined the US government, working for the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau before signing on as infrastructure director for 18F, the digital services agency that Jen Pahlka helped establish within the General Services Administration. When Donald Trump won the 2016 election, Kunin published a brief blogpost affirming his decision to remain at 18F: “My oath to this country was not to a particular office, or person, and certainly not to a political party. It was to the Constitution and to the people.”28
Less than a year later, Kunin published another post, this time explaining why he decided to leave 18F. He referenced Pahlka’s idea of running into the burning building, explaining that he’d often used the same metaphor to explain his decisions: “This time is different. The people with the matches are inside the house. The house is not burning down (this time) because it was struck by lightning, or the wiring was shoddy. It’s now on fire because the people in charge want to burn it down.”29
Chapter 6
COUNTER-DEMOCRACY AND CITIZEN MONITORING
IN 1966 IN OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA, BOBBY SEALE AND HUEY Newton began policing the police.
Oakland’s police department was notorious for harassing Black motorists, using unnecessary violence to enforce the law. Half of Oakland’s population was Black or Latinx, and Seale and Newton collected five thousand signatures from those communities, demanding that the Oakland City Council establish a police review board to investigate reports of brutality against Black and brown citizens. The council ignored their demand.1
Seale and Newton organized groups of young men to follow the police as they conducted traffic stops. The men dressed in leather jackets, sunglasses, and black berets—a uniform designed to be affordable. Stanley Nelson, who produced the documentary Black Panthers: Vanguard of the Revolution, explained: “Every young Black man has a black leather jacket or can get one or can borrow one if they can’t buy one.”2 The Panthers were armed. California law permitted open carry of handguns, and the Panthers exercised their rights: when police stopped a motorist, the Panthers would stop as well and observe the interaction, guns in hand, from about twenty feet away.
The Oakland police found this tactic sufficiently intimidating that Republican assemblyman Don Mulford introduced a bill that would ban the open carry of firearms. Thirty Panthers, armed with pistols and shotguns, responded by “occupying” the California state house. Republican governor Ronald Reagan hastened to sign Mulford’s bill, commenting that he saw “no reason why on the street today a citizen should be carrying loaded weapons.”3
While the police patrols were short-lived, they helped build the Black Panthers into a national movement and called attention to the Panthers’ broader ambitions, a ten-point platform that sought economic and social justice for Black people.4 The patrols also demonstrated that counter-democracy—taking civic action by monitoring existing institutions and holding them responsible—is a powerful strategy for social change. The Panther patrols forced a conversation about a phenomenon—police brutality—that was widely known but not widely discussed. By adopting the language of an institution—“policing” the police through “patrols”—the Panthers recovered the idea that the police are an institution that answers to the people. We have a right to review and document their work.
The performative, symbolic nature of the Panthers protest is part of what gave it power, notes Nikhil Pal Singh in The Black Panther Party (Reconsidered): “The ‘shadow of the gun,’ moreover, was far more important for the Panthers than real guns could ever be.”5 Seale and Newton knew they couldn’t reverse America’s endemic racism with a handful of revolutionaries and a small cache of weapons. But the highly visible act of holding police accountable was an action with lasting symbolic weight.
Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? The 2014 murder of Eric Garner by Staten Island police brought the ongoing problem of police violence against unarmed people of color back to the forefront of American consciousness and reminded people of the importance of watching the watchers. We know what happened to Garner only because his friend Ramsey Orta recorded the arrest and subsequent death on his cellphone as Officer Daniel Pantaleo held Garner in a proscribed chokehold.
Much as the Panthers recognized that many people owned or could buy a leather jacket, today’s monitors of power leverage ubiquitous cellphones more often than guns. In 2015 in North Charleston, South Carolina, police stopped Walter Scott for a broken taillight. The arresting officer tased him and, when Scott fled, shot him in the back five times. Michael Slager, the officer who shot Scott, was sentenced to twenty years in prison based on video footage recorded by Feidin Santana, a young immigrant from the Dominican Republic who heard taser fire and began filming what became a murder.6
Monitoring the abuse of power may be easier today because of mobile phones, but it is seldom safe. Walter Scott’s family hailed Santana as a hero, and Black Lives Matter activists celebrated him, but supporters of Officer Slager sent him death threats, so he returned to the Dominican Republic.7 Ramsey Orta, who had filmed Garner’s death, was arrested on unrelated drug and domestic violence charges and jailed for four years. He reports being abused and kept in solitary confinement in prison in retaliation for filming Garner’s death.8
Before his incarceration, Orta promoted an organization, Copwatch, that since 1990 has helped communities monitor local policing. Copwatch distributes guides and runs trainings, explaining citizens’ rights under US law to record police activity on public property and clarifying the lines between documenting police activity and interfering with arrests. A guide, developed by Copwatch and the human rights organization Witness, for Water Protectors, people seeking to block the Dakota Access oil pipeline, offers legal advice and strategies for effective documentation: “Documenting arrests is crucial because it’s the point when police make physical contact with Water Protectors. It is also often when false charges are made against activists, such as assaulting an officer or resisting arrest.”9
The language used by Copwatch organizers can be rough and confrontational—their websites and Facebook groups sometimes use the term pigs to refer to police officers. Certain activists involved with the organization have no trust for the police and heckle officers, while others work more closely with authorities, sharing footage with police internal affairs divisions in hopes of taking abusive officers off the streets.10 The movement is chaotic and many-headed and can be confusing to understand. It is also, according to the French political theorist Pierre Rosanvallon, a critical ingredient in contemporary democracy.
Rosanvallon is one of France’s most respected political theorists and historians, whose scholarship engages with the past and present of French democracy. One distinctive aspect of his work is his insistence that understanding democracy involves understanding not only institutions like parliaments and presidents but also people outside the system who watch, influence, and pressure those in power. He calls this idea contra-démocratie but is careful to explain that these forces buttress democratic institutions, strengthening them by pushing against them rather than seeking to topple them.
Rosanvallon traces the roots of counter-democracy back to the French Revolution, when citizens, after achieving the end of the monarchy, held their new government accountable through oversight (surveillance) of elected officials, mobilization to protest poor decisions, and sitting in judgment over officials accused of corruption or other crimes. He finds antecedents for these tendencies even further back, in Athenian juries and other ancient institutions. While counter-democracy is not always as clearly described and documented as a system like voting, Rosanvallon sees it evolving in parallel, as a necessary component to the systems we understand as core to democracies. Indeed, it’s a known bug of democratic systems, “the inability of electoral/representative politics to keep its promises [that has] led to the development of indirect forms of democracy.”11
Once we understand that counter-democratic structures are part of a healthy democracy, Rosanvallon believes we will conceive of democracy not as a political system in decline but as one that is changing its form. The mistrust many feel for democratic institutions can be seen as greater “social attentiveness,” fuel for engagement in efforts to hold elected and bureaucratic powers responsible. This “ethos of democratic oversight” animates not only individual activists but also nonprofit organizations and monitors within the government itself, like the Government Accountability Office, which was founded as a nonpartisan monitor of federal spending,12 or the inspector general corps, established to oversee corruption within the executive branch in the wake of Watergate.13
The Italian designer and programmer Luigi Reggi was working for the European Union when he discovered the power of counter-democratic practice. He had spent over a year building a website that allowed citizens to see precisely how much money their community had received in EU funds and how it had been spent. While his site won design awards, unfortunately, virtually no one used it. So Reggi tried a different model: he invited friends to audit the projects the European Union had funded, running Monithons—hackathons for monitoring public works projects like senior centers and new transportation projects by visiting them and documenting what had worked and what had failed.
Citizens who weren’t interested in reading about how EU funds were spent were excited by the possibility of discovering corruption and malfeasance. Their “social attentiveness” was activated not by the chance to learn passively but by the chance to evaluate using a method that’s closer to confrontation. Monithons offer citizens the possibility of uncovering a scandal, something that benefits society less than it lines the pockets of those involved. But many Monithon participants discovered that the projects they examined had in fact been carefully conceived and were well carried out; as they began to understand the challenges and constraints, including budgeting, involved in public works projects, their skepticism eased.
Reggi discovered a truth inherent in a high-mistrust world: people who are alienated from democratic institutions will often find a home in counter-democracy, keeping democratic institutions honest, accountable, and in check. But Monithon also suggests that counter-democratic projects can quickly become institutions of their own. Most participants in Monithons today are high school students, who complete the project for civics classes, beginning in the classroom and ending in field trips to evaluate local projects and discuss the outcomes. Reggi had initially hoped to help interested adults better understand how EU funds work—instead, he’s helped redesign Italian civics education.14
Contemporary technology is custom-made for counter-democracy. The smartphone, with its ability to capture and transmit images, is a perfect tool not only for documenting police violence but also for sousveillance, the practice of watching powerful institutions from a ground-up perspective.
Dr. Steve Mann coined the term sousveillance more than thirty-five years ago as a way of explaining his practice of wearing a head-mounted camera and recording everything he saw, a practice now called life-logging. Security guards and other authority figures often objected to him entering buildings, demanding to know if he was recording. Mann noted that these buildings almost invariably had security cameras, which meant that he was being subjected to surveillance—why couldn’t he respond with recordings of his own: sousveillance? Anticipating a world where cameras were omnipresent, trained by authorities on people, and vice versa, sousveillance helps explain the dynamic at play when citizens begin monitoring those who traditionally monitor them: anger, followed by a recognition that power dynamics have shifted, often followed by a change in behavior.15
Five years ago I found myself in Brazil, explaining Dr. Mann’s work to a group of community activists, high school students, and at least one former drug dealer, standing on a wire-fence-enclosed basketball court in the favela of Santa Lúcia. Located on a steep hillside in Belo Horizonte, Brazil’s sixth-largest city, Santa Lúcia is a pocket of intense poverty between two wealthy neighborhoods. I’d come with my students from the MIT Media Lab to test a prototype system we’d built called Promise Tracker that invited members of a community to document neighborhood problems using mobile phones. Emilie Reiser from our team had built an app that let people take photos and GPS readings and combine the two into annotated, illustrated maps that community leaders could show to local government officials, documenting and analyzing what was wrong with local infrastructure.
I assumed it would take a while to sell the community on the power of sousveillance as a tool for social change, but most of the audience immediately embraced the project. Rejecting the cheap phones we’d brought in for them from the United States, they pulled out Android phones and loaded our app onto them. What surprised me even more was the issues they wanted to monitor. The Santa Lúcians I worked with chose corrimãos—handrails—a topic that made sense only when we started walking through the neighborhood.
A single traffic-snarled road snakes through Santa Lúcia—almost all travel and commerce in the favela takes place on steep stairways that run through the neighborhood. As we took photos and mapped locations of these stairways, we noticed that only those that connected Santa Lúcia with its wealthier neighbors had railings. The deeper we got into Santa Lúcia, the more broken and dangerous the stairways became. As we worked, locals who’d stopped to ask what we were doing shared stories. An old man pointed up a stairway that climbed thirty meters: “I helped build that fifty years ago. And last year, I fell down it. I wish I could tell my younger self that we needed a railing for the old people.”
After our group developed and tested Promise Tracker, we handed it over to a committed team of Brazilian activists and academics. Working in nine states around Brazil, they’ve discovered that some of the tool’s most passionate users are, again, high school students. After discovering it in workshops about addressing local environmental issues, they bring it into the classroom to document problems ranging from unreliable Internet access to bathrooms without toilet paper. The most widespread deployment of the Promise Tracker app monitors a complaint that’s nearly universal: the poor quality of school lunches. Since 2010, Brazil has included a right to food in its constitution, which guarantees students at least one nutritious meal a day, sourced in part from local farmers.16 Students documented it when lunch wasn’t provided, or when it fell short of nutritional guidelines.
Watching from afar, we wondered whether students would be able to turn the data they’d collected into action, or whether local authorities would brush them aside. But the students have been embraced by local public prosecutors, who’ve started using the reports to identify and diagnose problems with the school food system. Sometimes the problems signal corruption, where someone has stolen food meant for students and sold it. Far more often, the problems have to do with failing infrastructure: the meat is delivered on Monday, but the school has no refrigeration, so there’s no meat for students by Wednesday. In Rosanvallon’s spirit of counter-democracy, critical surveillance by the students is improving existing institutions.
Promise Tracker works in large part because it allows people to identify the issue they want to pay attention to. Michael Schudson, the journalism scholar who reminds us that the shape of citizenship in America has changed significantly over the years, proposes that “monitorial citizenship” is a dominant form of citizenship in the modern age. Instead of expecting citizens to be interested in every aspect of politics or civics, Schudson argues, it’s more reasonable to ask them to monitor issues they’re concerned with and knowledgeable about. Monitorial citizens are neither disengaged nor uninterested, but they may not take action unless they feel they are directly affected by an issue. Schudson distinguishes monitorial citizenship from “informed citizenship,” the model he sees as dominating contemporary theories about civics, in which ideal citizens are broadly knowledgeable about civic issues, informed about current developments in the news, and capable of weighing in on a wide range of topics.17
For Schudson, the Informed Citizen model—advanced by the American progressive reformers of the early 1900s—is too optimistic about citizen capabilities and expects far too much from people who have full and busy lives. By contrast, the Brazilian students’ engagement with school lunches exemplifies citizen monitoring, a productive selfishness that increases an individual’s sense of efficacy. Citizen monitoring also has the advantage of pre-existing expertise. It requires some work for the average voter to become knowledgeable about agricultural policy, for instance, but most high school students have a deep, intuitive understanding of how school lunches succeed and fail. At its best, citizen monitoring leverages knowledge that citizens already have about an issue, encourages them to learn about the deeper causes, and proposes original solutions.
On March 11, 2011, a massive earthquake off the Pacific coast of Japan led to a catastrophic tsunami that sent waves of up to forty meters high as far as ten kilometers inland. The earthquake and tsunami killed over fifteen thousand people and displaced hundreds of thousands more. One of the numerous crises that the Japanese government faced was the level-seven meltdown of three nuclear reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant. The only other level-seven meltdown in history was the catastrophic accident in 1986 in Chernobyl. As the Japanese government mobilized to react, many citizens in Tokyo, 150 miles away, began to worry about radiation contamination from airborne particles.
A group of hackers with ties to Japan, including the legendary programmer Ray Ozzie (creator of Lotus Notes and former chief technical officer at Microsoft), began working to create an affordable mobile Geiger counter that could store time and location information as well as radiation readings. The instrument the team built was stored in a bento box, a waterproof box used to carry lunches to work or school, and the device became known as the bGeigie.18
The hackathon project became the nonprofit organization Safecast, which designs and builds high-quality instruments for environmental monitoring, deploys instruments to people affected, and communicates its findings to governments and the general public. With more than 40 million readings submitted by thousands of volunteers over seven years, Safecast is one of the largest citizen science projects in history. It maintains a public map of radiation readings that cover Japan thoroughly, and the network is starting to provide robust coverage in parts of Europe. In the process, the Safecast core team have become deeply knowledgeable about radiation monitoring and effects, meeting regularly with the Japanese government to advise it on recovery from Fukushima and on communication with the public around radiation and other environmental health indicators.
Members of the Safecast team were drawn into radiation monitoring because they were concerned about their families and their health in the wake of Fukushima, much as the people involved with Copwatch tend to be young people who have lived with the effects of overpolicing. And much as the activists involved with Copwatch have become deeply knowledgeable about their rights to document the police, and about the circumstances where police-citizen interactions can go off the rails, Safecast’s team have become expert on the differences between alpha, beta, and gamma radiation. This particular form of citizenship, at the intersection between expertise and engaged knowledge, is very different from traditional informed citizenship. The informed citizen can become sufficiently knowledgeable about a topic to have an opinion by reading the newspaper and staying engaged in her community. But citizen monitors become experts on the issues they study, capable of understanding them to a level of detail that’s unreasonable to expect from average citizens, and they are often capable of mobilizing fellow citizens to the cause.
But knowledge of an issue and of the communities it affects isn’t always sufficient to be an effective citizen monitor. Sometimes you need to be an expert.
In 1986 an eighteen-year-old dry cleaning clerk, Ronda Morrison, was murdered in Monroeville, Alabama. Walter McMillian, a Black logger and small businessman with no felony record, was accused of the murder, despite the fact that at the time the crime was committed, dozens of witnesses attest that he was at a church fish fry. While there was no physical evidence tying McMillian to the murder, the jury chose to ignore the evidence of the eyewitnesses who provided alibis for McMillian and sentenced him to life in prison. The judge, Robert E. Lee Key, Jr., used a uniquely Alabamian procedure—the judge override—to convert McMillian’s life sentence to a death sentence.
The override caught the attention of Bryan Stevenson, a twenty-eight-year-old Black lawyer who had recently graduated from Harvard Law School and the Kennedy School of Government. Stevenson visited McMillian on death row and brought an appeal to the Alabama Court of Criminal Appeals, offering new evidence including the fact that key witnesses against McMillian recanted their testimony and admitted to having been paid to give false testimony. The Alabama Court of Appeals turned down Stevenson four times.19
Realizing that he was unlikely to find justice within the Alabama court system, Stevenson complemented his lawyering with storytelling. McMillian’s home town, Monroeville, was the hometown of Harper Lee and the likely setting for To Kill a Mockingbird, the famous novel in which a Black man is falsely accused of raping a white woman. Pointing to the irony that a town that claimed to celebrate Lee’s moving book was now railroading an innocent Black man to execution, Stevenson brought the story to the national television newsmagazine 60 Minutes. After the 60 Minutes piece aired, Stevenson took the case to appeal for the fifth time, and after six years on death row, McMillian was exonerated.
His experience with McMillian led Stevenson to form the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), a remarkable nonprofit organization that provides representation to poor and indigent defendants, particularly those facing prosecution for capital crimes. While EJI has been successful in challenging the worst excesses of the criminal justice system, reversing decisions or gaining release of more than 125 prisoners wrongly sentenced to death, Stevenson’s advocacy has accomplished structural changes as well. Starting in 2006, EJI led a litigation campaign that challenged the practice of sentencing people to life without parole for crimes they committed as minors. Two Supreme Court decisions in 2012—Miller v. Alabama and Jackson v. Hobbs—established that mandatory life without parole sentences for minors were unconstitutional, forcing twenty-nine states to change their laws.20
In his use of the court system to seek sentencing reform, Stevenson looks like a radical institutionalist, using the rules of the system to evolve and correct it over time. But a recent project suggests EJI has a focus on counter-democracy. In 2018 it opened the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, a memorial to 4,400 Americans killed extrajudicially between the end of the Civil War and World War II, a period Stevenson refers to as an “era of racial terrorism.” Visitors entering the monument pass between a series of massive metal blocks. As they follow a ramp leading down into the museum, they realize that the blocks are suspended, hanging above the ground, roughly human-sized, one for each of the men, women, and children executed during a period of history when the murder of Black Americans was not only accepted but something families took their children to watch, like a parade or a picnic.
Stevenson seeks to exonerate the wrongly convicted, yes, but his wider goal is to expose and transform the intricate system of biases and injustices that stem from one of America’s original sins: slavery. The lynching memorial stands as a counterpoint to the history of the civil rights movement in America, often taught as an example of how a society could admit its failings and find a new way. The steel blocks hanging like Black bodies in trees remind us that a society that tortured and killed people does not shed the legacy of white supremacy overnight. It is no accident, Stevenson reminds us, that one of three Black male babies born today will end up in jail or prison. It is the logical outcome of a system that started with slavery and has still failed to address the consequences of this original sin.
Stevenson’s work with EJI uses law as a lever for change, relying on litigation to challenge systemic injustices. But EJI also focuses on norms-based change, recognizing that we have broken laws because we’ve failed to deal with some of the most horrific aspects of our collective past. While Copwatch monitors and challenges individual acts of police brutality, EJI challenges the complex of laws, beliefs, and attitudes that makes such abuse possible. Like many counter-democratic organizations, EJI relies on naming and shaming—Rosanvallon would recognize its work as “denunciation”—action critical to restoring trust in institutions by calling out and forcing the removal of bad actors. As a result, EJI is not only a legal organization but also a media one. Rosanvallon notes that activist organizations frequently become media organizations when they begin exposing and denouncing fundamental social wrongs: “the media are the routine functional form of democratic oversight, while militant civil society groups are the activist form. The two are thus functionally complementary. This complementarity is the basis for the well known slogan, ‘Don’t hate the media—become the media!’ ”21
For Americans, the most familiar counter-democratic institution is the press, sometimes elevated to a “fourth estate” or “fourth branch” of government, signifying an equivalency of power with the legislative, judicial, and executive branches. The press is often able to force examination of issues that the government would prefer not to address. In April 2018, when the Trump administration implemented a “zero-tolerance” immigration policy, sharply constraining avenues to asylum and imprisoning anyone who entered the country without proper paperwork, the shocking consequence was detention camps for children. Courts had previously decided that US authorities could not incarcerate children for a parent’s alleged immigration crimes. But under the zero-tolerance immigration policy, authorities also could not release these children to stay with family members or return them home. Instead, children were removed from their parents and sent to government-run camps while their parents were processed or deported.
Zero-tolerance was meant to be a victory for Trump’s most earnest supporters, many of whom favored strong restrictions on immigration. But investigative journalists, led by Spanish-language media outlets like Univision, quickly revealed that the children were being held under horrific conditions. While a government spokesman described the conditions “like summer camp,”22 photos of children being held in chain-link fence cages quickly countered that narrative. Subsequent stories revealed that children were being sexually assaulted while in custody and that some were being tranquilized with powerful psychiatric medicines. The Trump administration was forced to back away from the policy of family separation after a public outcry and a ruling from a federal court in California.23
Rosanvallon sees the press as a way of organizing public opinion and creating power that can challenge the power expressed by the voting booth: “Thus the [elected] deputy and the journalist are potential rivals.” Citing dialogues contemporaneous with the French revolution, Rosanvallon reminds us of a tension that’s very much alive today: questions of the democratic legitimacy of the press and other counter-democratic institutions.
While Donald Trump’s criticisms of the press have more to do with his thin skin and his desire to create a unified enemy than with legitimate critiques, there is reason to question the power of the press. Elections grant legitimacy to representatives—the will of the people put them in power, and our vigilance and denunciation can remove them from power if appropriate. Who legitimates the power of counter-democratic institutions?
Rosanvallon offers three paths toward legitimacy, both for democratic and for counter-democratic institutions. First, an institution is legitimate if it enjoys majority support. This reads as an extension of electoral democracy: if the majority of people voted for a candidate, she should hold office; if a similar majority believe in a free and independent press, it should survive. Legitimacy can also derive from impartiality: institutions like the judiciary are supposed to be immune to the vicissitudes of politics and to gain legitimacy by treating all those in society alike. Finally, institutions—democratic or counter-democratic—are legitimate if they reflect a widely held value or aspiration.
The Equal Justice Initiative likely doesn’t have the support of the majority of Alabamians, given their tendency to continue electing judges who disproportionately incarcerate Black Americans. (Judge Key, who sentenced McMillian to death, was reelected to his seat every six years over three decades on the bench.) EJI also is far from an impartial institution. It advocates particularly for the indigent, the disadvantaged, and people of color. Its legitimacy comes from its values and its aspirations to create a justice system that works for all Americans.
Questions of legitimacy are increasingly challenging for the American press. Only 24 percent of Americans express strong or moderate trust in newspapers, and even fewer trust broadcast television. Recently, a majority of Republicans surveyed agreed with President Trump’s characterization of the media as the “enemy of the people,”24 a chilling phrase that dates to the Terror, Robespierre’s eighteenth-century purge of French counterrevolutionaries. While American media have defended the idea of impartiality with a vigor that’s disconcerting to Europeans—who are used to news organizations having an identifiable political slant—there’s little or no consensus on what US news organizations could be considered impartial. (A recent study asked Americans to identify an impartial news organization. Some identified The New York Times or CNN, both frequent targets of the president, who sees their coverage as biased against him. The largest plurality identified Fox News, an outlet those on the left see as little better than pro-government propaganda. The majority of those surveyed could not identify an impartial organization.)25 Press legitimacy in America rests on the value our democracy has placed on the press as an independent monitor of power. If that norm shifts as a result of attacks by the president and his party, it may fatally undermine the legitimacy of the press as a counter-democratic force.
If counter-democratic forces face one set of problems defending their legitimacy, another set of problems arise from their position outside traditional forms of institutional power. While traditional institutions are supported by clear revenue models—taxation for government, profit making for corporations—counter-democratic institutions often depend on volunteer efforts and individual largesse (in the form of donations) for their survival. Until recently, US newspapers were a powerful profit-making institution that dominated most local advertising markets. With a shift from “print dollars to digital dimes,” many newsgathering organizations now find themselves struggling for their continued fiscal viability. This sets up a challenging asymmetry of power: news organizations that are fiscally fragile may be the chief force checking powerful, well-funded institutions. In this sense, the press may be becoming like other counter-democratic institutions, gaining its legitimacy ultimately from the fact that it is able to marshal funding and volunteer effort toward the work of questioning and countering power. Organizations like Copwatch and Safecast take lessons from the Black Panthers and other militant civil society groups, using the asymmetric nature of their struggle as a source of legitimacy and power.
This asymmetric power is at its strongest when institutions are open and willing to change. Not every institution is susceptible to counterpressure—some cannot be effectively named and shamed. Institutions that are willing to change often end up seeing counter-democracy advocates much as Rosanvallon sees them: buttressing institutions and making them stronger in the long run. Those that resist counter-democracy are often the most brittle and subject to disruption—consider the Catholic Church’s initial refusal to address sexual abuse allegations, and the losses in membership and prestige it has since suffered.
The most fundamental limits to counter-democracy as a strategy for effective citizenship are questions of neither legitimacy nor sustainability. Because counter-democracy focuses on existing institutions—and often a single institution—it can be only as powerful and effective as those existing organizations. Counter-democracy can help transform institutions, allowing them to more fully realize their potential. But while removing racial bias from the US justice system would be a profound achievement, a reformed judicial system won’t address other areas of structural racism in American life: economic disparity, educational inequities, unequal distributions of property and capital. Counter-democracy and monitorial citizenship can give us stronger, more accountable institutions. But what can it do with institutions that may have outlived their usefulness?
Chapter 7
PRODUCTIVE DISRUPTION
TAXIS DON’T GET A LOT OF LOVE.
In many cities around the world, taxi driving is a dangerous and low-paid profession, a job often held by recent immigrants. In the United States, the cultural image of taxis is shaped by films like Taxi Driver, in which an unstable Vietnam veteran who drives a taxi descends into vigilantism, and Taxi, a sitcom in which a range of down-on-their luck characters drive taxis because they can’t find other work. American taxi drivers are twenty times as likely to be murdered on the job as the average worker—and taxi and limousine drivers die via homicide more than twice as often as police officers.1
In London, taxi driving is an honored and carefully regulated profession—cabbies must pass a legendarily difficult test on London geography called “The Knowledge.” But London taxis also suffer under the pressure of market forces. Their high cost per ride has led to the rise of minicabs. This less expensive option, piloted by drivers who have had less rigorous training and have less understanding of the city they navigate, threatens to undermine the existing regime.
It’s hard to find many defenders of the current American taxi system. Arguing against the spread of ride-sharing services like Uber, the law professor and civic technologist Susan Crawford doesn’t bother arguing that the current taxi system is worth saving. She agrees that “taxis aren’t viewed as expressions of the public value of clean, safe, city-validated, superior, inexpensive transport for everyone involved—and as a vehicle for good jobs.” But she hopes that we could imagine a good, safe, affordable taxi system provided by someone other than a private company.2
Today’s taxis aren’t an especially good deal either for riders or for drivers. Many cities provide a limited set of taxi licenses, which tends to concentrate power in the hands of “medallion holders,” who make money renting that limited monopoly out to drivers. Conservatives and libertarians don’t like taxis because they’re a tightly controlled, government-regulated system with an artificial monopoly on the market. Progressives aren’t big taxi fans because they’re far from the affordable, accessible, environmentally sound models of public transportation they advocate for.
In other words, taxis are an institution—a system of interchangeable parts that we interact with as an entity rather than as a set of individuals—ripe for disruption.
When Uber was founded in 2009, it aimed to reduce the cost of renting luxury cars with drivers, the chauffeured “black cars” that serve a higher-cost part of the on-demand transportation market than taxis fill. By 2014, Uber’s controversial founder and then CEO, Travis Kalanick, announced, “We didn’t realize it, but we’re in this political campaign, and the candidate is Uber, and the opponent is an a—hole named taxi.” As Uber decided to challenge the taxi industry as well as car services, his rhetoric grew blunt: “We have to bring out the truth about how dark and how dangerous and evil the taxi side of things is.”3
As Uber grew from disrupting black cars to disrupting taxis and delivery services—promising ultimately to disrupt public transportation as a whole—its business model has emerged as a new paradigm. In the 1990s and early 2000s, technology firms in Silicon Valley focused on putting offline information online, from scholarly papers to product catalogs, an innovation that made companies like Amazon possible. In the next wave, social media invited everyone to become a content creator, and advertisers mined the information we shared to sell ever more refined ways to target us. The current wave of innovation centers on “disrupting” existing offline businesses, and Uber and Airbnb, which began challenging the vacation rental and hotel business in 2008, are the multibillion-dollar companies seen as the pioneers in the field.
The premise of disruption is that the world is filled with dysfunctional systems that can be replaced with ones that work vastly better for customers and, perhaps, for workers. Until COVID-19 replaced venture-capital-backed “disruption” with a very real disruption of existing systems, Silicon Valley was pursuing the Uberization of everything. Producthunt, a service that tracks start-up companies, has a category of “on-demand” services called Uber for X, including Lugg (“it’s like Uber for movers”), Wag! (“Uber for dog walking”), Minibar (“Uber for alcohol”), and Washio (“Uber for laundry and dry cleaning”).4 Uber and Airbnb were two of the most valuable “unicorn” companies globally (privately held technology companies valued at more than $1 billion), and fifteen other on-demand companies, disrupting everything from jet plane rental to grocery stores, have attracted ten-figure valuations before going public.5 Very few of them actually make money, and the crash of WeWork, which sought to disrupt office rental, may have soured some investors on the category. But venture capitalists, who provide much of the money to keep these businesses running at a loss, see these disruptive businesses as potentially dominant players in their sector—Airbnb’s valuation of $38 billion makes more sense when you imagine it can dominate the hotel space, a sector that earns $200 billion a year, globally.6 (At least it did, before the idea of letting a stranger sleep in your house seemed like a great way to catch the novel coronavirus. Or when travel was something people did for work and for fun.)
There’s a dark side to disruption, of course. Participants in the gig economy—the people who drive, walk dogs, and deliver groceries and laundry for Uber and its kin—are shouldering much of the risk associated with their businesses. Companies like Uber are “asset light”—drivers own their cars, not the company—and if Uber revokes a driver’s ability to use the platform, the driver will be the one saddled with debt. Drivers for Uber are not covered by their personal car insurance once they’re on the job, because they are “hauling others for a fee,” a category considered more dangerous that driving yourself. Uber provides some insurance for drivers, but that coverage varies as to whether you have a passenger. Insurance coverage is sparse during times when drivers are waiting for the next client—accidents during that period can easily bankrupt a driver, as that time is not covered either by a driver’s personal insurance or by Uber’s insurance.7 And like taxi drivers, ride-sharing drivers are on the front lines of exposure to COVID-19 and other diseases.
In the United States, the gig economy is sometimes called the 1099 economy because workers are independent contractors (who receive a 1099 form rather than the W-2 that employees receive), which means they’re generally ineligible for health benefits. That’s a hardship in a country where uninsured medical expenses are the largest cause of bankruptcy.8 Most Uber drivers, even if they’re not risking financial calamity, aren’t making much. A study by economists at MIT’s Center for Energy and Environmental Policy Research surveyed over eleven hundred American drivers and determined that Uber and Lyft drivers made an average hourly profit of $8.55, earned after paying for gas and depreciation of their vehicles. Forty-one percent of drivers made less than the minimum wage for their states.9
The story gets uglier. These disruptive new services often suffer serious problems of racial bias. A recent randomized control trial that tested ride-sharing services in Boston and Seattle found that riders with African-American-sounding names faced 35 percent longer wait times than those with white-sounding names and that they were more than twice as likely to have their rides canceled by drivers.10 Airbnb guests have experienced mistreatment and canceled reservations when hosts discovered they were African-American, leading to an investigation by the State of California into housing discrimination and a popular social media hashtag #AirbnbWhileBlack.11 A Harvard study of 6,400 Airbnb listings found that users with traditionally African-American names were 16 percent less likely to have their lodging requests accepted than were users with white-sounding names.12 While traditional taxi services still reflect racial bias among drivers—and some studies suggest that ride-hailing services discriminate less than taxi drivers—these new tech-driven models are hardly racism free and may be enabling racist providers of lodging and rides to discriminate against clients.13
The shift from taxi services to ride-sharing has been economically catastrophic for people who invested their life’s savings in buying a taxi medallion, a common retirement strategy for New York City taxi drivers. In 2018, The New York Times reported five suicides by taxi drivers and owners in five months, including a man who shot himself outside New York City Hall to protest government inaction and failure to regulate ride-sharing services.14
There’s a reason we associate disruption with tech-driven companies like Uber and Airbnb. Successful disruption often leverages a combination of technological change (Lessig’s “code” lever) to pioneer a new way of doing business, and market mechanisms to scale up their impact. Technology by itself is rarely enough to drive these profound shifts. But when technology is able to use a market to reach billions of users, changing behavior patterns (norms) in the process, disruption can happen with disconcerting speed.
Throughout most of the twentieth century, providing phone service, especially over long distances, was an attractive business. Most countries had a single phone provider that often charged extortionate rates because it had a “natural” monopoly: ownership of the network of copper telephone lines. In the United States, the Justice Department broke up the monopoly in 1982, forcing competition between different regional phone companies. In much of the world, existing phone monopolies collapsed when mobile phone companies emerged as competitors to wired telephony, and people began abandoning their wireline phones. Still, revenue from voice calls, particularly international voice calls, has remained lucrative. Mobile phone businesses have emerged as powerful economic players in the countries where they operate, though it’s easy to imagine those profits disappearing as IP telephony like Skype and voice chat like WhatsApp undermine those businesses.
Existing institutions don’t fold without a fight—mobile phone companies employ millions of people worldwide and have massive marketing and promotional budgets. Many will successfully transform themselves into Internet service providers, selling us the mobile connections that our Internet-connected devices rely on, and dropping phone calls from their marketing documents with as little sentimentality as AT&T showed when it stopped delivering telegrams. When markets and code offer a superior product at a superior price, disruptive change is hard to stop. Institutions seeking to block this sort of change turn to law and norms to protect their existing businesses. If Uber fails, it’s likely because cities decide to strengthen their laws to protect existing taxi businesses. If Airbnb fails, it may be because hotels convince customers that they aren’t ready to give up the reliability of a traditional hotel to stay in a stranger’s house, or to adopt new norms about how they travel and do business. Of course, both could fail because neither drivers nor hosts want to take the risk of opening private spaces to strangers who might have COVID-19: disrupting existing industries becomes more complicated when the entire economy is disrupted by a pandemic.
Businesses are easier to disrupt than other institutions because they are inherently vulnerable to market pressures: if you offer a better product or service at a better price, the market will do much of the work for you. Institutions like churches and governments won’t necessarily change because someone’s found a way to do something better or cheaper. It took the Catholic Church until the 1960s to endorse priests saying mass in the vernacular instead of in Latin. (You might think of the rise of Protestantism as the missed market opportunity in the process.) To disrupt most institutions, you need two things: a better way of doing something and the power to ensure your new way of doing things survives.
I had never heard of Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS)—the Association for the Empowerment of Workers and Peasants—until I met one of the movement’s co-founders, Nikhil Dey, in a Bombay hotel. He’d brought me a book, a history of the organization’s campaign for the right to information in India. It wasn’t a gift, he explained sheepishly. All founders of the organization had pledged to pay themselves India’s minimum wage, around 280 rupees ($4) a day, and the cost of the book was several days’ wages.15 I happily bought the book and expressed my admiration for his decision to live at the minimum wage for more than two decades. “Many of the people we work with make much less,” he explained.
MKSS was founded in 1983 by Nikhil Dey, Shankar Singh, and the civil society activist Aruna Roy, who moved into a mud hut in Madhya Pradesh and began the work of researching rural poverty in India. They were trying to understand the problems local farmers were facing. Mostly they freaked out their neighbors: Why were the men cooking? Why did the men carry water, which everyone knew was women’s work? In 1987 they moved to Rajasthan, which was several years into a brutal drought. With crops failing, villagers were desperate for government work, projects designed to pay workers minimum wage to avoid starvation. But there wasn’t enough work to go around, Dey explained. In many cases a thousand people would show up to apply for fifty jobs. And while the jobs paid minimum wage—at that point, eleven rupees per day—the lucky farmers who received a job were paid only between one and seven rupees, while local officials pocketed the rest. Often people would work and never receive their pay.
The activists of MKSS began leading sit-ins and hunger strikes to demand pay for their communities. The hunger strikes worked, but only long enough to get the local government to pay back salaries. The underlying pattern of corruption continued. “We ultimately realized that hunger strikes are your last nonviolent weapon: it’s turning violence on yourself,” Dey told me. “We did hunger strikes, some long ones, before we realized we were not Gandhi.”
As Dey and his colleagues led demonstrations, they started receiving key pieces of information—the public administration rolls—from sympathetic government workers. They soon held public meetings where they read aloud these government ledgers, which often included people being paid three times, cows and other farm animals being paid, and dead people receiving salaries. MKSS’s supporters, many of them illiterate, realized that government records were being used to rob them. A song they began singing at rallies included the words, “The thieves of lore lived in the jungles, the thieves today live in bungalows; The thieves of yore would kill with the gun, the thieves today kill with a pen.”
In the course of fighting for the right to meaningful, remunerative work for India’s citizens, MKSS ended up creating two new institutions. The first is the right to information, which started with state efforts and ultimately became national law. In many countries, the establishment of the right to information is a battle fought by newspapers and journalists who want access to government records to report on current events. In India, the right to information became a rallying cry even for people who could not read the records they were demanding access to, because revealing records demonstrated the corruption of India’s bureaucratic institutions and the ways they were being used to rob the poor and enrich local politicians. The meetings MKSS ran where it read off public ledgers and citizens learned that payments were being made to livestock or dead people turned into a new, powerful institution: public audits of government spending.
I had asked to meet Dey because MKSS has achieved something that seems like a dream to progressives globally: a national right to work law, called the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, which provides at least one hundred paid days of work a year for every household where adults volunteer for unskilled manual work. Dey acknowledges that the law seems almost unbelievable, even in India, but he explains that it would be meaningless without the right to information and the novel mechanism of the community audit. Before MKSS’s actions, India had institutions that were supposed to protect the poor, but they were corrupt and needed to be replaced with something that served communities. To regain trust, this new institution had to be built around transparency and audits.
Like Silicon Valley–style disruption, technology has a role in overthrowing institutions. Dey insists that public meetings and microphones are technologies that deserve as much respect and as careful consideration as digital tools. And as with Airbnb and Uber, unseating institutions also requires a change in norms. Airbnb has run ads designed to convince customers that the world is a welcoming and inviting place that they can really explore only if they stay in other people’s homes, challenging a suite of norms about stranger danger. Dey explains that the critical part of MKSS’s struggle was helping citizens move from an attitude of “It’s government money, let it burn” to “Our money, our accounts.”
“Radical politics argues we need to replace the state,” Dey told me. “We believe we need to reclaim the state and truly own it.”
Disruptive change within government organizations often requires more than changes in technology and norms matched with market forces or political power. You also have to get lucky. India’s right to work resulted from one of the strangest moments in Indian politics. Sonia Gandhi’s party won the 2004 elections, but Gandhi wasn’t able to become prime minister because she had been born in Italy. She named a different prime minister and became leader of the National Advisory Council, a new body with high visibility and unclear responsibilities. She named Aruna Roy to the council, and when searching for legislative proposals that would acknowledge the needs of the aam aadmi (ordinary man), Roy suggested enshrining the right to work and guaranteed employment as a gift to the rural communities that had elected Gandhi. Once issued, this right is politically impossible to pull back, much like Social Security in the United States. Campaigning against the right to work would be political suicide in rural districts. The right to work in India is a reminder that disruption sometimes happens because someone had a brilliant idea up their sleeve and encountered a unique set of circumstances.
But while commercially backed disruptions can rely on market forces to do the heavy lifting, disruptive social change requires power. The MKSS activists gained only limited traction through their hunger strikes. They began achieving real change once local bureaucrats felt threatened by the hundreds of people assembling to audit accounts and demand wages. Demonstrating power through marching or occupying doesn’t always lead to significant social change. The Occupy protests that swept across the world in 2011–12 dissipated without major legislative or structural change within the United States. But citizen power, when creatively harnessed by organizers and paired with norms change and technological innovation, can lead to the permanent disruption of institutions.
The Sunflower Student Movement in Taiwan achieved global visibility in 2014 when students and NGOs occupied the Taiwanese parliament for five days, protesting the passage of a trade agreement with China that had not received adequate review by citizens and by opposition lawmakers. When more than a thousand police raided Parliament and threw the protesters out, hundreds of thousands of supporters occupied downtown Taipei from March 30 to April 10. The movement weakened the KMT, the political party that had supported the trade deal with China, which went on to lose elections in 2014 and 2016. More critically, a generation of activists who participated in the protests have emerged as the authors of Taiwan’s g0v movement, a radical rethinking of how citizen participation works in Taiwan.
The leaders of g0v include an open-source hacker who goes by the handle “Ttcat” and a transgender programming prodigy who became Taiwan’s digital minister at age thirty-five. They speak of their work as “forking the government.” This open-source terminology refers to modifying a piece of existing code so that it takes on new functions and may be incompatible with the existing project. G0v works to fork how Taiwan’s government works, trying new systems and practices, and then merges the best ones back into the government’s operating system.16 Its most successful experiment blends offline and online consultation to ensure citizens have a voice in policy making.
Allowing the voices of individual citizens to be heard by their government is one of the great unsolved problems of civics. Representative democracy, as in the United States, recognizes that thousands of citizens can’t effectively deliberate about policy issues. Managing a conversation at that scale, and educating all participants about the issues at hand, are huge challenges. Instead, we elect a small set of designated deliberators to represent citizen interests. But what happens if your issue isn’t being addressed by your representative, or your representative disagrees with your perspectives? Even very modern governments fall back on very old methods.
The Obama administration’s much-touted mechanism for citizen participation was We the People, an online iteration of the ancient technology of the petition, which originated in China during the Han dynasty as a way subjects could bring matters to the emperor’s attention through letters called 章表 or “Memorial to the Throne.” The dynasty’s system was far from open and required petitioners to write in careful, classical Chinese—which limited its applicability to the educated and nobility—but the emperor responded to all petitions, sometimes with marks that signified that he had read them. Fast-forwarding fifteen hundred years, petitions in colonial America required governmental hearings and responses, which gave them the power of, in effect, setting legislative agendas.17
But by the time the Obama administration dragged the petition into the digital age, petitions were nonbinding. They were a form of speech that, while explicitly protected by the First Amendment to the Constitution, no longer mandated an official response. We the People promised a response from the White House to any petition that received five thousand signatures within thirty days. As Americans got better at mobilizing online, the threshold increased and now stands at one hundred thousand signatures, which basically requires petition authors to become online organizers in order to get a response.
After a wave of excitement, in part due to a humorous petition urging the government to build the Death Star from Star Wars and a pitch-perfect response from the White House, the site has seen decreasing levels of engagement. The civics scholar Erhardt Graeff theorizes that this is largely because petitions on the site have not achieved any real change. When petitioners demand a course of action the White House doesn’t want to take, it is able to acknowledge the petition and restate the official government position, with no apparent change resulting from a hundred thousand citizens uniting to make a demand. In the first years of Trump’s presidency, popular petitions demanded Trump’s resignation and his divestment of financial assets while in office, neither of which has transpired. The tenor of the site has changed recently and petitions demand the arrest of House Speaker and Trump enemy Nancy Pelosi for treason and the designation of George Soros as a terrorist. Despite the president’s likely enthusiasm for these positions, they’re also unlikely to lead to action.
Petitions in the United States coordinate voices but they don’t coordinate power. The situation is not so clear in Taiwan. As organizer and digital minister Audrey Tan notes, “We can always occupy again.” G0v’s efforts at building tools for citizen participation has led to a system with real teeth. Ttcat, Tan, and others have built software that invites citizen conversation and participation in pressing social issues—for instance how Uber’s entry into Taiwan should be handled. Thanks to citizen input, Uber was allowed to enter Taiwan, but with restrictions designed to “level the playing field” between the new company and existing taxi companies. G0v’s software uses sophisticated techniques to estimate what percentage of Taiwan’s citizenry the comments offered online represent, so that single voices don’t dominate.
To ensure that online questions get addressed, each government department now has a digital engagement director, responsible for seeking out input online and channeling it into government decision-making processes. As Taiwan began coping with the COVID-19 crisis, the government put price controls on face masks and limited citizens to buying only two a week. Citizens told these engagement directors that they were having trouble finding stores that sold facemasks. The government released a feed of digital information on what stores were carrying facemasks, and members of g0v rapidly built mobile phone apps that let citizens find the masks they needed.18
Half a decade after the protests, the systems the g0v team has built work so effectively that the team tours the world, introducing the technology to other governments that want to institutionalize online citizen participation and make it part of government decision making.
Despite successes like MKSS and the Sunflower Movement, institutions are hard to dislodge and resilient to the departure of specific individuals. Institutions work toward their goals with processes that change slowly and gradually. We hope that institutions continue to function even when leadership is weak or incompetent, but the price for this resilience is inflexibility. Thousands of people’s identities and livelihoods are linked to doing business in a particular way, and they will often be reluctant to stray from existing paths, even when they acknowledge that institutions need to learn and evolve. As Upton Sinclair observed, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on his not understanding it.”
There’s a positive upside to this inflexibility. When an institution is successfully disrupted and replaced with a new way of doing things, the new system tends to be passionately defended and rapidly becomes its own institution. Consider Wikipedia, which represents a massive shift in how knowledge is created and disseminated. After a decade of controversy, in which it was common to hear arguments about whether Wikipedia was a source of accurate information, Wikipedia has now been blessed by Google, frequently appearing as the top search result in response to queries and populating the vast databases the company uses to answer user questions. As YouTube, Google’s video-sharing site, received criticism about surfacing extremist content, Google responded by linking searches to Wikipedia articles to counter misinformation.19 Because Wikipedia has a process for resolving disputes over what factually occurred, using the principle of Neutral Point of View and a process where editors from opposing viewpoints sand the edges of statements until they have something both can live with, Wikipedia is remarkably well positioned to provide an anchor of clarity at a time when reality itself seems up for grabs.20
In the process, Wikipedia has become an institution. Its charismatic founder Jimmy Wales hasn’t been involved with day-to-day operations since 2006, and the organization has moved through multiple presidents with little disruption. But participants in Wikipedia have noted that it’s ever harder to become an effective contributor to the site. While the software behind Wikipedia—the code innovation that made it possible for Wikipedia to disrupt existing encyclopedias—remains simple to use, there are thousands of community rules around what content is appropriate and long-running conversations about how new articles should be created. This culture and community give Wikipedia its staying power and resilience, but it also has some unforeseen consequences. While men and women use Wikipedia in equal numbers, less than 15 percent of the contributors are female, and women often report feeling unwelcome and attacked when they do contribute.21 While Wikimedia, the nonprofit that operates Wikipedias around the world, has launched several efforts to recruit more female editors, the gender disparity remains and appears to lead to bias in who gets included in the encyclopedia. Northeastern University professor Joseph Reagle studied Wikipedia and Encyclopaedia Britannica’s biographical coverage and found that Britannica is far more balanced between biographies of women and men.22
Wikipedia grew from, and inherited the views of, an open-source software culture that’s primarily male and that appears to systemically discriminate against female contributors, accepting their contributions at a lower rate than those of males when gender is revealed.23 As Wikipedia grows in importance, it may become harder, not easier, to solve its problems with gender and representation. Now that people rely on Wikipedia to debunk misinformation, disruptive changes to the site’s culture and process would have consequences for hundreds of millions of users. This fear of disruption can become a fear of making changes that would address long-standing inequities and that might eventually lead to institutional collapse. The number of people editing Wikipedia regularly is shrinking, even as the project becomes ever more important. In the long run, Wikipedia may not be able to survive alienating 50 percent of its potential editors.24
As disruptive institutions cement their culture, they begin to attract their own counterpower-based projects. Drivers who feel Uber is an unaccountable institution rely on services like Sherpa-Share, an app that lets drivers track their earnings and make decisions about what clients, routes, and employers will make them the most money.25 The ethnographer Stuart Geiger calls such tools “successor systems,” tools that help users navigate systems that have power over them and allow them little control. Geiger points to Turkopticon, a system that helps workers on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk system share information about employers and tasks to improve their income, as an example of a successor system.26 If people are building successor systems to allow users more power and agency within your system, it’s a pretty good indication that your institution has become rigid. Geiger and his colleagues have built a successor system called Snuggle designed to help Wikipedia editors coach people who’ve just joined the community instead of scaring them away by deleting their first attempts at edits.27
Sometimes institutions have good reasons for seeming bureaucratic and clunky. Often policies have been put in place over years to ensure that they serve populations equitably. Disability advocates in New York City sued the city’s taxi system for failing to provide sufficient cabs to carry passengers using wheelchairs. The city ultimately agreed to a settlement in which half of all taxis will be ramp-equipped by 2020, though only 1,800 of nearly 14,000 medallion cabs had ramps by May of that year.28 The same group of advocates are now suing Uber, which offers ramp-equipped cars, but so few that advocates argue Uber is not a viable transportation option for them.29 Disruptive approaches will almost always marginalize some populations as they introduce new ways to operate. At present, Taiwanese citizens who aren’t comfortable participating online aren’t experiencing the benefits of the changes the g0v movement has realized. And as disrupters adapt to serve a broad landscape of people, they often gain a complexity that sometimes offends and alienates early adopters and the original innovators.
To move from disrupting old institutions to building new ones in their place requires careful, iterative change. Often the people who lead disruptions are personally ill-suited to carry out these slower, more gradual processes. It’s no accident that Travis Kalanick, the founder and former CEO of Uber, is (by most accounts) an asshole. It helps to be a deeply passionate person, convinced that you’re right and the world is wrong, to successfully disrupt an existing institution. That same passion, so helpful for starting a revolution, can be a liability once a disruption is under way and the key job is to ensure that the disruption helps society broadly rather than reinforcing existing barriers and biases.
The gospel of disruption is particularly influential at engineering schools like MIT, where I taught undergrads and grad students from 2011 to 2020. Students are keenly aware that technology can be profoundly disruptive, and many are working simultaneously on their degrees and their own inventions, which they hope will unseat established corporate players or tackle unsolved social problems. While they’ve gained experience as technical thinkers, they’re often not nearly as experienced at thinking through the social implications of the changes they want to bring about. As we look toward disruption as a path for change, we need to do a better job of studying and teaching the social context that institutions operate within, the many populations they serve, and the unintended consequences that can come from change.
It’s too early to tell whether the gospel of disruption will survive the rapid and painful disruptions of the coronavirus pandemic. Disruption is more fun when you target brittle, moribund institutions and much less fun when you discover your ongoing dependence on essential institutions to predict pandemics, produce tests to diagnose new diseases, and provide coherent public health advice to a scared nation. One outcome of the shock of COVID-19 on Americans might be a wave of gratitude for functioning institutions, much like what Britons are expressing for the country’s National Health Service. But I suspect otherwise. Even as General Motors was contracted to build ventilators and Google and Apple announced a partnership to develop contact tracing software, hundreds of young engineers were launching projects to build these essential technologies themselves, faster and cheaper.
At some point in the future, a young engineer will decide that ride-sharing services like Uber and Lyft are so broken, they will demand a rethinking from the ground up. Taiwanese youth will despair that they don’t have any influence over the system that the g0v innovators put in place and will find a way to protest and demand change. Disrupters become institutions, and institutions attract counterpowers designed to make them more accountable, transparent, and fair. Radical institutionalists will arise within these new institutions, attempting to steer them in different directions and adapting them to new demands. Eventually disrupters will propose an entirely new way of solving a problem. This can be a virtuous cycle, leading us toward a world in which systems better suited to the current moment replace those that have aged into obsolescence. But such a world demands a profound openness, a sense of antifragility that understands that anything we create will be replaced.
Or of course, we could simply try to ensure we never create any new institutions again.
Chapter 8
DECENTRALIZATION
FOR FORTY-TWO YEARS, MUAMMAR GADDAFI RULED LIBYA IN a deeply idiosyncratic fashion. While the government used its oil wealth to provide education, health care, and subsidized housing for some of its population, Libya was also a one-party state where books were burned, private enterprise was illegal, and dissenters were routinely disappeared or killed. While Gaddafi was legendary in international circles for his rambling speeches at the United Nations, his entourage of female bodyguards (“Revolutionary Nuns”), and his habit of pitching an opulent nomad’s tent in foreign capitals, he ran a brutal police state that tortured political opponents, supported terrorist organizations around the world, and was shunned by many nations.
In February 2011 the Arab Spring spread from Tunisia and Egypt into Libya, where citizen uprisings against Gaddafi morphed into a civil war. NATO forces helped opposition fighters seize the capital. During the battle, Gaddafi was captured and killed. Years after his death, Libya remains a failed state: a UN-based government controls only part of the country’s vast territory and competes for authority with two rival governments and a wide array of armed groups, including an offshoot of ISIS.
In other words, Libya is not a place where most people look to find inspiring models of governance.
On the other hand, Susanne Tarkowski Tempelhof is not most people.
Tempelhof spent much of her twenties as a government contractor working on reconstruction in postconflict countries, first in Afghanistan and later in Libya. Her experience in Libya after the fall of Gaddafi’s government was transformational. Even though the country, in the early stages of the civil war, had neither a functioning government nor rebel leadership, “everything worked amazingly well. Volunteers were doing everything from trash collection to traffic policing, neighborhood watch and cell tower engineering.” While Benghazi, where she worked,1 was initially an example of how a practical anarchism could provide key services ad hoc, the situation didn’t last long: “As layers of government got added, security deteriorated.”2
Frustrated by the apparent inability of foreign governments to achieve peace in conflict zones, Tempelhof looked to the Internet. She studied Facebook, which she hoped might reduce conflict by increasing routine contact among people who might otherwise come into conflict. But she found her calling when she was introduced to Bitcoin.
Bitcoin is a digital currency whose operations are not controlled by a government or central bank. Computation and distributed participation maintain the currency and payment system. A small set of software developers work on the system’s code, while a much larger set of participants—miners—rent computational power to the network that powers the currency. The miners work together to maintain a ledger of transactions that prevent the currency from being spent multiple times or otherwise abused. Miners are rewarded, in turn, with a chance to discover new bitcoins, which are released such that those who contribute the most to the operation of the system are most likely to win one.
No one gave Bitcoin permission to launch in 2009. One can easily imagine regulators and legislators who would have denied permission. Yet millions of people have been willing to trade cash—called “fiat money” in cryptocurrency circles—or services for bitcoins, and the entire cryptocurrency market is valued in the hundreds of billions of dollars.3 For a certain breed of thinkers, Bitcoin and the vision of bold, permissionless innovation it promises is both a metaphor for how things could be done differently and proof positive that anyone can and should invent the future.
Specifically, Bitcoin inspired many, like Tempelhof, who see nation-states as increasingly obsolete and dangerous governance structures. Tempelhof’s father was stateless for part of his life, and she’s told reporters, “I believe the nation state system represents the greatest apartheid in the world.”4 This perspective on states and decentralization led her to the experiment she’s best known for: Bitnation, a “decentralized borderless voluntary nation” or DBVN.5 As Bitnation’s white paper explains, “We wish you to be able to create, opt-in or opt-out of the Nation of your choice on your mobile phone.”6
If this is hard to swallow, it helps to understand Bitnation’s definition of a nation. It’s not about land, territory, or flag. At first, at least, it’s not about passports or the ability to cross borders. According to Bitnation’s founders, “the core function of any nation is to protect its citizens and their assets through an enforceable jurisdiction (the practical authority to administer justice within a defined area of responsibility). Security and justice ensure that our assets, including our bodies, are safe from violence and dispossession. Increasingly security and justice are merging as more of our assets become digital.”7
Put aside for the moment the idea of keeping our bodies safe from violence: Bitnation neither has, nor imagines, armies or police. What it promises is legal jurisdiction for contracts, including financial contracts, marriages, legal identities, and the notarization of agreements between willing parties. Instead of maintaining a court system to arbitrate these agreements—and potentially a criminal justice system to arrest and detain those who harm others—Bitnation relies on an “algorithmic reputation token” (XPAT) designed to be accumulated through conducting contracts. If you participate in lots of successful contracts, you’ll accumulate XPAT tokens that speak to your reputation, Bitnation theorizes, and you’ll be rewarded by people’s willingness to do business with you. You’ll also be protected from deception by people’s unwillingness to break contracts and ruin their reputations. What happens when people realize they can decamp to a virtual nation after being run out of town? Or what happens to people who’ve burned enough online jurisdictions that they’re virtually stateless? The good news is that these problems don’t need solving until sufficient Bitnation dwellers adopt the system in the first place.
Underlying Tempelhof’s vision is the “smart contract,” an idea that’s gained popularity as cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin have become prominent. Ethereum, one of the most popular successors to Bitcoin, goes beyond sending money to someone over the Internet (a simple form of contract), allowing users to build complex arrangements and rely on computer code to carry them out. Say I decide to rent a vacation home with four friends. I don’t want to get stuck holding the bag if my friends back out, so I create a smart contract with the property’s owner that will rent the house if, and only if, my three friends commit as well. I escrow my payment, and when three friends do the same, the contract executes itself and the house is rented.
If you’re noting that code often has bugs, that contracts sometimes benefit from ambiguity and interpretability, and wondering whether such an enterprise is all that smart, you’re in good company. In 2016 fans of smart contracts created a Distributed Autonomous Organization, a pool of funds designed to act as venture capital investment in cryptocurrency and smart contract projects. The DAO, as it came to be known, collected over $150 million in investments, which swelled to $250 million as Ethereum increased in value. But before the group could make a single investment, a hacker discovered a bug in the smart contract code and used it to steal $70 million from the pool. This bug undermined the notion that smart contracts would be safer for conventional investors, and it forced the developers behind Ethereum to “undo” a set of transactions, something that’s supposed to be impossible for a cryptocurrency.8
Not only were investors upset by the hacking of a smart contract: the US Securities and Exchange Commission also was not thrilled. Investigating the DAO hack, the SEC determined that the entire setup constituted the offering of a security and had to be regulated in the same way that a stock sale would be under US law. Whether the United States can or should claim jurisdiction over schemes like the DAO is a worthwhile question for lawyers to tackle. But for projects like Bitnation, jurisdiction is the essence of the matter.9
The nations Tempelhof and colleagues want to create consist of sets of rules for these contracts, along with the reputation and mediation systems designed to enable them. Tempelhof doesn’t want a single digital nation—she wants a whole set of them, with different, competing rules and regulations that people could choose from. In some, the DAO would be legal, while in others, it would be banned; in some, investors would have gotten their money back, in others, the hackers would have kept their spoils. The tyranny of the nation-state that Tempelhof worries about is counterbalanced by the ability to pick the digital nation you want to participate within. Don’t like the nation you’re in? Pick another one that meets your needs better, for any specific purpose.
This ability to pick and choose the nation whose rules you are subject to is already reality for the very rich. Limassol, the second-largest city in Cyprus, has become 20 percent Russian-speaking in the past decade after a steady influx of Russian émigrés.10 The town’s beautiful beaches aren’t the draw. Cyprus is a member of the European Union, and holders of a Cypriot passport travel visa-free to anywhere EU citizens are similarly welcomed. Russian investors are able to purchase a “golden visa”—permanent residency, which includes a passport—in exchange for making an investment of €2 million in local real estate.
Over twenty countries offer golden visa programs, including thirteen in Europe. And while golden visas can attract legitimate businesspeople to a country, they’re also popular with corrupt government officials. For them, an alternative nationality offers an escape valve should their thefts become visible to authorities in their home countries, and an opportunity to purchase real estate with stolen funds in more desirable markets.11 In addition to providing a service for corrupt officials seeking to stash money abroad, golden visas are horribly unfair. You gain the right to free movement if you can afford to purchase an attractive citizenship. (It’s worth noting that birth citizenship, where you can end up with an attractive immigration status because you were lucky enough to be born in the United States or the European Union, instead of Nigeria or Indonesia, is also deeply unfair.)
In a less dramatic way, the tiny Baltic nation of Estonia offers “citizenship as a service” along the lines of Bitnation’s theories. In the wake of its independence from the Soviet Union, Estonia invested heavily in e-government systems, building a system of digital identity cards that citizens could use to vote, access their health records, file their taxes, or start a business. The system, x-road, has won international awards and helped rebrand the nation of 1.1 million as “e-Estonia,” attracting investment in technology start-ups like Skype.12 Now over thirty thousand non-Estonians have signed up as e-residents. They are permitted to open bank accounts, start companies, sign documents, and pay tax under Estonian jurisdiction and law. But Estonia’s e-citizenship is not a golden visa. There’s no right to residency or to any government services. As Primavera di Filippi, a scholar of decentralized systems, observes, Estonia has unbundled the services commonly offered by a government and offered a subset to its e-residents, just as Tempelhof hopes to sell digital jurisdiction to hers.
In that sense, Bitnation and e-Estonia are competitors: both seek people who wish to transcend geographic jurisdiction and choose governance that’s fit for their purposes. Tempelhof believes that digital nations could be more convenient, secure, and cost-effective in providing governance services than traditional geographic nations. Perhaps a network of voluntary, competing service providers, rather than geographic monopolies or the efforts of multinational organizations like the UN, would serve citizens better. In the process, Tempelhof hopes “to free humankind from the oppression and sanction of pooled sovereignty and geographical apartheid and the xenophobia and violence that is nurtured by the Nation State oligopoly,”13 presumably even from forward-looking nations like Estonia.
I simultaneously have little confidence that the Bitnation experiment, as it is, will take off, but also great confidence that Tempelhof’s intentions are sound. The cryptonation’s Initial Coin Offering, basically a stock offering of XPAT tokens, was a bust, and as of the drafting of this chapter, the 42 billion tokens issued had a total value of less than $100,000. But despite investors’ disinterest in its cryptocurrency, Bitnation has tried to demonstrate the value of voluntary citizenship. It issued a blockchain emergency ID, a digital identity card designed to help refugees who’ve fled without papers reestablish identity through a web of trust, in which friends and relatives vouch for an individual’s identity.14 While it’s unclear whether these identities will ultimately be accepted in the nations where refugees are fleeing, the logic of ensuring identity despite displacement echoes Hannah Arendt’s reminder that citizenship is “the right to have rights,” a right that’s often targeted by governments to marginalize and disenfranchise populations.
Bitnation sounds radical in part because so few of the institutions we are used to are ones we choose.
Institutionalism is built in part on the assumption that we should work within the institutions we’re born into and make them fairer and stronger. Insurrectionism believes we can choose to work outside of those institutions, transforming them or replacing them with something more effective. Decentralization proposes that we build a world where we are unconstrained, where we choose from a world of competing institutions the ones that are the most fair or the most fit for purpose. If only for their sheer audacity, it’s worth engaging ideas like Bitnation.
Of course, it’s possible to share enthusiasm for the goals of Bitnation and be deeply skeptical about the details of their execution. In practical terms, implementing distributed currencies like the bitcoin has proven to be damned complicated. Distributed systems are orders of magnitude less efficient than centralized systems, at least in terms of the number of transactions they can process. A common comparison, much disputed by cryptocurrency adherents, points out that Visa, the credit card processor, processes on average 150 million transactions a day, or roughly 1,700 per second. Bitcoin processes three to four a second, and Ethereum as many as fifteen per second.15 These are different transactions inasmuch as Visa has central control of its system—should someone within Visa decide to divert a few cents from any transaction into her personal account, it would be difficult to detect that fraud, whereas such theft by a single actor should be impossible within a cryptocurrency. But by investing in robustness and decentralization, cryptocurrencies have incurred a huge energy bill. By one estimate, Bitcoin uses five thousand times the energy of a transaction with a centralized system like Visa, leading many critics to see the spread of Bitcoin as an environmental catastrophe.*16 I stopped experimenting with Bitcoin when I found a credible estimate that the energy used by a single Bitcoin transaction was enough to power my electric car to travel over 2,500 miles.†
Bitcoin may also be failing in its most basic value proposition: a currency not controlled by anyone. A well-known vulnerability of Bitcoin is that if a single group controls more than 51 percent of the mining pool—the group of computers that verify transactions on the shared ledger—they can conspire and change the ledger, giving bitcoins to whomever they want. The system’s distributed nature is supposed to solve this problem; since anyone can mine bitcoins, it seems unlikely that someone could control over half the network. But Chinese bitcoin miners have taken advantage of the country’s very cheap electricity to build massive bitcoin mines, and since 2015, between 60 and 80 percent of the world’s bitcoin mining capacity has been based in China. Scholars have identified several ways that China’s government could influence domestically-based bitcoin miners to either disable the currency, decrease trust in it, or execute fraud on a massive scale.17 The ability of Bitcoin to create a postnational currency may be compromised by the power of existing nation-states.
Putting aside the technical questions of whether distributed currencies will work at scale and whether smart contracts will take law out of the hands of lawyers and put it in the hands of programmers, it’s worth interrogating whether the future that Tempelhof and others imagine is desirable. Bitnation’s idea of nations as voluntary associations, in which we might choose to participate to gain some benefits, is radically libertarian. It rejects the idea that we have obligations to fellow citizens that we did not choose to take on. But governments do vastly more than provide jurisdiction for transactions, and Tempelhof and others may be thinking about the social contract as too much like a literal financial contract.
People in advanced nations benefit from having good educations, meaningful work, and strong social safety nets to fall back on. These benefits are hard to price: what is it worth to live in a society that meets people’s basic social needs and makes it less likely that they will be robbed by someone who needs money to survive? It’s unclear how many people would be willing to enter into the contracts necessary to support those most in need of a social safety net. Tempelhof might argue that the constructive anarchist approach in Libya suggests that people are naturally inclined toward these arrangements, but it’s not hard to imagine rich people’s voluntary nations where they have no obligations to the poor.
Peter Thiel is a libertarian billionaire, one of the founders of PayPal and a board member at Facebook. He’s unabashedly an insurrectionist. With a portion of his vast wealth, he funds an organization that urges entrepreneurs to reject college, opt out of the institutions of traditional education and certification, and go ahead and build their projects. One of his obsessions is the ability of humans to exit the nations they live in and explore new frontiers. As journalist Jonathan Miles observed in a profile of Thiel, “Forget start-up companies. The next frontier is start-up countries.”18 Speaking with Miles, Thiel explained that he was obsessed with the importance of frontiers and unexplored territories: “We’re at this pretty important point in society where we can either find a way to rediscover a frontier, or we’re going to be forced to change in a way that’s really tough.”19
Where are these new frontiers? Thiel’s 2009 essay “The Education of a Libertarian” lays out three directions: online spaces, outer space, and seasteading, or building new nations that float in international waters.20 The first idea is so much a part of our current business and political culture that it no longer seems radical. Escape to outer space, Thiel concedes, is decades away, though worth researching and funding. He’s a major investor in his friend Elon Musk’s SpaceX, which is building reusable rockets to challenge national governments’ monopoly on space travel. But the quirkiest—and perhaps most revealing—of Thiel’s plans for exits involve seasteading.
You might think of seasteading as Bitnation on boats. Independent, floating micronations anchored in international waters would be able to maintain the jurisdictional independence that Tempelhof seeks with Bitnation but would also—in theory—have control over all aspects of law in their tiny territories. (Bitnations are still located within existing geographic nations, as only Antarctica is a nationless territory.)
Thiel has funded former Google engineer Patri Friedman’s Seasteading Institute, which initially followed the model of the X Prize, offering a Poseidon Award for the first city with fifty permanent residents, real estate for sale, and “de-facto political autonomy.”21 As the initial deadline for the prize—2015—drew near, Friedman refocused on a new vision, the Floating Island Project, a projected $10–$50 million initiative to create floating real estate in French Polynesia, complete with a special economic zone independent of much of the nearby nation’s laws.22 While Thiel is no longer contributing to the project, the Seasteading Institute’s executive director Randolph Hencken says that a thousand other donors have contributed.
It’s possible to see seasteading as merely finding an exit from taxation. One of the earliest seasteading experiments, MS The World, is a luxury cruise ship launched in 2002 on which a small population of travelers live full time. The ship is collectively owned by the passengers, all of whom have bought apartments ranging in size from studios to three bedrooms. Because the ship is at sea most of the year, many full-time residents pay no taxes to terrestrial nations.23 But Thiel, Freidman, and others seem to be seeking exit in a much grander sense.
Friedman has described exit as “the one universal human right” and suggested that other human rights can be derived from Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which documents freedom of movement. Friedman suggests a single universal human right:
(1) Everyone has the right to leave any country, as long as they are not fleeing significant outstanding obligations
(2) Everyone has the right to create a country, as long as joining it is voluntary.24
Much as Tempelhof imagines choosing between different nations to pick the package of contract law that best suits us, Friedman imagines a multiplicity of governments with different configurations of rights that we choose among. So long as our right to movement is unencumbered, so long as governments cannot “lock us in” to certain sets of rights and practices, Friedman posits that we will see healthy competition between governments to attract productive citizens and that new nations will emerge to compete if existing nations treat citizens badly. As a result, Friedman is not interested in more traditional human rights, like speech and safety (though he’d probably allow a right to be protected from violence, especially the violence of the state), believing that people will choose states that provide the rights they need and forsake “unnecessary” rights like a right to health care or to be free from starvation.
This focus on the ability to exit as a primary form of political expression seems central to Thiel’s thinking, at least in his early writings on libertarianism:
In our time, the great task for libertarians is to find an escape from politics in all its forms—from the totalitarian and fundamentalist catastrophes to the unthinking demos that guides so-called “social democracy.”
The critical question then becomes one of means, of how to escape not via politics but beyond it. Because there are no truly free places left in our world, I suspect that the mode for escape must involve some sort of new and hitherto untried process that leads us to some undiscovered country; and for this reason I have focused my efforts on new technologies that may create a new space for freedom.25
Intentionally or not, these conversations about exit invoke one of the great thinkers of the twentieth century, Albert Hirschman, who might have been bemused by a conversation about a world beyond nations. That he fought fascists in the Spanish Civil War and Nazis with the French—supporting powerful democratic states in challenging nondemocratic ones—would be only part of his bemusement. The great economist’s 1991 book The Rhetoric of Reaction critiques reactionary thought, and one can imagine Hirschman analyzing arguments made by Thiel and others through the lenses of perversity, futility, and jeopardy, which he identifies as the argumentative methods of reactionaries.26
Hirschman is now best known for his 1970 book Exit, Voice and Loyalty, which examines a fundamental conflict in how economists and political scientists think about organizations (firms, clubs, or countries) that are struggling or in decline. For economists, the response to a decline in quality by a manufacturer is easy to model: customers will switch to a superior product from a rival firm. But that’s not what happens, Hirschman observes: often loyal customers will raise their voices before exiting, complaining about a decline in quality and trying to help a firm improve its performance. To understand this behavior, Hirschman explains that voice is especially prominent in cases where it is difficult to find a replacement good—that is, it would be difficult to get me to exit Diet Pepsi for Diet Coke. Voice also comes into play where entry and exit are costly (an exclusive club with an initiation process) or where exit is impossible (for Hirschman, nations). Further, voice is often economically rational for Hirschman. If you are more likely to achieve your goals by shaping an organization via voice than via exit, loyalty makes economic sense.
Thiel’s and others’ abandonment of voice—essentially, giving up on influencing existing institutions in favor of decentralization—would have disappointed Hirschman. Hirschman wrote the book because, as an economist, he saw many situations where exit alone failed to explain economic behavior. While exit happens in a commercial sense—people do leave a failing firm for a better one—we normally can’t exit political systems. Hirschman explains that full exit is more complicated than moving to an island in Polynesia:
In other words, full exit is impossible; in some sense, one remains a consumer of the article in spite of the decision not to buy it any longer, a member of the organization in spite of formal exit. . . .
The distinguishing characteristic of [public goods] is not that they can be consumed by everyone, but that there is no escape from consuming them unless one were to leave the community by which they are provided. Thus he who says public goods says public evils. . . .
A private citizen can “get out” from public education by sending his children to private school, but at the same time he cannot get out, in the sense that his and his children’s life will be affected by the quality of public education. There are many ostensibly private goods of this sort that one can buy or refrain from buying; but they have a “public good dimension” (often called “externalities” by economists) so that their mere production and consumption by others affects, ennobles or degrades the lives of all members of the community.27
Hirschman was sympathetic to the problem that Thiel and others later identified, acknowledging that one person’s public good could be another’s public evil. He noted that Americans afford exit a special primacy in their politics, in part because the nation was created through the literal exit from England. But Hirschman saw exit from the United States as almost unthinkable, inasmuch as it has become a homeland for those—like him—who exited their previous homelands: “As a country’s central bank is the lender of last resort, so has the United States long been the ‘country of last resort.’ To most of its citizens—with the important exception of those whose forefathers came as slaves—exit from the country has long been peculiarly unthinkable.”28
It’s a mark of this mistrustful moment that exit from jurisdiction of the United States—the country of last resort—is an obsession of interesting and creative thinkers. For one thing, the United States is no longer a viable country of last resort. The Trump administration has made it clear that this is a dangerous country for people with legitimate refugee claims. The European Union, which might have adopted the mantle of land of last resort, is now being torn apart by debates over immigration, leading to Britain’s anticipated departure and the rise of ethnonationalism as a dominant force in Hungary and Poland. The spread of the novel coronavirus means that all borders are being tightened, and it is unclear what will happen when it comes time to loosen again.
Beyond the racist, nationalist, and public health impulses associated with the closure of national boundaries, the interest in decentralized nations reflects the ways people are looking for exit from systems they perceive to be failing them. For those for whom other insurrectionist strategies are insufficiently radical or complete, creating a new nation, digitally or otherwise, is a way of throwing out the failing institutions and building a de novo, de minimis set of institutions in their place.
It can be a challenge to look beyond the many ways micronations, digital or otherwise, can fail, and lingering suspicions that the motivations behind these projects are often selfish, to see what’s intriguing and powerful within this line of thinking. The importance and potential of decentralized institutions is sometimes clearer when examining projects that have a narrower scope.
Social media platforms like Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter have emerged as a major part of the current infrastructure for democracy. The political philosopher Yochai Benkler refers to these participatory online spaces as the “digital public sphere,”29 updating Jürgen Habermas’s vision of a community “made up of private people gathered together as a public and articulating the needs of society with the state” to the affordances of our contemporary technology and culture.30
These platforms provide spaces for discourse, yes, but for 68 percent of Americans, they are also a source of news and, for 49 percent, a significant source of news.31 Social networks also offer a powerful tool for mobilization. Facebook is widely credited with bringing people into the streets to end Hosni Mubarak’s government in Egypt,32 and Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali’s government in Tunisia during the 2011 Arab Spring.33
Facebook and others are facing heavy pressure to control the abuse of their platforms by bad actors, including Russian agents who attempted to sway the 2016 US presidential election through disinformation campaigns across social networks.34 While there are widespread calls for platform owners to take a more pronounced role in editing what appears on those platforms,35 there’s an opposite push from those who believe these large companies already exert too much power and control over public discourse.
Instead of giving social media platforms more control over speech, an alternative would be to work toward a plurality of social networks, each with its own rules, practices, and missions. Much as Tempelhof imagines people choosing between nations, advocates for an ecosystem of social networks—and I am one—hope for a diverse landscape in which people can speak under different rule sets and for different purposes, and can move to a new platform if one isn’t meeting their needs.
The project that’s made the most progress in achieving this vision is Mastodon, an alternative to the Twitter social media service that can run on a stand-alone server. If you are reasonably technically competent, you can start your own instance of Mastodon and invite people to join you there. Even if very few people join you, you can still have a conversation, because Mastodon is a federated network: your server can share posts with other servers on the network. With a little work, you can not only follow people on different Mastodon servers but share your posts on Twitter as well.
This vision of federated decentralization has an interesting wrinkle. Different servers allow different kinds of content, and administrators of individual servers reserve the right to design and enforce rules. Some servers make clear that rude or harassing behavior will lead to being banned, while others choose not to impose this rule. But servers can also decide whether to federate with one another, which means Mastodon can look like a different network depending what server you’re sitting on and whether it accepts posts from other servers with different rules.
The implications of that wrinkle became visible in the summer of 2017, not long after Mastodon received a wave of publicity and new users in the technology press.36 Usage numbers for the network rose sharply, but the growth was centered in Japan. Researching the phenomenon, I found that many users had joined Mastodon servers built by a popular image-sharing site, and that they were using Mastodon to share “lolicon,” illustrations that depict underage children in sexualized ways. Lolicon is not child pornography—it’s drawn, not photographed—and it is treated very differently within Japanese culture, where child pornography draws the same disgust as in North America. In Japan, lolicon is widely accepted as part of the anime-manga community.37
Twitter, wildly popular in Japan, had been the platform of choice for Japanese lolicon fans, but after the company decided to start removing users who shared sexualized images of minors, many users switched to Mastodon servers, which offered much the same functionality with a rule set they liked better. Administrators of North American and European Mastodon servers soon saw controversial imagery passing through their systems and refused to federate with servers hosting the content.
While it’s uncomfortable that a key use case for Mastodon has involved content that many people find objectionable, this is exactly how decentralized social networks are supposed to function. Want to have conversations free of lolicon? Join a server whose policy is not to federate with servers that support lolicon. In 2018 the passage of the Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act (FOSTA) by the US House and the Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act (SESTA) by the Senate made websites criminally liable for hosting content related to prostitution. Sex workers fled the seized site Backpage.com and formed a Mastodon community called Switter.at. Based in Australia, where sex work is legal, the network is a sex-worker-friendly space that’s taken the place of banned services.38 Less inspiring, Gab.ai, one of the Internet’s most hateful communities, a gathering place for white supremacists, moved its site onto a customized instance of Mastodon in 2019, leading Mastodon to denounce Gab and its values—but not to block it from using the project’s code.39
With Mastodon, much as in Tempelhof’s utopia, you can pick the rules that work for you.
But very few people are trying these new rule sets. The last reliable estimate of Mastodon’s population was made in 2018, when roughly 1.3 million users were registered,40 a tiny fraction of the 2.5 billion using Facebook and its affiliated Instagram and WhatsApp services each month.41 Switter boasts 302,000 users, only 25,000 of whom are characterized as active, and the size of Gab’s userbase is hotly debated, with estimates of a few thousand to over a million.42 Facebook is not likely losing sleep over any of these projects.
It’s hard to attract people to decentralized social networks because many people are already using centralized ones, and as much as they may complain about them, it’s difficult to leave a network once you’re entangled in a web of friendships.
In November 2017 my former lab at MIT, the Center for Civic Media, launched a social network aggregator called Gobo (Gobo.social).43 It allows you to see your timelines on Twitter, Mastodon, and other networks at the same time, lowering the switching cost to trying a new social network. Existing social networks really don’t like this idea. Part of their value comes from the large number of users they’ve “locked in to” their platforms. When another company, Power Ventures, sought to integrate different social networks in a single client, Facebook sued and prevailed in a California courtroom.44 Producing a fully functional version of Gobo may require policy changes that force platforms to remain compatible. A code solution alone may not solve the problem—we may need help from law as well.
Perhaps the most ambitious project to challenge the existing structure of social networks was one focused on a different institution: the newsroom. Civil.co was a platform and community for news publishers. To join it, publishers had to agree to a set of principles that all newsrooms follow. But they also needed to do something else. They had to stake a set of tokens, cryptographic currencies similar to bitcoins, that they forfeited if the community agreed they were violating Civil’s constitution.
Unlike a conventional democracy, you could vote only if you owned Civil tokens, which you could buy as a way of supporting the Civil ecosystem or earn through participating in the community around Civil news sites. (If other users appreciated your comment, for instance, either they or the Civil administrators might award you more tokens.) In the long run, Civil hoped to provide a steady flow of news and conversation on its website and mobile phone client that could challenge the dominance of Facebook’s news streams.
Unfortunately, that was not to be. The initial launch of the Civil token in late 2018 was rocky. Civil’s token—CVL—was technically a cryptocurrency, though it was designed to be useful not for transactions but only for participation in the system. So fans of independent journalism who wanted to support the experiment had to traverse the complexities of purchasing cryptocurrency. One journalist reported on the forty-four separate steps he had to go through to purchase the tokens.45 It currently requires a great deal of identity verification to purchase Ethereum, the currency Civil accepted for payment, and even more identity checks were required to validate you as a Civil user. Few users made it through all the steps—I was one of some three thousand people who succeeded in buying tokens, and Civil’s initial sale brought in less than a fifth of the $8 million it had set out to raise.46 Even then most of the money came from another entity that had previously invested $5 million in the company.47
Civil regrouped and relaunched in 2019, this time allowing participants to buy tokens using conventional currency, not the decentralization-compliant Ethereum. Uptake remained slow. For the project to succeed, Civil needed thousands of people to buy into it, both for fiscal and for governance reasons. To meet the goal of having a newsroom that’s not controlled by a small group of people, Civil tokens had to be widely held, and it was never clear whether enough people would make large enough bets both to fund the project and to ensure that control wasn’t centered in few hands. On June 2, 2020, Civil’s founder Matthew Iles declared, “It’s the end of Civil,” and folded the project’s remaining assets into ConsenSys, the blockchain company that had invested millions into the venture.48
While Civil aimed to weaken the power of a centralized platform like Facebook in controlling our access to news, the organization’s utility depended on supporters of one newsroom reading and supporting another newsroom, using the Civil registry of publications as a hub. Civil was less decentralized than it was participatory, though you could imagine rival publishing ecosystems with their own tokens springing up with different constitutions and rules for including newsrooms. That future is even further off.
In other words, whether you’re trying to launch a virtual nation or simply provide an alternative to Facebook, decentralization is hard. Decentralization has a lot to prove even in replacing individual institutions, like a social media platform or a newsroom, and the track record of Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies is not encouraging for a technology that wants to replace central banks and fiat currency. But while it’s easy to laugh at the ambitions of a project like Bitnation—or even to find its assumptions deeply problematic—it would be a mistake to ignore distributed institutions entirely as an insurrectionist strategy.
Decentralized institutions have one massive potential advantage over conventional, centralized institutions: they should be far more resilient and capable of change. Decentralization could make them less subject to the calcification that’s plagued other institutions, even those once-disruptive organizations that have gradually frozen into place as institutions. But for now, this advantage is only potential. We won’t truly know if the promised resilience of distributed systems manifests until more of these ambitious projects actually come to life and take over the province of existing institutions.
* It’s impossible to write about cryptocurrencies without incurring the wrath of those who strongly believe in their potential. Some legitimately point out that the incredible energy appetite of Bitcoin is directly connected to “proof of work,” the system used to validate transactions on the network. If cryptocurrencies were to refocus around the less expensive “proof of stake,” the energy costs of the system might drop, though the concentration problems would remain. Others have argued that the freedoms provided by Bitcoin are so important that it matters little if the system’s energy demands exceed those of some small nations. For me, that argument is evidence that for many users, cryptocurrencies are more a belief system than a technology, that the underlying idea of the system is more important than any practical engineering propositions.
† The energy estimate from Digiconomist.net is 646 kilowatt-hours per Bitcoin transaction. My Chevy Bolt travels around 240 miles on a 60 kilowatt-hour charge.
Chapter 9
DO SOMETHING
Efficacy and Social Change
BEFORE MARCH 5, 2012, JOSEPH KONY WAS FAMOUS TO MANY people: the populations of Uganda, the Central African Republic, eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, and southern Sudan. He and his band of rebels had been fighting a years-long guerrilla war against the Ugandan government. Kony was notorious for kidnapping children who became either soldiers or sex slaves, and for being crazy in a particularly colorful way, invoking a deeply twisted understanding of Christianity to justify his atrocities.
After March 5, Kony was famous for the same things, but to a very different group of people: American teenagers.
In 2004 the filmmakers Jason Russell, Laren Poole, and Bobby Bailey had founded the nonprofit organization Invisible Children as the outgrowth of a documentary project. Hoping to document atrocities in the Darfur region of Sudan, the three traveled to northern Uganda. When their convoy was fired on by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and they had trouble moving into Sudan, they were forced to stop in the small city of Gulu. There they encountered young people who had walked from the villages surrounding the city into Gulu to sleep in groups, in hopes of avoiding being abducted and added to Kony’s army.1
The story of the children of Gulu became the organizing narrative for Invisible Children. For years, Russell and colleagues organized Christian youth groups in an event called the Global Night Commute, which invited supporters in North American cities to sleep outside in solidarity with children in northern Uganda. The funds they raised allowed them to build networks of volunteers in Uganda connected by high-frequency radio, who monitored movements of the LRA combatants. But Invisible Children’s primary focus, accounting for more than two-thirds of its spending pre-2012, was on “raising awareness,” holding events, making films, and lobbying legislators to support the Ugandan army in its search for Kony.
In March 2012, Invisible Children launched its most successful awareness-raising campaign: Kony 2012. Anchored by a slickly produced half-hour video, the singular and simple idea was to make Joseph Kony famous. The people who watched the Kony 2012 video could help do that by sharing it on social media and asking influencers, people with large media audiences, to share it as well. The website that accompanied Kony 2012 included tools to make it easy to share the video with everyone from President Obama to Oprah Winfrey to your friends and neighbors.
Within two weeks, Kony 2012 had been viewed over 83 million times. Invisible Children heavily promoted the video via its existing mailing lists and urged supporters to tweet about it, coordinating their actions to make them more likely to appear on Twitter’s trending topics—an early instance of what’s now become the standard tactic of making causes “go viral.”2 At a certain point, mainstream media attention on Kony 2012 focused as much on the campaign’s massive spread as on the details of its message.
At the urging of a friend who studies youth culture online, I jumped into the fray and wrote an essay challenging the narrative that Invisible Children put forward in the video.3 I was one of dozens who wrote articles challenging Invisible Children’s strategy, asking whether its campaign focused too much on fund-raising and awareness-raising and too little on the complexities of actually capturing Kony. Others, including Ugandan friends, wrote asking whether Invisible Children was listening to the needs of the Ugandan people it claimed to represent.
The backlash to Invisible Children was swift and severe, and the organization was ill-prepared for it. While the organization worked closely with lobbyists and advocates who understood the complexities of Central Africa, most Invisible Children spokespeople who were interviewed by media were defensive and dismissive when asked about the challenges associated with working with Uganda’s military, notorious for its human rights abuses. The narrative about Invisible Children quickly changed from describing it as a brilliant and inspiring campaign to one that was overhyped and underresearched.
The strain on Invisible Children’s leadership was significant. On March 15, 2012, ten days after the launch of the campaign, Jason Russell was arrested on a street corner in San Diego, naked, talking to himself and masturbating. He was taken in for psychiatric evaluation and received a diagnosis of reactive psychosis,4 a brief but intense break from reality brought about by the extreme stress of the attention and criticism that the Kony 2012 campaign had received.5
Invisible Children never entirely recovered from Kony 2012. In late 2014 it announced that it would be shrinking to just four staff, with Russell and other key members leaving the team.6 It continues to function at a much smaller scale than at its Kony 2012 peak. On the one hand, its advocacy had been a profound success. The Obama administration committed troops to support the Ugandan military in searching for Kony despite widespread concerns about Uganda’s abysmal human rights record.7 Visitors to the Department of Defense and congressional offices reported seeing Kony 2012 posters in the offices of many Washington decision makers. On the other hand, Joseph Kony remains at large.
Kony 2012 was an entrancing and baffling moment for people who study social change online. Invisible Children quickly captured an audience that most activists only dream of reaching. However, it reached this massive audience by massively oversimplifying the situation surrounding Kony and by advocating for policies that few experts on Central African affairs supported. In one late-night conversation, a friend accused me of being anti–Invisible Children because I was jealous that they’d garnered thousands of times more attention for African issues than I had in years of writing on international relations.
He was right. The Kony 2012 campaign infuriated me because it gained attention by glossing over all the details that I find so interesting about a figure like Joseph Kony and his impact on Uganda. I was—and I remain—convinced that it is disastrous to try to influence policy halfway around the world without understanding the context. But I also acknowledge that Invisible Children wasn’t trying to turn its supporters into Central Africa experts—it was trying to mobilize them for action.
Ironically, the post I wrote on Kony was shared tens of thousands of times, and is probably the most widely read piece of my writing ever, despite the fact that most people who read it hated it and rushed to tell me so.
One of the kinder respondents, Erin, asked a question I’ve wrestled with ever since:
But . . . what CAN we do? Much of the appeal of Kony 2012 is that it gives us white, American liberals a method to engage and do SOMETHING with our bleeding hearts. I have no doubt of the complexity of the problem, and I appreciate the detailed blogpost you’ve written. But you’ve made the same omission as many others who’ve written truthful narratives about Africa: you’ve left us with the impression that there is no solution, because all the players are bad and untrustworthy, so we shrug our shoulders, blame the Africans, and turn away. Give us hope; point us toward a solution; give us something specific and achievable to do! This is what Invisible Children has appreciated about human psychology and has done so effectively.
Erin was right. The desire to do something—whether it is the right or the best thing—is a powerful human impulse that we often underestimate. Humans want to be effective. We need to believe we can affect the world we live in, that we can bring about changes that really matter. Understanding the power of this need is one of the keys to understanding how social change unfolds today.
Why Do We Bother to Vote?
This deep into a book on mistrust, you could be forgiven for assuming that I pose this question as a cynical provocation. But the question exposes a deep paradox in democratic government, one that was identified as early as 1785 by the mathematician and social scientist Nicolas de Condorcet: “In single-stage elections, where there are a great many voters, each voter’s influence is very small. It is therefore possible that the citizens will not be sufficiently interested [to vote].”8
The political scientist Anthony Downs took up the question in a 1957 book, An Economic Theory of Democracy.9 The question of why rational voters participate in elections even when the cost of voting exceeds the “perceived benefit”—the possibility of swaying the election—is commonly called Downs’s paradox. The paradox stems not from the import of a given election but from the fact that an individual’s particular vote is unlikely to be decisive. If humans were purely rational, it would make sense to vote only in very close elections, or ones where the personal benefits of a certain outcome were massive for the voter.
To explain the paradox, Downs speculates that a lot of voting is motivated by duty, a sense that democracy is the right way to run a society, and the recognition that democracies won’t work without widespread participation. Voting legitimates the system. The “I Voted” sticker, ubiquitous on Americans’ chests after an election, is a duty-driven way of stimulating electoral participation. It prods anyone who sees it to do their duty and participate in the election too.10
At the same time Anthony Downs was linking voting with duty, political scientists at the University of Michigan were poring through surveys conducted after the 1952 US presidential election, trying to understand who had voted and why. In their 1954 book The Voter Decides, Angus Campbell and his colleagues offered another factor to explain voter behavior: efficacy. The political scientists asked voters five questions about the complexity of politics, the possibility of having influence through voting, and the voters’ personal sense of being able to influence politicians and the government. They defined efficacy as “the feeling that individual political action does have, or can have an impact on the political process, i.e., the feeling that it is worthwhile to perform one’s civic duties. It is the feeling that political and social change is possible and that the individual citizen can play part in bringing about this change.”11
Campbell and his colleagues found wide variability in voters’ sense of efficacy. Men felt higher political efficacy than women, wealthy people more than poor people, city people more than rural dwellers. People with college educations had a much higher sense of their ability to bring about social and political change than those who hadn’t completed high school, and the survey found a massive gap in efficacy based on race: 48 percent of Black participants felt a low sense of efficacy, compared to only 18 percent of whites.
One way to explain these disparities in perception is that they reflected the actual ability of different people to make meaningful social change at particular points in history. A wealthy, college-educated white man likely had a much better chance of influencing the US government in 1952 than did a poor, uneducated woman of color. Despite the visible effects of race, gender, class, and education, Campbell and his colleagues believed an independent sense of efficacy would also help explain participation. An individual who felt low efficacy had little reason to participate.12 But someone who felt high efficacy was subject to “an ascending spiral where participation and efficacy reinforce each other.”13
To understand these ideas about efficacy, it may be helpful to return to the distinction between institutionalists and insurrectionists. Institutionalists believe that working within existing institutions is the likeliest way to make change. They have a high sense of internal efficacy—that is, they feel confident about their skills in making change. They also have a high sense of external efficacy—that is, they believe the systems they operate within allow them to make change. Insurrectionists too have high internal efficacy—they know how to organize and build a movement—but they have low external efficacy, believing that systems resist significant change. The political scientist George Balch and his team highlight community organizer Saul Alinsky as an exemplar of someone with high internal and low external efficacy. Arguably, many American civil rights leaders fit this same insurrectionist pattern: they were thoughtful and disciplined in their attempts to make change but faced deeply resistant authorities and regimes.14
In 1973 Marsha Bell Puro, a graduate student in political science, conducted a survey of college students that rounds out the connection between low external efficacy and insurrection. She found that students with high internal efficacy and low external efficacy supported insurrectionist movements of the time, including Students for a Democratic Society and the Black Panthers. Meanwhile students with low internal efficacy and high external efficacy—those who believed in the power of the government, if not in their personal ability to understand or influence it—inclined toward nationalism and a belief in the importance of sacrifice for the sake of the nation.15
Civic education, as celebrated by Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and others, is designed to increase internal efficacy by giving people the tools they need to be effective advocates within governments. But civic education may have another effect. In the early 1970s, educators in Rochester, New York, worked with a cohort of African-American children, teaching a curriculum designed to make students more self-confident and independent. When the students were contrasted with peers who’d not gone through the same program, they had a higher sense of internal efficacy but a lower sense of external efficacy. It’s possible that in learning about their own power, they came to the conclusion that many people of color in the United States have come to: that systems are stacked against them.16
Our current age of mistrust is one in which many of us are feeling a low sense of external efficacy. We lack confidence in our ability to influence the institutions that affect our lives. In some cases, we may doubt that those institutions are really the ones in control and wonder whether an even less addressable entity holds real power.
A rational response to low external efficacy is to cease participating in public life. Why bother participating if you feel powerless to make any real change? The magic of Invisible Children was that it convinced people they could make change by giving them clear instructions on how to amplify the message and a clear way to measure success, in terms of how often the video had been shared and viewed. The readers who so hated my blogpost were angry in part because my words had decreased their internal sense of efficacy. They knew less about what to do after reading it than they had before they read it.
Throughout this book, I’ve talked about institutionalists and insurrectionists. To understand insurrectionists, we must realize that they are people who’ve decided not to give up on making change, even though they have little faith in doing so through existing institutions. Rather than dropping out of civics, they look for ways to make change with new levers of power. In other words, they have high internal efficacy and low external efficacy, much like the pioneers of the civil rights movement. Understanding how and when they engage is key to keeping civic life open for people who’ve lost faith in conventional forms of engagement.
Thin and Thick
On June 7, 1893, a young Indian lawyer, Mohandas Gandhi, was on a train from Durban to Pretoria when a man of European descent demanded that he leave the first-class cabin. Gandhi refused and was thrown off the train at Pietermaritzburg into a cold winter’s night.17 The experience set the young man on a path of satyagraha, or principled, nonviolent resistance against the racial and ethnic discrimination that characterized South Africa. Beginning in 1906, Gandhi led the Indian population of Transvaal in a campaign of protests and strikes that led, in 1913, to a set of political and civil rights reforms that offered some protection for Indian citizens of South Africa.
In 1914 Gandhi returned home to India, and by 1920 he was the most visible figure in a campaign for Indian independence. Gandhi began spinning and weaving his own simple clothing as a protest against British-manufactured cloth. He and his followers began extracting salt from seawater as a protest against the Salt Act of 1882, which had granted the British a monopoly over the dietary staple. Through these everyday acts of protest, as well as through strikes and marches, Gandhi became an avatar of resistance to the British. He embodied this stance in every aspect of his life and work.18
American visions of appropriate protest lean heavily on Gandhi’s example in part because civil rights leaders drew guidance from his life story. Martin Luther King, Jr., studied Gandhi’s books and modeled his protests after him. “From my background I gained my regulating Christian ideals,” he said. “From Gandhi, I learned my operational technique.”19
Given the centrality of the civil rights movement to the American understanding of social change, it is not surprising that we often expect Gandhi-like commitment from our activists and change makers. Malcolm Gladwell’s critique of online activism, which we discussed in Chapter 4, centered on the idea that online activists weren’t engaged in “real” activism because they weren’t putting themselves at physical risk.20 Invoking Mississippi Freedom Summer, in which three volunteers were killed, and many were beaten, shot at, and arrested, Gladwell observed, “Activism that challenges the status quo—that attacks deeply rooted problems—is not for the faint of heart.”
The danger with demanding Gandhian levels of commitment to social change is that most of us aren’t Gandhi. We shouldn’t have to be to change our societies for the better. When we make social change into something that requires superhuman courage, the danger is that we feel either inadequate or powerless unless we are able to dedicate ourselves completely to making change.
There are a variety of legitimate ways to work for social change, from methods that demand deep and full conviction, which I describe as “thick,” to “thinner” forms that gain their power from widespread participation and significant scale but demand less from each individual participant.
Thin engagement requires little thought on your part because organizers have designed a campaign in which your participation is predetermined. Sign a petition, give a contribution, join a march: in a campaign that uses thin engagement, the organizers know what they want you to do and simply need you to show up and do it. By contrast, in thick engagement, the campaigners ask you for your creativity, your strategic sensibilities, or your ability to make media, carry out research, deliberate, or find solutions. The campaigners know they want to do something but ask you to shape the strategy.
Thin engagement requires your feet; thick engagement requires your head. At their best, they both harness your heart.
Much as we expect activists to channel their inner Gandhi, we assume that the best forms of engagement are thick and that the goal of thin engagement is to ease people into more involved forms of activism. Make a donation to a political campaign, and you may be asked to put up a lawn sign, then to phone bank, then to canvass door to door. There’s nothing wrong with moving people from lightweight forms of participation to more engaged ones, and movements recruit their leadership from within these ranks, asking those who are most engaged in thin activities to take on more leadership for the cause.
That said, the acts of civic engagement we most celebrate—voting in particular—are thin. When voting requires you to undertake careful, detailed planning to ensure you can cast your vote, we describe those circumstances as voter suppression. A healthy democracy lowers barriers to entry to participation, enabling as many citizens as possible to access information about candidates and to vote. Thin engagement works best at scale. A petition with a few dozen signatures gets ignored. But similarly, a census with fractional participation will underrepresent populations who neglect to fill it out or who were intimidated into nonparticipation.
One of the central challenges for social change campaigns is designing actions that are both thin and meaningful. As with voting, it can be hard to feel that your particular contribution is important when you are one of thousands. Especially successful thin campaigns leverage creative ways to help participants feel a personal sense of efficacy.
On March 25, 2013, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC), an American organization focused on equal rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people, launched a social media campaign designed to document support for equal marriage on social networks. In early 2013 the Supreme Court heard arguments about California’s Proposition 8, which banned gay marriage, and HRC’s campaign encouraged users to change their profile photos to a pink “equals” sign on a red background, a reworking of HRC’s iconic logo, a yellow “equals” sign on a blue background. As with the Kony 2012 campaign, celebrities embraced the cause: the actor and gay activist George Takei shared the campaign with his millions of Twitter followers, and his tweet was shared tens of thousands of times.
Critically, HRC embraced people’s impulse to personalize and remix the campaign. While most people simply adopted the HRC’s new icon, many offered their own spin on the image, turning the “equals” sign into two twinkies, or two pieces of bacon, or superimposing possible gay couples, including children’s television characters Bert and Ernie, or the Statue of Liberty kissing Lady Justice. Not all the remixes were supportive—a small number of people turned the image into the “not equals” sign (≠)—but for most, these tweaks took a thin form of participation and made it more personal and meaningful.21 According to Facebook in-house data scientist Eytan Bakshy, roughly 2.7 million more Facebook users updated their profile photo on March 26 than on an average day, suggesting massive uptake of the campaign.22
Other than generating a wave of media attention, did the profile image changes have any effect? One popular Internet meme rubbished the idea, showing an image of Chief Justice John Roberts with the text “Before we make a ruling, did enough people change their Facebook pictures?” My students Nathan Matias, Matt Stempeck, and Molly Sauter offered a different interpretation: the presence of so many changed profile pictures on Facebook helped people see how widespread support for equal marriage had become.23 For someone passively supporting equal marriage, the presence of these images might make it safe to come out as a supporter of equal marriage. For someone opposed to equal marriage, the campaign might challenge the assumption that their position was universally held.
Using the four levers framework from Chapter 4, we might consider the red “equals” sign as a norms-based approach to change. If enough people change their profile picture, perhaps the social pressure will shift the opinions of those opposed to gay marriage. A more helpful way to think of the campaign, though, is as an example of a voice-based effort.
The four levers we’ve considered—laws, norms, code, and markets—all make change through instrumental means. Activists have a set of behaviors they seek to accomplish—passage of a law, adoption of a new technology, a shift in social norms—and they seek to persuade people to help them accomplish that goal. By contrast, voice-based activism has as its primary goal the raising of other voices, rather than achieving an instrumental goal.
Before 2010, conventional wisdom in the immigrant rights movement held that undocumented immigrants shouldn’t engage in visible activism given their risk of being arrested and deported. In January 2010 three undocumented students launched the Dream Walk, a march from Miami to Washington, DC, to advocate for the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) immigration reform act. In May 2010 five undocumented students, dressed in caps and gowns, staged a sit-in at Senator John McCain’s Arizona office, daring police to arrest them.24 The new spirit of visible defiance on the part of the undocumented was summed up in the slogan “Undocumented and Unafraid.”25
Search any platform that hosts videos for the phrase “undocumented and unafraid,” and you will find hundreds of videos. In these often simple, unscripted pieces, undocumented youth look into the camera, identify themselves as undocumented, and talk about the experience of discovering that they were not legal citizens of the United States. There’s a risk associated with these videos: in theory, they could be used to help Immigrations and Customs Enforcement identify them as targets for deportation.
Undocumented and Unafraid videos are clearly a thick form of engagement, requiring personal risk and creativity as well as participation. In instrumental terms, it’s hard to know what they’re meant to do. It’s unlikely that legislators are cruising YouTube to measure public opinion. Yet the videos achieve something. They help undocumented youth deal with the fear and isolation that can come with discovering their immigration status. By coming out as undocumented, a video maker invites friends to understand and support her immigration battle, to talk about it rather than remain silent. And as with the coming out movement for gays and lesbians more than a generation earlier, coming out as undocumented on video makes it easier for other people to identify themselves as undocumented and to begin the process of becoming unafraid.
Thinking of engagement in terms of thick and thin, voice and instrumental, gives us ways of understanding and evaluating activism that doesn’t resemble Gandhian protest. Voice-based activism that’s thick, like Undocumented and Unafraid, can provide fuel to build and enlarge movements, reminding participants what they’re fighting for.
In 2012 the Susan G. Komen Foundation announced that it would stop funding the women’s health organization Planned Parenthood under pressure from anti-abortion activists.26 The digital activism leader Deanna Zandt launched a campaign called Planned Parenthood Saved My Life. She invited women to e-mail her stories of how Planned Parenthood had helped them—from providing affordable women’s health services through to providing abortions—and placed the stories on a Tumblr blog. The dozens of stories collected there offered a human face to a policy battle. The site was featured across US media, calling attention to the fact that Komen had been supporting not abortion services but breast cancer screening. In part due to Deanna’s campaign, Komen reversed course and resumed funding for Planned Parenthood.27
If thick voice-based activism can add a potent layer of humanity to abstract policy issues, thin voice-based activism runs the risk of “slacktivism,” the critique that writer Evgeny Morozov and others have offered about activism that’s more about virtue signaling and unconsidered participation than about making change. Morozov cites an experiment by the Danish psychologist Anders Colding-Jørgensen, who started a Facebook group implying that the Danish government would be dismantling Copenhagen’s beloved Stork Fountain.28 Colding-Jørgensen seeded the group with 125 friends and watched in amazement as the group ballooned to 28,000 members, ostensibly opposed to a policy decision that would never take place. Morozov sees Stork Fountain as evidence that people support causes as a form of fashion, a way of signaling their social virtue and identity, rather than as a path toward change. But you could read the same example in a different light: Danes who wanted to ensure their fountain wasn’t torn down grasped at a thin, ineffective way of making change because they weren’t offered anything else.
Ill-considered and ineffective activism is a real thing, but being thin doesn’t mean an engagement is meaningless. Voting is both thin and instrumental, and despite making little sense in terms of personal calculus, it’s enormously important in determining law-driven change within a democracy. The problem of slacktivism is a problem of efficacy. Whether you’re engaged in thick or thin action, or are focused on voice or instrumental outcomes, it’s possible to have a lousy theory of change or, worse, no theory of change.
Efficacy is always a problem of perception. People will undertake actions, even deeply demanding actions, if they are persuaded their participation can make a difference. The challenge for organizers of social movements is to create a range of actions, from thin to thick, that let participants feel they’re making effective change. Invisible Children did a brilliant job of creating thin actions that helped participants feel powerful. What it failed to do is establish a path for those who asked tough questions about efficacy to get more deeply involved, to understand the complexity and nuances of the problems of violence in Central Africa. Transformative movements understand that some participants in thin actions will want to take thicker steps, owning the movement themselves, using their own stories to encourage the voices of others. Architects of social movements neglect these people at their peril.
Act Locally—Whatever That Means to You
The slogan “Think globally, act locally” has become a mantra for the environmental movement, used to explain the logic of actions like recycling, which have little instrumental impact but allow people to feel a sense of efficacy and participation. The phrase is attributed to the Scottish biologist and urban planner Patrick Geddes, who believed that the character of cities as whole entities relied on the preservation of historic buildings and of public spaces like village greens and public gardens.29 The larger logic, which encourages people to work on the problems they know best and feel best positioned to address, offers another view on efficacy and motivation.
Despite high levels of mistrust in national institutions, there’s a sense that politics at the local level is still salvageable and that local institutions may often be more competent than national ones. Governors in all fifty states, for example, have received higher marks than the federal government regarding their handling of the new coronavirus.30 Books like The New Localism by Bruce Katz and Jeremy Nowak offer examples of how cities are creating economic turnarounds by building partnerships between universities, local organizations, industries, and governments in a way that’s deeply optimistic and promising, especially when compared to dysfunction and polarization at the national level.31
Cities may be less subject to polarization because the issues they face don’t map neatly to political ideologies. As New York City mayor Fiorello La Guardia famously said, “There is no Democratic or Republican way of cleaning the streets.”32 Indeed, only three of the ten most populous cities in the United States have partisan elections, where candidates identify as Republicans or Democrats. The remainder hold nonpartisan elections, hoping to increase cooperation among city leaders across political differences.33 A less idealistic explanation would point out that most American cities are Democratic strongholds and have no meaningful partisan challengers.
Whether you favor the idealistic or the cynical explanation, among Americans, confidence in state and local governments is significantly higher than confidence in the federal government. In 2018 Gallup asked Americans whether they trusted different branches of government a great deal or a fair amount (a much looser standard than the question I examined in Chapters 1 and 2, about trusting the government entirely or a great deal). Sixty-two percent expressed confidence in local government, and 63 percent in state government, but only 40 percent expressed confidence in the U.S. legislative branch and 42 percent in the executive branch.34 A different Gallup poll found confidence in local government to be significantly higher than confidence in state government. The two were interchangeable from the 1970s through the ’90s but began to diverge in the 2000s, as confidence in state governments dropped.35 While many Americans have low confidence in government across the board, a significant number of Americans have confidence in the government that’s closest to home.
A possible explanation for this disparity is familiarity. Richard Fenno addressed the paradox that Americans dislike Congress but like their individual congressperson in his 1978 book Home Style: House Members in Their Districts.36 Fenno argues that voters know the projects and accompanying spending that members bring to their districts and are grateful, but they see the rest of the governing process in Washington as disconnected from their lives. Gallup polling suggests some support for this theory, finding that people who could identify their congressperson had more positive feelings toward him or her, leading to the theory that people who didn’t know their representative were expressing feelings about Congress as a whole, not about an individual member.37 But the media environment has changed radically since Fenno’s book: in 1978 people got news primarily from local newspapers and television stations, which often reported on the policies and votes made by the congresspeople who represented the area. Today, by contrast, twenty-four-hour cable news and social media focus disproportionately on national politics, whose figures are likely more familiar to many citizens than congressional representatives. We are far more likely to know the positions of party leaders than those of our local representatives, in part due to these media shifts.
Another explanation for voter enthusiasm for local politics is efficacy. It can be incredibly hard for citizens to feel a sense of efficacy in national politics, where the effects of one vote, one phone call or one tweet are too small to measure. But the same action in a local context has a greater chance of swinging an election or changing a politician’s mind. I sometimes ask students to try an experiment: write letters to a congressperson and to a local politician, like a state senator, about the same issue. In my experience, the congressperson will usually respond with a form letter, if at all, while the state senator will often set up a staff call to discuss the matter further. Local politicians know that an individual voter might sway a few dozen friends and family by sharing either a good or bad experience, and they allocate their time to constituents accordingly.
The efficacy effects of locality apply not only to political geographies. The #MeToo movement is unfolding as a national movement, but it’s composed of individual people taking action in their workplaces, an environment that affects them more directly than state or local government. When Hollywood actresses speak out about sexual assault by Harvey Weinstein or radio producers speak out about being bullied and harassed by John Hockenberry, they are advocating for change in an environment that directly affects them, their workplace.
The successes of #MeToo—the arrests and prosecutions of Harvey Weinstein, Bill Cosby, Larry Nassar, and others—suggest that activism focused on locality may have a higher success rate than activism focused at the national or global level. Nassar, after assaulting hundreds of young women on the US gymnastics team, is now incarcerated for the rest of his life, and the organization’s board members who enabled him have been forced to resign. Many of the women assaulted by Nassar have left the sport, but they know they’ve made gymnastics safer for the young women who follow them.
Activists within #MeToo are acutely aware of efficacy as part of their calculus. In 2017 and 2018, I helped organize an annual prize given by the MIT Media Lab for “pro-social disobedience,” designed to recognize and reward people who break rules and resist authority in support of broader change. In 2018 we honored leaders of the #MeTooSTEM movement, along with #MeToo founder Tarana Burke, for their work on sexual harassment in the academy, specifically opening a discussion about the relationships between senior faculty and graduate students in the sciences, where faculty have enormous power over their students’ future careers. Because most professors are protected by tenure, it often requires extraordinary circumstances for them to lose their jobs. So Dr. Sherry Marts and Dr. BethAnn McLaughlin aim their work at influencing institutions like the National Academy of Sciences, asking these groups that focus on honoring extraordinary achievement to distance themselves from known harassers. Such a public rebuke helps young scientists identify these men as people to avoid at conferences and events. Removing honorary affiliations should be easier to achieve than firing tenured faculty.
The Media Lab’s disobedience prize took a dark turn when Joi Ito, who created the prize (with LinkedIn creator Reid Hoffman), admitted to having a set of financial relationships with Jeffrey Epstein, a financier who had previously been convicted for sexual abuse of a fourteen-year-old girl. Drs. Marts and McLaughlin both denounced the Media Lab’s involvement with Epstein. Marts posted on her blog, “[Ito] stood on a stage, looked Burke, McLaughlin, and me in the eye and congratulated us for our work to end sexual violence, harassment, and bullying, and did not even blink. He has not apologized to us for his behavior and for the potential harm of bringing our work into question by associating us with an organization that accepted funding from a sexual predator. He owes us that apology.”38 McLaughlin used funds from the award to return to the MIT campus and provide counseling for those affected by the Epstein scandal. For McLaughlin, Ito’s decision to work with Epstein cemented the importance of working with those victimized by an academic environment that too often looks the other way at sexual harassment and fails to consider the crushing psychological effects that tolerating harassers can have on the workplace.
Some men have expressed concern about the #MeToo movement, fearing that behavior that was previously ignored is now being deemed unacceptable. A concern that makes more sense to me is that activism—whether around sexual harassment, gender discrimination, racism, or other biased behavior—is coming to the workplace because that’s where people feel most empowered to make change. At a moment when many people are alienated from national-level politics but simultaneously are politically engaged (and often enraged), it is logical that they would try to change discriminatory behaviors in their workplaces first. News organizations have begun referring to the “era of #MeToo” to contextualize a work climate in which the previously accepted is no longer tolerated. It’s possible that we’ll start seeing a broader movement for workplace justice on axes other than sexual discrimination as people try to make change in an environment that they feel more empowered to influence.
Efficacy and Online Spaces
In the last decade, major social movements have been unfolding in online spaces as well as in physical ones. That’s no coincidence: a critical element of movements like #MeToo and Black Lives Matter is a theory of change that demands that mainstream media pay attention to the issues they are raising.
This focus on media attention is not new—the civil rights movement relied heavily on television to bring images of the struggle in southern cities into homes across the nation. The local press in many southern cities wouldn’t cover protests against racism, so movement leaders targeted national newscasts, allowing Black southerners to learn about actions taken in nearby communities.39
In a similar way, television and social media helped launch the Arab Spring. Activists in Sidi Bouzid used Facebook video to document their protests, which were uncovered by Tunisian media outlets. Tunisian activists in Europe then packaged the video and brought it to Al Jazeera, which broadcast it on its Arabic-language service, reaching an audience in Tunis who were otherwise unaware of the protests occurring only two hundred kilometers away. We can credit social media for helping to oust Tunisian president Ben Ali if only because other local protest movements, including one in Gafsa a few years earlier, died because they never received national attention.40
In the past twenty years, a shift in the architecture of media has radically changed the relationship between producers of news and their audiences. We’re used to talking about the ways digital media has destroyed the economic model of journalism, but we’re less used to discussing the ways audiences now produce and disseminate media themselves. The political power that comes from amplifying media has changed the nature of political participation.
In the broadcast age, the relationship between media producers and citizens was straightforward. Companies both produced and distributed media, gaining revenue by selling ad insertions in the distribution stream. Broadcasters told citizens what to pay attention to and invited them, perhaps, to do something with the information they received. In a participatory media ecosystem, by contrast, different people produce and distribute news. The New York Times still has its printing press and delivery trucks, obviously, but the ability of a news story to reach a wide audience now depends heavily on digital media distributors, especially Google and Facebook. Because those platforms control the audience, they now also have a dominant position in advertising, capturing 90 percent of all the growth in digital advertising in 2017.41
Individual citizens have two powerful roles within this new model. First, they can create their own media, which sometimes competes with professional media producers for attention and is sometimes amplified by those professionals. Second, they can influence the distributors by voting content up and down with their attention, helping amplify some stories and suppressing others. Both of these are possible forms of political activism, and they use a common method: agenda setting and framing.42
Agenda setting, an idea advanced by the journalism scholars Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, asserts that media’s power comes from influencing what issues appear in public discourse.43 The power of agenda setting is well summarized by the political scientist Bernard Cohen, who noted, “The press may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about.”44 Media continue to have this power, but individuals and groups now have the possibility of telling the press what to pay attention to through social media.
Kony 2012 was an agenda-setting campaign. In the process of making Joseph Kony famous, it asked news outlets why they weren’t paying attention to the Lord’s Resistance Army and the suffering of children in northern Uganda. One of the missed opportunities of the campaign is that it didn’t demand increased coverage for sub-Saharan Africa in general, a systemic weakness of US media.45
#IfTheyGunnedMeDown (discussed in Chapter 4) is a reframing campaign. When US media pay attention to the deaths of people of color at the hands of the police, they often focus on the potential culpability of the victims, choosing images that imply that they were dangerous or breaking the law. Patrisse Cullors, one of the founders of the Black Lives Matter movement, observed that “dead 17-year-old Trayvon was posthumously placed on trial for his own murder.”46 Campaigns like #IfTheyGunnedMeDown leverage the attention paid to these deaths but shift the frame.
My former lab, Center for Civic Media, studied the effects of reframing police violence by the Black Lives Matter movement. We examined 343 cases between 2013 and 2016 where unarmed people of color were killed by police. We found that deaths that occurred after Michael Brown’s death, the focus of a great deal of antiracist activism, were eleven times more likely to receive media coverage than deaths that preceded Brown’s. We also found a change in the way media outlets covered these deaths. Before Brown’s death, 2 percent of stories about unarmed people of color killed by police contained the name of another victim. After Brown, 22 percent did, showing that reporters were far more likely to cover a story not as an isolated incident but as part of a pattern of police violence against people of color.47 And while attention to the deaths of unarmed people of color waned by 2016, not to return until reactions to George Floyd’s death in 2020, our study suggested that the reframing was a lasting one, and that subsequent stories about these deaths were more likely to mention the larger pattern.
Reframing and agenda setting work, and the people who use these tools know they work. Campaigns try to go viral on social media not just to raise money but to gain mainstream media attention. Individuals and groups who’ve figured out how to hack the media feel a powerful sense of efficacy precisely because their efforts end up having rapid and measurable effects.
One remarkable aspect of the Trump presidency has been Trump’s own embrace of “meme magic,” the idea that pro-Trump imagery and video can motivate and mobilize voters. In July 2019 the president invited two hundred conservative media makers to the White House, including “Carpe Donktum,” who creates fake videos that Trump has shared online. Addressing the assembled crowd, Trump lauded them for producing advocacy materials that were better than what he could get from his own staff. “The crap you think of is incredible,” he crowed.
Have memes of Trump as a professional wrestler hitting the CNN icon with a chair helped cement his steady approval rating among his base? Or does making memes give some Trump supporters a sense of efficacy, a belief that they’re able to be part of their leader’s reelection campaign? Given the high visibility of Trump’s Twitter posts, which have driven numerous news cycles over the past four years, it’s probably unwise to dismiss “meme magic” out of hand.
Do Something
In 1993 the actor Andrew Shue and his childhood friend Michael Sanchez formed a nonprofit organization called Do Something. Their idea was simple: “to encourage and inspire young people to get involved in their communities.”48 The breadth and vagueness of that goal is reflected both in the organization’s name and in the wide variety of projects it has launched. Popular Do Something campaigns include Free to Pee, which encourages participants to post signs demanding gender-inclusive restrooms; Elephant Tusk Force, in which participants flag ivory items on craigslist to stop elephant poaching; and Update Your Status, which encourages students to get tested for HIV and to post an Instagram pic of their knuckles with tested written across them.49
The point of Do Something is not that any of these campaigns will accomplish major change around the issues they address, but that taking action on a social issue is a precursor to deeper forms of engagement. Do Something believes it is training a generation of young people, many as young as high school students, to see that it’s possible to organize, to lead a group of their peers, and to make change in the world.
Perhaps the most remarkable story to come out of Do Something is the way the organization itself has done something about teens and mental health. Do Something organizers spend a great deal of time communicating via text message, the medium most used by their target audience. In 2011 the Do Something organizer Stephanie Shih received a text message from a young woman that said, “He won’t stop raping me. He told me not to tell anyone.” Shih traded messages with her, and learned that the “he” she referred to was her father. Shih directed the young woman to the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (RAINN), but the experience left her so shaken, she brought it to Do Something’s director, Nancy Lublin.
Lublin and Shih realized that many teens are too scared to call rape crisis or suicide hotlines. They are more comfortable texting, but no mental health hotlines were well-equipped to operate primarily by text. The two women formed Crisis Text Line, a national service staffed by volunteers who’ve completed a thirty-four-hour online course in counseling via text, and who agree to serve a weekly four-hour shift for a year. At least once a day, on average, Crisis Text Line intervenes, leading to the rescue of someone believed to be at imminent danger of suicide.50
Crisis Text Line breaks from many of the conventions of mental health care. Conventional wisdom in the psychiatric profession holds that people in distress should seek help from counselors able to address their set of issues—hence RAINN as a network specifically for people suffering rape and sexual assault. But “people don’t experience life in an issue-specific way,” Lublin explains. And Crisis Text Line is a dedicated user of data analytics, using A/B testing to determine what responses from counselors are most associated with positive outcomes. From their analytics, they know when certain behaviors are most common (four a.m. for self-harm, eleven p.m. for depression) and what mental health issues are most reported in which states.
While many of the projects launched by Do Something have lower stakes, Crisis Text Line has clearly been transformational, not just for those it has counseled but for the thousands of counselors who have participated. As the project raised awareness of suicide as the third-highest cause of death for teenagers, Crisis Text Line also has served tens of thousands of teens at risk and has given thousands of counselors a meaningful way to help their community. The training counselors receive in how to listen gives them a skill invaluable in their own interactions with friends, family, and their own kids.
The sense of wanting to do something is one of the most powerful forces that social movements can harness. The idea that people can transform the world for the better is one of the most powerful motivators imaginable. The questions of who we, as individuals, might influence, what levers we should seek to pull, and whether we should operate within, around, or against institutions all are less important than the question of whether we do something or do nothing. There is no one right way to participate, just more and less effective ways to participate. The least effective of all is disengagement.
Faced with a world in which so many have lost trust in so many institutions, our challenge is simple. We must harness mistrust so that we don’t lose the power, strength, and creativity of those who’ve lost faith in institutions. Our work is to help people—starting with ourselves—channel energy and passion into doing something that matters.
Afterword
KATRINA AND COVID-19
IN THE SUMMER OF 2005, HURRICANE KATRINA KILLED MORE than a thousand Gulf Coast residents and displaced more than a million, but its deadly impact was not immediately apparent. Katrina made landfall early on Monday, August 29, as a Category 3 hurricane, significantly weaker than it had been the day before, when its winds reached 160 miles per hour as a Category 5 hurricane. Many thought New Orleans had dodged a bullet. Not until the following day did the scale of the destruction become clear. Levees began to break on the morning of the twenty-ninth, and by the thirtieth, 80 percent of the city was under water.
In the days that followed, the natural tragedy of the hurricane was amplified by the tragedies of failing systems and institutions. As refugees overwhelmed the Superdome, New Orleans’s “shelter of last resort,” law enforcement began sending flood victims to the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center so they could be evacuated from the flooded city. It took until Friday, four days after the storm made landfall, for the National Guard to arrive with food, water, and medicine for those forced out of their homes and into the convention center.1 On September 2, as journalists around the world shared images of corpses rotting in the sweltering building, FEMA director Michael Brown told CNN that “the federal government did not even know about the convention center people until today.”2
While some flood walls and levees failed because of the size of Katrina’s storm surge, others breached because of poor engineering and shoddy maintenance. The Army Corps of Engineers tasked the American Society of Civil Engineers with understanding what had happened to New Orleans’s “Hurricane Protection System.” The ASCE review committee began its report, “A large portion of the destruction from Hurricane Katrina was caused not only by the storm itself but also by the storm’s exposure of engineering and engineering-related policy failures.”3 Not only did FEMA fail to bring relief supplies in a timely manner, it also prevented the Red Cross from aiding evacuees for fear that it would encourage them to remain in the city.4 And while some observers blamed residents for not being proactive and following instructions to flee the city—ignoring the fact that many low-income residents had nowhere to flee to and could not afford a hotel room—the neighboring community of Gretna, Louisiana, blocked a bridge with armed police officers to prevent evacuees from “overwhelming” their town.5
Writing on the tenth anniversary of the disaster, the former New Orleans Times-Picayune reporter John McQuaid reflected, “What Hurricane Katrina, the floodwall and levee collapses, and the aftermath taught me is that America, and its institutions, simply don’t work—and that people like it that way.”6
The name Katrina has become shorthand for two different forms of institutional failure. It evokes a crisis in which so many interconnected systems fail that it becomes difficult to know who to blame. And it evokes a crisis that disproportionately affects disadvantaged people, particularly the low-income brown and Black people least able to prepare and who were most harmed by the failure of safety nets.
I remember watching Katrina from the safety of my dry and unthreatened home in western Massachusetts, a sense of horror and dread rising as the destruction of a great American city came into focus. On Friday, September 2—the day the National Guard began evacuating refugees from the convention center—I received an email from David Geilhufe, a member of the loose association of “techies for social change” that I have been privileged to be part of in my career. David observed that thousands of people fleeing New Orleans were posting “lost but safe” messages to a wide range of websites—the comments section on a radio station’s articles about the hurricane, for instance—alerting friends and family, or seeking family members they’d been separated from. David wanted to create a central database for this information to help reunite families: Katrina PeopleFinder.
I volunteered to take on one facet of the problem: entering unstructured data into a shared database. While some “lost but safe” messages could be translated into computer-readable formats, most were “natural text,” human language that computers find difficult to parse. With help from dozens of friends—most notably my ex-wife, who has a remarkable posse of Internet friends—we recruited 2,100 online volunteers and entered 87,000 messages into the database in forty-eight hours.7 Years after Katrina, in response to the earthquake in Haiti, Google built a tool called Google Person Finder, using the data format of Katrina PeopleFinder. Google makes the code available open source for use in subsequent disasters.8
At the time, our modest volunteer effort was one of the feel-good stories popular after natural disasters.9 A particularly optimistic tech writer declared it an example of the Recovery 2.0 movement, a way of responding to disasters by sharing information and by cooperating to aid or circumvent overwhelmed institutions.10
In retrospect, I understand the effort another way. My friends and I were helpless to do anything in the face of a disaster that had upended the worlds of more than a million people. Desperate to help and morose in the face of the catastrophic failure of systems that should have protected our fellow citizens, we found something small we could do and threw ourselves into doing it.
It’s fifteen years later, and now we’re sewing masks.
It’s mid-May 2020 as I write this afterword, and the United States has just achieved the grim milestone of 100,000 deaths due to COVID-19. It’s not clear at this point whether the country has experienced the worst of the virus, or another wave of infection is coming.
What is clear is that the US response to the novel coronavirus has been vastly less successful than that of other nations. South Korea reported its first case of COVID-19 on January 20, a day before the first case was reported in the United States. Four months later South Korea had kept its deaths to under three hundred and was approaching a small new outbreak with the tools it had successfully used to manage the first wave: rapid, low-cost testing; aggressive contact tracing; free treatment; and salary support while people are quarantined.11 In the United States, by contrast, we do not yet know whether the community spread of the disease has slowed sufficiently to allow for safe reopening of businesses. Desperate to return to normal, Americans are ignoring public health advice to maintain social distancing and wear protective masks. Their actions are cheered by a president who has minimized the dangers of the virus and stubbornly refused to protect himself or those around him during the crisis.
As with Katrina, there’s lots of blame to go around in understanding America’s institutional failures around COVID-19. Rather than use coronavirus tests developed in Germany and promoted by the WHO, the government relied on a test developed by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC); it was slow to arrive and did not function correctly.12 The FDA prevented the CDC test from being used in independent health labs—anyone using it had to send it back to CDC headquarters in Atlanta to receive results. Further, the FDA blocked university and private labs from developing their own tests. The net result was that the United States was largely blind to the extent of coronavirus during the month of February as infections spread throughout the nation.13
But failures at the CDC and the FDA don’t capture the whole picture, much as blaming the destruction of Katrina on FEMA or the Army Corps of Engineers offers only a partial truth. Pandemic response in the United States has been complicated by our massive prison population—inmates are unable to socially distance and often lack access to soap, hand sanitizer, and masks. In one prison in Marion, Ohio, more than eighteen hundred inmates—three-quarters of the prison population—tested positive for the virus.14 Many employees had no paid sick leave when the pandemic began to spread, and some came to work despite feeling ill. Many of those who lost their jobs in the economic downturn have also lost their health insurance, a result of the country’s unique system of employer-subsidized health insurance. Much as Katrina revealed the unforgivable fragility of levee walls that everyone knew were weak and badly maintained, COVID-19 is showing the inadequacy of many American institutions.
Like Katrina, COVID-19 is disproportionately affecting America’s most vulnerable. In New York City, the epicenter of the nation’s largest outbreak to date, the death rate for Black residents from COVID was twice the rate for white residents.15 Latinx Americans are also disproportionately affected, and Native Americans have experienced some of the nation’s highest community death rates, particularly on reservations that have inadequate health care and often lack basic infrastructure, like running water.
Unlike Katrina, COVID is a global phenomenon, and the United States has been forced to compare its response to those of other nations. The country is fond of thinking of itself as number one, the most powerful and technologically advanced nation on the planet. But the United States is now number one in cases of the disease and number one in deaths. Its shambolic response is evoking disbelief from citizens of other nations. As Irish Times columnist Fintan O’Toole put it, “Over more than two centuries, the United States has stirred a very wide range of feelings in the rest of the world: love and hatred, fear and hope, envy and contempt, awe and anger. But there is one emotion that has never been directed towards the US until now: pity.”16
The United States may not be number one for long. Cases of COVID-19 are growing quickly in Brazil and Russia, countries where governmental response to the pandemic has been less than decisive. Jair Bolsonaro, sometimes termed a “tropical Trump,”17 has dismissed the dangers of the virus, failed to practice social distancing, and urged businesses to reopen, over the objections of regional governors and health ministers.18 The situation in Russia has been one of confusion, with Vladimir Putin shutting the border with China in late January and declaring a “national paid vacation” on March 25. But Russia is reopening after only six weeks of shutdown, despite rising infection rates and death tolls, and Russians find themselves choosing between the optimism of Putin and the caution of the Moscow mayor Sergei Sobyanin, who has resisted the reopening and put more stringent distancing measures in place. Caught between the two leaders, many Russians are confused about the threat they face and what measures they should take to protect themselves.19
As I write, the United States, Russia, Brazil, and Britain lead the world in coronavirus cases. All four are led by right-wing nationalist governments that have weaponized doubt to gain political power. In Britain, a misinformation-filled campaign against the vast institution that is the European Union brought Boris Johnson to power, while in the United States, Trump’s war on the media and the “deep state” has followed Steve Bannon’s advice to “flood the zone with shit.”20 All four countries are at a deep disadvantage in combating the coronavirus, because no one knows who to believe.
At moments of crisis like the pandemic, governments have two ways to mobilize their citizens to take steps to defend public health and welfare. Autocracies can demand compliance, as China did in imposing a region-wide lockdown in Wuhan, mobilizing workers to build hospitals and forcing anyone diagnosed with coronavirus into isolation. By contrast, democracies can only ask citizens to follow medical guidelines and recommendations. Compliance in democracies depends primarily on two factors: the consistency of the message, and public confidence in the messenger.
Leaders like Bolsonaro and Trump, who personally display skepticism about the danger of the virus through their behavior, muddle the message pushed by medical authorities to maintain social distance and wear masks. Their followers echo their behavior, turning rejecting medical advice into a political position. An American wearing a face mask in May 2020 is as much a reflection of her position on Donald Trump as it is an assessment of her risk of catching or spreading the disease.
Adding to the confusion coming from political leaders, public confidence in scientific and medical experts has been systematically undercut by an approach to public discourse that recognizes no truth, just claims to power. When Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, speaks, some in his audience hear the voice of an entrenched “deep state” bureaucrat and tune him out, just as President Trump has told them to do. Others, more receptive to his message, wonder how badly hollowed out the National Institutes of Health, the CDC, and other expert agencies have been by decades of underinvestment in public goods. Was the CDC’s failure to test adequately for the virus bad luck, or was it the predictable result of a decades-long project to limit and weaken public institutions?
While we can and should sew masks, donate blood, and cheer for essential workers, a pandemic reminds us of the limitations of personal and decentralized responses to a crisis. In early March 2020, as it became increasingly clear that the coronavirus was spreading throughout US communities, individuals were left to make decisions about what steps they should take to prepare themselves. I boarded a plane to Seattle on March 2, worried that I was making a poor decision but feeling unable to synthesize the little I knew into a reasonable risk-reward equation. When my university banned work-related airplane travel three days later, I breathed a sigh of relief—I needed someone to take responsibility for decision making in the face of incomplete information, and if my state and federal governments weren’t comfortable taking a position, at least my employer was.
Some problems can be meaningfully shifted by a single person’s principled actions—the movement started by a single tweet, the app that changes the landscape on privacy. Pandemics cannot. They require millions of people to cooperate, and that cooperation can be made possible only by trusted institutions. If the United States escapes with “only” a few hundred thousand deaths due to coronavirus, it will be because institutions did their jobs—state governments maintained shutdowns when the disease was spreading and reopened carefully when hospitals were below capacity; employers allowed workers to stay at home and altered workplaces to make them safer; corporations, universities, and government labs worked toward vaccines and other treatments.
My friend the activist Eli Pariser asked me whether the coronavirus pandemic had turned me into an institutionalist or simply confirmed my insurrectionist tendencies. I told him that I was persuaded that we desperately need institutions we believe in, but that the crisis had deepened my suspicions that many of our institutions were no longer fit for the purpose or up to the task.
“Ah,” he said, “you’ve become a resurrectionist.”
If an institutionalist believes we should strengthen and celebrate the institutions we have, and an insurrectionist believes our institutions no longer meet our needs and need reform or replacement, a resurrectionist believes both. We need institutions that deserve our passionate support and defense, and if the institutions we rely on now do not clear that bar, we need to demand new ones that take their place. Should the CDC, the FDA, and the WHO prove unable to guide us through this crisis, we need passionate dissenters to show us how and why they’ve failed, and how new institutions can do better in the future. But we must also be honest with ourselves and ask whether other institutions—Congress, the presidency, the United Nations, news media—share the blame and the need for reform or replacement.
Katrina demanded that America take a close look at its gravest weaknesses and make real, lasting change in how we support the poor, the sick, and the elderly. That national reckoning did not occur, and it’s not clear that the Obama or Trump administration would have handled the crisis any better. The magnitude of the coronavirus pandemic—and its associated economic impacts—presents another opportunity to ask what institutions are working and who they are working for.
A prediction for this postmortem: we are likely to find that institutions fail when we no longer recognize ourselves as a single nation, when we no longer feel responsibility for or obligation to our fellow citizens. A nation divided by whether wearing a cloth face mask is an infringement of civil liberties or a way of protecting our most vulnerable is one that will have trouble funding vaccine research or agreeing to take (in the numbers required) a new vaccine.
If there is cause for optimism in the face of pandemic, it is this: many countries have succeeded in stopping the spread of the virus, and those that have are being rewarded with the trust of their citizens. Surveying citizens in eleven countries in May 2020, Edelman’s Trust Barometer team found surges of trust in government, especially in China, South Korea, and Germany, where the government seems to have the upper hand in combatting the virus.21 In New Zealand, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern enjoys very high popularity as the country’s case count nears zero.22
If trust in institutions is easy to lose and slow to regain, celebrating the successful performance of institutions in the face of a global crisis may be a shortcut in determining which institutions deserve our trust and which require a rebirth.
Mistrust in institutions demands that we consider efficacy when we decide what actions we wish to take to change the world. We are not obligated to make change through institutions that have closed themselves to our meaningful participation, and we don’t need to apologize for making change by wielding the levers we are best positioned to move. But we can’t stop with repairing the levees and rebuilding houses in the Lower Ninth Ward; nor can we stamp out the virus and go back to our jobs, our gyms, and our bars. We need to imagine, demand, and build institutions that rebuild levees before they collapse and isolate patients before an outbreak becomes a pandemic. My biggest fear is not that mistrust makes us disengage, but that we fail to imagine change at the scale we truly need.
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