
For too many of us, it’s become safer to 
retreat into our own bubbles, whether in our 
neighborhoods or on college campuses, or places 
of worship, or especially our social media feeds, 
surrounded by people who look like us and share 
the same political outlook and never challenge our 
assumptions. The rise of naked partisanship, and 
increasing economic and regional stratification, 
the splintering of our media into a channel for 
every taste — all this makes this great sorting 
seem natural, even inevitable. And increasingly, 
we become so secure in our bubbles that we start 
accepting only information, whether it’s true or 
not, that fits our opinions, instead of basing our 
opinions on the evidence that is out there. 

And this trend represents a third threat to our 
democracy. But politics is a battle of ideas. That’s 
how our democracy was designed. In the course 
of a healthy debate, we prioritize different goals, 
and the different means of reaching them. But 
without some common baseline of facts, without 
a willingness to admit new information, and 
concede that your opponent might be making 
a fair point, and that science and reason matter 
then we’re going to keep talking past each other, 
and we’ll make common ground and compromise 
impossible. 

And isn’t that part of what so often makes politics 
dispiriting? How can elected officials rage about 
deficits when we propose to spend money on 
preschool for kids, but not when we’re cutting 
taxes for corporations? How do we excuse ethical 
lapses in our own party, but pounce when the 
other party does the same thing? It’s not just 
dishonest, this selective sorting of the facts; it’s 
self-defeating. Because, as my mother used to tell 
me, reality has a way of catching up with you.

 

Take the challenge of climate change. In just eight 
years, we’ve halved our dependence on foreign oil; 
we’ve doubled our renewable energy; we’ve led 
the world to an agreement that has the promise 
to save this planet. But without bolder action, our 
children won’t have time to debate the existence 
of climate change. They’ll be busy dealing with 
its effects: more environmental disasters, more 
economic disruptions, waves of climate refugees 
seeking sanctuary.

Now, we can and should argue about the best 
approach to solve the problem. But to simply 
deny the problem not only betrays future 
generations, it betrays the essential spirit of 
this country — the essential spirit of innovation 
and practical problem-solving that guided our 
Founders. 

It is that spirit, born of the Enlightenment, that 
made us an economic powerhouse — the spirit 
that took flight at Kitty Hawk and Cape Canaveral; 
the spirit that cures disease and put a computer in 
every pocket.

It’s that spirit — a faith in reason, and enterprise, 
and the primacy of right over might — that 
allowed us to resist the lure of fascism and 
tyranny during the Great Depression; that 
allowed us to build a post-World War II order 
with other democracies, an order based not just 
on military power or national affiliations but built 
on principles — the rule of law, human rights, 
freedom of religion, and speech, and assembly, 
and an independent press.
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