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Klein’s book is excellent: it’s broad and deep, provides many novel insights while

acknowledging Klein’s own viewpoint and potential biases, and is eminently readable.

Klein is level-headed in analyzing self-serving strategic behavior by both parties — and

asymmetries between the parties.

But the book does have substantive shortcomings, which I think drive an important

conclusion of the book: Klein’s ultimately pessimistic view on one of the key questions —

can we learn to be less polarized? (He basically thinks we can’t.)

Klein’s discussion of social science is generally solid, but he makes one claim that stands

out as questionable: “Reading the other side doesn’t change our minds, it deepens our

certainty” (p.158). Sure, that’s sometimes true, but not always. Klein’s subsequent

discussion supports the claim with just two studies.

There have been several studies released or published in just the last year or so pointing

in the other direction, showing that online exposure to the other side’s media outlets can

be effective in moderating views. The “backfire effect,” which Klein implicitly refers to,

seems to have been overstated. Exposure to longer, more personal and nuanced-

alternative perspectives has been found to be even more effective in yielding

depolarization.

So, Klein’s claim — that exposure to the other side’s views only deepens our certainty —

perhaps lacks nuance and seems relatively poorly-sourced. And the claim is important,

because it aligns well with the book’s focus on “identity-based polarization.” I put this

term in quotes because affective polarization is the most closely related standard term,

referring to emotional polarization, which is a similar, but not quite the same,

phenomenon.

In a nutshell: Klein’s argument, based on (but distinct from) the work of Liliana Mason,

is that the stronger that we feel about one of our identities (any aspect of ourselves,
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likely also an important part of the polarization puzzle, helping explain why, e.g.,

differences in moral foundations lead to hostility. Klein doesn’t explicitly mention such

biases, overconfidence, uncertainty, or intellectual humility (much less ideal belief

formation, i.e., Bayesian reasoning) throughout the book.

This neglect of (unmotivated) overconfidence and accuracy of beliefs has a few

implications for Klein’s analysis, causing him to: 1) muddle rational and non-rational

behavior (Klein refers to the polarized political system being “full of rational actors

making rational decisions”, but a common broader conception of rationality includes

Bayesian belief formation); 2) fail to explicitly recognize when enmity actually is by all

appearances normatively justified (e.g., toward a politician not complying with long-

standing norms widely considered to be socially beneficial, such as Mitch McConnell’s

refusal to conduct hearings for Merrick Garland, which Klein abstains from criticizing);

and 3) under-estimate the value of exposure to new information in moderating our

views.

Beyond Klein’s claim on this topic that I note above (that exposure to counter-partisan

media backfires), he also professes pessimism about the effectiveness of civics

education, and in the final chapter on managing polarization in ourselves, he

recommends meditation — and does not suggest even trying to understand the other

side’s point of view.

Again, though new information about political topics doesn’t always change our minds,

it certainly does sometimes. Beliefs do typically, eventually, converge to truth. We “aren’t

doomed to be unreasonable, even in highly politicized times.” This is why couples who

become “polarized” (despite coming from the same social group) can reconcile via better

understanding of one another, and why contact with different social groups is often

depolarizing (a point also noted by Mason)— exposure helps us to understand them

better.
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