
The internet, argues Cass Sun-
stein, has had a polarizing e≠ect
on democracies. Although it has
the capacity to bring people to-

gether, too often the associations formed
online comprise self-selecting groups with
little diversity of opinion, explains the
Frankfurter professor of law. This con-
founds the constitutional vision of the
founding fathers through a perversion of
the notion of free speech. Such environ-
ments reinforce preexisting viewpoints,
undermining the constructive dialogue
that promotes progress in democracies. 

Speaking on September 17—Constitu-
tion Day—Sunstein (who is bound for
Washington; see Brevia, page 51) said the
founders made only one “truly original
contribution” to constitutional thought.
Their predecessors, influenced by Mon-
tesquieu, thought that successful self-gov-
ernment required everyone to be alike. The
founders, in contrast, believed heterogene-
ity and diversity constitute a creative
force. “When Hamilton explained the sys-
tem of checks and balances with what he
called ‘the jarring of opinions’ in the leg-
islative branch,” Sunstein noted, “he said

that it promotes circumspection and de-
liberation, and serves to check the ex-
cesses of the majority.” This idea “turns
traditional republican thought on its
head.”

Protection of free speech is one element
allowing Hamilton’s “jarring of opinions”
to succeed. But Sunstein worries that the
conception of free speech emerging in
today’s communications market empha-
sizes “an architecture of control…by
which each of us can select a [cus-
tomized] free-speech package.” Google

News asks, “[W]hy not set up your pages
to show you the stories that best repre-
sent your interests?” The New York Times
o≠ers “Mytimes”; Amazon and Netflix
employ collaborative filtering to ensure “a
kind of personalization…by which your
communications universe can be yours.”
(MIT’s Nicholas Negroponte first iden-
tified this “daily me.”) The resulting self-
segregation creates numerous small re-

publics of like-minded individuals of the
sort Montesquieu preferred, but the
founders considered “destructive of self-
government….” 

Sunstein buttresses his argument with
data from three studies he has worked on
in the last decade. In the first, he and col-
leagues assembled a group of liberal-
minded citizens from Boulder and a sepa-
rate group of conservatives from Colorado
Springs to discuss climate change, same-
sex civil unions, and a∞rmative action.
“We were particularly interested,” he says,

“in finding what would happen to the pri-
vate, anonymous statements of views ex-
pressed” before and after the discussions.
On each issue, the like-minded groups be-
came more extreme and the internal di-
versity of views “evaporated,” Sunstein re-
ports. Pre-deliberation, for example, some
liberals wanted to know more about the
costs, especially for the poor, of an agree-
ment to reduce greenhouse gases, and

credit), come in small denominations
(starting at $25), charge no fees, may earn
an inflation-adjusted interest rate, and
guarantee no loss of principal. Their only
limitation: they must be held for at least
one year, and redemption before five years
results in a loss of three months’ interest.
Although widely available through much
of the twentieth century, especially during
wartime, savings bonds faded from view in
recent decades as the Treasury pursued
more e∞cient means of raising money. 

Last spring, Tufano and his colleagues
conducted a study to determine whether
the introduction of savings bonds at tax-
assistance sites would increase the likeli-
hood and level of saving among low-in-
come tax filers. The experiment focused
on 31 H&R Block tax-preparation o∞ces
located in Schaumburg, Illinois, and in
Boston. Four of the sites o≠ered only
standard H&R savings products (such as

“Easy Savings” and the “Easy IRA”). The
remaining 27 sites o≠ered clients savings
bonds alongside the company’s products.

The findings proved highly significant.
The fraction of refund recipients who
chose tax-site savings was 8.5 times higher
in “treatment o∞ces” than in “control
o∞ces.” The availability of the savings
bonds not only produced new bond sales,
but increased the demand for savings
overall. Among those who purchased
bonds, nearly two-thirds were first-time,
small savers, who reported having no
other money saved or invested at the time
of purchase. Individuals with more depen-
dents had an increased likelihood of sav-
ing when given the option of bonds, even
though they had revealed low intent to
save at the outset of the study. Moreover,
many of the bond purchasers chose to
“gift” savings to relatives (often a child)
and expressed a preference for the bonds’

redemption constraints, indicating that
they planned to hold the bonds for five to
10 years or more.

Based on their research, Tufano and his
collaborators at Doorways to Dreams
have called on the Treasury to reintro-
duce the savings-bond option on tax
forms, to give low-income refund recipi-
ents a simple way to put money aside for
the future. Filers would simply check a
box directing the Treasury to keep a por-
tion of their money. “Saving bonds have
always o≠ered a way for families to take
care of themselves and, at the same time,
to invest in the country,” Tufano says.
“This certainly can’t be a bad thing in the
current environment.”      �ashley pettus

peter tufano e-mail address:
ptufano@hbs.edu

doorways to dreams fund website:
www.d2dfund.org
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Like-minded groups became more extreme and

the internal diversity of views “evaporated.”
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In his 1997 book Rock This! the black co-
median Chris Rock sends up the
“Uncle Tom” stereotype of a sub-
servient African American who kow-

tows to the majority culture. Rock a≠ec-
tionately describes his gay uncle, whose
name is Tom. “We call him Aunt Tom,”
he writes, adding, “I love my Aunt Tom. I
know that if I was in a fight, Aunt Tom
would take o≠ his pumps and whip
some ass.”

This example appears in Laughing Fit to
Kill: Black Humor in the Fictions of Slavery, a
new book by Glenda Carpio, associate
professor of African and African Ameri-
can studies and of English. The book—
six years in the making—describes how
slavery has provided both a backdrop and
a wellspring of raw material for much
African-American humor.

Some of the book’s examples are hilari-
ous, others disturbing, but the analysis is

dead serious throughout. “I don’t treat
humor lightly, though I enjoy it,” Carpio
says. She shows how black comedians,
artists, and writers have “conjured” slav-
ery-based stereotypes and themes, resur-
recting images, characters, and events
from the past to re-examine them in the
present, often through the lens of comic
imagination, to transform deep su≠ering
into cathartic laughter and insight.

The comedian Dave Chappelle, for ex-
ample, once played the slave Kunta Kinte
in a parody of the 1977 miniseries Roots
during an episode of his Chappelle’s Show
(formerly on Comedy Central) . “[A]s
Kunta, he receives interminable lashes for
refusing his new, slave name,” Carpio
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some conservatives were open to
same-sex civil unions. Post-delib-
eration, the diversity of views on
all three issues dropped precipi-
tously.

Sunstein found a similar e≠ect
within juries, and even among
federal judges on courts of ap-
peals panels. When comparing
the voting records of judicial
appointees, the split between
Democratic- or Republican-ap-
pointed judges increased from
10 percent on mixed panels to
30 percent on panels consisting
exclusively of single-party ap-
pointees.

These findings suggest, he
says, that free speech is not
enough to ensure a healthy
democracy. Important as well
are “unchosen serendipitous,
sometimes disliked encoun-
ters with diverse ideas and
topics,” as well as “shared
communications experiences
that unify people across dif-
ferences.” Public spaces such
as city parks and sidewalks
provide the “architecture of
serendipity” that fosters chance encoun-
ters with a “teeming diversity” of ideas.
Newspapers, magazines, television, and
radio—which Sunstein calls the “great
general-interest intermediaries”—played
a similar role in the twentieth century. “If
you are reading a daily newspaper, not
online, the real thing,” he says, “chances
are your eyes will come across a photo-

graph or a headline that will attract your
interest, produce curiosity, make you
read maybe a paragraph, and eventually
an article and conceivably change your
life”—the sort of thing your Google News
feed filters out.

The shared “general-interest inter-
mediaries” not only exposed readers to
diverse topics and points of view, but

created “a shared experience, a so-
cial glue,” Sunstein believes. In
their absence, the current sys-
tem of self-sorting—only 2 per-

cent of Daily Kos readers,
for example, are self-identi-
fied Republicans—dimin-
ishes the serendipity that
alerts us to “the occasional,
maybe infrequent legitimacy
of the concerns of our fellow
citizens.”

Yet the “new technologies
here are more opportunity
than threat,” Sunstein sug-
gests, “and what is limiting
the realization of the oppor-
tunity is the absence of rele-
vant ideals in the minds of
the people who are using and
developing and innovating
[these] technologies.” For a
partial solution to the prob-
lem, he says, Americans must
“recover our constitutional
aspirations as citizens and as
providers of information.”
While not denying market
pressures—“the information
we receive is a product of

what information we demand”—Sun-
stein advises seeing the notion of the
“daily me” as “a kind of science-fiction
story rather than as a utopian ideal.” And,
he says, we should create twenty-first-
century equivalents of the kinds of public
spaces and institutions where diverse
people will congregate.

�jonathan shaw
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