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Who We Are: We are four Carleton students who want to use our passion for history and political theory 
to improve political discourse and reduce polarization. We each bring to the table our own perspective, 
relationships, and skills. While we each have many relevant qualifications and skills, we’ll highlight the most 
pertinent ones. Miles has studied debates around the roots of political polarization in the U.S. through his 
role as a researcher at the Brademas Center. Michael is a part of several public history initiatives, namely 
Carleton’s Covid-19 Archive and Carleton’s CCCE public history program, which strives to preserve and 
raise public awareness about history. As founder and president of Define American at Carleton, Ishmael 
seeks to promote the power of storytelling and dialogue in reducing social and political divisions. Noah 
attempts to cultivate an ethos of understanding on campus as the creator of the Civil Discourse Association, 
an organizer of the college’s Alexander Hamilton Society chapter, and founder of the AEI Executive Council 
on Carleton’s campus. With our combination of interests and passions, we would be honored to play a small 
part in fostering enduring peace within political and civic life in the U.S.  
 
The Problem: Political polarization and disillusionment with governmental and journalistic institutions 
predate the contentious 2016 and 2020 elections. As the violence at the U.S. Capitol Building on January 
6th demonstrated clearly, the deterioration of public discourse and trust within civic life – the foundation of 
democratic citizenship – represents a critical threat to peace in the U.S.  

The history of political polarization is itself the subject of a highly contentious debate that often 
inspires finger-pointing and flag-waving. We believe that if young people do not make a commitment to 
engaging with this history in a way that attempts to reconcile the views held by people with different 
perspectives, then the U.S. will continue to witness the development of a fractured political sphere where 
peace, understood as the capacity to navigate disagreements through goodwill dialogue, becomes less 
sustainable. That is why we are proposing a project that engages students with this history in the kind of 
bipartisan, constructive dialogue that we would like to see emulated in communities throughout the U.S., 
including at the Capitol. 
 
Project Description: For our project, we will be bringing together a diverse group of students and members 
of civic organizations from around the country to collaborate on works of public-facing journalism that 
explore the history of bipartisanship and political polarization in the U.S. These pieces of media – blogs, 
feature-length articles, short stories, podcasts, and short videos – will approach the issue of political 
polarization from different angles, focusing on, for example, campaign finance law, the rise of social media, 
changes in the rules and procedures of the House and the Senate, among other topics.  

Crucially, each piece of media will be authored jointly, by a team of two or more students of different 
backgrounds and political persuasions. The diversity of perspectives on each team will offer opportunities 
for participants to not only encounter other ways of framing contentious issues but also to reckon with the 
assumptions and evidence that those who disagree with them use for their arguments.  

We will publish participants’ work on a website devoted to the findings of our project. Eventually, 
we will invite professors, researchers, and politicians to meet with contributors to discuss the project as part 
of a series of recorded discussions that will also be made public. Participants’ research will generally fall 
under two categories: 1) historical projects exploring the question, how did we get here? Contributors will 
harness historical resources to track political polarization and gridlock; and 2) contemporary projects 
exploring how polarization and lack of understanding undermine discourse around today’s socio-political 
issues. During the research process, co-authors will catalogue how they navigate the disagreements and 
conflicting framings of issues that they encounter. We will invite co-authors to consider how their 
experiences and identities inform their research and to incorporate their reflections into their scholarship or 
publish them alongside their work. Ultimately, we want the project to offer people an opportunity to bridge 
political divides while openly addressing the challenges and benefits of that experience.  

Our role will be to organize and write for the project. We will build relationships with groups such 
as college Democrats and Republicans, Imagining America, BridgeUSA, No Labels, and the Heterodox 
Academy. We will create a questionnaire for potential participants to learn about their interests, background, 
and time constraints so that we can organize them into teams of two to four. To ensure that participants 
reap the benefits of co-creative research, we will seek to ensure that the teams pair people with different 
perspectives on their area of interest. As administrators we will also support the work of the research teams 
by preparing for each group a list of resources on different subjects related to political polarization, including 
a reference sheet for The Reflections Project, a collection of interviews with former members of Congress 



 

that the Brademas Center at New York University has made accessible to us for research and use in the 
media that we produce. Our administrative work will also involve hosting meetings to check on the progress 
of the research teams and organizing the opening and closing convocations, which includes inviting 
speakers to participate in these events. We have reached out to Mary Stucky, founder of Round Earth 
Media, and John Harris, the co-founder of Politico, to host our opening convocation. We will also 
supplement the students’ summer work with other workshop opportunities led by professors and journalists. 
Finally, we will play an editorial role, which will involve contributing work to the project as members of 
research teams and designing and maintaining the website where participants’ work will be published.   
 To encourage participation in the program, we will present our initiative as an exciting and 
meaningful opportunity. Interested students will apply to be a member of this project, a process that will 
reflect the need for serious investment and interest in the topic as the application will include a couple 
relevant short response questions. We will advertise the opportunity to connect with and learn from the 
speakers who will be hosting the opening and closing convocations. Each student will receive a $60 stipend 
for their contribution to the project. Additionally, students will be made aware of the excellent networking 
opportunity the project presents since they will be collaborating with peers from across the country who 
may be entering similar fields to them.  
 
Intended Outcomes: We believe that creating a space for students with different perspectives to unpack 
the history of political polarization in the U.S. will have several outcomes that contribute to peace. Contact 
theory suggests that when people work across ordinarily rigid cultural and political differences the 
experience of collaboration can erode negative and monolithic stereotypes, especially when these 
experiences involve regular engagement over long periods of time. While it may be likely that those who 
are interested in participating in this project already feel open to engaging others’ views, the task of 
expressing shared truths about political polarization in the U.S. will challenge participants to identify the 
sources of their disagreements and, ultimately, better understand the phenomenon of political polarization 
through informed discussions. We ask participants to note disagreements to encourage deeper reflection 
on the challenges of this process.  
 The direct outputs of our work – the media and round-table discussions that will be presented on 
the website – will benefit the public by stimulating interest in civics and sparking conversations about the 
roots of political polarization. By presenting our work in an engaging multi-media format, we hope to make 
a complex and contentious history accessible to a wider audience. The collaborative work that we produce 
will contribute to peace by the influence of its example. While distrust in the media and establishment politics 
create increasingly polarized audiences and voters, we seek to provide an alternative vision of public 
discourse that recognizes the need for change while remaining avowedly bipartisan and multi-perspectival. 
We believe that this example can enforce norms that are crucial to a functioning democracy – such as 
humility, tolerance, and compassion.  
 The success of the project is determined by several benchmarks that we have set to evaluate the 
fulfillment of the project’s goals. The engagement of participants is one measurement we will use to judge 
the program's effectiveness. Participants will complete a survey before the program starts and after it ends 
to help us determine the impact on participants. Student testimonials about co-writing articles will serve as 
a measure for the program’s effectiveness at bridging political divides. Additionally, the program aims to 
produce 30 co-written articles. Our goal is for some of these articles to gain traction with a larger public 
audience, where public intellectuals will engage with the articles produced. This engagement will serve as 
our final measurement of success. 
 
Sustainability: After the summer of 2021, we will endeavor to maintain any partnerships that we build with 
civic organizations. These organizations – namely No Labels, BridgeUSA, and the Heterodox Academy – 
continue to attract new members who are committed to the ideals that this project embodies. They may 
wish to continue publishing new work on political polarization or use the same model to cover current 
events. We will continue to maintain the website with the work that we produce this summer and update it 
with any new work that students from these organizations produce.  
 We hope to broaden the impact of our project by presenting our work to teachers at the high schools 
and colleges we attended. Students might be interested in starting clubs that build on the model used here. 
Teachers may also be interested in our program’s model as a teaching resource.  
 


