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By Terry A. Hurlbut August 31, 2022

The Overton Window
cnav.news/2022/08/31/civilization/education/overton-window/

A new name for an old concept has become current in American politics today. It’s an answer
to the question: what public policies will the people support? Until the election of Donald J.
Trump, few people, outside of political science classes, knew this name. In fact, in any given
era, the public, or enough of them, will support policies that fall into a certain range. We call
that range the Overton Window. Here, CNAV will try to explain it as best we can.

What is the Overton Window?

The Overton Window takes its name from Joseph P. Overton, then Senior Vice-President of
the Mackinac (pronounced Mack-In-Naw) Center for Public Policy. The precise policy agenda
of the Mackinac Center doesn’t matter here. What matters is that Mr. Overton recognized
that politics is a sales campaign. And when you’re selling something, people will buy it only if
it falls within a range of what they imagine will work best for them. Anyone can suggest a
public policy prescription in any given area. Whether a society will adopt it, depends on what
the decision makers think of it. Those decision makers, in turn, will always define a range of
policy prescriptions they will accept. After Mr. Overton died, his boss, Joseph G. Lehman,
President of the Mackinac Center, named that range the Overton Window.

https://cnav.news/2022/08/31/civilization/education/overton-window/
https://www.mackinac.org/OvertonWindow
https://www.mackinac.org/about/authors/12
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Watch Video At: https://youtu.be/FMU0w4MP8Dc

Nearly every other artist represents the Overton Window in one dimension. But the Overton
Window is actually a “subspace” within the vast space of all possible public policy
prescriptions. Furthermore, that space has as many dimensions as one must assume to
consider all areas in which public policy can affect a society and every member of it. The
Overton Window has as many dimensions as the larger space that includes it.

The very agenda page of the Mackinac Center illustrates this point. They advocate for free
markets but also for “clean energy” and “essential services.” The Overton Window must have
at least two, and perhaps three or more, dimensions to cover different policy combinations.

Does it have a fixed size or proportion?

The Overton Window has no fixed size, any more than it has a fixed position. Any given time
could see a wide, or a narrow, range of policy prescriptions that even bear acceptable
mention.

Typical think-tank members speak of “a variety of influences” that can grow, shrink, or shift
the Overton Window. But the most important consideration for the placement and size of the
Overton Window is values. Beyond that, one considers any risk to those values, and how
much risk one will tolerate.

Furthermore, risk tolerance relating to any one value, almost always involves a clash of
values. All values are relative. As Robert A. Heinlein once said, the value one places on any
given thing depends on:

https://youtu.be/FMU0w4MP8Dc
https://www.mackinac.org/campaigns
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What can he do with that thing – its use to him, and
What must he pay to get that thing – its cost to him.

The late entertainer Jack Benny gave the most famous illustration of how one weighs use
and cost of competing values. A hoodlum holds him up and makes a time-honored demand.

Hoodlum: Your money or your life!

Benny: [silence]

Hoodlum: Look bud, I said, your money or your life!

Benny: I’m thinking it over!

Watch Video At: https://youtu.be/-tVzdUczMT0

That applies to a country, too. Say another country sends an army to demand tribute. A
country facing such a demand can pay it, ignore the demand and risk an attack, or even
strike pre-emptively.

The Overton Window governs which choice an individual, group, or country will make.

How large or small should the Overton Window be?

What makes an Overton Window large enough, too large, or too small, is a value judgment.
That judgment depends on the value of:

1. “Getting along” with those of a different political persuasion than yours, or

https://www.quotes.net/mquote/902760
https://youtu.be/-tVzdUczMT0
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2. Tolerating diverse political ideas.

The size of the Overton Window determines room for debate. An autocrat (or military
commander) might have a point-sized window – no size, no debate. A society that values
freedom of debate will have a large window – and often inconsistent policies between
election cycles.

Political parties will have Overton Windows of their own. Advocates like Laura Loomer (who
was a journalist before she became a candidate) often say the (currently) established
leadership of the Republican and Democratic Parties seem more friendly toward one another
than she might wish. She coined the word Uniparty to express her disdain. The real source
of her angst is that:

1. The two Party establishments have overlapping or even coinciding Overton Windows,
and

2. She lies well outside the overlap and even the Overton Window of the Republican
establishment.

But she lies well within the Overton Window of the new Donald Trump faction of the
Republican Party.

Social and Party Overton Windows

Which illustrates one principle that Mr. Overton might not have written down. Which is: the
Overton Window for the larger society, if it has one, is the overlap of Overton Windows for
the political parties that contend for power. By this definition, moderate policies fall within the
overlap, and extreme policies fall outside that overlap.

But suppose Party Overton Windows do not overlap? Then continual strife will rule. Public
policy will seesaw between (or among) the respective Overton Windows of the two (or more)
Parties striving for power. America has already seen the worst case of such strife: the War
Between the States, from 1861 to 1865. But such strife does not have to go that far. If
enough people adopt the values of one Party, the other Party will disappear. The strife will
then disappear with it, as happened during the American Era of Good Feelings (1816 to
1820).

What moves the window?

Because values, risk, and risk tolerance determine the size and position of the Overton
Window, anyone wishing to shift, grow, or shrink that window must change either the
common values or our perception of the risks to them. Education brings about changes of
values. Discernment and careful observation – or propaganda – will change the second part.
The third part depends on the first, because risk tolerance is about choosing between and
among competing values.

https://cnav.news/2022/08/25/foundation/constitution/laura-loomer-lost-why/
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This puts the school-election support campaign of Gov. Ron DeSantis (R-Fla.) into its proper
perspective. Few have realized how important that campaign will be, or its lasting effects. But
at least one Assistant Principal in an elementary school in Greenwich, Connecticut
understands the power of education. Jeremy Boland actually said out loud that he won’t hire
conservative teachers. Furthermore, he wants his teachers to “subtly” present “progressive”
ideas in class. But he said it to a Project Veritas journalist. This interview is the result.

Which shows one dangerous and often ineffective way to move the Overton Window: with
lies. In contrast to Mr. Boland, Gov. DeSantis said up-front that he wants to affect children’s
values. He won his case, and his victory will last longer.

More broadly, those who care about their values, can move the Overton Window at least to
respect them. One determined and united set of voices can move it their way. But two such
sets will achieve stalemate – or something less pleasant.

https://clashdaily.com/2022/08/watch-assistant-principal-admits-he-wont-hire-catholics-to-ensure-progressive-indoctrination-of-students/

