Democracy Dies in Darkness

David Baldacci, master of fictional worlds, wants to

fix the real one

The best-selling thriller writer and his wife are funding a new initiative to address toxic political
discourse.
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Picture a novelist’s workspace, and you're likely to envision a room lined with books and littered with
papers. Thriller writer David Baldacci’s office, inside a nondescript building in suburban Virginia, looks
more like a law firm. The door opens to a receptionist’s desk, behind which a friendly assistant pops up
to direct a visitor toward the conference room, where a large wooden table is overshadowed by a

knight’s suit of armor. Water is provided.

Given that Baldacci has written more than 50 books since his best-selling debut, “Absolute Power,” in
1996, you might assume that making up stories is all he’s done since hanging up his legal career
decades ago. But the well-appointed suite is a testament to his other ambitious aspirations. Currently,
they revolve around addressing toxic political discourse and getting people off their phones, even

reteaching the populace how to be informed members of a democracy.

“There’s a foundational problem,” Baldacci lamented when we met in his office last month. “I think that
people probably spend more time putting their March Madness brackets together than they do on their

work as citizens.”
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His latest game plan for counteracting such disengagement — “I won'’t call it a solution,” he clarified;
“T'll call it an approach” — is aimed at his home state and involves a $13 million donation to his alma
mater, Virginia Commonwealth University, and the Library of Virginia for a nonpartisan initiative to
educate Americans and encourage them to have “civil, constructive and respectful dialogue about

complex issues.”

Anyone paying attention to the state of the country — the rigid, seemingly permanent polarization,
bitter name-calling and, especially, violence — may look at Baldacci and see not an author but a

particular fictional character: Don Quixote, dressed in armor, preparing for an impossible battle.

But everything Baldacci says is so measured, so logical, that it’s hard not to buy into his vision of a
different, more harmonious future. Baldacci, at 65, has a disarming smile and the polished good looks
of a soap opera star. As one friend, the novelist Brad Meltzer, testifies, “He really does have the best
hair.” But he has something else, too: the capable aura of an experienced airline pilot. You can easily
imagine him inviting kids into the cockpit to patiently explain how all the gadgets work; you can also
picture him calmly, firmly assuring a cabin full of terrified passengers that, yes, the turbulence may feel

extreme, but everyone is going to get to their destination in one piece.

he closest Baldacci gets to fanaticism is when he preaches the life-altering power of reading. He

credits books for teaching him empathy as a boy growing up during and just after the Jim Crow

era in Richmond. His family didn’t have the means to travel, but the local library was a
passport to worlds and lives he didn’t know enough to imagine. When he was young, there were those
who wanted to scare him into believing that Black people were different from him, that they were

dangerous.



“My answer to that was: I know them intimately; I've read about them in hundreds of books,” he said.
“So the bogeyman argument fails against me. And that’s why I've always thought that books are sort of
like body armor against bigotry.”

It was this conviction that spurred Baldacci and his wife, Michelle, to set up the literacy-focused Wish
You Well Foundation in 2002. But in the years since, reading rates haven’t exactly skyrocketed. Instead
of engaging in what Baldacci sees as a crucial humanity-affirming exercise, people have turned toward

the infinite scroll on their screens.

“If I had a magic wand, I would banish social media from our lives,” Baldacci said. “It’s become
weaponized silos that speak to the very worst of us. It allows people to be anonymously cruel. And then,
on top of that, you're not even talking to real people anymore: You say something out of line, and you're
hit with a trillion chatbots, and they just crush your life.”



Whether Al or human users are to blame, there’s no question that a quick spin on social media seems to
point to a country intractably divided.

But for Librarian of Virginia Dennis T. Clark, who is partnering with VCU and the Baldaccis on the
civil-discourse initiative, those snapshots can seem less dire within the context of history. There were
days, not so long ago, when American newspapers were highly partisan and devoted their column
inches to waging war against their opponents, making cracks in the body politic look more like

crevasses.

“On some level, I think that we’ve just kind of changed the model or the mode,” he said. “The extreme
[voices] go into those spaces, and they hurl stones, and oftentimes those are the ones we pay attention
to because they printed a newspaper or they have more followers on social media. But most of us live in
the middle, where we’re trying to figure out how to get to work and how to take care of kids and how to
manage daily life.”

There’s still a conundrum for those in the middle: Bearing witness to incessant rage, whether real or
manufactured, is exhausting, and exhaustion is a short hop away from apathy. Baldacci knows. As he
looks around the country, he sees two things: anger and hopelessness. Even some of his friends believe

that the United States’ downward trajectory is a fact that’s as unstoppable as an avalanche.



“They’re like: ‘T'm just hanging on by a thread. I'm trying to pay the bills, trying to get my kids out of the
house and into a good life. And that’s it. Then I'm out of here; I'm going to go retire somewhere and
forget about all this crap,”” he said. “I understand that feeling, but I've got kids. One day I'll have
grandkids. What about them?”

The Baldaccis have supported various causes and institutions over the years. They had planned, for
example, to throw a fundraiser for Jay Jones, Virginia’s Democratic nominee for attorney general. That
was before news broke last month that Jones had sent text messages in 2022 fantasizing about violence
against a political adversary and his family. Baldacci knows that angry people say things they regret —
“God knows we have all done that.”

“But at the same time, my wife and I couldn’t countenance holding a fundraiser for someone who sent
those texts,” he said. “We didn’t think it was right, for one, just for who we are and, two, for what we’re
trying to do.”

To Baldacci, the reaction was so predictable it wouldn’t have passed muster as a fictional plot point.
Even after the fundraiser was canceled, people on social media — or were they bots? — called Baldacci
names and encouraged a boycott of his books. Meanwhile, Republicans pounced on the texts, claiming

that this was evidence of the Democratic Party’s degeneracy.

The usual routine commenced, with conservatives and liberals loudly trading examples of the other

group’s destructive tendencies. (Jones was elected attorney general on Tuesday.)
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Baldacci hopes that if he can just move the needle on getting people to come together face-to-face,
maybe they can start to feel less like they’re at war and more like they’re part of a collective. Then again,
in these times, the very act of giving platforms to anyone with an opinion comes with risk. Although
VCU and the Library of Virginia embraced the initiative wholeheartedly, at least one other institution
“sort of pulled back,” Baldacci said. If that’s a harbinger of the resistance to come, it only makes him

feel more motivated.

“If your position is you don’t want Americans to sit down and talk to each other respectfully and
peacefully, then I'm not sure what you’re doing living in a democracy,” he said, “because that’s what a
democracy is supposed to be.”
he details of the initiative are still being ironed out, though Clark at the Library of Virginia says
T that an announcement about a speaker series is forthcoming, and during a planned renovation
of the Richmond building, new rooms will be devoted to civic engagement and civil debate.

Baldacci feels strongly that the events at VCU and the library should be conducted in person rather than

over video.



That raises a question: How can the initiative get people interested enough to get off their phones, leave
their houses and participate? Baldacci can imagine the pushback from someone who works three jobs

and has a side gig, or a parent drowning in chores.

To those people, he would say: “Take your phone out. What was your last week’s screen time report?
You spent 11 hours and 47 minutes a day on this device. Okay. Can you find 30 minutes to talk to a
neighbor or someone you might disagree with, or go to a town hall, or go read a newspaper? I think

most people can. It’s just that it’s easier to ignore it and not talk to people.”

Baldacci, meanwhile, seems to delight in meeting people. Each new book — a near-constant stream —
involves a tour, and he appears at both large literary festivals and small-town libraries. He has eight
stops planned so far for his next thriller, “Nash Falls,” the first installment in a series that comes out
Tuesday.



Baldacci’s friend Meltzer, the best-selling author and TV creator, saw this tendency toward connection
even before they met. “Decades ago, when my very first book was coming out, I wrote to the biggest
thriller writers in the world, pleading for advice,” he recalled. “A few got back to me. David said, ‘Let me

take you to lunch.”

But even Baldacci has to fight the allure of his phone, which is so addictive that he calls it “21st-century
nicotine” and wishes there were something like methadone to wean people off. As a news junkie, he logs
on in the morning and visits six or seven sites so he knows what’s happening in the world.

“And then that’s it for me,” he said. “For the rest of the day I'm either working or I'm just engaged in
other human behaviors — I'm talking to people; I'm going places.”

If habit-forming technology is a Goliath of an opponent, Baldacci does at least have some experience
going head-to-head with Silicon Valley. In July, the author made headlines when he testified before a
Senate subcommittee about the injustice of Al companies ingesting pirated copyrighted works to train
their large language models. It was his son, now almost 30, who alerted him to the fact that you could
ask ChatGPT to write a story in the style of a known author.

“I truly felt like someone had backed up a truck to my imagination and stolen everything I'd ever
created,” he testified after reading AI’s attempt at fiction in the style of David Baldacci. After that, he
was approached by the lawyers taking on Al company Anthropic to see if he’d be willing to be a lead
witness in the case. He agreed, but in September, before he could testify, Anthropic settled the

copyright infringement lawsuit, agreeing to pay $1.5 billion to authors. That could be a promising sign

for a similar case involving OpenAl, in which Baldacci, John Grisham and Scott Turow are among the

plaintiffs. (The Washington Post has a content partnership with OpenAl.)
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C C write books about serial killers,” Baldacci shrugged, as if that somehow encapsulates his
I identity. And it’s true, his muse has inspired countless fictional deaths and epic imaginary
destruction. Is it strange that someone who spends so much time pondering fake, often brutal

worlds is so invested in making the real one more cordial?

“Obviously, a lot of what he does is he’s escaping, he’s in his own head,” Michelle Baldacci said of her
husband of 35 years. “But I think the bigger element is that he does an inordinate amount of research,
and he does all of his own research.” Only a small percentage winds up in a book. The rest comes

“bursting out in the real world” and informs his other endeavors, she said.

Meltzer, who has similar proclivities to Baldacci, both in fiction and in life, sees something else at play,

too.

“Especially as I get older, I realize that writing is so much about control,” he said. “In our books, every
character does what we want them to do, says what we want them to say, and the ending is exactly as
we want it to be. So in David’s case, after decades of building these beautiful and successful imaginary
worlds, I don’t know why anyone’s surprised to see him trying to impact and unleash some good in our
real world. Isn’t that exactly what writing and wish fulfillment is — creating what you want and willing

it into existence?”



The Baldaccis are certainly trying. Michelle knows that there’s no quick fix for a nation torn apart, only
incremental moves that might add up to something eventually (though she would appreciate a little
help from the country’s billionaires). If this initiative goes well, though, who knows? Maybe it could

become a blueprint for other states. The idea feels like a pipe dream until Baldacci starts talking.

“I think when you bring people together physically and the anonymity goes away, that all of a sudden
they’re accountable — it’s a totally different dynamic,” he said. “Just bring people back together and
have good debates, civilly, peacefully, knowing that everybody deserves respect, regardless of what they
think.”
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