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Bookworm says

I had heard of Liu in regards to his previous books but wasn't inclined to pick up any of his titles until
coming across this one. At the time I found it I was also still in the midst of deciding what to do and where
we were going from here in the post-2016 election time. It sounded like this was a book that might be a good
read.

Liu looks at movements and some of the mechanics of how they work. Their goals, their use of power (plus a
breakdown of power and its structures, use, how it can be effective, etc.) what we can can take from these
movements in terms of lessons of how to organize and what they hope to achieve, etc. There are some good
points in explaining why *not* doing something (voting as one example) actually is a form of doing that
action by giving away that power to another entity.

Overall, though, I think I read this book too late. It came across as too New Age-y, too much in terms of
slogans and what really felt like surface level understanding of some movements. He opens the book up by
trying to draw a line between Occupy Wall Street and the Bernie Sanders presidential campaign. He refers to
some of the methods used to protest at Standing Rock as a form of "theatricality."

It just wasn't for me. I might have liked it a lot more if I had read it earlier but now in 2018 it just seemed a
lot like stuff I had read before plus with the added layer of that maybe the author is simplifying some of the
material a little too much. I'd skip this one or borrow from the library if you're really interested.

Trevor Gardner says

Our nation has gone mad. I enter each day feeling overwhelmed by the lack dignity exemplified by our
political leadership, by the absence of critical thinking required to hold transformative civic discourse, and,
ultimately, by the amount of suffering being forced upon and endured by so many as a result of a seemingly
unassailable commitment to the pursuit of individual interests.

Eric Liu’s new guide, You’re More Powerful than You Think is both a breath of hope and a concrete set of
tools to help build people power and create social change in the midst of the madness. It offers a combination
of a theoretical framework for understanding civic power as well as a how-to guide for maximizing one’s
personal power as a citizen – one that feels accessible and thought-provoking for my the average (if there is
such a thing) citizen (which Liu insightfully defines not by which nation into which one has the fortune of
being born into, but by the contribution one makes to this society) as they seek to find ways to understand the
haphazard drift of our current political moment, then to act to do something about it.

I realize that I need to get this book into the hands of my students, especially those who are looking for ways
to fight cynicism and act in resistance to the narrative of apathetic screen zombies that has been woven about
them. I believe they would take from it a sense of empowerment, a sense that just maybe we are not doomed
to be crushed beneath the iron heel of potential fascism approaching with each new Tweet from 45.

Liu’s book accessible because his writing style is conversational. He writes in a way that invites the reader to



be in dialogue with the text, often posing questions for personal consideration such as; “Do you define your
interest in ways that are more than purely self-centered?”, making it perfectly clear that change will begin
only when we look in the mirror and ask ourselves what we are willing to do.

My central critique of You’re More Powerful than You Think is its narrow focus on the individual and the
role of the individual in building collective action as the levers for social and political change. While he does
mention multiple times throughout the book that there are institution and system forces at play in the creation
and maintenance of power in the US, my sense is that he downplays weight and intricacy of these
institutional forces. In his chapter entitled “Change the Game,” which is one of his “Three Imperatives” for
building civic power, Liu offers the equation, “imagination plus action, minus inertia, equals the world we
have today.” The systems and institutions established by and benefitting the 1% in our society are the
engines that drive the inertia of our society. Removing them will be an ugly, bloody, grinding battle.

And yet, Liu is not arguing that these forces are weak or easy to overcome. He is putting forth the theory
that, ultimately, we have the power to take back our country if we are willing to bring together community
and put in the work. Oh yeah, and here’s a way to make that happen.

Dana Sweeney says

There is a lot of really useful material in this book; it provides a solid framework for thinking about how we
can activate and network the latent civic power of each person and it primes us think strategically about how
to leverage power as underdogs facing down large institutions or challenges. The text is very well organized.
I appreciate that Liu boils down his several theses into concise, bulleted arguments and then uses the
chapters to reiterate & expand upon those points. Because of this format, the text reads like a manual to
understanding and wielding civic power. And that is an important point to underscore: this is a book about
power. It is designed and written to excavate what shapes power can take, to question who really has it and
why, to draw from history to consider how to grow it.

This is the second time that I've read Liu (the first was his collaboration with Nick Hanauer, "The Gardens of
Democracy"). I think the exposition in Part I of this text drags a bit, but I still liked his writing a lot better
this time. For some reason, when I read Liu, I can't shake the feeling that I'm reading the transcript of a
(good) TED Talk. It's not a bad thing, but it is a distinctive and unshakable impression.

Ultimately, I think this book is worth a read because it has some intriguing case studies and frameworks. It
definitely sparked a few new ideas for me and gave me lots of leads on further reading.

ALSO, Eric Liu has so much got dang faith in people, in the future, in the possibilities of reconciliation, in
the ability of each person to make a difference, and more. In an age of cynicism, this is such a profoundly
refreshing (and well-supported) argument for a sturdy optimism about our potential to do and be better.
Honestly I'd say read it for that, if nothing else, because it feels like Miracle Grow for my soul rn.

W.L. Bolm says

This was a good, easy to read book on power and organizing. It had good, concrete examples of citizens



from all walks of life who managed to make a difference, and it included clear ways to change the equation
of power in your favor. It's a good resource for people interested in getting involved in their communities
and around issues they're passionate about. I just hope it catches on.

Robert Wechsler says

An excellent, readable book about power: how we think of it, what it actually is, and how we can wield it.
This book is designed to close the gap between the rhetoric of revolution and the actual changes in values,
systems, habits, and skills that are needed. Liu's goal is to help people make better demands and then make
them a reality.

Liu provides the expected laws and rules of a how-to book, but his are both intelligent and well supported
with arguments and examples, both historical and contemporary. His take on today is that legitimizing myths
have lost their grip. People on the left and the right have rejected justifications of the status quo. But there is
still not a good vision of the future, especially on the left.

If this book doesn’t make you want to get your hands dirty with activism, nothing will.

Robin says

When I started this book, I thought it was going to be 5 stars all the way. Unfortunately, like many books of
its kind, it over-promised and under-delivered. I appreciated the new way of looking at power and the
strategies for reclaiming a citizen's power. Most of the text was a concept plus an anecdote of the concept,
which makes for good reading, but isn't really a "guide to making change happen." This is more of a "nugget
of thought to get the juices flowing." Or something. I don't feel like I can use this book to actually reclaim
my citizen power and make change happen. At some point in the book, he mentions that the best way to
learn is just to act, so I guess that's what I have to do?

I thought it was a worthwhile read and I liked it, but not the greatest book ever.

Misha says

"Whether you live in a democracy that's become sclerotic and corrupt, like ours, or an authoritarian society
that wants to control what you do and learn, it is important to remember that others don't take our power so
much as we give it away. We give it away by not organizing or participating, out of a fatalistic sense that it
doesn't matter, that 'my vote won't count anyway.' But mark well: there is no such thing as not voting. Not
voting IS (ital) voting--to hand power to others, whose interests may be inimical to your own. And not
organizing IS (ital) organizing--for the people who mean to dominate you." (20)

"People on the right and the left today agree that in practice the circuit breakers are not working. We agree
that our political and economic systems--the markets of ideas and of goods that are supposed to give us
meaningful, empowering choices--have become corrupt at the core. Unfortunately, each idealogical group
has a big blind spot when it comes to detecting concentrated power. Liberals do not see government
overreach; conservatives do not see corporate overreach.



What if right and left could merge their half-blind perceptions and create a more truly binocular sense of the
political system? What if more people, equipped with an understanding of how all the elements of power in
civic life come together, used that binocular vision to challenge monopoly and the hoarding of power in all
its forms?" (61)

"The phrase 'Black Lives Matter' has become controversial for reasons that reveal the power illiteracy and
selective deafness of its critics. That becomes clear if we imagine the pregnant silences around and between
those three words. Listen for them: Black lives matter FINALLY (ital). Black lives ALSO (ital) matter.
Black lives SHOULDN'T (ital) matter LESS (ital). The activists are inplying those unspoken words, even if
their opponents do not hear them.
This is the central imaginative and strategic move of Black Lives Matter. To say the phrase is to ask, in
effect, WHAT IF black lives mattered? WHAT IF they mattered as much to our society, government, and
institutions as white lives always have? Which forces us all to face the history, legacy, and persistence of
white supremacy in law and culture. Choose your metric: life expectancy, quality of schooling, housing
discrimination, job discrimination, health outcomes, wealth, income, criminalization, execution. On every
measure, America truly values black life less highly than white (indeed, non-black) life." (121-2)

On how power can be organized by story, Andrew Slack and the Harry Potter Alliance (136)

"Society becomes how you behave. This is a statement of network science: your behaviors and attitudes are
contagious, rapidly and often imperceptibly. It is also a statement of ethics: your behaviors and attitudes are
contagious, rapidly and often imperceptibly. The takeaway, either way, is that small actions (and omissions)
compound. When you choose compassion or contempt, courtesy or discourtesy, civility or incivility, you
begin a cascade of mimicry." (155)

"Power, remember, is like fire. It is inherently neither good not evil. It can be put to all kinds of uses. What
determines how power is deployed is you: your character, your ethics, your motives. This, indeed, is yet
another way that you're more powerful than you think. You, at every turn, are the one in charge determining
why you want power, and why you give it or use it the way you do.
But in this era of concentrated wealth, severe inequality, and rigged rules we have a master narrative that
power IS (itals) inherently evil. That's why the civic myths of this age are dark political melodramas like
'House of Cards' and grim fantasies like 'Game of Thrones' in which nice guys finish headless and the only
winners are those who lie, cheat, and kill. We're not in 'The West Wing' anymore, folks. Mr. Smith died in
Washington.
These times can make it seem like childish thinking to believe you can make a difference or move the
system. They make it seem savvy to believe in conspiracy and futility: to adopt the cynic's worldview. And
this is deadly. For all the anger in our political culture today, it is not rage that most threatens the legitimacy
of our democracy. Rage is healthy even when it is ugly. It forces reckoning. You can respond to rage,
whether it comes from the left or the right or the disenfranchised unaligned, with a call to action: DON'T
GET MAD; GET POWER (itals)." (188)

Lisa DeWaard says

This was a nice, short, easy to read book about how we have the ability to weild the power that exists in the
universe. It provides an excellent framework for citizens who want to take action regarding issues in our
country. It provides concrete examples of different types of activisim both past and present and represents a
vast majority of the different types of people in our country. I have to admit this isn't the type of book I



would normally pick up and read, but with a lot of the current happenings in our country, it was a nice idea
on how to feel a little more in control of MY power.

b says

I know Eric is describing this book as a guide to citizen power but I think it's better described as a framework
for thinking about organizing. If you're one of those people who freaked out after Trump and are looking to
get involved but have clue how, this book is a great starter kit. Three things I appreciated most:
-Eric uses a variety of examples from Dems, Republicans, Libertarians, and unnamed left movements to
illustrate points. I learned about a few of issues I hadn't heard about before and a authors/other books that lay
the contemporary groundwork for American mainstream right and left ideologies.
-The sheer amount of faith that Eric has in people. You can't read this book and truly believe that you can't
make a difference or that you don't matter. I'm not sure how often I come across people/texts that this
optimistic.
-It's short, sweet, and accessible. The language is honest and simple, and still manages to be engaging and
moving.

Drawbacks:
-There are some examples that I think were poorly framed, like when it seems like Eric described the protests
at Standing Rock as theatrical.
-He does a good job at including examples from communities of color, but I do wish there were more about
recent black organizing.
-The they/we ending is kinda corny, but that's not a huge deal.

Disclaimer: I'm currently a fellow at Eric's organization, Citizen University. He gave us a free copy of the
book to read but didn't ask to us to promote it or anything, so this isn't related to my position as a fellow at
all.

Peter Mcloughlin says

Not bad in terms of describing how power justifies itself and how one should be skeptical of the powerful. It
gives a few types but it was still kind of abstract. I wish it was a longer book it needed a fleshed out
treatment. It was a little too bare bones.

Venky says

The recent imposition of trade tariffs by an obstinate Trump administration and the reciprocating adverse
measures announced by his Mexican and Canadian counterparts (with the EU sure to soon follow suit) has
not only triggered a global concern about an impending trade war but has also set off a panic whose potential
backlash could be to say the least ominous. While the whole world seems to be prepared to engage in a
deadly ‘who blinks first’ game of attrition, Mr. Eric Liu’s new book, “You’re More Powerful Than You
Think”, (“the Book”), could not have made a timelier appearance.

We, as citizens of the world have been brought up with an entrenched belief that governance represents



power or even vice versa. The conviction that the governed have been bestowed with as much power – if not
more – as is in the possession of the governing has never either bit us hard or raked our conscience. This
deliberate ignorance, nay, resignation has led to social, cultural, economic and even structural imbalances
which are now taken as a given. The startling fact that the eight richest men in the world have a combined
wealth equal to that owned by the entire lower half of the prosperity pyramid, is not startling anymore! The
ludicrous fact that a country trumpeting itself as the world’s oldest democracy proceeds to elect a bigot and
an unscrupulous loose cannon as their President, ceases to be ludicrous! However, as Mr. Liu painstakingly
and inspiringly elucidates in his book, there is no reason for the world to wallow in or stew over this dreaded
status quo. A clear understanding of both the prevailing power structure and its mores, combined with a
channeling of the immense potential to generate power from within, would lead to a thorough dismantling of
the top down structure that has for its foundation the dreaded principles of ‘trickle-down economics and
effects’. The replacement will be a true representative mix that gives voice to reason, justice and common
sense.

In order to usher in such a paradigmatic shift, Mr. Liu emphasizes that at the very outset it is essential to
comprehend what he proposes are the three Laws of Power:
“First power concentrates. That is, it feeds on itself and compounds (as does powerlessness)
Second, power justifies itself. People invent stories to legitimize the power they have (or lack).
Third, power is infinite. There is no inherent limit on the amount of power people can create.”
While the first two laws are self-perpetuating mechanisms that justify and even glorify the ascendancy of the
haves over the have nots, and turns a blind eye towards the oppressive tactics followed by the wielders of
power, the third law is the antidote for the first two venomous laws. The third law legitimizes the genuine
potential of the people to organize, commune, congregate, act and to achieve results.

Mr. Liu also identifies nine solid strategies employing which unequal and intemperate power structures may
be turned upside down. These strategies advocate neither violence not reprisals, but serve as a testimony to
human endurance and resolution. A blend of empirical approaches and tactical successes, these strategies
range from the Observe, Orient, Decide and Act (“OODA”) loop developed by military strategist and United
States Air Force Colonel John Boyd to the communitywide work stoppages, hunger strikes and mass
marches organized by the tomato harvesters of Immokalee fighting for fair wages. One quintessential
attribute that binds all the strategies postulated by Mr. Liu together, is one of organizing. When each one of
us recognizes that the sum of our parts at times may be greater than the whole, the resulting synergies can
have devastating impacts on the unsuspecting and complacent characters sitting at the top of the pedestal. As
Mr. Liu writes, “the powerful, meanwhile, don’t particularly attend to the lives or minds of the powerless
because they assume they don’t have to”.

At the heart of the nine strategies are the imperatives to:

1. Change the game;

2. Change the story; and

3. Change the equation

For facilitating an accomplishment of each one of the above core concepts, Mr. Liu provides a set of clear,
practical and easy to implement pathways that entail the expending of concerted effort rather than monetary
resources. We can trust Mr. Liu at his words since being the Founder and CEO of Citizen University and also
donning the role of an Executive Director at the Aspen Institute Citizenship and American Identity Program
has ensured that he has put most of what he preaches into concrete, tangible and fruitful practice.



At a time when the whole world is enveloped in a state of uncertain flux in terms of paradoxical
developments – burgeoning GDP growth in the West v exacerbated poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa; stunning
developments in Artificial Intelligence v disturbing statistics regarding rising unemployment; uniformly
improving living standards for all v racial incarceration of youth and children – there is an urgent need for
every like-minded and reform oriented individual to punch above herself and rise beyond the petty and
unacceptable set of bias involving religion, race, colour, caste, sex, creed and sexual orientation. This is the
only hope that the world has.

As a start, one would do brilliant to pick up a copy of “You’re More Powerful Than You Think” – for surely
we all are!

Deb says

"For decades, civic educators and activists have wondered what it would take to get a greater number of
Americans more involved in self-government. All it took, it turns out, was a bombastic, authoritarian,
nativist president whose erratic behavior and executive overreach made him a vivid threat to democratic
norms and the Constitution." Eric Liu in the WashPost.

Kirk says

I received this book through Goodreads Giveaways. In an effort to broaden my reading scope, I gave this
book a go. Liu takes a shotgun approach to explaining how citizens can create power for themselves through
a handful of big ideas and a litany of examples. These examples of individuals and organizations who
made/are making a difference are often powerful yet overwhelming and superficial. There is no depth in the
examination of these various examples of "power," and indeed the book is a relatively short, easy read. I
would love to see Liu take his premises and delve deeper into this idea of the citizen and his/her ability to
participate in government and enact change, moving beyond his scope of personal experience and examples
from the last two to three years.

The biggest take-away from Liu's book was the ownership that he stresses at various points which is
wrapped up in the following excerpt: "'As a clever billboard I once saw on a congested highway put it: You
aren't stuck in traffic. You are traffic.' Let that sink in. We aren't stuck in broken politics, rigged economics,
and a coarsening culture. We are these things. We have authored them, over generations, by our actions and
omissions. And we can now reimagine and rewrite them, dramatically."

To sum up Liu, take ownership of the problems you see around you, get off your duff, and do something. In
this, Liu's book finds value.

Julian Dunn says

I first saw Eric Liu speak at the 2018 Code for America Summit in Oakland earlier this year, and I was
intrigued enough by his brief talk to pick up this book. Liu provides a concise framework for effective citizen
organizing, or what he unabashedly refers to as exercising power. He defines power as the ability to compel



others to act as you would want them to act, something that I'm sure makes many on the left squeamish.
Basically, his message to them is "get over it" although he couches it in terms of a disingenuous "invitation"
that I think would turn some people off before he even gets to arguing that power is not inherently evil; it can
be exercised in both ethical and unethical ways.

For those of us who identify as progressive, Liu's book, and in particular, his mostly non-partisan study of the
effective exercise of power, is extremely relevant. In the last few decades, progressives have not only been
unclear about their demands but have been blind to the fact that the levers of power are a game, preferring
instead to pretend that politics are neither a game nor are the rules of that game rigged. That has led to
conservatives gaining the upper hand at rigging the rules. The Democratic Party, in particular, has failed to
recognize the extremist turn that conservatism has taken in America and therefore been unable to follow suit
with equally radical, scorched-earth, revolutionary tactics. Instead, Democrats have cowered, believing that
high-minded, East Coast liberal "manners" and "decorum" through "reasoned debate" will save the day. It
will not, particularly when your opponent is willing to burn it all to the ground. Democrats must be willing to
fight fire with fire, and also be willing to burn it to the ground. What matters is what society will rise from
those ashes, and it is the structure of that society that should be under debate. In other words, the Democratic
Party should promulgate the most progressive vision of America that it can, and fight like hell for that future,
with whatever tactics are necessary.

Liu's book, at least, makes a small down payment on a more progressive future. In the best case, it will push
progressives to rise up to fight tooth & nail for a more egalitarian society. However, Liu provides only a
framework and stays away from specific tactics, perhaps because discussing radical tactics would violate the
"norms" of the traditional East Coast collegiate dialectic. Discuss we must those tactics. For example, where
is the equivalent progressive propaganda TV station that is the answer to Fox News? And if conservatives
love to argue that liberals have created a "deep state" inside the Federal government bureaucracy to obstruct
their agenda, why aren't we having a conversation about why we shouldn't create that deep state and throw
out the old notions of an impartial, non-political civil service?

In the end, You're More Powerful than You Think is sort of like Sun Tzu's The Art of War but for citizen
organizing. It's a great framework and a set of rules against which to cross-check specific action plans to see
if they are effective / devious / scheming enough to succeed against the enemy. But it's at too high a level to
actually incite the average dissatisfied American into action -- to get from framework to tactics.

Sharon says

This is the book I've been looking for since the November 2016 election. Liu starts with some inspirational
stories about activists who successfully organized for a specific cause, then presents some principles about
how you can take action too. Some of the language early on in the book feels unpleasantly New Age-y to me,
especially the parts about "creating power," but the explanations themselves are clear and all of it is
grounded in useful examples.

Liu concludes that cynicism and disengagement are the greatest threats to our democracy and asks the
reader: "Will you convince yourself that even though you care, you don't have enough power to do anything
about the issue anyway? Or will you instead decide to make yourself useful? Will you choose to learn more,
do more, engage more?"

I recommend this book as an introduction to organizing and activism. Even if you don't intend on leading



any groups, this book will help you understand why people march in streets and stage events for the media.


