
Former NFL punter Chris Kluwe is ready
to turn his activism into a political career
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Chris Kluwe said he planned on a quiet retirement, but now he's throwing his hat into the political ring. Illustration:

Kelsea Petersen / The Athletic; Hannah Fosliean / Getty, courtesy Chris Kluwe

By Michael Silver

April 6, 2026
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HUNTINGTON BEACH, Calif. — For eight years, Chris Kluwe plied his

trade by trotting onto the field on fourth downs and booting a football back

to the opposing team.

Yet when Kluwe saw an opportunity last year to help his community — and

fight for what he believes in — the former Minnesota Vikings punter

couldn’t resist the compulsion to go for it.

Kluwe, a Democrat, is now running for California’s Assembly District 72

seat, a campaign he launched in the wake of his high-profile arrest at a

Huntington Beach City Council meeting in February 2025. Handcuffed

while protesting the council’s decision to place a “MAGA” acrostic plaque

outside the city’s central library, Kluwe was released after receiving a

misdemeanor citation for disturbing an assembly.

In the weeks and months that followed, he became a popular speaker at

Orange County political functions, eventually embracing a potential career

path he’d never previously entertained.

“I originally had no plans of ever holding political office,” Kluwe said,

laughing, during an interview last month at his home about a mile from the

Pacific Ocean. “That was not something I aspired to growing up. But after I

got arrested, I got invited to speak at a bunch of different Dem clubs in the

area. And after every time I spoke, people would come up to me and say,

‘When are you running for something? We want to vote for you. We want

to donate. We want to canvas.’

“After the sixth or seventh one, I was like, I should probably run for

something. Cause clearly it seems I’ve (tapped into) something that people

want to see.”

Kluwe, 44, has, in some ways, been preparing for this moment for nearly a

decade and a half. In the summer of 2012, after being approached by a

group called Minnesotans for Marriage Equality, Kluwe began speaking

out against a proposed amendment to the state’s constitution that would

have banned same-sex marriage. His vocal support for LGBTQ rights

during that season, he believes, cost him his job and ultimately his career.

The Vikings released Kluwe in May of 2013, and following that season, he

wrote an article for Deadspin accusing then-Minnesota special teams

coordinator Mike Priefer of having made repeated homophobic comments

in response to the punter’s activism. After a subsequent investigation, the

Vikings suspended Priefer for the first three games of the 2014 campaign.

Once discarded by the Vikings, Kluwe never received another NFL

contract offer, essentially making him the Colin Kaepernick of punters.

Aside from Priefer’s antagonism, Kluwe recalled, “I never saw any

blowback in the locker room. I actually got along really well with everyone.

Even the guys that didn’t agree with me, they were like, ‘Yeah, that’s your

view, but you’re not in here yelling and preaching at us. You’re not making

it our business if we don’t want it to be our business.’

“There was that mutual respect of, ‘Yes, we can disagree, but at the same

time we can still work together to accomplish a common goal.’ And I think

that is something that we’re currently missing in America: This idea that at

the end of the day, we’re supposed to be on the same team. And I played

with guys that would legit have fistfights with each other in practice, and

then come Sunday, you work for your teammates to achieve the goal. We

have to get back to that as a country.”
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At times, Kluwe expresses his views with the subtlety of a Brett Favre-to-

Randy Moss deep ball. Before his arrest, Kluwe stood up at the city council

meeting and characterized the MAGA ideology popularized by President

Donald Trump as “profoundly corrupt, unmistakably anti-democracy and

most importantly … explicitly a Nazi movement.”
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One reason Kluwe said he decided to run for the State Assembly seat is to

try to defeat Gracey Van Der Mark, a Huntington Beach City Council

member running to replace fellow Republican Diane Dixon, who isn’t

seeking reelection. Van Der Mark came up with the idea for the MAGA

plaque. The other candidates include Republican Matthew Harper, a

former state assembly member, and independent Frank Wagoner.

A Democrat hasn’t won the seat in more than 30 years, but the district has

occasionally tilted blue in statewide elections. If there is a blue wave in the

midterms, it could help down-ballot candidates like Kluwe, if he makes it

past the primary.

Yet for all his ideological principles, Kluwe comes across as a wonky

pragmatist when discussing his platform, stressing affordability, mixed-use

development and walkable neighborhoods. If elected, he said, he’ll strive to

streamline the process that allows developers to build houses in California,

push for investment into public transportation and work toward a “holistic

solution, so people can afford to live near where they work … a thriving

place that is a community.”

When Kluwe talks about potential modifications to the California

Environmental Quality Act (a 1970 statute often cited by local officials as an

impediment to creating housing) and incentivizing developers on a

statewide level by reducing the amount of time it takes to get their

dwellings approved and built, his pitch hardly sounds revolutionary.

“I’m not calling for, like, full-bore gay space communism — as much as I

love science fiction novels,” Kluwe said, smiling. “We can work together to

lift each other up and to make sure that everyone has the same

opportunities I had as a kid. I don’t think that’s too much to ask for.”

One of Kluwe’s most conspicuous supporters has been Rep. Robert Garcia,

the ranking member of the House Oversight Committee, whose district is

just north of Huntington Beach.

“He’s learning a ton about policymaking and the way politics works, but

he’s approaching it so differently,” Garcia said of Kluwe. “He just wants to

help people. When I’ve heard him speak to groups, he talks a ton about

teamwork and hard work and what that means to him. He has deep values

and wants to make the community better … and in this moment really

wants to stand up for folks and push back on what he sees as abuses by the

government.”

Whether Kluwe will get that chance remains to be seen. District 72 has

more registered Republicans than Democrats, but Kluwe, while decidedly

the underdog, believes he has a punter’s chance to win come November.

Before that, he’ll have to do well enough in California’s June 2 primary, a

“jungle” format that elevates the top two vote-getters to a general-election

runoff, regardless of party affiliation.

As the sole Democrat in the four-candidate field, Kluwe thinks he has a

good shot of advancing.

“I think he’ll translate incredibly well as he campaigns, and as he governs,”

Garcia said. “This is a very swing type of seat; it’s one (that requires a

candidate) to appeal to all types of folks — regardless of whether someone

is a Democrat or an Independent or a Republican. He can (have) mass

appeal, because he is really authentic.”

Not everyone, of course, is receptive to Kluwe’s message. As perhaps the

second-most renowned punter of his era — Kluwe said he received

encouragement from future ESPN personality Pat McAfee, then a Colts

punter, when he spoke up for same-sex marriage in 2012 — he is used to

getting blowback, whether it’s related to directional kicking or civil

disobedience.

Kluwe’s once quiet existence in “Surf City USA” has become far choppier.

After losing his job as a freshman football coach at Huntington Beach’s

Edison High School following his arrest and subsequent social media posts,

Kluwe filed a federal lawsuit against the school district. It has yet to be

resolved. He has been showing up at weekly protests outside city hall,

mostly assisting with security, and will likely start canvassing and going

door-to-door to speak to voters sometime this month. He plays in a pair of

adult soccer leagues and, as the father of two teenagers with his wife,

Isabel, has a busy and fulfilling life.

“I would like to go back to being happily retired, because I worked really

hard to get there,” Kluwe said as the family’s 6-year-old rescue dog, Jenny,

believed to be a mix of terrier and chihuahua, barked up a storm at his feet.

“But I’m also not going to watch my country go down the drain and not try

to do something about it.”

Then, referencing Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 12-plus-year stint as

president, Kluwe laid out an idyllic vision that bridged his former career

with what he hopes will be his next one.

“Democratic Socialism has worked in America,” he said. “When we look out

for each other, when we bring each other up, then everyone succeeds and

thrives.

“You hear in the football locker room all the time: A rising tide lifts all

boats. And usually, they’re telling it to receivers who are upset ‘cause

they’re not getting enough catches, and they’re asking them to do blocking

routes. I’m not opposed to some people making more than others. It’s just,

make sure you’re lifting everyone else up while you’re doing it. So that

way, we all have a chance to thrive and prosper.”

Michael Silver is an award-winning NFL Senior Writer for The Athletic. He has previously worked at
Sports Illustrated, where he wrote more than 70 cover stories, as well as Yahoo! Sports, NFL
Network and the San Francisco Chronicle. He was chosen by the Society of Professional Journalists
as national sports columnist of the year in 2022. He is the author of five books, most recently "The
Why Is Everything: A Story of Football, Rivalry and Revolution" (W.W. Norton). He attended UC
Berkeley and is a member of the Cal Athletic Hall of Fame Committee.
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via Getty Images

0:00 / 2:35

• • •NFL Teams Scores & Schedule Standings Fantasy NFL Odds NFL Picks NFL Draft Podcasts • • •

https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/boxing/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/bundesliga/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/champions-league/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/efl-championship/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/college-football/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/college-sports/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/copa-america/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/copa-del-rey/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/cricket/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/culture/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/cycling/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/europa-league/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/european-championship/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/fa-cup/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/fantasy/baseball/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/fantasy/basketball/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/fantasy/football/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/fantasy/hockey/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/fantasy-premier-league/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/fifa-club-world-cup/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/world-cup/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/womens-world-cup-soccer/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/formula-1/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/gaming/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/global-sports/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/golf/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/international-football/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/la-liga/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/efl-league-cup/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/efl-league-one/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/efl-league-two/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/ligue1/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sports-memorabilia-and-collectibles/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/college-basketball/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/mens-ice-hockey/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/mma/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/mlb/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/mls/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/motorsports/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nascar/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nba/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nhl/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/nwsl/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/olympics/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/opinion/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sports-leadership-personal-development/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/premier-league/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sailing/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/scottish-premiership/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/serie-a/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sports-betting/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sports-business/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/tennis/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/top-sports-news/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/wnba/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/womens-champions-league/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/womens-college-basketball/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/womens-euros/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/womens-hockey/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/womens-ice-hockey/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/womens-football/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/womens-super-league/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/world-baseball-classic/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/ink/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/podcasts/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/news/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/arizona/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/atlanta/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/baltimore/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/bayarea/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/boston/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/buffalo/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/carolina/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/chicago/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/cincinnati/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/cleveland/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/columbus/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/dfw/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/denver/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/detroit/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/houston/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/indiana/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/jacksonville/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/kc/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/vegas/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/losangeles/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/memphis/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/miami/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/mn/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/nashville/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/neworleans/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/newyork/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/oklahoma/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/oregon/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/orlando/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/philly/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/pittsburgh/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/sacramento/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/sanantonio/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/sandiego/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/seattle/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/stlouis/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/tampabay/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/utah/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/dc/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/wisconsin/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/calgary/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/edmonton/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/montreal/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/ottawa/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/toronto/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/vancouver/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/location/winnipeg/
https://www.ebay.com/b/Sports-Memorabilia-Fan-Shop-Sports-Cards/64482/bn_1857919?mk%5B%E2%80%A6%5D55-0&siteid=0&campid=5339067565&customid=&toolid=10001&mkevt=1
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sports-betting/odds/
https://www.fubo.tv/stream/the-athletic/?irad=2158783&irmp=5579095&ftv_campaign=PtnrUS_TA_VanityURL&sharedid=PtnrUS_TA_VanityURL
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/tickets/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/uk/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/athletic/gift/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/about/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/careers/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/code-of-conduct/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/edit-guidelines/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/contact-us/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/press/
https://help.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/forgot-password2/
https://www.nytimes.com/contactus
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014893428-Terms-of-Service
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/groups?Pardot_Campaign_Code_Form_Input=7FQLH
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/the-pulse/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/the-bounce/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/the-windup/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/prime-tire/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/full-time/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/until-saturday/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/nfl-newsletter/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/the-athletic-fc/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/moneycall/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/red-light/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/peak/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/newsletters/no-offseason/
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/10940941449492-The-New-York-Times-Company-Privacy-Policy
https://www.nytimes.com/privacy/cookie-policy
https://help.nytimes.com/10940941449492-The-New-York-Times-Company-Privacy-Policy#4-b-california-privacy-notices-and-rights-57
https://www.nytimes.com/contactus
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/sitemap/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/author/michael-silver/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/7271836/2026/05/12/aaron-rodgers-steelers-mike-mccarthy-offseason/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/7271178/2026/05/12/ravens-jesse-minter-coach-100-days/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/7271154/2026/05/12/taylen-green-browns-rookie-quarterback/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/author/michael-silver/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/team/vikings/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/20/us/chris-kluwe-protest-arrested.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/19/sports/football/vikings-say-report-contradicts-many-of-kluwes-claims-.html
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2025-02-20/ex-nfl-player-chris-kluwe-explains-why-he-got-arrested-over-huntington-beach-maga-library-plaque
https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/nation-politics/in-a-california-surf-town-politics-on-a-plaque/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/football/world-cup/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/teams/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/schedule/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/standings/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/fantasy/football/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/odds/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/picks/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/nfl/draft/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/podcasts/nfl/

