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Terzian Response        

Jonathan Haidt is warning us that social media is out of control and needs to be reined if liberal 

democracy is to continue.  Social networks based on trust, strong institutions that we can count on, and 

shared narrative of who we are as a people are all starting to suffer.  At first reading, this seems 

counterintuitive, as I assume the more people were able to reach out and talk to other people, the 

stronger the community becomes. Haidt points out that “Social scientists have identified at least three 

major forces that collectively bind together successful democracies: social capital (extensive social 

networks with high levels of trust), strong institutions, and shared stories. Social media has weakened all 

three.”  On the face of it one could query about what on earth he is worrying about.  People are 

networking in large numbers with each other.  Families and communities are networking and most 

certainly are creating the shared stories that bind people together.  

But the big problem is not the harmless friendship communications.  It is the intrusion of sophisticated 

use of the media for insidious propaganda purposes directed at influencing opinions that are pitting 

people against each other causing conflict rather than cooperation.   As Haidt points out in his paper, 

this is happening from sources both inside the country and externally.  As a result of this “the public isn’t 

one thing: it’s highly fragmented, and it’s basically mutually hostile.  It’s mostly people yelling at each 

other and living in bubbles of one sort or another.” 

It would be naïve of me to believe that these platforms are totally harmless.  When the use goes beyond 

interpersonal communications among friends and neighbors to those of political and ideological 

messages directed at manipulating ideas and opinions, then we must carefully consider the 

consequences of allowing unfettered access to social networks with no rules for engagement.   In the 

recent book entitled The Age of AI, the authors point out that “When information is contextualized, it 

becomes knowledge.  When knowledge compels convictions, it becomes wisdom.  Yet the Internet 

inundates users with the opinions of thousands, even millions, of other users, depriving them of the 

solitude required for sustained reflection that, historically, has led to the development of convictions.  

As solitude diminishes, so to does fortitude – not only to develop convictions but also to be faithful to 

them, particularly when they require the transferring of the novel, and thus often lonely, roads.  Only 

conviction – in combination with wisdom – enable people to access and explore new horizons.”   

Haidt points out that a great deal of information appearing on social media is not from individuals but 

rather from sources ranging from countries to ideological groups intent on propagandizing citizens.  

Rules for posting information vary from country to country.  Western democracies place less restrictions 

on how to participate, in concert with their laws concerning free speech.  Authoritarian countries 

impose much stricter limitations yet are somewhat limited in how much control they can assert. 

To assure myself that this was not much ado about nothing, I look at some statistics related to social 

media usage, which I present below.  Given what I found, I think we are in for a wild ride over the next 

10 years. 

Social Media Usage Statistics (Top Picks)  https://backlinko.com/social-media-users#social-media-

usage-stats 
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• 4.48 billion people currently use social media worldwide, up more than double from 2.07 billion 

in 2015 

• The average social media user engages with an average of 6.6 various social media platforms 

• The social media growth rate since 2015 is an average of 12.5% year-over-year. However, 

growth is on the decline with 2019-2020 data revealing a 9.2% growth rate 

• By region, social media growth in 2019-2020 is led by Asia: +16.98%, Africa +13.92%, South 

America +8.00%, North America +6.96%, Europe +4.32%, and Australasia +4.9% 

• 60.99% of the 7.87 billion people in the world use social media, of eligible audiences aged 13+, 

there is 63% that are active users 

• 93.33% of internet users are on social media; however, a titanic 85% of mobile internet users 

are active on networks 

• Out of 4.48 billion social media users, 99% access websites or apps through a mobile device, 

with only 1.32% accessing platforms exclusively via desktop 

• Globally, the average time a person spends on social media a day is 2 hours 24 minutes; if 

someone signed up at 16 and lived to 70, they would spend 5.7 years of their life on it 

• Facebook is the leading social network at 2.9 billion monthly active users, followed 

by YouTube (2.3 billion), WhatsApp (2 billion), FB Messenger (1.3 billion), and WeChat (1.2 

billion) 

• 72.3% of the total US population actively use social media, totaling a number of 240 

million people 

• In the US, 54% of social media users are female, while the remaining 46% are male, compared 

with a global average of 45.6% for female, and 54.4% for male 

Sunday night I was entertained by a segment on 60 Minutes about birds not being real.  It’s a great 

example of how a conspiracy theory can grow wild on social media.  With over 1 million people joining 

the movement, I am certain that a subset of them are true believers.  I hope those that do, don’t vote. 

What are we trying to do?  https://birdsarentreal.com/ 

The Birds Aren't Real movement exists to spread awareness that the U.S. Government genocided over 

12 Billion birds from 1959-2001, and replaced these birds with surveillance drone replicas, which still 

watch us every day. Once a preventative cause, our initial goal was to stop the forced extinction of real 

birds. Unfortunately this was unsuccessful, and the government has since replaced every living bird with 

robotic replicas. Now our movement's prerogative is to make everyone aware of this fact. 
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