
Why the past 10 years of American Life have been uniquely stupid -   Nichols response  (very 

random) 

It is interesting that the Haidt article doesn’t look back as far as 1980 when CNN introduced the 

24 hours continuous news cycle.  Prior to that, Americans in general got their news from the 

same 3 nightly news sources as supplements to their local newspapers.   There was a more 

pervasive “common understanding” of what news was, what it meant for the country and for 

themselves.    There was broader sense of “common purpose and understanding” throughout 

the country, regardless of geography.   Some of that was leftover from WWII, when there was a 

great sense of common purpose.    After the advent of constant news, there was a never-ending 

demand for “content”, that was eventually supplemented with “opinion.”     

Even earlier, as TV ownership grew through the 50s and 60s, and eventually with VCR 

technology in the 1980s folks had  many more opportunities for being entertained “at home,” 

and not in the public arena.  Digital streaming services intensified the ability for people to never 

leave home to be entertained or to have as many “common experiences” with their fellow 

citizens.     

And 24 hours news with both liberal and conservative leanings means that it’s much easier to 

have one’s biases confirmed and reinforced with facts, opinions and sometimes lies. 

So there has been a steady trend away from our country having a common, over-arching 

narrative of what life could/should be like.   The field was being prepared for decades for the 

inception of what we now call ‘social media.”    

Haidt outlines good reforms for the electoral process in order to build confidence in the system 

but does not mention the benefits (or risks) of campaign finance reform – making all elections 

publicly funded – or of limiting time periods for primary and electoral “seasons.”     

Did Haidt fail to mention the dearth of basic civics education in public schools?   While the next 

generations needs to learn social skills via free-range and unsupervised play,  it wouldn’t hurt to 

teach them how our system is actually structured and how they can and should learn to 

participate in it.   Participatory education in civics-based activities would make better citizens.   

The fine art of debate, with participants being forced to advocate for opposing positions would 

go a long way to improve the public discourse. 

Anyone who has lived in various areas of the US understands that there are varying degrees of 

homogeneity of values and concerns  - particularly between urban and rural areas, coastal and 

interior areas and of course, north vs. south.   But one thing that everyone has in common is the 

desire and need to have food, clothing, shelter, health care, education and opportunities to earn 

enough to provide these things for their family.    

There used to be plenty of family-supporting jobs that did not require a university education, but 

which paid well enough to raise a family up economically, educate their children and expect a 

steady improvement in economic and social conditions for future generations.   In such 

circumstances, disparities between basic political philosophies were less contentious because 

there was more equality of opportunity  - but that situation required maintenance of the status 

quo regarding power and opportunity accorded to the white ruling majority.    

Many of the problems surrounding the issues of “wokeness” vs. a conservative backlash result 

from the perceived threat to access to limited resources and opportunities that now must be 



divided among and shared with previously excluded populations, combined with the growing 

understanding of the injustice of the previous status quo. 

So yes, social media on balance, has created enormous problems for societies and will continue 

to do so for the foreseeable future.   It seems hopeless on so many levels.   But  the founders of 

our democratic experiment were concerned about the same problems over 200 years ago, and 

people were just as “stupid” then as they are now, just on a more manageable scale.   

And we know that calling anyone “stupid” won’t win them over, especially if we don’t recognize 

our own stupidities about the same things. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


