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CHAPTER 1 A Hollow Generation





“It occurred to him that he had not spent his life as he should have done. It occurred to him that his scarcely perceptible attempts to struggle against what was considered good by the most highly placed people, those scarcely noticeable impulses which he had immediately suppressed, might have been the real thing, and all the rest false. And his professional duties and the whole arrangement of his life and of his family, and all his social and official interests, might all have been false.”


—Leo Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilych





The first day of school.


I teach Advanced Placement United States Government to high school seniors and introductory political science to university undergraduates.


I usually begin my first class by projecting pictures onto a screen and asking students to raise their hands if they recognize the person in the picture.


Picture #1: Kendall Jenner


Most students giggle and raise their hands.


Picture #2: Nancy Pelosi


No giggles this time—and few, if any, raised hands.


Picture #3: Miley Cyrus (from her more wholesome Hannah Montana days)


Again, most raise their hands.


Picture #4: Mike Pence


This time the students look puzzled, they whisper nervously to each other, and one might hazard a “He looks familiar” guess. More recognize Pence than recognize Pelosi, but still, correct answers are few.


The pictures change, of course, but election years, impeachment sagas, and even pandemics have had little impact on the political illiteracy of the students I’ve taught over two decades.


When I tell non-teacher friends about this, they often try to laugh it off or explain it away as kids being kids, though some will acknowledge that it doesn’t bode well for the future of the American Experiment. My fellow teachers do not laugh it off; more often, they add their own disturbing anecdotes about what students don’t know—and, even more important, what students aren’t curious about, which includes many of the high-minded ideals that got us into teaching in the first place.


In 2017, I wrote an article asking whether teachers “have a front row seat to American decline.”1 I noted that when teachers get together to discuss education, they have a common complaint: young Americans are “hollowed out.” It is not just that many students can’t recognize America’s leading politicians; it’s not just that they lack knowledge that you might expect them to have; it’s not just that they appear to have no interest in acquiring wisdom. That would be bad enough, but it goes far deeper, and is far more worrying. They seem bereft of an understanding of what it means to be fully human. What do I mean by that? I mean that they seem mysteriously barren of the behaviors, values, and hopes from which human beings have traditionally found higher meaning, grand purpose, or even simple contentment—and little that is worthwhile has filled this vacancy.


The kids are not entirely, or even mainly, at fault. Those who came before them—their parents, cultural leaders, political leaders, and, yes, educators—were too often accomplices in letting these same values, virtues, traditions, and aspirations slip away, assuming that somehow their loss would be made good later or that they really didn’t matter after all or that they were hindrances that should be willfully ignored. Rather than setting “high expectations” for students, we settled for “understanding” them. Unfortunately, high expectations were often not being instilled at home or in church or in other institutions either. Laxity can be culturally contagious. But high expectations are necessary for young people to mature into responsible adults; they set a framework and offer guidance. Without those benchmarks, there is something of great significance that goes missing—and we see it now in our students. There is little yearning among them to be fully rounded individuals—intellectually, culturally, morally, spiritually—little interest in cultivating fallow ambition, little urgency to become a responsible adult. The lights are on, the students are at home—and they don’t particularly want to go anywhere. In terms of economics and technology, they are, on a global-historical scale, wealthy. Yet they are utterly destitute in the realm of what we might call “human flourishing”—fulfilling the timeless aspirations and deepest yearnings of the human soul: to love, to know, to honor, to serve, to lead. What is missing in our students implies that something is missing in our homes, in our culture, in our politics, and in our country. What I and many of my fellow teachers see in our classrooms is a culture that has gone terribly wrong. It portends nothing less than a generational crisis.


In Cicero’s An Essay on Old Age, Cato is quoted as having said, “Those indeed who have no internal resource of happiness, will find themselves uneasy in every stage of life.”2 My worry is that a great many people today, especially our students, lack the “internal resources” to provide for their own long-term happiness and contentment. A few examples that form an unhappy picture: many students today show little interest in getting married or starting families; children are anathema to the students’ ubiquitous environmental puritanism—and their equally ubiquitous self-absorption. Many refuse to say the Pledge of Allegiance, even labeling it “vaguely fascistic”; they snicker outright at the very notion of patriotism. Their view of America is nihilistic and myopic—and nihilism is not generally a healthy state of mind. They are shockingly ignorant about the world’s major religions and stridently secular in their morality, and they assign little value to the “great books” of Western civilization or to Western liberal values or to the Judeo-Christian tradition; this, too, is part of their nihilism. They live largely solitary lives, inextricably connected to their phones but largely disconnected from parents, churches, and communities. Instead, they eat alone, they study alone, they even socialize alone in a virtual world untethered to the physical. They are often friendless and depressed, which explains why they harm themselves and commit suicide at a rate unrivaled in American history—a history, incidentally, that they see as a sordid tale of endless oppression and sprawling injustices. They are sympathetic to the iconoclasm, anarchism, violence, and ritualistic self-loathing on display in the streets of Portland, Seattle, Minneapolis, Baltimore, New York, and elsewhere. They raise suspicious eyebrows at any attempt to defend or explain the achievements of Thomas Jefferson or the heroes of the Civil War (about whom they usually know nothing). In sum, they are disdainful of any knowledge beyond their computer screens and alienated from the values, aspirations, institutions, and commitments that traditionally define “growing up.” Older generations might remark on this generation’s immaturity, its absorption with thoughts and desires unworthy of a serious life—and they’d be right.


Unfortunately, the COVID crisis of 2020—with its mandated disengagement, “social distancing,” and isolation—has accelerated and amplified many of these disturbing characteristics. A sedentary life was once considered unhealthy, but with the COVID-19 lockdowns it became (and could remain) the default lifestyle for a generation conditioned to fear the outside world. As Lisa Miller of New York magazine noted in her article entitled “Children of Quarantine,” a slew of adults “wonder what future neuroses will grow from mask-wearing and handwashing and being shut in, what ruination of outlook will result from breathing the air of political and racist animosity, climate-change paralysis, constant fear of contagion, and the prospect of death.”3 A more isolated and cloistered existence will certainly avoid viruses and germs, but it will also accentuate loneliness, accelerate a dependency on electronic devices, and instill a fear of human connection. In such a life of tedium and banality, the impetus for self-regulation and self-improvement and self-motivation fades away, and enthusiasm for previous activities might well be tempered, or even forgotten; malaise could become habitual.


Teachers cannot help but witness, through their students, the drivers of modern life—from technological trends and quirky colloquialisms to sudden sea changes in parental behavior and political beliefs. In our students we see the markings of a society in flux, and we see an urgent and simple warning: we need to brace ourselves for what lies ahead.


It is not a good sign when so many young Americans are skeptical of marriage and family. It is not a good sign when so many young Americans are hostile to their own country (a loyalty to a common heritage beyond themselves). It is not a good sign when so many young Americans are so wholly indifferent to the possibility of God or spirituality, to thinking about life’s big questions, to seeking wisdom. It is not a good sign when so many young Americans are so dogmatic—but so unread—in politics. It is not a good sign when so many young Americans find their social life in social media. It is not a good sign when so many young Americans are so anxious, depressed, and unhappy that they engage in self-harm.


Then comes the big question: What if the self-isolation and despair, the consumerism and cult of celebrity, the hectoring political correctness, the disdain for country and the retreat from kin, the fetishization of “feelings” and the relativization of ethics, and the indulgence of vulgarity and obscenity are not ordinary generational schisms, but rather symptoms of something far worse, a powerful pestilence of the collective soul? I think they are, and I write this book as an alarm bell. It is a project born out of worry, concern, and frustration, but also hope.


Why hope? I have only to look at so many of my former students who are successful entrepreneurs and engineers, who can be heard singing on the original Hamilton soundtrack, who have started charter schools in impoverished inner cities, who work in Silicon Valley, on Wall Street, in impoverished African communities, and in Hollywood, students who work with movie stars, hedge fund managers, and national politicians. The same studies that alarm us also reveal a generation of young people that can be community-minded, demonstrate levels of altruistic behavior, are powerfully on guard against racism and ethnic bias, care deeply about homophobia and the marginalizing of gay Americans, are less chauvinistic and uncompromising about gender equality, and are more willing to sacrifice their own dietary preferences for the sake of the planet. Global problems don’t scare or intimidate them. They hate bullies and provincial thinking. In many ways, they are a fascinating and perplexing duality—less likely to express a love of America yet more likely to embrace its principles of pluralism, equality, and individual liberty. I know as well as anyone that where there is youth, there is great hope. I want to keep that hope alive.


The chief danger to this generation is one of disengagement, of being unwilling to employ reason, heart, and spirit; of not forging deep and meaningful connections to people, places, and traditions. If this generation has been severed, or severs itself, from the aspirations, influences, and habits that lead to the acquiring of knowledge, the refinement of sensibility, the strengthening of rationality, and the acceptance of responsibility, it will be a hollow generation, a people of rudimentary selves and unapologetic appetites who are convinced that a moral life—the life sought after, striven for, and explicated by many a prophet, poet, and philosopher for millennia—is no longer an “ultimate” or archetypal ambition, no longer regarded as “higher” in the hierarchy of human achievements.


Life is a weighty project of self-development. Americans used to relish that journey. But the self-development we see today is unlike what we have seen in the past. It is not the much-vaunted transcendental individualism of Ralph Waldo Emerson or Henry David Thoreau. It is not the gritty virtue of self-reliance, characterized in American history, as it used to be told, by the frontiersmen and pioneers. It is not even the self-help gospel of Horatio Alger. It is a radicalized, atomized form of individualism, a cult of the self, of the Almighty “I,” a celebration of me-ism that would make Narcissus blush. Three quarters of millennials agree with the sentiment, “Whatever is right for your life or works best for you is the only truth you can know.” The “only” truth? Really?


Lives of meaning are based on bigger truths than that. Human fulfillment requires going beyond the self. It requires both liberty and obligation, freedom and responsibility, passion and permanence. The recipe for human contentment includes more ingredients than simply “doing what I want to do when I want to do it.”


The notion that young people are incomplete, that they require teachers to lead them to big ideas and important texts, is what education is all about: helping students to fulfill their higher natures. The mentoring students receive in the classroom can be formative to a well-lived life. The best teachers I know want genuinely to have an impact in a way that transcends grades, SAT scores, and an impressive transcript. They want their students to succeed in the entirety of their lives, as fully-fledged people.


They also know something else, something Socrates taught us, something that puts responsibility not only on our young people, but on us, the teachers, the parents, the adults who shape our culture. The habits, customs, and beliefs of the average person are not the consequence of deep reflection and study; most of our convictions, even the most sacrosanct, are foisted upon us by influences not of our choosing—which is why the aspirations and ambitions and assumptions with which we raise our children, and the society and culture in which we raise them, are so important.


We all know that change is inevitable. But the changes we are seeing are not mere changes of fads or fashion. They are not a temporary malaise or a simple critique of one generation by another. This is a different sort of change, a change that presages the loss of happiness and truth, a change that could unmake our country, a change that will—if it is not reversed—lead to personal and cultural destruction. Indeed, in some ways, it already has.










CHAPTER 2 Hollowed-Out Selves





“I write what I am writing, because—knowing the one thing which can free the people of Christendom from the dreadful physical suffering and, above all, from the spiritual corruption into which they are sinking deeper and deeper—I, standing at the brink of the grave, cannot keep silent.”


—Leo Tolstoy, The Law of Love and the Law of Violence





More than twenty years ago, as a freshman at Washington and Lee University, I took a political philosophy course from a first-year professor with a Ph.D. from the University of Chicago. This professor was the greatest teacher I have ever encountered. We became friends, and I worked for him over the summer after my sophomore year.


That job taught me a couple of things.


First, I learned that intensive scholarship—the type that leads to a Ph.D.—was not for me. There were powerful moments of illumination and understanding, but I also found it monotonous and tedious. I longed to be outside in the sun with a tennis racquet or going for a run instead of sitting in the library basement, breathing the stuffy air of books no one else seemed to care about, checking out books that hadn’t been touched in years or even decades. I thought the research I was doing mattered only to a small cadre of academics.


But the second thing this job taught me was something I didn’t appreciate until recently. I now understand the real-world consequences of my professor’s research.


He was deeply concerned with what he called “the Character of Liberalism” or “Liberty and Its Discontents.” In simple terms, America’s allegiance to the classical liberal principles of the Enlightenment was under attack from two different, virtually opposite, academic camps.


As he explained it, on one side were the “communitarians” who worried that classical liberalism’s ardent devotion to individual liberty would eventually erode the ties of family, community, and religion that ultimately hold society together. This was the conservative critique of liberalism to be found in the works of political thinkers like Edmund Burke and Alexis de Tocqueville, who believed that individual liberty could thrive only when it was balanced by loyalty and obligation, especially to family, civil associations, church, and country.


Post-modernist critics of classical liberalism voice an opposite concern. They are bothered by the restraints placed upon the modern self—restraints usually imposed, they say, by one’s race, class, sex, and sexual orientation. Ideals of duty, obligation, and virtue only serve social convention, tradition, and provincialism—the inherited structure of power that needs to be overthrown because it fails to account for the diversity of human society. Post-modernists believe that human beings flourish not through association, but through liberation. They believe individuals should be free to create their own taxonomy of what is good, proper, or reasonable. They believe the sovereign individual should even decide what constitutes reality, which, in this view, is a subjective “construct.”


To a nineteen-year-old college student, this debate seemed, at best, mildly interesting and certainly wholly academic, divorced from any applicability outside a highfalutin academic conference. But now, as a middle-aged civics teacher, I see that this seemingly academic debate is the living, breathing, central reality of my classroom—and classrooms in high schools across the country, where communitarian teachers are engaged in a tug-of-war with post-modern students. It’s not so much that teachers are “conservatives” and students are “liberals.” We are at odds over the basics: what it means to be human, to find fulfillment, to use freedom to obtain “higher” or “transcendent” or “objective” goods. We classroom teachers pull on our end of the rope because we think education is about imparting these higher goods: knowledge, skills, wisdom. But the students pulling on their end have already “won”—or, more accurately, they represent the winning side. Post-modernism is not ascendant, it is triumphant; it is how my students live and see the world; it represents their underlying assumptions, and they are no more aware of its impact on their minds and souls than a fish is cognizant of water. To young people, radical individualism is not emblematic of being a renegade, an iconoclast, or a rule-breaker; it is not zealotry; it is, in a strange way, its own banal conformism.


Yet it is revolutionary. It has overthrown the world of Plato and Christ and Jefferson. And in some ways, it pits pontificating college lecturers against high school classroom teachers. It is why professors today give their students heavy doses of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Howard Zinn, and not so much Homer, Tolstoy, or Gordon Wood. Today’s colleges promote lessons from the Frankfurt School and downplay knowledge of the Academy or the Lyceum or the Bible or America’s founding fathers.


What this means is that many young people today have little concept of the Platonic Good, or the Judeo-Christian God of the Bible, or the Enlightenment’s natural law. They accept, often without even thinking about it, that the past is not only irrelevant but wrong; they accept the post-modern conceit that the self does not need instruction. The modern self needs only validation and is not ashamed of seeking satiation.


In the past, people oriented themselves by looking up to the heavens, or looking out to the world, or looking down to their work. But never—never—did they find a path of fulfillment by merely gazing into the Almighty Mirror of the frivolous self. Judeo-Christian men and women believed Truth and purpose came from above; the commandments given to Moses and the beatitudes cited by Jesus cultivated not only righteousness but a purposeful sense of history and life. The ancient Greeks and Romans summoned the poetic muse, the philosophic sage, and applied imagination and reason to understand the world. Even the seer of post-modern nihilism, Friedrich Nietzsche, who rejected Socratic wisdom and Christian transcendence, accepted the consequences and argued passionately for peering into the void of eternal nothingness and forcing oneself to make a meaningful life from purposeful struggle. But his was an aristocratic vision that disdained the very mass culture in which my students are absorbed.


In the reflection of the Almighty Mirror, where the young behold themselves, virtue and vice require radical reformulation: there are no universal laws of moral behavior; the self is not to be judged; and there is no purpose, no telos, no higher goal after which we should strive (and also no depravity, no turpitude, no Fall for which we need to make amends).


With what does that leave us? Isolated wills hoping to avoid a collision with any judgment.


In defense of my students, political thinkers have worried about this danger of radical individualism for decades, even centuries. But it is only now, within our lifetimes, that it has so dramatically swept the field of religion, tradition, patriotism, civil associations, and the family. The impoverished, hollowed-out worldview of my current and former students feels new, like an old melody given a fresh arrangement and sung in a different chord at maximum volume, or fresh, bright paint being applied on an old house that suddenly brims with prominence on the block. At every level, institutions that restrained the excesses of individualism in the past are now in retreat. The revolution, long in its ascent, has been so sudden in its ultimate triumph that many of us have yet to figure it out.


But make no mistake: it is present in my classroom, in my students, and it accompanies their implicit belief that they are free to construct individual identities and moralities unmoored from any objective truth because truth is only subjective. Biblical scholar Carl R. Trueman has written that the real division in society today is between “those who believe that human nature is a given and those who believe it is merely a social construct.”1 Most young people fall in the latter camp, though it is not a matter of tested belief but merely of simple assumption. That has enormous consequences. Once freed from all markers of permanence—nature, God, biology, custom—and relieved from the search for Truth, young people are infinitely free to recreate, redesign, and reimagine life as they want it to be, with only one unapologetic concern: What do I want? Finding a higher purpose in life is pointless, absurd, and prejudicially judgmental. While teachers strive to help students become their best selves, many students don’t feel inclined to “become” anything more than what they already “are,” because, from their perspective, there is nothing to aspire to, no hierarchy of “the good,” and they can imagine no higher power than an anodyne god who asks nothing of them. Pope John Paul II worried about this sort of radical individualism and predicted it would “inevitably reach the point of rejecting one another. Everyone else is considered an enemy from whom one has to defend oneself. Thus society becomes a mass of individuals placed side by side, but without mutual bonds.”2 Michael Warren Davis, writing in Crisis, made a similar observation when he wrote:




[T]rust breaks down even further the more “diverse” a society becomes. I don’t mean skin color; that’s incidental. I mean cultural and economic spheres. Not only do you not know your neighbor: you can’t even imagine what kind of person she is. You have no idea what she’s like, what she believes, what her values are…. The issue is that Americans don’t trust each other. We don’t even like each other. Poll after poll shows that conservatives and liberals don’t just think the other side is wrong, or even stupid. We think the other guys are bad. We think they’re malicious. We think they’re trying to hurt us. And how could it be otherwise?3





What used to unite us as Americans were common loyalties—most especially patriotism—but also a shared Judeo-Christian ethos and an agreement on what constituted higher values, higher learning, higher expectations. Fundamentally our values led back to classical learning, the Bible, the classical liberalism that my professor studied. They were not uniquely American. They were the values that guided people in Western societies. They were, to traditionalists, permanent values that were not to be trifled with, because without them we would be lost. T. S. Eliot made the traditionalist case when he wrote, “We yield to the permanent things, the norms of our being because all other grounds are quicksand.”4 The “permanent things” are permanent for a reason—they have been tested by the experience of mankind. Teachers can see their students sinking into the quicksand of impermanence (the impermanent values of a shallow culture), relativism, even solipsism. But many of our modern students don’t want to be rescued; they don’t want to be improved, refined, or enlightened. They only want to know “what’s going to be on the exam” so they can do what’s necessary before they return to their “precious” (as J. R. R. Tolkien’s Gollum might put it)—their phones, from which they can rarely be separated. The job of the modern teacher is largely therapeutic—make students feel safe, make them feel good about themselves, impart the curriculum without insisting with too much awkward emphasis on how they might benefit from engaging with big thinkers, big ideas, big themes, thinking historically or philosophically rather than about the Almighty Me.


For the modern teacher, there is the subtle message in our culture to avoid being a gadfly: just go with the flow, let students enjoy whatever comes their way, and never—never!—make a distinction between liberty and licentiousness. Such a distinction might lead to some discomfort. Instead, there is the fruitless project of worshipping the Almighty Me, a circuitous exercise of simultaneously discovering the void of the self while vainly attempting to fill it in with more trappings of the self, like an alcoholic nursing a hangover with more alcohol. It is more than throwing gasoline on the proverbial fire—it is being both the arsonist and the burn victim while haughtily bemoaning water.


Culture and technology may change, but humanity does not. In the past, our inner possibilities were cultivated by our outer expectations—the expectations that we would be godly, familial, patriotic, hardworking, self-improving, attempting a life of virtue. That is no longer the case. That nurturing culture has broken down into post-modern radical individualism. But as long as we remain human, joy is possible, passion can be meaningful, and life can enthrall. But only if we as parents and teachers can replace what has been hollowed out of our young people—the influences that animate the best of our inner possibilities.


Friendship Forgotten


As the youngest of five children, and with a significant twelve-year gap between my closest sibling and me, I spent much of my childhood alone. By the time I reached second grade, I had the entire house to myself. This wasn’t necessarily a positive development. I grew up in a Victorian two-story house that gave me the creeps; even today, when I drive by, I have no urge to go inside.


Despite the fact I spent most of my youth as the only child in a large—and maybe haunted—house with two elderly parents, I never felt particularly lonely, even though I was alone most of the time. And that is because loneliness and being alone are two entirely different things.


Dr. John Cacioppo (1951–2018) was the world’s leading expert on loneliness. He discovered that loneliness is not simply the physical absence of other people, it is “the sense you aren’t sharing anything meaningful with” the people around you.5 This explains how a person can be surrounded by other people—even one’s spouse—yet still experience intense feelings of loneliness. As Johann Hari explains in his TED talk on mental health, “If you’re depressed or anxious, you’re not weak and you’re not crazy—you’re a human being with unmet needs.”6


When I was in college, an essay by Harvard professor Robert Putnam titled “Bowling Alone” was all the rage. Political science and sociology professors assigned it to thousands of undergraduates. It eventually became a book. It made the powerful argument that America was experiencing declining rates of “social capital,” marked by a lack of civic engagement, declining levels of trust in government, and less participation in charitable associations or social outlets like bowling leagues.


The ills Putnam diagnosed two decades ago have grown dramatically worse. As journalist Mattie Quinn has observed, “[T]he encroaching ubiquity of the internet, the advent of smartphones and the explosion of social media… can make Putnam’s talk of bowling leagues and Kiwanis clubs seem quaint.”7


In 2018, the health organization Cigna made headlines when it reported that almost a quarter of Americans classify their mental health as fair or “poor” and that 54 percent of Americans feel lonely.8 The Cigna study found that loneliness especially afflicts the young. More than 70 percent of people aged ten to forty classify themselves as “lonely.”9 A YouGov poll found that almost one quarter of all millennials could not name a single friend.10


Writing in the New York Times, psychiatrist Richard A. Friedman pointed out some of the consequences of this epidemic of loneliness. Suicide is the second leading cause of death for young people (the first is accidents). Between 2007 and 2017, teen depression rose by 63 percent and the suicide rate for Americans aged ten to twenty-four jumped 56 percent.11


Despite all their material advantages, young Americans today are more miserable, depressed, and lonely than any other generation in American history. Why, I ask, is this not considered a national crisis? I suspect it is because we do not want to know the answer to the crisis. All the data points to the fact that the happiest, best-adjusted kids come from stable, two-parent families who teach their children that life is a gift, right and wrong are not negotiable, and interacting with real people directly is better than dealing with them on screens.12 Who wants to hear that? As the Cigna survey observes, with “the erosion of neighborhood communities, the fracturing of many families and the decline in church attendance, there are fewer and fewer opportunities for finding new friends or developing meaningful relationships.”13


The hollowing out of our young people—their atomistic individualism and alienation from traditional standards and aspirations—is a significant contributor to their loneliness. A 2019 Deloitte survey of millennials reported that 57 percent of young people want to travel, whereas only 49 percent want to own a home; 46 percent want to have a positive impact on their communities, whereas only 39 percent want to get married and have children. Overall, many young people would rather have “experiences” than achieve “traditional success markers,” or what some of us might call the grounding and demanding work of taking on adult responsibilities.14 But one of the many virtues of taking on responsibility is that it connects you to people through work, family, and other commitments. Traveling, having a “positive impact,” and avoiding adult responsibilities can sound like fun, can sound liberating and even high-minded, but more often that path leads to a shallow, rootless, lonely existence.


Young people have enough self-awareness to acknowledge that technology is a big part of the problem: more than 60 percent expect they would be healthier and happier without cell phones, and more than 40 percent wish they had the self-discipline to shut off their devices and quit social media.15


Almost a decade ago, AARP published an article titled “5 Top Regrets of the Dying,” and while four of the regrets were predictable (wishing they hadn’t worked so hard or worried so much; wishing they had been more honest about their feelings and allowed themselves to be happier), one surprised me: “I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.”16 It surprised me because it seemed perfectly natural that some friends should disappear from our adult lives. People move. People change. People get busy. We casually think to ourselves from time to time, “What ever happened to…?” And yes, often there is a gentle spasm of shame or regret that we have lost track of friends. But I always thought this progression was natural.


The AARP article made me rethink my assumptions. I found these lines haunting: “There were many deep regrets about not giving friendships the time and effort they deserved. Everyone misses their friends when they are dying.”


Having and maintaining friendships is essential to having a happy, healthy, meaningful life. As Kellie Payne, a policy manager for England’s Campaign to End Loneliness, observed, “If we think about our checklist of being healthy, it usually includes exercise and eating vegetables and not smoking. But we don’t think about our social connections as being just as vital as those things.”17


School is, in part, a place where friendships are made, but what teachers see is the displacement of friendships—real, deep, enduring human friendships—by technology, which reduces human interaction to physically distanced screen time. During the COVID-19 lockdowns, that is how we all lived and worked. Many of us are worried that the lockdown experience will make this generation even more atomized and friendless than it already was—and make no mistake: the dearth of friendship in today’s society is a spiritual malady with deadly implications.


“Deaths of despair” has become the shorthand to describe the surge in annual deaths by suicide, drug overdoses, and alcohol abuse that doubled from 2000 to 2017.18 While politicians see these deaths as a political and economic problem, Ross Douthat, writing in the New York Times, rightly suspects that this despair goes far beyond arguments about tax codes or health care policy, “especially when you include other indicators, collapsing birthrates and declining marriage rates and decaying social trust, that all suggest a society suffering a meaning deficit, a loss of purpose and optimism and direction, a gently dehumanizing drift.”19


The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard argued that despair is what occurs when an individual does not align himself with God’s plan. Today it seems clear that people are despairing because they have nothing with which to align themselves—not God, not love, not country, not family, not friendship. This despair is powerfully described by NPR health correspondent Rhitu Chattererjee: “Loneliness isn’t just a fleeting feeling, leaving us sad for a few hours to a few days. Research in recent years suggests that for many people, loneliness is more like a chronic ache, affecting their daily lives and sense of well-being.”20


Social science tells us that an acquaintance can become a friend after about fifty hours of interaction.21 More hours lead to stronger friendships, but it is also the quality of the hours that matters. An hour of texting is in no way equivalent to an hour of telling stories over pizza. Emailing someone condolences after a painful breakup isn’t the same as giving them a hug. Friendship is formed in the realm of the tactile, in the dimension of shared space and time. It is born of eye contact, the sound of a voice, and extemporaneous joy. But simply knowing how to be with other people is fast becoming a lost form of personal engagement. As University of Delaware professor Dawn Fallik observed of her students: “What comes up over and over again is how scary it is for them to reach out…. We’ve lost that ability to have those talks, and because we don’t have that now, my students are terrified at those conversations where you’re looking them in the eye.”22


The problem with radical individualism is that it makes life infinitely smaller and less meaningful. What young people require is the opposite—an understanding of the broader possibilities of life. Friendship widens life, enriches life, and animates what can otherwise be a listless self. The fact that so many young people are friendless, lonely, and isolated tells us that something is radically wrong with our society, but as with so many aspects of the hollowing out of our culture, it nevertheless continues—even intensifies. We seem powerless, or unwilling, to do anything about it—and in the failure of adults to act, young people seek their own forms of validation.


Kanye, Kim, and the Quest for Twitter Verification


My sophomore world history students said, “You have to get Twitter verified!”


I thought they were joking, but they were not.


“Twitter verified,” they continued, “means you are important. It means you’re, you know, big time.”


I researched “Twitter verification” because… well, who wouldn’t want to be “big time”?


It turned out, of course, my students were only half correct. Verification—the little blue check mark next to your Twitter handle—is there to ensure that the person doing the tweeting corresponds to the name on the Twitter handle; it is supposed to be a way to ferret out imposters and spoofsters.


I applied for Twitter verification and was rejected. After that, I was notified that Twitter had put its verified account program on hold and was not accepting any new requests.23 My students were crushed on my behalf, telling me repeatedly how sorry they were. Their disappointment and my indifference revealed a profound generational schism between us, because while I thought verification would be, at best, Twitter’s acknowledgement of my work as an educator—and frankly, I really didn’t care what Twitter thought—they thought verification was the achievement itself.


A lot of successful and consequential Americans are verified on Twitter. A lot of people who have not achieved much but are widely known—celebrities, for instance—are also verified on Twitter. Most young people—like Twitter—make little to no distinction between the two.


Indeed, a great many young Americans like the idea of fame and fortune not requiring achievement. In 2013, San Diego State University psychology professor Jean M. Twenge published a study that showed “a growing gap for today’s young adults between materialism and the desire to work hard.” As Twenge commented, “Compared to previous generations, recent high school graduates are more likely to want lots of money and nice things, but less likely to say they’re willing to work hard to earn them.”24


Many young people see nothing pejorative in the phrase “famous for being famous.” In fact, that is what they would like to be—and it is different from previous cults of celebrity that we have known. Professor Christopher Cook observed in his Gresham Lecture at the Museum of London in 2011: “In so many ways Byron seems to foreshadow our present notions of celebrity: outright individualism, an abundance of charm, and irresistible erotic allure, pursued by scandal and punished by exile—actual and not simply social. Think too of Byron’s end, the fatal if heroic adventure on behalf of Greek independence and the miserable death at Missolonghi.” Cook adds this important fact: “Byron, of course, had talent.”25 He was one of England’s greatest poets. He was also a politician: an active member of the House of Lords. He was a man of deep achievement as well as celebrity. In the past, that was more often than not the case—achievement and fame were inextricably linked.


But celebrity in the era of newspapers, magazines, and even televisions is one thing. Celebrity in the era of omnipresent, interconnected, universally accessible technology is another, and the latter has abetted the separation of celebrity from achievement. Young people spend up to nine hours a day on their phones, most of it on social media platforms with a vapid parade of posts, comments, and pictures. The heaviest users—and you can bet our young people are among them—“click, type, or swipe” on their phones 5,427 times a day. The rest of us average somewhere around 2,617 times a day.26


This is where new celebrities are formed—from an unrepentant voyeurism that has captured the imagination of young people. Today’s celebrity culture is unparalleled in human history—in its volume, its availability, and, most tragically, its relevance to the hollowing out of our children. That hollowing out likely just got worse, because under the COVID-19 lockdowns, it is estimated that young people’s screen time increased by a staggering five hours a day.27


Teens no longer value face-to-face communication with friends the way they used to: in 2012, almost half (49 percent) of teenagers ranked “in person” as their favorite way to communicate. Just six years later, that number had fallen to less than one-third (32 percent).28 Social media and video chatting skyrocketed as an alternative in the same period, and teens also report exceedingly high levels of being “left out or excluded when using social media.”29 Studies have shown that teens often do not even post about their own lives, but spend significant chunks of time “lurking” and “reading the never-ending stream of their peers’ activities.”30 Over one-third report engaging in this activity at least twenty-five times a day, and it is sure to have gotten worse during the COVID-19 lockdowns.


In 2009, Washington Post staff writer Amy Argetsinger coined the word “famesque” to describe the celebrity culture of social media: “The truly famesque possess the seeming gravitas that comes with a title and the suggestion of a job—actor, singer, pro athlete. It’s just that… you’ve never seen them act, or heard them sing, or watched them play. Instead: You read about them. A lot.”31 While many parents and teachers want young people to work hard, to embrace the hardy virtues of quiet excellence, to exult in the labor that precedes substantial achievement, many students would rather be “famesque.”


In the past half decade, I’ve seen students center their entire lives on acquiring oodles of followers on social media. “Likes” and “follows,” being observed, photographed, and endlessly commented upon in social media, are the highest goods. Social media is where the first highly digitalized, interconnected generation of Americans experiences ersatz joy, or what writer Andrew Sullivan has aptly described as “a constant dopamine bath.”32 The substantive content of what is being shared is largely superfluous; what is troubling to parents and teachers is that many young people’s feelings of value or significance swivel around an axle of notoriety rather than old-fashioned markers of character or social contribution.33 To many young people, a moment is only truly significant if it is observed and approved by others. Celebrity is the goal. It is not the by-product of doing something grand or noble. Bill Gates is famous because he founded Microsoft. Zadie Smith and Donna Tartt are famous because they write some of the most celebrated works of modern literature. Lin-Manuel Miranda is a household name because he is an artistic wunderkind. Serena Williams is recognized because of her titanic achievements in the world of tennis. All of these people, if they are on Twitter, are doubtless verified. And yet young Americans find it difficult, if not impossible, to comprehend that being well-known is but petty titillation compared to the sublime pleasure of setting out high aspirations in business, science, or the arts and achieving them.


Thus, we arrive at the modern American classroom, where students from all backgrounds, abilities, and viewpoints find cohesion in their ubiquitous presence in a virtual world which seems to become increasingly tyrannical in the time it demands. It is here where educators bump up against the finitude of time—there are only so many hours of the day to attend classes, to do homework, to play sports, to practice an instrument, or to work on an art or science project. Increasingly, these goods get sacrificed to the demands of social media. Yes, modern platforms are good at evoking outrage and indignation, but they are profoundly bad at giving voice to mighty human aspirations.


The social media cult of celebrity is not something our students compartmentalize. It is not contained to weekends. It is not what television once was—a part-time distraction or indulgence or unifying factor (when everyone watched the World Series, for instance) or even educational tool (when there were educational series like Ken Burns’s The Civil War). Social media is not like that; it is an obsession.


Watch modern teenagers do homework and it immediately becomes clear why they can’t finish it or why it takes them infinitely longer than it should. Students do a few math problems or read a few paragraphs of text—with a phone beside them, of course—but after a few minutes their attention will shift to their phone: a text, a notification, a reminder. Teachers know from observation what researchers and academics have studied and proven: students’ inability to focus on their work because of social media distractions is a serious problem.


Dr. Larry Rosen, a psychology professor at California State University, Dominguez Hills, reports that 80 percent of students say they switch back and forth between their homework and electronic devices. When students engage in this sort of behavior, called “continuous partial attention,” they do not retain the information they were supposed to be studying, academic tasks take longer to complete, and their mental energy gets expended. As Rosen explains, “Young people’s technology use is really about quelling anxiety… they don’t want to miss out or be the last person to hear some news.”34


Teachers of all subjects at all grade levels want education to be a central fixture in the lives of their students. For educators to inculcate virtuous habits of mind and heart, to impart skills and knowledge, we require students’ full attention. But the classroom will never be central or decisive if our students are perpetually, almost manically, distracted. They are physically present, but mentally and emotionally they are elsewhere. Take the phones away—as most conscientious teachers do countless times a day—and bathroom requests suddenly go through the roof. Let students watch a film and the film is not enough stimulation nowadays; it must be watched in conjunction with a mobile device in hand or they will claim to be bored, no matter how great the movie may be.


Teaching during the coronavirus pandemic is like Zooming into the abyss. Instead of teaching a glorious spectrum of human faces—smiles, smirks, frowns, scowls, diffidence, or inspiration—teachers in an altered pedagogic ecosystem have had to confront the tyrannical omniscience of blank screens and muted microphones. Modern students are brazen enough to text on their devices in the middle of class, play video games in the midst of a lecture, or take selfies while taking a test. If this is how they behave when teachers can actually observe and monitor them in the same physical space, what in the world, we wonder, is happening on the other side of these blank screens when supervision is fleeting? Honest students admit to staying in bed all day with their computers at the foot of the bed, watching Netflix concurrently with class time or endlessly texting friends throughout the class session.


The results are predictable: lower grades, diminished ability to concentrate, and stunted academic achievement. Our students aren’t missing out on the latest gossip, celebrity headline, or group text, but they are missing out on their education and how it could help them become a better, more substantive self.


The desire to distinguish oneself in the world, to stand taller amongst the herd, is sown into our very nature. The Greeks used the term thymos to describe the powerful human desire for recognition, the penetrating need to have one’s efforts recognized as valuable, excellent, and praiseworthy. There is nothing wrong—indeed, what could be more American?—with craving the fame that accompanies grand achievement. In Federalist No. 72, Alexander Hamilton remarks on “the love of fame, the ruling passion of the most noble minds, which would prompt a man to plan and undertake extensive and arduous enterprises for the public benefit.”35 Hamilton biographer Ron Chernow notes that “Hamilton was motivated by a form of ambition much esteemed in the eighteenth century,” specifically high-minded ambition. “Ambition was reckless if inspired by purely selfish motives but laudable if guided by great principles.”36


People have not changed, but our expectations of them have. Adam Smith was a near contemporary of Hamilton. In his book The Theory of Moral Sentiments, published in 1759, he asks, “For to what purpose is all the toil and bustle of this world?” His answer? Successful people want not only the creature comforts that wealth can bring, for a common workman can supply his own wants for a home and food; they want “to be observed, to be attended to, to be taken notice of with sympathy, complacency, and approbation….”37 Our students live and frolic in a digital world where celebrities can “be taken notice of,” can be celebrated and offered the fanfare of endless “approbation” without the burden of achievement, without the “toil and bustle” of work. This is a great and corrupting seduction—and it is a new thing. For many, in the past, the work was the goal, the fame was the reward—and it was a reward of often mixed blessings. Martin Luther King Jr. once remarked: “I am conscious of two Martin Luther Kings. I am a wonder to myself…. I am mystified at my own career. The Martin Luther King that the people talk about seems to me somebody foreign to me.” Fellow civil rights leader Ralph Abernathy noted that with his and King’s fame, “[They] knew that [they] had developed into symbols.”38 Celebrity is what put Dr. King on the covers of newspapers and magazines; it was his hard work for his cause that put him in the history books.


Unlike my students, I don’t care what Twitter thinks of me. What I care about is that my students think about more than Twitter and every other social media platform. I want my students to grow intellectually, to grow in character, to lead meaningful lives, to become full-fledged, well-informed adults. What I can say with certainty is that social media isn’t helping.


Adult Gaming or Gaming Adulthood?


I’ll be honest: I didn’t particularly relish my twenties. It was a decade of hard work and of recognizing painful realities.


The first few years of marriage are certainly joyful, but they also expose one’s flaws and frailties; it’s no fun discovering the personal idiosyncrasies that irritate your spouse. I was eager to begin my teaching career, but it took me a long time to feel any sense of expertise or achievement. The first few years of fatherhood are still a fog when I dare to remember them, marked with endless fatigue, volcanic frustrations, and hauling bulky baby bags everywhere. Then there were the endless hassles of homeownership that taught me everything I didn’t know about maintaining a lawn or painting a house. Concurrent with my career as a teacher, I decided to be a writer—and that meant a constant flow of rejection from agents, journals, publishers, and editors, none of which was good for my self-esteem. The learning curve was steep on all fronts.


I thought of this period of my life as thankless and banal, a grind and a slog. Just a few years earlier I had been studying Renaissance art and Stoic philosophy on a beautiful college campus with wonderful friends. That was a life full of dazzling merriment. Now, just a half decade later, I was regularly vomited on by my children, criticized by my wife, and ignored by my students. At times in my twenties, I marveled that our species went to the bother of reproducing itself.


Yet by the end of that difficult decade, I never doubted these struggles were worth it. I knew my labors would eventually translate into something beautiful and substantive. It was that early domestic crucible that finally brought me to the summit of joy and transcendent happiness. I remember standing between my daughters on a picturesque beach in Hawaii, holding their hands, as wave after wave crashed over us and we squealed with delight. Years after their graduation, students started visiting me or sending me letters to tell me how much my class had meant to them. Editors’ rejection letters eventually turned into a few acceptances. The rewards of the hard work I had put into marriage, fatherhood, teaching, and writing came rolling in. They weren’t the rewards of fame or even money. They were the intrinsic rewards of achieving something substantial and real, of making a difference to those I care so much about, both in my classroom and in my home.


For twenty- and thirty-somethings these days, the path to adulthood is more than a little bumpy, and many seem less willing to take on the responsibilities that I took on, and that most Americans used to take on, in their twenties. As Washington Post journalist Robert Samuelson has aptly pointed out, “Growing up isn’t what it used to be. There’s a yawning gap between the end of adolescence and the beginning of adulthood: a period when millions of 20-somethings and 30-somethings have many adult freedoms without all the responsibilities. Social scientists have tried—so far in vain—to name this new life-stage. But no one should question its significance.”39


This yawning gap appears colossally different from previous generations. Getting married is something that people in their twenties now routinely put on hold, yet cohabitation has grown by a factor of twelve since the mid-1970s.40 Young people are moving back home, causing a significant drop in the quality of life for their parents. Anyone who has raised a family will understand parental feelings of titanic resentment towards their boomeranged offspring—parents enjoy their independence as much as anyone, and “refilling an empty nest may be regarded as a violation of this life-course stage.”41


If social media is one peril, especially for young women, electronic gaming is another, especially for young men. I remember being shocked a few years ago when one of my better students went missing in the middle of the week. The reason for his disappearance? An updated version of his favorite video game had just been released.


Not only do young people spend a colossal amount of time playing video games, but they also spend a colossal amount of time watching other people play video games on platforms like YouTube and Twitch. In 2018, people spent “nine billion hours watching other people play video games on the streaming service Twitch—three billion more hours than the year before.”42 For perspective, consider that most Americans watch just under four hours of live television per day and millennials watch—not play—six hours of electronic gaming each week.43 Thirty-four million Americans devote an average of a full day a week (twenty-two hours) to video gaming. Most gamers (about 60 percent) admit to skimping on meals, sleep, and hygiene to keep playing. Maybe this explains why South Korea had to pass a law in 2011 that set a youth curfew on video games.44


The research is clear: gaming is not intrinsically harmful or violent. In fact, some of my favorite people in the entire world are gamers. Gaming isn’t any worse for anyone than watching television or non-stop YouTube videos. Gaming can be a joyful form of unwinding at the end of the day. Indeed, I smile as I write these words because gamers, as a group, are loudly defensive. Joe Rogan caused a bit of controversy on his popular podcast when he observed, “Video games are a real problem…. You do them, and they’re real exciting, but you don’t get anywhere.”45 My objection to gaming is when it moves beyond the recreational and into the obsessive, when it displaces other possibilities of life for young people, when, instead of gaming on weekends, young people game at 2:00 p.m. on a Tuesday afternoon.


University of Chicago economist Erik Hurst points out that the lure of video gaming has discouraged some young men, especially lower-skilled young men, from working. He writes, “The life of these non-working, lower-skilled young men looks like what my son wishes his life was like now: not in school, not at work, and lots of video games.”46 Young men apparently like this lifestyle too. Hurst notes, “If we go to surveys that track subjective well-being—surveys that ask people to assess their overall level of happiness,” lower-skilled young men have become much happier, “despite their employment rate falling by 10 percentage points and the increased propensity to be living in their parents’ basement.”47


To summarize: lower-skilled young men are now working less, playing video games more, and unashamed of the fact. It is one thing to temporarily wallow in sloth, to string a few lazy days together. We’ve all been there. But most people with at least a minimum of self-respect begin to feel—for lack of a kinder or more charitable word—pathetic if they do that for too long. Grown adults in the past would have thought that moving back home was embarrassing, emblematic of personal failure. Not working? Not supporting oneself? Playing video games all day on somebody else’s dime? Not feeling a crumb of shame about it—even describing such a state as happy? That is hollowness.


Yet, as with so many of the insidious forces and influences that hollow out the characters of young Americans today, young people are largely unaware of exactly what is happening to them. The New York Times Magazine reported in 2019 that the “fact that video games are designed to be addictive is an open secret in the gaming industry. With the help of hired scientists, game developers have employed many psychological techniques to make their products as unquittable as possible.”48 It should come as no surprise that these same men who claim to be “happy” in their mid- and late twenties stop being so content as they age. Their idleness, it turns out, has a steep price as life’s decades pass.


Even when these men begin to make adult commitments like marriage and parenthood, research suggests the affinity for continued adult gaming can cause fissures in marriage, with 75 percent of spouses “wishing their spouse would put more effort into their marriage and less into video games.”49 When wives cite “unreasonable behavior” for ending their marriage, a whopping 15 percent of them explain that “their partners put gaming before them and their relationship.”50


The ultimate question is this: What expectations do we have for young adults? Should they be taking on more responsibility—personal, financial, professional? Should they be striving to improve themselves—morally, intellectually, spiritually? Or should they be allowed to defer these things and focus on self-indulgence and consumer comforts? We hear a lot about student debt, but young adults are also racking up consumer debt. As Scott Haywood, an Australian financial expert, has observed, young adults in their twenties, or what he calls “kidults,” “are spending more on lifestyle and experiences rather than saving to put down a deposit on a house…. There’s also that fear of missing out among the younger generation and they want to go to New York or skiing in New Zealand….”51 They’re not big on delayed gratification.


There is, of course, no one way to grow up, no single path, but I think we can agree that there is something wrong with using one’s parents as a bank of first resort (and sometimes supplier of free room and board) while indulging oneself, not working, and playing video games all day.


In his book Emile, Jean-Jacques Rousseau laments: “How rapidly we pass our time on Earth! The first quarter of life flows away before we know what to do with it, and the last quarter after we have ceased to enjoy it. At first, we don’t know how to live, soon we’re no longer able to, and in the space that separates these two useless extremes, three-quarters of our time is consumed by sleep, labor, pain, constraint, and distress of every kind.”52


Amusement and entertainment—whether one is referring to traveling or gaming or partying—are wonderful elements of life. And yes, a full life requires good old-fashioned fun. But it is important to remember that amusement and entertainment are supposed to be desserts for the soul, not the main courses; a diet of amusement and entertainment isn’t enough to sustain a meaningful life. Fun is not the same thing as joy. Pleasure is not the same thing as purpose. Consumption is not the same thing as contribution. Work is called labor for a reason. Growing up means making decisions, taking responsibility, and attempting to excel at whatever work one takes on—it is from these responsibilities, labors, and commitments that a meaningful life is built.


Too many young adults think they can have everything if they commit to nothing, which is why we have this trend of twenty- and thirty-somethings yet to take on adult habits and duties. They do not understand—and our society does not tell them—that committing to nothing leaves you hollow in the heart, soul, and intellect. Avoiding responsibility might seem like a good idea as a young adult, but you are likely to regret it later when your career prospects have diminished, marriage and children seem unattainable, and you realize that your life is a story of talent and opportunity wasted. While childhood has its potent and powerful joys, it is for children, and parents and teachers should be confident in counseling young people to have the courage and fortitude to take their lives seriously. At some point, boys should yearn for manhood, girls should ache to become women. The shallow trappings of infantile amusement should eventually be seen for what they are: mere shadows of greater joys to come. Toys should not be confused with wisdom. Young men and women should want to discard the frivolous playthings and behaviors of childhood and set out in a fresh direction in favor of something that is deeper and more mysterious, satisfying a part of their inner selves they weren’t even aware of as children.
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