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“Rootless, screen-addicted, fragile, aggressive, censorious, aliterate, and culturally ignorant—Millennials have been betrayed by Baby Boomers, Mark Bauerlein shows. Want to understand the woke tyranny? Read The Dumbest Generation Grows Up.”


—R. R. Reno, editor of First Things and author of Return of the Strong Gods: Nationalism, Populism, and the Future of the West


“Where did the Cult of Wokeness come from? Mark Bauerlein makes a rich, detailed case that older Americans ruined the Millennial generation by raising them to believe that there should be no constraints on human nature—and by handing their developing minds over to Silicon Valley. This book is in no way a middle-aged man’s ranting against youth. Rather, it is a serious and persuasive analysis of the damage our society has done to its young—wreckage that the Millennial utopians are now visiting on society—and an urgent plea to refuse and resist the mass culture of idiocracy before we condemn another generation.”


—Rod Dreher, author of The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation and Live Not by Lies: A Manual for Christian Dissidents


“Mark Bauerlein is one of our most percipient and insightful cultural pathologists. In The Dumbest Generation Grows Up, he outdoes himself, showing how the effort to build utopia by jettisoning tradition has bred an entire generation addicted to the mute and dehumanizing platitudes of a sophomoric and self-indulgent nihilism. This is an essential book for our times—clear-sighted, admonitory, mature.”


—Roger Kimball, editor and publisher of The New Criterion


“A very moving book about the first generation of people raised in the Digital Age, showing the costs children pay as adults when they grow up without being given strong general knowledge and, with it, linguistic proficiency in the public sphere. This is especially tragic for the black students of the new generation, who score in reading (and in income) below 80 percent of their white counterparts. The widespread language of equality needs to be backed up with results.”


—E. D. Hirsch Jr., author of Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know and founding chairman of the Core Knowledge Foundation


“In this penetrating and searingly honest book, Mark Bauerlein continues the project he began thirteen years ago, tracking the intellectual and moral devolution of the generation we call the Millennials. In this book he has followed their path as they have moved into an uneasy, unwelcome, and unhappy adulthood. What he sees are failures: our massive (and massively expensive) failure to educate our young or to form in them the traits that are needed for a life of character and generativity. The wondrous hopes of a coming Digital Age have crashed and burned, leaving behind an entire cohort of young Americans wandering around, dazed and directionless, haunted by apocalyptic fears, with faces glued to the empty enchantments of their telephones, ill-equipped for the tasks of living productively in today’s world. If we are to figure out what to do about this disaster, a catastrophe we have imposed upon ourselves, we first must take the full measure of our failure. No one has done that with more tenacity and insight than Mark Bauerlein, and his book will be required reading for all Americans for many years to come.”


—Wilfred M. McClay, professor of history at Hillsdale College


“Poor Cassandra, cursed by Apollo to utter true prophecies that no would believe: You’ll regret it if you haul that wooden horse left by the Greeks inside the gates of Troy, etc. Mark Bauerlein must have offended Apollo too; how better to explain why his 2008 book, The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes Our Future, fell on deaf ears? He warned us that catering to the self-infatuation of the digital generation would have consequences. Among other acts of negligence, ignoring our responsibilities to instruct students how to read worthy literature; how to hear sublime music; how to enjoy sweet, silent thought; or how to weigh the perplexities of self-government would leave those young people unprepared for real life. They would face the world bereft of knowledge, faith, and sound judgment. Bauerlein now bravely faces the results. The ‘Dumbest Generation,’ now in its early thirties, wanders bewildered through the decade in which it should shoulder a serious public role but remains dazzled by utopian fantasies, a pseudo-moral imperative that ‘everyone should be happy,’ and the callow pleasures of the callout culture. Bauerlein, writing gracefully, reflects his own immersion in our rich civilizational heritage. I cannot think of a better cure for cultural dumbness than reading The Dumbest Generation Grows Up with a mind towards really understanding the authors, ideas, and works of artistic genius that thread through its pages.”


—Peter Wood, president of the National Association of Scholars


“A richly argued jeremiad against a generation that is ignorant of the past and is therefore condemned to repeat it—and that has thus also embraced the ideas of communist totalitarians, with little sense that they are doing so or of what the consequences will be. Mark Bauerlein has provided an invaluable service with this remarkably informative book.”


—David Horowitz, founder of the David Horowitz Freedom Center and author of Radical Son: A Generational Odyssey and I Can’t Breathe: How a Racial Hoax Is Killing America


“I would like to be able to praise Mark Bauerlein’s The Dumbest Generation Grows Up as a cautionary tale warning us about what will happen to young minds if their education introduces them to no great books and offers for imitation no transcendent cultural heroes and is bereft of any vision except the empty one of perpetual and unearned happiness. I can’t do that, because Bauerlein’s lesson—delivered in tones elegiac, world-weary, and surprisingly gentle—is that it’s already happened: ‘The fractious, know-nothing thirty-year-old is what we got when we let the twelve-year-old drop his books and take up the screen.’ Entirely persuasive and entirely sad.”


—Stanley Fish, Floersheimer Distinguished Visiting Professor of Law at Yeshiva University
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CHAPTER ONE Making Unhappy—and Dangerous—Adults



What have we done to them?


“Them”—the Millennials, the first Americans to come of age in the Digital Age, the cutting edge of the tech revolution, competing like never before for college and grad school, ready to think globally and renounce prejudice and fashion their profiles to achieve, achieve, follow their passions and be all that they can be—but ending up behind the Starbucks counter or doing contract work, living with their parents or in a house with four friends, nonetheless lonely and mistrustful, with no thoughts of marriage and children, no weekly church attendance or civic memberships, more than half of them convinced that their country is racist and sexist. This is no longer the cohort that in 2010 was “Confident, Self-Expressive, Liberal, Upbeat, and Open to Change.”1 It is a generation with a different theme: “53 Reasons Life Sucks for Millennials.”2


And we—the educators, journalists, intellectuals, business and foundation leaders, consultants, psychologists, and other supervisors of the young—who flattered them as Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation,3 cried, “Here Come the Millennials,”4 left them to their digital devices and video games and five hundred TV channels and three hundred photos in their pockets, fed them diverting apps and stupid movies and crass music, and stuck them with crushing student debt and frightful health-care costs, a coarse and vulgar public square, churches in retreat, and an economy of “creative destruction” and “disruptive innovation” (which the top 10 percent exploited, but the rest experienced as, precisely, destructive and disruptive), all the while giving them little education in history, art, literature, philosophy, political theory, comparative religion—a cultural framework that might have helped them manage the confusions.


No generation had had so many venues for self-realization and could explore them without the guidance of the seniors—Facebook, online role-playing, YouTube (whose original motto, remember, was “Broadcast Yourself”). After all, if Millennials were individuals who could “think and process information fundamentally differently from their predecessors,”5 their minds conditioned to operate in alternative ways by digital immersion in their developing years, then the opinions of Boomers and Generation Xers of what the kids proceeded to do wasn’t altogether relevant. If an eleven-year-old “community volunteer and blogger” could blow away a prominent education consultant with her international network and organizational savvy (“She’s sharing and learning and collaborating in ways that were unheard of just a few years ago”6), then the rest of us were forever fated to play catch-up. “The Internet and the digital world was [sic] something that belonged to adults, and now it’s something that really is the province of teenagers,” a Berkeley researcher told the producers of “Growing Up Online,” a 2008 episode of PBS’s Frontline.7 So who are forty-five-year-olds to judge? As a distinguished academic put it in a keynote discussion at the 2008 South by Southwest festival (SXSW), “Kids are early adopters of all new technologies. And they do it outside the watchful eyes of their parents. So there’s a sense of fear among parents.”8 Lighten up, we were told. Instead of fearing these kids who were passing them by, said the most progressive admirers of this new generation gap, the elders had a better option: “What Old People Can Learn from Millennials.”9


A dozen years ago, those of us watching with a skeptical eye couldn’t decide which troubled us more: the fifteen-year-olds averaging eight hours of media per day or the adults marveling at them. How could the older and wiser ignore the dangers of adolescents’ reading fewer books and logging more screen hours? How could they not realize that social media would flood the kids with youth culture and peer pressure day and night, blocking the exposure to adult matters and fresh ideas and a little high art that used to happen all the time when authors and their new books appeared in a standard segment on Johnny Carson or when Milton Friedman appeared repeatedly on Donohue in the late ’70s, teenagers played Masterpiece and Trivial Pursuit, and even little kids heard Leonard Bernstein’s beloved children’s concerts or got their classical music on Bugs Bunny. In a 2010 speech, George Steiner warned, “Nothing frightens me more than the withdrawal of serious music from the lives of millions of young children”—Chopin and Wagner replaced by “the barbarism of organized noise.” That was the inevitable outcome once technology enabled youths to become independent consumers. But for every George Steiner, there were dozens of intellectuals and teachers willing to cheer the multi-tasking, hyper-social young. Maybe it was that those figures who surely knew better were unwilling to protest for fear of appearing to be grouches, fogeys. Steiner himself admitted, “I sound like a boring old reactionary.” Nobody wanted to be that—though Steiner added, “I don’t apologize.”10


There should have been many, many more critics. The evidence was voluminous. Even as the cheerleaders were hailing the advent of digital youth, signs of intellectual harm were multiplying. Instead of heeding the signs, people in positions of authority rationalized them away. Bill Gates and Margaret Spellings and Barack Obama told Millennials they had to go to college to acquire twenty-first-century skills to get by in the information economy, and the schools went on to jack up tuition, dangle loans, and leave them five years after graduation in the state of early-twentieth-century sharecroppers, the competence they had developed in college and the digital techniques they had learned on their own often proving to be no help in the job market. The solution? Be more flexible, mobile, adaptive! High school students bombed NAEP exams (“the Nation’s Report Card”) in U.S. history and civics,11 but, many shrugged: Why worry, now that Google is around? The kids can always look it up! An August 2013 column in Scientific American featured an author recalling his father paying him five dollars to memorize the U.S. presidents in order and reflecting, “Maybe we’ll soon conclude that memorizing facts is no longer part of the modern student’s task. Maybe we should let the smartphone call up those facts as necessary.”12 As boys began stacking up heavy sessions of video games, Senator Charles Schumer worried that they might become desensitized to violence and death, prompting a columnist at Wired magazine to scoff, “But dire pronouncements about new forms of entertainment are old hat. It goes like this: Young people embrace an activity. Adults condemn it. The kids grow up, no better or worse than their elders, and the moral panic subsides.”13


Such “no big deal” comments didn’t jibe with the common characterization of the digital advent as on the order of Gutenberg, but few minds in that heady time of screen innovations bothered to quibble. Something historic, momentous, epochal was underway, a movement, a wave, fresh and hopeful—so don’t be a naysayer. In December 2011, Joichi Ito, then director of the MIT Media Lab, stated in the New York Times, “The Internet isn’t really a technology. It’s a belief system.”14 And Silicon Valley entrepreneur and critic Andrew Keen was right to call its advocates “evangelists.”15 John Perry Barlow, the renowned defender of open internet who coined the term “electronic frontier,” imagined virtual reality as the Incarnation in reverse: “Now, I realized, would the Flesh be made Word.”16


Given how pedestrian Facebook, Twitter, and Wikipedia seem today, not to mention the oddball auras of their founders and CEOs, it is difficult to remember the masters-of-the-universe, march-of-time cachet they enjoyed in the Web 2.0 phase of the Revolution (the first decade of the twenty-first century). Change happens so fast that we forget the spectacular novelty of it all, the days when digiphiles had all the momentum, the cool. As a friend who’d gone into technical writing in the ’90s told me recently, “It was sooo much fun back then.” Nobody wanted to hear the downsides, especially when so much money was being made. SAT scores in reading and writing kept slipping, but with all the texting, chatting, blogging, and tweeting, it was easy to find the high schoolers expressive in so many other ways, writing more words than any generation in history. The class of 2012 did less homework than previous cohorts did—a lot less—but at the Q & A at an event at the Virginia Military Institute, after I noted their sliding diligence, a young political scientist explained why: they were spending less time on assignments because all the tools and programs they’d mastered let them work so much faster—they weren’t lazy; they were efficient!—at which point the twelve hundred cadets in attendance, tired of my berating them for their selfies, stopped booing and burst out in applause. A much-discussed 2004 survey by the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America, found an astonishing drop in young adults’ consumption of fiction, poetry, and drama, with only 43 percent of them reading any literature at all in leisure hours, 17 percentage points fewer than in 1982,17 but in my presentation of the findings at dozens of scholarly meetings and on college campuses (I had worked on the NEA project), the professionals dismissed them as alarmist and reactionary, arising from a “moral panic” no different from the stuffy alarm about Elvis and comic books fifty years earlier.


Some public intellectuals defended the digitizing kids because they, too, loved Facebook and Wikipedia. “The early signs of a culture of civic activism among young people, joined by networked technologies, are cropping up around the world,” wrote two Harvard scholars in 2008, endorsing the networks for, among other things, helping organize resistance against authoritarian regimes—and thus putting opponents of the internet into the role of supporting repressive forces.18 Others wouldn’t criticize the trends because they didn’t much care about the tradition-heavy materials that dropped out as kids logged on and surfed and chatted—the better books, films, artworks, symphonies and jazz solos, discussion shows, and history no longer present. In an April 2001 story in the New York Times with the revealing title “More Ado (Yawn) about Great Books,” reporter Emily Eakin quoted a top professor: “You can conceive of a curriculum producing the same cognitive skills that doesn’t use literature at all but opts for connecting with the media tastes of the day—film, video, TV, etc. It’s no longer clear why we need to teach literature at all.” Such critical thinking skills are the key aim, Eakin wrote, and “those, some English professors are willing to admit, can be honed just as well through considerations of ‘Sex and the City’ as ‘Middlemarch.’ ”19 From the notion that Sex and the City serves to promote higher-order reflections, it’s only a small step to the satirical videos on collegehumor.com, founded by undergraduates in 1999 and a few years later pulling in $10 million annually. Still others defending digital youth had a personal reason for countenancing the turn to the screen in spite of its intellectual costs: they didn’t want to chide the kids. It made them uncomfortable. They didn’t want to embrace the authority that licensed criticism of others for their leisure choices, and they didn’t want anyone else to assume it, either, and especially not to direct it at the (putatively) powerless adolescents. It sounded too much like get-off-my-lawn bullying.


Whatever the motives, the outcome was a climate of acceptance. Even some of the most conscientious studies of digital youth chose to play it neutral, not to judge. Hanging Out, Messing Around, and Geeking Out: Kids Living and Learning with New Media was a large entry in a series on digital media funded by the MacArthur Foundation and published by MIT Press in 2010. Mizuko Ito of the University of California, Irvine, led a team of twenty-one researchers on a three-year ethnographic project, building case studies, collecting data and contextual information, and providing analytic insights in order to describe the role of digital media, devices, and communications in the ordinary hours of youth in the United States. It was a superb profile of adolescent behavior and the new media environment. The researchers enumerated “intimacy practices” that kept peers close to one another. They explored “fansubbing practices,” the rising status of kids as “technology experts” in their families, what went into profiles on MySpace, the interpretation of “feedback” on open sites such as YouTube, the widening category of “work,” and so forth.20


I skimmed the book when it came out and corresponded briefly with Professor Ito. I just looked back at it and found that the chapters hold up, though some of the technologies are dated, of course. At the beginning of the book, however, the authors briefly declared a certain suspension of judgment that pulled me up short. Stating that they proposed to approach media as “embodiments of social and cultural relationships,” Ito and her coauthors concluded, “It follows that we do not see the content of the media or media platform (TV, books, games, etc.) as the most important variables for determining social or cognitive outcomes.”21 That is, the specific stuff the youths consumed was not a primary influence on their development—not in the eyes of the observers. This was a crucial withholding of critical judgment, flattening the character of the actual subject matter passing through the screens. Whether text messages talked about Shakespeare homework or party gossip, whether an individual browsed the web for Civil War battles or for pets at play, shared photos of Modernist architecture or of party scenes… the researchers were determined to remain indifferent. The methodology demanded it: to document, not assess; to describe, not prescribe. The goal was to render habitats and habits, to show how a new tool produces new activities and alters the environs and beings within it. The content and quality of the materials consumed and created, their aesthetic, moral, and intellectual merits, were to come second or third or last, if at all. The inquirers wouldn’t evaluate the substance of a video game, only how it was situated in the home, how parents regulated it, how kids identified with the figures.… What the kids did with it, not what it was: that was the key. Not what, but how: that was the question.


This is the standard ethnographic posture, of course—disinterested, unbiased, and open-minded—but how much of themselves did the investigators have to suppress in order to stay true to the method? One profile of a young anime expert in the book noted that, though he was at the time a graduate student in electrical engineering at a top school, he spent “about eight hours a day keeping up with his hobby.” His own words: “I think pretty much all the time that’s not school, eating, or sleeping.”22 One might have called this an obsession or an addiction—every leisure moment devoted to a cartoon genre, a habit that disengaged the young man from people and things in his immediate surroundings. If that was too extreme a diagnosis, the authors could at least have pondered the opportunity costs: no exercise, no dating, no volunteering or churchgoing, no books or museums or concerts or other hobbies. I would have asked about, precisely, the content of anime. What was so appealing about it? Was there a particular character or storyline that grabbed him? What were his first feelings at the first viewing? That line of investigation would get to the heart of his case: Is this really how he wishes to spend his teens and twenties? How long does he plan to keep it up? Apart from the pleasure, what does anime do for him that other, more educational diversions might do just as well?


That wasn’t the tack taken by the investigator here, however. Instead, after the young man confessed his every-free-moment groove, the sole comment was, “Building a reputation as one of the most knowledgeable voices in the online anime fandom requires this kind of commitment as well as an advanced media ecology that is finely tailored to his interests.”23


True enough, but when I read that final remark now in 2021, I don’t think about anime, the young man’s extraordinary “commitment,” and his advanced media skills. Yes, his fixation is off the charts, and there is an etiology to trace. But I let it go because I don’t have the information. Instead, I consider the mindset of the observer, the researcher doing the project, an intelligent and caring academic who has somehow turned off her taste, who refuses to ask whether the young man’s lifestyle is healthy or whether anime is really worth so many precious hours of his formative years. What did the observer think about this habit? She must have had an opinion. Did she approve of what anime was doing to him? Would she be happy to see her own child diving into anime and shunning everything else in leisure time? Did she project forward five or ten years and envision this man heading into middle age still hooked, or perhaps no longer hooked and regretting the months and years that might have been?


She couldn’t say; this was a case study, and the proper ethnographic stance preempted such a reckoning. The observer must be all eyes and ears; no value judgments. It was, as I said, a legitimate academic posture, and I admire the dedication of the researchers, but such disinterested examinations went smoothly along with the general unwillingness of elders in the spheres of culture and education in the 2000s to criticize the well-equipped, hyperactive Digital Natives. Our young anime man made that easy because he was exceptional. Obviously high-IQ, energetic, heading toward an advanced degree in a vibrant field, he dived into anime in every free moment without appearing to suffer any injury at all. Why should a kid who could run circles around all of us in the digital space have posed a problem? We had to admire his expertise; he was daunting, a front-runner, a fit representative of the newly entrepreneurial young, endowed with a technology he wielded better than we ever would. The kids were alright.





On October 26, 2018, a story appeared in the New York Times about a surprising trend in Silicon Valley. It bore the title “The Digital Gap Between Rich and Poor Kids Is Not What We Expected,” and it cited the common concern during the late 1990s and 2000s that well-off kids would have abundant access to digital tools and the internet, while poor kids, lacking a computer, would fall further behind in academic achievement and workplace readiness. The digital revolution wouldn’t be a great equalizer. The fear was that it would exacerbate inequalities, with privileged students “gaining tech skills and creating a digital divide,” the story said.


In 2018, however, eleven years after the first iPhone was sold and fourteen years after Facebook was founded, something different and unexpected was happening: “But now, as Silicon Valley’s parents increasingly panic over the impact screens have on their children and move toward screen-free lifestyles, worries over a new digital divide are rising.” As public schools serving poor and minority kids were pushing one-to-one laptop programs, the reporter observed, executives in Palo Alto and Los Altos were sending their children to vigilantly low-tech private campuses such as the Waldorf Schools. A psychologist who had written a recent book about the hazards of screens told the reporter that when he urged poor families in the East Bay to pull their kids away from the internet, they blinked in surprise, while parents in Silicon Valley crowded his seminars, having already read and appreciated his work.


The troubled parents quoted in the story were the opposite of Luddites. Neither were they social conservatives, fundamentalist Christians, or Great Books–types. They came right out of the belly of the digital beast, including the ex-Microsoft executive who noted the customary hype (“There’s a message out there that your child is going to be crippled and in a different dimension if they’re [sic] not on the screen”) and added an understated fact that communicates his disdain nicely: “That message doesn’t play as well in this part of the world.”24 The story doesn’t mention him, but Steve Jobs himself famously kept his own household and kids fairly tech-free, and a parallel Times story published at the same time and by the same reporter, Nellie Bowles, found more tech celebrities doing likewise. Why? Because, explained Chris Anderson, ex-editor of Wired and head of a robotics company, “We thought we could control it. And this is beyond our power to control. This is going straight to the pleasure centers of the developing brain. This is beyond our capacity as regular parents to understand.” He actually compared it to crack cocaine. No ideological or principled objections to social media on these defectors’ part, just a desire not to have their kids swallowed up in screen time. They want their children to go to Stanford and Caltech, and they know that hours online don’t help. They’ve seen how much money tech companies make selling tools to school districts (“Apple and Google compete furiously to get products into schools and target students at an early age”), because once a youth adopts a brand, he tends to stay with it. They are familiar, too, with the many psychologists helping companies with “persuasive design,” the science of getting people onto a site and keeping them there.25 They didn’t have to watch the 60 Minutes segment the year before on “brain-hacking” in order to realize the manipulations at work or to hear Bill Maher comment on it thus: “The tycoons of social media have to stop pretending that they are friendly nerd-Gods building a better world and admit that they’re just tobacco farmers in T-shirts selling an addictive product to children.”26 Nobody could claim that these parents were uninformed alarmists. They knew too much.


The people interviewed in the story weren’t outliers, either—not within their elite group. They exemplified a national trend, a contrary digital divide: kids in lower-income households in the United States tally 42 percent more minutes of screen diversions per day than kids in upper-income households (487 minutes to 342 minutes, according to a Common Sense Media study cited in the “Dark Consensus” story).27 While academics insisted for years, in urgent and radical terms, that youths needed to acquire the latest tools in order to get ahead and join that elite (“To keep pace with a globalized technological culture, we must rethink how we educate the next generation[,] or America will be ‘left behind’ ”28), the most successful and aware individuals in this super-competitive techno-culture acted the opposite way. When they observed their own children at the screen, these high-tech wizards regretted what they had created. That these skeptics inhabited the very industry that produced the tools and nonetheless warned against the damage they do more loudly than the professional guardians of education and tradition; that people who worked at Google showed more circumspection than humanities teachers, school consultants, and culture journalists; that public school leaders pressed ahead on wiring devices into classrooms in a way that led the inventors of those very devices to pull their kids out—this wasn’t merely an ironic twist. It was a condemnation of the professionals.


From the very start, they should have been telling everyone to slow down—above all the kids. As far back as the 1980s, academics were arguing that a sweeping transformation had begun. For instance, a distinguished Renaissance scholar stated in one of the leading scholarly journals of his field, “Digitized communication is forcing a radical realignment of the alphabetic and graphic components of ordinary textual communications.”29 Such drastic pronouncements multiplied in the 1990s and were a cliché by 2000 but no less widely believed. If this was a historic cataclysm, though, the stewards of tradition and mentors of the young should never have stepped back and let the least mature and informed among us plunge into it without caution or reproof. Nobody could have predicted the full impact of such a radical discontinuity with the past. The value of books hadn’t changed, but the value, and possible pitfalls, of the cellphone remained to be seen. Educators and intellectuals should have been the first to rise up and shelter the budding American mind from the billion-dollar onslaught of screens. When Nielsen reported in October of 2010 that the average 13- to 17-year-old with a mobile device sent more than 100 texts per day (3,339 per month),30 they should have issued grave proclamations of dismay and commanded parents to seize those tools immediately. When the Kaiser Foundation reported earlier that year that 8- to 18-year-olds averaged 7 hours and 38 minutes of media consumption per day, often of more than one medium at a time (for example, watching TV and browsing the web simultaneously),31 the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) should have sent weekly alarms to parents ordering them to preserve an hour a day with books.


We needed brisk advocacy of Homer and Mozart, not rosy tales of creative things kids were doing online—which I heard too many times to count, as when, in a meeting of educators to craft standards for high school English, a woman next to me questioned whether we should uphold rules of spelling and punctuation, given all the inventive locutions kids were trading on social media. (She was outvoted, though standards developers now typically allow violations of Standard English in student writing and speaking when they are “appropriate.”) At the VMI event mentioned before, after I had announced to the crowd that I’d told my wife the day before to put on my tombstone “He never took a selfie,” a group of local schoolteachers in the crowd rebuked me by proclaiming that they had integrated social media into their lessons and assignments, kids loved it, and reading scores were climbing (see chapter three for widespread evidence to the contrary). In other dismaying cases, instead of praising the new digital culture, our mentors downgraded the tradition. After Reading at Risk came out in 200432 and The Dumbest Generation in 2008,33 it happened again and again, as I presented the evidence to live audiences. At one event, when I listed figures from the Arts Endowment’s surveys showing young people listening to classical music and jazz at meager rates, an academic respondent objected to the Endowment’s neglect of rock ’n’ roll. At another, when I mentioned low attendance at ballet and musical theater, a respondent wondered why we hadn’t included Spanish/Latino dance on our questionnaire. In one discussion, after I noted that humanities teachers were increasingly dropping novels of more than two hundred pages from their syllabi, finding that fewer undergrads would read them all the way through, a University of Chicago English professor pointed at his computer screen and huffed, “What do you mean they’re not reading? Whaddya think this is?”


Not once at any of the one hundred–plus speeches I gave at libraries, conventions, and campuses, however, did an engineer or software developer challenge me for denouncing texting, Grand Theft Auto, and Facebook. It was the “softer” professionals, the English professors and reading specialists, rhet-comp lecturers and middle school teachers, who took offense. The guardians of the liberal arts had raised critical thinking to the highest goal of humanistic instruction, but strangely the tech folks had five times more critical a perspective on Facebook and the web. Graduate students in literature departments, eager to lay claim to the avant garde, thought hypertexts were really neat, gushing that these electronic texts with live links readers could pursue broke up the cramped “linearity” of print. Community college students who were assigned to edit Wikipedia pages on scholarly subjects combined the old and the new in a compelling way, we were advised. The marvelous technology of “clickers” let freshmen and sophomores give instant feedback that appeared on a screen behind the teacher in college classes, thus transforming bored nineteen-year-olds into active learners. Sure, abuses happened and mistakes were made, but those would disappear in the normal course of adoption as teachers and administrators learned to use the technology well. Tweedy traditionalists regretting the decline of Western Civilization in the curriculum weren’t going to change any of it.


This was the import of the digital revolution for history and civics, literature and art, philosophy and religion. The rising generation didn’t need that knowledge. They heard their elders proclaim that the digital breakthrough had altered the way we think and read and communicate—and didn’t they know it better than anyone else? The past was obsolete; how intoxicating was that idea to eighteen-year-olds! Not only did it save them the effort of studying all that old stuff; better, it lifted the burden of the monuments, the greats, the heroes and geniuses, all the things that can make an adolescent feel small. They were told they deserved the towering title “Millennials,” even though they had never accomplished much. A new age had come. We saw no violence in this revolution, no political or economic convulsions, but certainly two earmarks of breakthrough were clear: a radical departure from the past and a select population forging the future. “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, / But to be young very heaven!” William Wordsworth famously said of the French Revolution in its early stage, which he witnessed firsthand.


Values switched places, as they always do in a revolutionary situation. With history disrupted and language transformed, a full paradigm shift was underway, so that being informed and learned was now an actual disadvantage. The fifty-year-old English professor had passages of Wordsworth in his head line by line, and he could recite the arguments of all the best scholars on Romantic poetry, but his expertise didn’t apply so much anymore. He assumed that his many years of study and teaching had formed him into a worthy mentor. In truth, they had only conditioned him to old ways of knowing. And because the digital event reached all the way down to the very cognitive mechanisms of users, he could never fully enter the twenty-first century. The more he knew about the past, the more immersed in old sonnets and Old Masters and in non-digital ways, the less he could connect with his pupils. The passage from a no-computer ecology to computers-everywhere was comparable to the evolution from an oral society into a literate society, it was said. The brain itself functioned in a new way; there really was a distinct “Net Generation Brain” (a chapter title in Don Tapscott’s Grown Up Digital)34—a contention that recent neurological research supports. “The act of learning to read added an entirely new circuit to our hominid brain’s repertoire,” said cognitive scientist Maryanne Wolf, and when we shifted from print reading to screen reading, that circuit was modified (as we shall discuss later, Wolf believes the modification causes damage).35 The professor “processes” in one way; the sophomores “process” in another. He was tied to the printed page; they scanned screens. He single-tasked; they multi-tasked. He read a sole text in linear sequence; they jumped around, clicked on links, kept twelve tabs open on the desktop. He had been formed in another environment; the gulf was too wide; he couldn’t relate.


As for the Millennials, “The world was all before them,” as Milton says of Adam and Eve as they leave the Garden. This was liberation; the withdrawal of the mentors granted them freedom to roam, to experiment. Nothing confirmed the old ed-school saw that exhorted teachers to switch from sage-on-the-stage to guide-on-the-side better than the PC, which could be personalized to each user, and social media, which let kids learn from one another, not just from the teacher. When the Center for Teaching Innovation at tier-one Cornell University advised professors to “[c]reate a digital learning environment by using online technology such as bulletin boards, blogs, Canvas, or social networking sites where students can interact, ask questions, and share information relevant to the course at any hour,” it frankly diminished the authority of the scholar at the podium and in office hours waiting for undergraduates to drop by. And rightly so: “This generation thinks in many dimensions at once.” Hence, a good instructor won’t impose himself too firmly. Instead, he will “[p]rovide opportunities for students to be creative in how they approach assignments.”36


Such teaching centers opened everywhere in the ’90s and ’00s, and they all said the same thing: use the tools; empower the kids; understand the difference between them and you. Don’t be too controlling; let them discover on their own. Be interactive, we now have the tools, Facebook is your friend! Don’t worry about the fact that the 2011 National Survey of Student Engagement (sample size: three hundred thousand–plus) showed that fully 42 percent of first-year students never spoke with their teachers outside of class about readings and ideas (another 37 percent only “sometimes”). Why is that a problem when at the same time an impressive 45 percent of them did discuss such things with fellow students (41 percent “sometimes,” only 14 percent “never”)?37 Apparently, the kids had realized on their own what the pedagogy experts had had to explain to the grey-haired profs. They were already tugging at the teacher’s leash, “taking ownership” of their education (another ed-school dogma). What they didn’t get from those two and a half hours per week of class time with the teacher they got from one another—a pleasing sign that the much-recommended “collaborative learning” was taking place.


That same year, however, researchers Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa uncovered a piece of evidence that suggested peer learning wasn’t necessarily so helpful. The book was called Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses, and it evoked more commentary in education circles than any book published around that time. Citing the standard premise that peer-to-peer contact involves more equality and trust than peer-to-teacher contact—and thus more receptivity to learning—Arum and Roksa nevertheless found that “students who entered college with higher academic aptitude spent proportionally less time studying with their peers than students who came in with less prior demonstrated ability.” It wasn’t a huge discrepancy, but it did cast doubt on the notion that when peer-to-peer learning didn’t happen it was due to conservative influences from above. Instead, it appeared that stronger students chose not to join groups. They worked better alone.38


That glitch, however, didn’t slow the narrative of fruitful collaboration. We didn’t hear many educators change their orders and command, “Stop studying with your friends and get over to your professor’s office right now.” Professor Arum is currently dean of the School of Education at UC-Irvine, but right across the way is the UCI Learning and Academic Resource Center, which defines its mission thus: “To advance academic success through proven active learning strategies, peer-to-peer collaboration… LARC connects ‘what to learn’ with ‘how to learn’ in a student-centered, collaborative learning experience.”39





Back in April 1969, three decades before the digital revolution, a surprising thing happened at the campus of State University of New York, Old Westbury, when radical theorist Herbert Marcuse visited to give a lecture to the students. Michael Novak describes the episode in his memoir Writing from Left to Right: My Journey from Liberal to Conservative, which includes a full chapter on Novak’s time teaching at Westbury, where he had joined the school as a willing participant in a new way of educating. The college had just opened with a small set of faculty and a hundred students or so. It was a deliberate experiment in precisely the kind of youth empowerment that would take a digital form thirty years later. In this new institution “all students would be ‘full partners,’ and new ways of weaving together learning and action would be explored,” Novak remembers.40 Here, finally, teachers would respect the finer consciousness of students, who hadn’t been corrupted by the Establishment. Undergrads arrived fired up by Vietnam and youth revolt, convinced that the grown-ups had botched the world and wouldn’t let go unless the young forced them, and they demanded that Westbury show how authentic reform works. Many of the teachers agreed.


Novak was in sympathy with the protests of the time, which he paints as part of a “tumultuous quest” for “honesty, courage, and community,”41 but he retained enough common sense to recognize that a college needed some structure and hierarchy. The students’ call for equality became “hatred for authority,” he recalls, a full-on “contempt for normality and ‘bourgeois’ norms.”42 It was ludicrous: students coming to class barefoot and dirty, ordering teachers to approve their independent projects no matter what direction they took, denying the expertise of the very professors appointed to grade and accredit them, worshipping Viet Cong guerrillas and harassing teachers who seemed noncompliant (one day Novak found on his door a note signed by “The Committee” threatening him and his family). The whole experience pushed Novak toward views that would land him squarely among the neoconservatives in the 1980s.


Soon Novak and a few others split off to form their own college-within-a-college, in which the classics would be studied in a traditional manner. There, as provost, he could invite suitable outsiders to come and address the students, one of them being Marcuse. It was a logical choice. Nobody had better credentials than the famed German émigré, who had woven Marx and Freud together to create a compelling indictment of capitalist society in Eros and Civilization (1955) and One-Dimensional Man (1964). His thesis of “repressive tolerance,” which authorized minority revolutionaries to deny free speech rights to conservative foes, thrilled Angela Davis and Abbie Hoffman. Students at Westbury would love to hear him.43


Novak doesn’t mention it, but a year after Marcuse’s visit, an account of it appeared in Playboy magazine under the heading “Portrait of the Marxist as an Old Trouper.”44 It was written by Michael G. Horowitz, a young journalist who had been a student of Marcuse’s at Brandeis a few years before. People “came in droves” to see Marcuse at Westbury, Horowitz stated, students and nonstudents, eager to savor the man whose “revolutionary broadsides [had] always been too delightfully apocalyptic to be anything but explosively alive.” The article recounted Marcuse’s flight from Nazi Germany in the ’30s, his patriotic work for the U.S. Office of War Information during World War II, positions at institutes at Columbia and Harvard in the 1950s, and professorship at Brandeis in the ’60s, which he held until his anti–Vietnam War stance and fervent Marxism poisoned the relationship and he had to go (Marcuse compared America in 1965 to “the terror of Nazi Germany”), eventually relocating to UC–San Diego. By then, Time and the New York Times had named him the star theoretician of the New Left. Student radicals who were otherwise contemptuous of anyone over thirty idolized him. The attendees at Westbury, Horowitz observed, were “as crass in their adoration as the crowd cheering Johnny Winter that night at the Fillmore East.” Novak himself appears in the Playboy account as the “Catholic theologian… whose arguments for the New Left were giving the Vatican fits.” Horowitz spotted him sitting “penitently on the floor, so as to be at Marcuse’s feet.”


Horowitz foresaw that the students’ adulation would be tested, though. He had previous experience of Marcuse, from when he was a sophomore at Brandeis. Just before Marcuse quit the campus, students had held a reception in his honor at which a revealing exchange occurred. Marcuse’s secretary had asked him, in an apparent reference to his formal teaching style, “Why don’t you ever talk to your students?”


“But I do talk to them!” he replied.


Horowitz, standing right there, jumped in: “Ok, let’s talk!” Marcuse let him proceed. “What do you think of student power?” the young man queried.


It was a common challenge at the time, to ask educators in authority how they conceived of their students—as children to be tutored or as budding adults to be set free? Given those polar alternatives, Marcuse was unambiguous: “On Vietnam, on dormitory rules, I am with you. But in the classroom, I believe in only one power—faculty power. When we were students in Berlin, we never dictated to our professors[;] we listened to them.”


That response stuck with Horowitz, who judged Marcuse’s approach “disturbingly authoritarian,” and he didn’t believe Marcuse had changed his educational views since then. What proceeded to unfold at Westbury didn’t surprise him.


“What do you think of black studies?” came a shout from the back once Marcuse took his place at the front and the discussion began.


“I don’t believe in black studies or white studies,” Marcuse answered. “There’s a certain amount of material that every intelligent person should learn.”45


As Horowitz noted, this approach could only sound hopelessly reactionary to the revolutionaries in the room—a core, a tradition, a static canon of hoary works imposed upon a rising generation in order to tame it. The logical challenge would be: What “material”?


When I came across the Playboy article and read the account, such a challenge had an all too familiar ring. It was essentially the same question that was heard throughout academia in the 1980s and ’90s, when multiculturalists discredited the traditional syllabus with the accusatory questions “Whose tradition? Why Shakespeare? Who decides?” I heard it all the time in those years and couldn’t always figure out why it had so much authority, but it did. The questioners—from 1969 through the next few decades—assumed that those put-downs fully justified displacing Western Civilization from the curriculum: English lit from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf, the Great American Novel, art and architecture from the Parthenon to Picasso, the music of Mozart and Stravinsky, and all the rest. This time, though, it didn’t fly with the speaker. Marcuse didn’t bother with a specific defense. He didn’t offer any names or titles. For him, it was obvious what students should be learning: “I am talking about the basics of history, economics, psychology, philosophy, and so on.”


“Are these really relevant to the black student in a revolutionary situation?”


Marcuse acknowledged the apparent irrelevance of the traditional curriculum to kids from the ghetto but insisted that that was all the more reason for the core instruction. The same year he had written that genuine rebellion in an advanced society required “a break with the familiar, the routine ways of seeing, hearing, feeling, understanding things,” something that he understood few uneducated persons could achieve.46 Marcuse didn’t go into that point at Westbury, but we can draw the implication. Without the guidance of tradition, the black student wouldn’t comprehend his own situation, he wouldn’t understand how radical the change must be to transform it, and hence his revolution would never go beyond fruitless gestures of resistance.


“But why bother preparing them?” growled a student Horowitz recognized as a member of SDS (Students for a Democratic Society). “For what? The white man’s economics courses? If he’s seen rats, junkies, and the General Motors Building, he knows all he has to know!” The crowd brayed its approval.


Marcuse had had enough. His tone remained diplomatic, but not his words. “I detect here… a growing anti-intellectual attitude among the students. There is no contradiction between intelligence and revolution. Why are you afraid of being intelligent?” He gave an example of thoughtful activism at UCSD, when students added scholarly material to their demands of the administration and won a concession from the dean. He noted, too, the roles of Voltaire, Diderot, and Rousseau in the French Revolution, and of Marx, Lenin, and Trotsky in the Russian Revolution, thinkers all. That argument quieted the crowd. A stand-off set in. The students didn’t want to go into Voltaire and Marx; they were sure they’d already mastered the tools of revolution. And Marcuse wouldn’t back down; he was unwilling to indulge youth just because they were young. You can imagine them sulking in silence, the man they revered sounding just like their square fathers telling them to finish their homework.47


It was a telling encounter between American upstarts and an Old-World thinker, a clash over readiness, not ideas or politics. Neither side would budge. They couldn’t, because the debate had become too personal. The young revolutionaries wanted to hear about the tactics of the capitalists, yes; but more, they wanted Marcuse to endorse them as they were at that very moment (“Give us student power!”), and he wouldn’t do it. They were already revolutionaries, they believed; but no, he said. If they really wanted to become revolutionaries, they would have to go to their rooms and read more books. Don’t be in such a hurry; you’re not ready yet, this sixty-year-old man told them. This wasn’t a quarrel over politics. It was a quarrel over youth.


In his memory of the event, Novak saw it that way, too. He devoted only one paragraph to Marcuse’s performance. But while at the time that he wrote his memoir, many years after the event, he stood far from the political position of the young reporter, his version of Marcuse’s judgment didn’t contradict Horowitz’s at all: “After mingling with the students, he was affronted and disgusted. At his lecture, he set aside his prepared notes and instead described the severe Prussian discipline of his own education: the classics he had to master; the languages he had to learn by exercises and constant tests. His theme was that no one had any standing on which to rebel against the past—or dare to call himself a revolutionary—who had not mastered the tradition of the West.”48


In both renditions of the story, the master was a disappointment to his fans, precisely because he couldn’t accept them as partners. Not even the tactician of repressive tolerance could bridge the generation gap. Horowitz concludes that Marcuse was a radical thinker but lived a bourgeois life just like the rest of the Establishment, “paying mortgages, getting the car fixed.…” He talked and talked but would never provoke a revolution. Though “a despairing youth intelligentsia needs constant resuscitation,” they weren’t going to get it from Marcuse, Horowitz decided. Novak’s final remark records the impact of the guru’s refusal to approve the students’ rejection of traditional learning: “This was not at all what the students expected. From then on a chill came over quotations from Marcuse.”


That was fifty years ago, at the height of a great upheaval, and it’s amusing to look back on the turnabout that took place at this gathering of angry young men and women at the historic Long Island estate housing Westbury College. It isn’t at all ironic, however, that the guru theorist of the time should be the voice of tradition, for this was Marcuse’s fundamental point: nothing can be more reactionary than to cut the young off from the past and overestimate their novel identity. Or, put it this way: the ruling class rejoices over a stupid revolutionary who fails to spot the machinations that hold him back. Late capitalism works in subtle ways, by a misleading commodity fetishism, for instance, and you have to read a lot in order to see through it—that was the gist. Marcuse was formed in a rigid Prussian system, yes, but personal experience wasn’t what led him to locate power strictly in the professor. He didn’t assign The Social Contract and Candide because his professors had made him read them when he was a student. He did so out of tried-and-true Marxist principle.


It was a paradox, but no less true for that: if you want to be a canny revolutionary, you must start out an obedient student. Especially in a consumer society of relative prosperity, a compliant attitude in the formative years is necessary to the correct understanding of tyranny later on—of how labor gets “alienated,” how bread and circuses cloud people’s class consciousness, and so forth. If you simply trust that your generation, by virtue of its unique place in history, has special insight into injustice and power, you live only in the present, and consumer capitalism loves it when you think like that. You lack the tools of revolution; you’re anti-intellectual, no matter how much you fancy yourself a rogue. Nothing serves the counterrevolutionary faction better than the puffed-up rebel who ignores Marx and Trotsky, neglects Machiavelli and Rousseau, and misses out on Hegel and Robinson Crusoe (a book Marx read closely). Without the background, without the ideas, our self-satisfied subversive is unwary and undiscerning, a shortsighted resister who doesn’t realize that a “revolutionary” wearing blue jeans and a beard is fully as co-optable by consumer society as a conformist sporting an Oxford shirt and a crew cut. That’s what bothered Marcuse about the youths who revered him. They were the opposite of what they thought they were, and few of their teachers were telling them so.


He understood something that the mentors of ’69 didn’t—the designers of the Westbury experiment and so many others, Jerry Rubin and the Youth International Party (the “Yippies”), the heroes of Woodstock and Easy Rider and Zabriskie Point, and the cheering intellectuals such as Charles Reich, whose celebrated paean to the flower children, “The Greening of America,” began, “There is a revolution underway—not like revolutions of the past. This is the revolution of a new generation.”49 Marcuse was as politically radical as any of them, but he drew the line at the classroom, reserving it for the priming of students through lessons in the classics (You think revolution is simple?). As Marcuse watched the youngsters toss the tradition into the trash, he must have thought to himself, What a damning self-conception they’ve absorbed. The archetypal leftist could only despise the hip young Westbury faculty member announcing to all that he would approve any project a student brought forward, even one in which the student proposed to lay matches end to end across the Brooklyn Bridge (Novak describes that very declaration in his book).


It is easy to see why that cutting-edge mentor at Westbury would encourage such a thing. The senior project wouldn’t force the student to learn much history, economics, or ethics, but it would help instill a certain personal conviction, an attitude these younger teachers admired and fostered: you, young man or young woman, just out of adolescence, but very concerned by what you see and hear, you are in charge; you have the authority. We, the teachers, are but helpers and facilitators, not masters—use us as you will. This would be the lasting impression created by the revolutionary new student-centered education: a ridiculously inflated notion of the students’ capacities that would eventually cost them dearly. How would it play once they left the campus?


The undergraduates who ate it up denounced the System and the Establishment, suspected the Suits, refused to accept hierarchy, and claimed a unique perception of the whole rot. That’s what their more enlightened mentors licensed them to do. But out in the real world, what would experienced workers conclude after a few weeks in the store or the office or on a work site with this kind of person? These graduates would leave school sure of themselves and suspicious of bosses, older coworkers, and neighbors, aiming to change the world but not really knowing very much about it. The kids at Westbury were outspoken about the irrelevance of the tradition, of the whole Establishment, dumping the old learning and the old ways with unprecedented self-conviction. Five years later, however, the confidence they had acquired in class would turn to bitterness when they found that the mentors’ high opinion of them wasn’t so widely shared in the larger society. They would discover that the pride they had taken in their youthful rebellion wasn’t particularly helpful in the workplace, which values specific competencies more than anyone’s self-esteem.


In other words, by praising the young as a special cohort at a pivotal point in history, by flattering them as “partners” in their own upbringing, in granting them political purity by virtue of their mere youth, the sympathetic observers, teachers, and thinkers did the opposite of their intent. They handed the young a tempting self-image that would never hold up. They may have believed that they cared more for the juniors than Marcuse and the old German disciplinarians ever did, but their tender forbearance only fostered illusions. Time would pass, our young idealists would grow older, youth would fade, the revolution wouldn’t materialize, illusions would collapse, and the radicals of ’69 would have no intellectual resources by which to cope. The world wouldn’t make sense, and the novels, treatises, artworks, religions, and chronicles that might have explained their failures to them and offered models for recovery would be unavailable—because the mentors hadn’t lodged them in their heads. This was the sorry irony: the more the mentors complimented teens and early-twenty-somethings as a vanguard sufficient unto itself with no need for the guideposts of tradition, the more they ill-equipped them for adulthood.


This brings us to the thesis of this book. The Marcuse affair happened five months before the very first message was sent from one computer to another, the letters l-o-g, typed on October 1, 1969, at UCLA and read simultaneously at Stanford (where the computer crashed before the word login was complete). Nobody at Westbury, Sproul Plaza, Kent State, or any other site of student protest imagined what was coming. They wouldn’t have believed that one day the icon of youth rebellion would no longer be the stormy college student burning a draft card but a bouncy tween on an iPhone. The generational dynamic would be the same, though. The ’60s’ idealization of youth and denigration of the past got a reprise in the November 11, 2007, 60 Minutes segment “Here Come the Millennials,” which started with a warning to employers: “A new breed of American worker is about to attack everything you hold sacred: from giving orders, to your starched white shirt and tie.” The querulous longhairs of ’69 self-righteously suspicious of the Man were reincarnated in the networked high schoolers whose teachers hailed them with this encomium at Edutopia, the influential project of the George Lucas Educational Foundation: “I’m giving my students an award. A major award! I’m honoring them for stepping outside the comfort zone of the school system that they have been subject to for most of their lives, authoring their own learning, and in the process, enjoying it.”50 Marcuse’s rebuke to the mentors who had encouraged that same adolescent confidence in 1969 could well be applied to these youth watchers of the 2000s: in telling the kids that they were a pioneering cohort, marking them as heralds of the next millennium, casting the past as error or irrelevance, these false prophets were doing a terrible thing. But this time, as they argued just as heartily for the special acumen of the young and the mustiness of tradition, they could point to material evidence: the phenomenal tools kids wielded so much better than their parents and teachers. Those handheld devices and Facebook profiles were delivering the independence youth had long deserved, we were supposed to agree; the mentors never considered this could be a disaster.


It was a disaster, and it was never going to be anything but a disaster. We shouldn’t even have to enumerate what the kids didn’t get, what they missed out on as the compliments poured in, but when things get this screwy, the basics must be reiterated. To cut the young off from a living past was to deprive them of a profound and stabilizing understanding of life, of themselves. To immerse them with one another, the private space of the teen’s bedroom now a bustling social space open for business all night long, was to ramp up peer pressure like crazy. To neglect the masterpieces of art and ideas, epic events and larger-than-life personages, was to level their enjoyments to the mundane. To allow their religious impulses to flicker, not to expose them to the orderly ministrations of Sunday mornings, was to leave them among the “Nones,” a label with sad undertones. The bold and giddy digiphiles exhorted them, “You’re free—be creative—change the world—you’re the future—the iPhone 4 is out next month!” But there was a grim subtext: “There is no tradition for you—you have no usable past—no greatness to revere—you’re on your own.”


Gaming, chatting, surfing, browsing, trolling, texting, tweeting, photoshopping… superficial ventures all, as the words suggest, and the kids rode the waves with abandon, unable to dive beneath the surface. The little screens and their all-too-present buddies and “friends,” rivals and sex partners, bullies and mean girls, avatars and game characters barred the apprehension of the Good and the True. This was no place for the sublime, and there were only fleeting sightings of the Beautiful. Prayer, contemplation, aesthetic distance, a silent walk in the woods, Beethoven’s Fifth, an hour in an easy chair with Jane Austen and no interruptions… they wouldn’t happen. Digiphiles promised that the internet would bring the universe of knowledge to everyone with a device, but only the rare fourteen-year-old used it that way. The social side counted most. Pew’s 2010 report on “Teens and Mobile Phones” astonished no one when it stated, “Text messaging explodes as teens embrace it as a vital form of daily communication with friends.”51 That those tools tied the kids to one another 24/7 didn’t raise much concern. Eleven years before Marcuse’s visit to Westbury, his countrywoman Hannah Arendt had warned that child-centered child-rearing would free kids from the tyranny of adults only to subject them to “the tyranny of their own group,”52 of their peers, which terrified them far more than the decrees of their fathers. But the mentors of the twenty-first century couldn’t admit such a thing; nobody wanted to speak of Millennials as dictatorial. They were the most tolerant generation in human history, you see: united against racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia…


Millennials couldn’t tell you what rights the First Amendment guaranteed, but they had the correct attitude toward same-sex marriage, so we needn’t be concerned. They wouldn’t rank Madama Butterfly above Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance,” but that was just a commendable respect for diverse arts. They couldn’t detail the hardships of General Washington at Valley Forge or the significance of his withdrawal to Mount Vernon after the war, but they knew he owned slaves, and that was the important thing. In sum, the argument went, if their beliefs weren’t founded on very much knowledge, nor their tastes formed out of the best art and music and verse, nevertheless what they heard from and shared with one another online, the video games they played and screen shots they took, the selves they crafted and projected on Facebook and in Second Life: these were sufficient to make them into happy grown-ups and good citizens.


But they weren’t. We are now fourteen years past the publication of The Dumbest Generation, which documented the anxious hours of hyper-connected kids and predicted for them a difficult maturity. I was blunt: “The Dumbest Generation will cease being dumb only when it regards adolescence as an inferior realm of petty strivings and adulthood as a realm of civic, historical, and cultural awareness that puts them in touch with perennial ideas and struggles.”53 It was obvious to me that a twenty-first-century teenager who didn’t read books or magazines or newspapers, who had no religion and ignored history, civics, and great art, would grow into an unsatisfied and confused adult. The pains of aging and parenting, workplace drudgery, monthly bills and cleaning house, the scattering of friends and family, an encounter or two with death (a parent or grandparent)… and the middle-aged Millennial would lack the solace of the Sermon on the Mount and the calm of Mahler’s “Adagietto.” Self-portraits by Rembrandt and Van Gogh would have given them the opportunity to lock eyes with men of profound sadness; the screens to which they had transferred their attention would instill no similar thoughtfulness and discernment. A bad formation was taking place—anti-intellectual, ahistorical, and vulgar—which cut their attention spans and fed their extended adolescence, and it had to stop.


As I noted above, reaction to the thesis of The Dumbest Generation was swift and feisty. An op-ed in the Washington Post by Neil Howe after our debate at the American Enterprise Institute was characteristic: “Generational attitudes, Bauerlein’s included, are typically long on attitude and short on facts.”54 How could I call the Millennials dumb? They had just elected the polished, professorial Barack Obama president. What about the fact that more of them went to college than any other cohort? And all the volunteering and service they were doing? In hundreds of interviews, from CBS News with Katie Couric to BBC’s World Today to NPR, the hosts countered, Wait, doesn’t every aging generation do the “Kids these days!” thing?


Well, as I said, we are now fourteen years past that publication date. The financial collapse of late 2008 happened, college costs continued to rise and student debt soared, the job market stagnated, ISIS emerged and gruesome killings were broadcast, the Arab Spring rose and fell, Barack Obama won a second term (but race relations seemed to worsen), Black Lives Matter broke out on college campuses, Donald Trump (incredibly) entered the White House, #MeToo sprung up and Harvey Weinstein went down, the transgender crusade began, the Kavanaugh hearings unfolded, the economy improved (but then COVID reached our shores), George Floyd died, looting and riots happened… and here we are with another election having left bitter feelings, lockdowns still in place here and there, and revolutionary sentiments in the air. The Twixters of the ’00s reached their majority in the up-and-down ’10s, and it had to be tough for them as they made their way toward manhood and womanhood. The sixteen-year-old of The Dumbest Generation is now twenty-nine years old. The nine-year-old who got her first cell phone in 2008 is now twenty-one. How is he faring? What has she become? How have they experienced and understood the intensities of our era?


Not very well. Whether it comes from media, social science, population surveys, college reports, or anecdotes, the evidence says that the young American psyche is sore and restive. “The truth is,” a Psychology Today columnist wrote in 2019, “although no one can really agree about the millennial generation, one thing is fairly certain: They’re stressed out.”55 An October 2020 story in Business Insider linking to lots of statistics bore the headline “Lonely, Burned Out, and Depressed: The State of Millennials’ Mental Health in 2020”56—an echo of several hundred other accounts of misery. An April 2020 recap in the Atlantic of the Millennials’ job and financial condition titled “Millennials Don’t Stand a Chance” termed the ones turning thirty a whole new “lost generation.”57 They don’t like other people very much, either, with 60 percent of eighteen-to-twenty-nine-year-olds believing that “most people can’t be trusted” and 71 percent believing that most people “would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance” (older age groups scored much lower on mistrust).58 One of the best observers of the Millennials, Jean Twenge, compiled a mountain of data to produce a book published in 2017 with the unsparing title iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy—and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood (and What This Means for the Rest of Us).59


They believed that they would achieve a fulfilling work-life balance and transform the office (no cubicles for them!), but an August 2016 Gallup poll reported that only 29 percent of them were “engaged in their jobs.”60 They graduated from college only to find they had joined what is now called the “overproduction of elites”—too many people trained for the professions, more than our society needs—and they were stuck with high loan payments and unattractive career options.61 They insisted that every person be free to love whomever he wants, yet as they’ve grown older, they’ve increasingly failed to find a mate for life. A 2014 Urban Institute study entitled “Fewer Marriages, More Divergence: Marriage Projections for Millennials to Age 40” reported, “We find that the percentage of millennials marrying by age 40 will fall lower than for any previous generation of Americans.”62


The data are depressing, even if the Millennials overstate their plight. You can understand why members of the Greatest Generation would see them as a bunch of crybabies. If the former spotted a June 2020 column in the Washington Post entitled “The Unluckiest Generation in U.S. History,” which highlighted the financial pains of young people during COVID,63 they must have snorted at the absurdity. No Depression, no Dust Bowl, no War in the Pacific, no polio, no Jim Crow, no Iron Curtain, no military draft… gimme a break! When they saw the infamous undergrad at Yale shrieking on the quad at a faculty member for failing to secure a “safe space” and a “home” for her, they must have wondered at the hysteria that could cast Ivy League grounds as dangerous territory.64 When a 2017 study in the Journal of American College Health showed that one in four students suffered “clinically significant symptoms related to the election [of Mr. Trump],”65 Greatest Generation readers had to have blurted out, “What? You think you get to win every time?”


The Millennials may be exaggerating their suffering, but that only proves how poorly they have been trained for life. “Sometimes we’re not prepared for adversity,” says Cannonball Adderley, and his advice—plead to the Lord for “Mercy, Mercy, Mercy”—the kids never heard and wouldn’t want to follow. It calls for the very humility they were told was unnecessary for a Digital Native. A little knowledge of the presidency going back a hundred years would have revealed how often the wheel turns and the inconceivable happens (as when Teddy Roosevelt took charge in 1901), thus softening the trauma they were experiencing over President Donald Trump. But they’d never really known any other president than Barack Obama, and they assumed that only someone like him, or at least someone pledging to carry on his legacy, deserved to enter the White House. If they’d read one hundred good novels in their teens, they would have developed a fuller cognizance of virtues and vices, the practice of interpreting Ahab and Heathcliff and the Invisible Man being a good tryout for relations with real and often challenging people. It might have prevented the knee-jerk responses to dissenting opinions—such as those we saw when Jordan Peterson and Ben Shapiro took questions from the audience, the “That’s racist!” and “That’s sexist!” verdicts that shut down the marketplace of ideas.


The Millennials grew up in a world of their own, though, and it didn’t provide them with the tools to handle the ordinary pains of life once they had to leave that world. Most of them had no religion to give shape and direction to their mortal careers, no doctrine to explain suffering when it came. The “Nones” phenomenon is widely documented, but even those who had active faith and often went to church adopted a watery, shallow conception of people and things, and of God, too—what sociologists Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton have termed “moralistic therapeutic deism”—which preaches the goodness and tolerance of God and the rightful happiness of all souls on earth, but which wouldn’t help them get over a bitter breakup, a miserable job, or an unwise social media post or photo that brought the ire of a digital mob down upon the poster. Why does a good God let bad things happen? No answer.


If they didn’t have recourse to firm scriptural guidance, then perhaps the wisdom of Socrates, the pathos of Ophelia, or the pep talk of Walden might have done, but they didn’t have those, either. The schools didn’t instruct them in the great and momentous, and pop culture certainly didn’t pass those things along. It used to, when Sherman and Mr. Peabody travelled back in time on the Bullwinkle show, or when the popular 1950s radio and TV series You Are There, hosted by Walter Cronkite, covered in news-like fashion the assassination of Caesar and death of Cleopatra, the Battle of Hastings, Joan of Arc, the Salem witch trials.… True, there were lots of little programs like that available online in 2010, and you could watch You Are There episodes on YouTube (the ones I just looked up were posted in 2014), but this time they had to compete with a million games and Instagram photos and music videos, and they lost. The kids were too tuned in to one another to listen to the voices of the dead. A dose of patriotism, too, might have given a foundation to their adulthood, but they weren’t inclined to feel much loyalty to country, state, or town when the internet had turned the earth into a global village and they could socialize as easily with a stranger a thousand miles away as with a kid down the street. Even a hobby with a little cultural content would help—say, an interest in the Civil War or 1950s American cars, World War II fighter planes (models you could glue together) or 1940s fashions, Victorian novels or the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew books—but to our sophisticated Millennial with phone in hand, those diversions were silly.


Such things would have shored them up in the way religious faith supported people in earlier times. They could have been coping resources, giving the Millennials a moral meaning relevant to their condition, building the kind of strength you see in the Greatest Generation. Growing up is painful, and tales of awkward youth—The Catcher in the Rye, Great Expectations, The 400 Blows—would bring a little relief. My twin brother and I watched Star Trek reruns one summer, and I realized later the lessons in leadership we absorbed from Captain Kirk and his lieutenants, along with the references in different episodes to Shakespeare, Paradise Lost, ancient Rome, Lincoln, the U.S. Constitution.… I remember going to bed at night after a hard day in twelfth grade with a Philip Marlowe book in hand—Los Angeles in the ’30s, gamblers and dames and a hero trying to keep his scruples. It made the squalor of high school a little less imposing by offering an escape and a promise: life could be serious and romantic, not always this paltry, fearful existence in a Del Mar apartment in 1977.


The nineteenth-century poet-critic Matthew Arnold, writing in an age of dizzying change, had this to say about the benefit of things from long ago: “I know not how it is, but their commerce with the ancients appears to me to produce, in those who constantly practice it, a steadying and composing effect upon their judgement, not of literary works only, but of men and events in general.”66 I cited that observation in The Dumbest Generation, and nothing in the progress of the lives of the Digital Natives who ignored it has lessened its truth. As the modern world hits you with one disruption after another, marvelous or not, and as the Digital Age speeds it up as never before,67 the ancients steady and compose you, keep you balanced. That’s the formula: acquaintance with the old helps you accommodate the new. A well-read man won’t be so shocked by politicians clamoring for war; Thucydides called it in 431 BC. Or, if a girl’s love for a rambling fellow is getting out of control, her mother understands it because she has for comparison the many women who fell for Lord Byron and Picasso, the tale of Cathy and Heathcliff, Richard III’s seduction of Lady Anne.… Hard and distressing phenomena don’t go away, but they can be apprehended more smoothly, and that feels better. The heroes and villains of the Roman Empire and the French Revolution are a reliable yardstick against which to measure the leaders of today, and the comparison strengthens you to resist manipulation. The best examples of art and literature, the astute wit of Molière and the mournful lines of The Waste Land and the beauties of Schubert’s Lieder… they supply intellectual standards that give you perspective on the consumer society. Such things show the young what it means to grow up.


Arnold is remembered most for his definition of criticism: “a disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate the best that is known and thought in the world.”68 People see him as a conservative because he admitted few contemporary works into that high classification. But Arnold’s definition has more, another phrase that by itself sounds quite progressive: “… and thus to establish a current of fresh and true ideas.” That makes the past less static. The best that has been known and thought doesn’t stifle the present or discourage the living. Instead, it filters out the stale and the false and draws forth the psychically healthy, the authentically new. Most important for the young, it sets them into a current, the river of time that flows from long ago and far away right up to their feet and from them shall proceed to the generations to come. This is a fund of creation bigger and better than the social network. We should have told them so again and again. It can give you a second home. A youth conversing with Dante or Manet, caught up in Civil War battles, collecting stamps and coins, even wearing vintage clothes, joins a lineage that makes him less alone and unacknowledged. He can be like W. E. B. Du Bois, living in a society that knocks him down but making uplifting contact with comrades long gone:




I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not. I cross the color line and move arm and arm with Balzac and Dumas, where smiling men and welcoming women glide in gilded halls. From out of the caves of evening that swing between the strong-limbed Earth and the tracery of stars, I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what soul I will, and they come all graciously with no scorn nor condescension.69





This balm was always available to Millennials as they tripped over hurdles in the real world—well short of God, but a whole lot better than the twenty-first-century ethos that gave them no inheritance, only a screen and keyboard and whatever in the way of friends and accomplishments they could make of them. Someone had to inform them, though—mentors with the knowledge, confident enough to pass it on. For, besides familiarizing them with particular works from the tradition, the mentors would have had to persuade the young of the value of the past, something that doesn’t come naturally to a twelve-year-old. They had to learn that Gettysburg and the Address were not just schoolwork, that there were other reasons to study the fate of Robespierre than the final grade. History is more than knowledge, the mentors should have said; it’s moral truth. Literature is more than plot and character; it’s personal. A nation isn’t just a place; it’s part of who you are: you’re an American. But the mentors didn’t tell them any of those things. In forty years as a student and teacher of English, I watched the humanities at the high school and college levels deliberately drained of this very conviction. Instead of urging eighteen-year-olds to absorb English literature, from Chaucer to James Joyce, as the best inventions in the language we speak, the professors opted for “critical thinking” as the prime goal of learning. Comparative literature scholars and art historians turned ever more to contemporary theory—to Lacan, Foucault, and the rest—and away from subject matter, Flaubert and the Pantheon. They didn’t tell students they had to learn the canon; no, students must “interrogate” the canon. They dropped the classics or changed their purpose from things to be assimilated because of their inherent value to things to be picked up so that a student might exercise his critical faculty.


This was asking kids to build while holding back the tools. It emphasized critical thinking over subject matter knowledge, but critical thinking about a subject only happens on top of thorough knowledge of that subject. In a March 2005 essay in the Atlantic, Ross Douthat demonstrated the hollowness of this kind of education by describing one assignment in a course he took in his final year as an undergraduate at Harvard: The American West, 1780–1830. The teacher had handed the students two journal articles on the theory and practice of “material history” and sent them to the Peabody Museum to select a pair of objects from the frontier era—one made by Indians, one by Europeans—asking for an in-depth comparative analysis of them. Douthat chose a Sioux war club and a six-shooter but then wondered, “How could I eke out ten pages when I knew nothing about the provenance of the weapons or the significance of the markings?” Well, it turned out to be easy, and he “didn’t need to do any reading, absorb any history, or learn anything at all.”70 Douthat merely strung together clever-sounding observations, such as “Chief Antelope’s war club is less a weapon than a talisman of supernatural power.… The ‘H.A. Brigham’ inscription, a [nineteenth-]century version of the modern logo, reinforces the revolver’s connection to a capitalist order.…” He had heard such abstract insights from many teachers at Harvard, and they could be applied in spite of his total ignorance of everything else about the objects being described. It was easy to wield the standard catchphrases whose bare mention marked the student as an advanced intelligence. Nifty! Douthat concludes, “By the time I had finished, I almost believed it.” The paper got an A.71


Look at the personal impact, though. Douthat’s effort didn’t produce a meaningful understanding of the old. It blocked that understanding. Douthat didn’t come any closer to imagining the weapons in 1820 in the hands of reckless and deadly men. The whole exercise was trivial, and it left him slightly embarrassed. He didn’t learn anything. He faked it, and he admitted it. His teacher had turned the past into a pretext.


It happened a million times to the Millennials, and few of them recognized the sham as Douthat did. After all, that kind of instruction required less reading and less work, and you could still get an A. Who wanted to raise objections that would only raise the weekly page count? Questions about whether this superficial style of humanities education really formed rising Americans into sturdy citizens and discerning consumers weren’t asked. This was Harvard, the best! True, the graduates would become adults with little civic sense, without legends, stories, powerful images, and beautiful songs and Great Books in their bones. So what?


With mentors like that, it’s no surprise that we see so much anger, anxiety, fragility, self-righteousness, and dismay among Millennials now in their late twenties and thirties. They were never handed something that everybody needs: the religious and historical and cultural equipment to manage a busy world. They grew up with a gaping hole in their souls, and “the soul has needs that must be satisfied.”72 That line comes from Alexis de Tocqueville in Democracy in America, in the chapter entitled “Why Certain Americans Display Such an Exalted Spiritualism.” It follows a section on “The Love of Material Enjoyments” and seems to contradict it, but that’s the point. In America, Tocqueville said, the “passion for material well-being” was universal, but there was spiritual passion as well. Indeed, the truth that man does not live by bread alone was demonstrated nowhere so well as it was in the towns and hamlets Tocqueville visited. As he toured the States in 1831 and ’32, he was surprised to see such otherworldly ardor—“an exalted and almost fierce spiritualism that one scarcely encounters in Europe”— in a nation otherwise devoted to material gain without an established church.73


Another factor helped explain it: compared to the Old World, the United States had no authoritative traditions or recognized history. In his preface to The Marble Faun (1860), Nathaniel Hawthorne complained that it was hard to write a romance about a country “where there is no shadow, no antiquity, no mystery, no picturesque and gloomy wrong nor anything but a commonplace prosperity, in broad and simple daylight.”74 The landscape had no depth, no “ruined castles,” Goethe noted. Young men and women didn’t live in the memory of what their grandfathers in the town had done, because the town hadn’t existed back then, or if it were an old city such as Boston or Philadelphia, it had changed too much over two generations. People moved around too much to build up a sense of former times. Recent immigrants from Germany didn’t remember the Pilgrims. They just wanted space to do their own thing.


But the flatness of daily life, the fixation on middle-class well-being in a present that lacks moral meaning, didn’t serve the soul (not then and not now). The more a society pushes “the search for material goods alone,” Tocqueville implies, the more thirsty for spiritual nourishment the people will be. Again, man cannot live by bread alone. He has a “taste for the infinite and the love of what is immortal,” Tocqueville wrote. Those are “sublime instincts.” If a school or a town or a job doesn’t feed them, if all that people get is “enjoyment of the senses,” they will turn elsewhere for the satisfaction of those deeper desires. That explains the “itinerant preachers who peddle the divine word from place to place” toward whom the most isolated, struggling, and uneducated farmers and their families flocked. People will always crave a higher purpose. Such instincts are eternal, and a man “can hinder and deform them, but not destroy them.”
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