Excerpts from David Brooks' article 
"How America Got Mean" 
The Atlantic, 2023 (page numbers refer to pages in the PDF of the article)
Reflection questions follow at the end of the document.


Page 1 (of the article) 
The percentage of people who say that they don't have close friends has increased 4 fold since 1990. The share of Americans, age 25 to 54, who weren't married or living with a romantic partner, went up to 38% in 2019, from 29% in 1990. A record high 25% of 40-year-old Americans have never married. More than half of all Americans say that no one knows them well.  The percentage of high school students who report 'persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness' shot up from 26% in 2009 to 44% in 2021.

We're enmeshed in some sort of emotional, relational, and spiritual crisis, and it undergirds our political dysfunction and the general crisis of our democracy. What is going on?

The most important story about why Americans have become sad and alienated and rude, I believe, is also the simplest: We inhabit a society in which people are no longer trained in how to treat others with kindness and consideration. Our society has become one in which people feel licensed to give their selfishness free rein. The story I'm going to tell is about morals. In a healthy society, a web of institutions - families, schools, religious groups, community organizations, and workplaces - helps form people into kind and responsible citizens, the sort of people who show up for one another. We live in a society that's terrible at moral formation.

Moral formation, as I will use that stuffy-sounding term here, comprises three things. First, helping people learn to restrain their selfishness. How do we keep our evolutionarily  conferred egotism under control? Second, teaching basic social and ethical skills. How do you welcome a neighbor into your community? How do you disagree with someone constructively? And third, helping people find a purpose in life. Morally formative institutions hold up a set of ideals. They provide practical pathways towards a meaningful existence: Here's how you can dedicate your life to serving the poor, or protecting the nation, or loving your neighbor.

Page 4:
Academic subjects are imparted through books and lectures. But we learn most virtues the way we learn crafts, through the repetition of many small habits and practices all within a coherent moral culture - a community of common values, whose members aspire to earn one another's respect.

[A former] guiding premise was that concepts like justice and right and wrong are not matters of personal taste. An objective moral order exists. And human beings are creatures who habitually sin against that order. This recognition was central, for example,  to the way the civil-rights movement in the 1950s and early 1960s thought about character formation. "Instead of assured progress in wisdom and decency, [humanity] faces the ever-present possibility of swift relapse not merely to animalism but to such calculated cruelty as no other animal can practice," Martin Luther King Jr. believed. 


Page 5:
The crucial pivot happened just after World War II, as people wrestled with the horrors of the 20th century. One group, personified by the theologian Reynold Niebuhr, argued that recent events had exposed the prevalence of human depravity and the dangers in particular of tribalism, nationalism, and collective pride. This group wanted to double down on moral formation, with a greater emphasis on humility.

Another group, personified by Carl Rogers, the founder of humanistic psychology, focused on the problem of authority. The trouble with the 20th century, the members of this group argued, was that the existence of rigid power hierarchies led to oppression in many spheres of life. We need to liberate individuals from those authority structures, many contended. People are naturally good and can be trusted to do their own self actualization.

According to this ethos, morality is not something that we develop in communities. It's nurtured by connecting with our authentic self and finding our true inner voice.

Page 6: 
Over the course of the 20th century, words relating to morality appeared less than less frequently in the nation's books. According to a 2012 paper, usage of a cluster of words related to being virtuous also declined significantly. Among them were bravery (which dropped by 65%), Gratitude (58%) and humbleness (55%). For decades, researchers have asked incoming college students about their goals in life. In 1967, about 85% said they were strongly motivated to develop "a meaningful philosophy of life";  by 2000 only 42% said that. Being financially well off became the leading life goal; by 2015, 82% of students said wealth was their aim.

Page 7:
"Moral communities are fragile things, hard to build and easy to destroy," the psychologist Johnathan Haight writes in his book The Righteous Mind. When you are raised in a culture without ethical structure, you become internally fragile. You have no moral compass to give you direction, no permanent ideals to which you can swear ultimate allegience. "He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how," the psychiatrist (and Holocaust survivor) Victor Frankl wrote...  Those without a why fall apart when the storms hit.

Expecting people to build a satisfying moral and spiritual life on their own by looking within themselves is asking too much. A culture that leaves people morally naked and alone leaves them without the skills to be decent to one another. Social trust falls apart because more people are untrustworthy. That creates crowds of what psychologists call "vulnerable narcissists". We all know grandiose narcissists - people who revere themselves as the center of the universe. Vulnerable narcissists are the more common figures in our day - people who are also addicted to thinking about themselves, but who often feel anxious, insecure, avoidant. Intensely sensitive to rejection, they scan for hints of disrespect. Their self-esteem is wildly in flux. Their uncertainty about their inner worth triggers cycles of distress, shame, and hostility.

Sadness, loneliness, and self-harm turn into bitterness. Social pain is ultimately a response to a sense of rejection - of being invisible, unheard, disrespected, victimized. When people feel that their identity is unrecognized, the experience registers as an injustice - because it is. People who have been treated unjustly often lash out and seek ways to humiliate those who they believe have humiliated them.

Page 8:
For people who feel disrespected, unseen, and alone, politics is a seductive form of social therapy. It offers them a comprehensible moral landscape: the line between good and evil runs not down the middle of every human heart, but between groups. Life is a struggle between us, the forces of good, and them, the forces of evil.  

People who feel isolated and under threat flee to totalizing identities.

Politics appears to give people a sense of righteousness: A person's moral stature is based not on their conduct, but on their location on the political spectrum. You don't have to be good; you just have to be liberal - or you just have to be conservative. The stronger a group's claim to victim status, the more virtuous it is assumed to be, and the more secure its members can feel about their own innocence.

Politics overwhelms everything. Churches, universities, sports, pop culture, healthcare are swept up in a succession of battles that are really just one big war - red versus blue.

Page 10:
Even as our public life has grown morally bare, people, as part of their elemental nature, yearn to feel respected and worthy of respect, need to feel that their life has some moral purpose and meaning. People still want to build a society in which it is easier to be good. So the questions before us are pretty simple. How can we build morally formative institutions that are right for the 21st century? What do we need to do to build a culture that helps people become the best versions of themselves?

Normally, Iris Murdoch argues, we go about our days with self-centered, self-serving eyes. We see and judge people in ways that satisfy our own ego. We diminish and stereotype and ignore, reducing other people to bit players in our own all-consuming personal drama. But we become morally better, she continues, as we learn to see others deeply, as we learn to envelop others in the kind of patient, caring regard that makes them feel seen, heard, and understood.  This is the kind of attention that implicitly asks, "What are you going through?" and cares about the answer. 

We can, Murdoch concluded, "grow by looking." [The Sovereignty of Good]

Page 13:
Statecraft is soulcraft. The laws we pass shaped the kind of people we become.

Look, I understand why people don't want to get all moralistic in public. Many of those who do are self-righteous prigs, or rank hypocrites. And all of this is only a start. But healthy moral ecologies don't just happen. They have to be seeded and tended by people who think and talk in moral terms, who try to model and inculcate moral behavior, who understand that we have to build moral communities because on our own, we are all selfish and flawed. Moral formation is best when it's humble. It means giving people the skills and habits that will help them be considerate to others in the complex situations of life. 

Reflection Questions:

1. Where do you find yourself in the article? What resonates or irritates? What challenges you?

2. Where do you find your congregation or ministry setting in the article? How do you hear “your 	people” reacting to the article? 

3. How does the church form a "moral ecology"? What seeds does it plant and how?

5. How should we behave when we feel we are not "seen, heard, and respected"?

6. What might a balance look like between needing to feel seen/ respected  and becoming 	"vulnerable narcissists?"
