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T

hroughout the summer of 2020, the Trump administration
offered little useful guidance about the COVID-19
pandemic even as identified cases were mounting and small

businesses were suffering. As stores began to require masks, many
people throughout the country resisted and called to boycott
businesses with mandatory mask requirements.
The baffling resistance to wearing masks recalls arguments
about the role of citizens in democratic decision-making. It would be
easy to conclude that many people do not have the intelligence for
responsible self-governance. Such thinking has a long history in
American politics beginning with the reaction to the populist
movement of the late 19th century and continuing through to the
present day (Frank, 2020).
Social Intelligence
One influential proponent was Walter Lippman (2010). Writing
during the initial rise of electronic mass media in the radio, he coined
the term “stereotype” to identify media representations that made it
more difficult for citizens to make substantive meaning of social
affairs. Today, Americans spend most of their leisure time immersed
in mass media (Dolliver, 2020), which has also become more partisan
in recent years (Mason et al, 2019; Taibbi, 2019).
Lippmann (1933, 2010) argued for a society of disseminated
decision-making in which people would only directly engage with
matters within their area of expertise. Today’s calls for citizens to heed
the advice of medical experts during the COVID-19 pandemic echo
this vision, and suggest that people are not capable of democratic
decision-making beyond their immediate spheres of understanding.
Dewey’s ideas open up space for a different perspective. For
Dewey (1922), actions are dependent upon habits, which are formed
by environmental engagement. They allow most actions to be
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performed without conscious awareness, saving attention for novel
occurrences. As experiences become routine, reactions get
incorporated into habits. Formal education, for Dewey, is not merely
(or even primarily) about the learning of information. Rather, it is
about learning more robust, productive habits (Mason, 2016).
As in Dewey’s (2000) time, contemporary declarations of
citizen stupidity rest on a problematic assumption that “intelligence is
a ready-made possession of individuals” (p. 57). While individuals are
born with disparate (and indeterminate) potential, Dewey (2000)
asserts that “the greatest educational power, the greatest force in
shaping the dispositions and attitudes of individuals, is the social
medium in which they live” (p. 91). Rather than decrying citizens for
their lack of knowledge, we should examine the social conditions that
have produced these results.
Dewey (1999) recognized the danger of allowing “pecuniary
interests” to dominate social and political ideas in his era. The
situation is more dire today, as the last 40 years society has been
hijacked by a business-centric ethos that has wreaked havoc on
individuals by moving jobs overseas and funneling wealth toward the
richest individuals, while compelling institutions to conform to
neoliberal governance models (Brown, 2015, 2019; Giroux, 2014;
Harvey, 2005).
Problematic Media
The intersections of the neoliberal ethos with the institutions of media
and education are of particular interest. No Child Left Behind and
subsequent legislation have focused education primarily on job
preparation to the detriment of citizenship goals (Ravitch, 2013).
Workforce preparedness schooling generally focuses on the
decontextualized acquisition of content knowledge, and emphasizes
habits only to the extent that they contribute to this narrow, singular
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purpose (Giroux, 2014).
Throughout the 20th century mass media has fostered an
exodus away from the direct social life of local communities and
toward Lippman’s stereotypes and the distractions of consumer
culture (Lears, 1983; Putnam, 2000; Trentmann, 2006). While media
had previously presented structural problems for democracy (see
Herman & Chomsky, 1988), in the neoliberal era media has facilitated
citizens’ mistrust of government and institutions. Reputable media
organizations cheered the passage of NAFTA and other trade deals,
deregulation initiatives, and gutting of social welfare policies that had
devastating consequences to working people in the form of lost jobs
and a diminished social safety net.
During this time, media companies consolidated into a
handful of giant conglomerates. After the abandonment of the public
interest doctrine in the 1980s, these corporations began treating news
divisions as another profit-making enterprise (Taibbi, 2019), resulting
in today’s hyper-partisanship media landscape. The betrayal of the
working class and the hyper-partisan focus of the news are both
necessary parts of understanding why citizens are now responding to
every public event, like wearing masks, as a partisan issue. This is
because many have lost faith in their institutions and leaders and have
retreated into familiar information silos.
Education for Deliberation
The erosion of the middle class and the divisiveness within the culture
in conjunction with the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic run
the risk of sending the United States into an inexorable decline. To
prevent this, the institutions of education and media should be
leveraged to foster more productive social habits. Educators have an
opportunity to compel a shift of educational priorities away from test
preparation and toward social affairs. Schools are an ideal place to
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foster the habits of democracy which Dewey (1939) argues
demonstrate “faith in the capacity of the intelligence of the common
man to respond with commonsense to the free play of facts and ideas”
(p. 227). While an educational pivot would require altering content
toward social matters, the more profound change would be fostering
habits of deliberation among students.
The forthcoming political shakeout from COVID also
presents the possibility of creating a healthier media ecosystem. The
public, who own radio and television airwaves, should demand the
return of legislation that compels media to operate in the public
interest, which could foster less partisan political habits among the
citizenry. At the same time, new media sources should be encouraged
and media literacy should become a central educational concern.
Students should be encouraged to become critical and conscientious
media users. However, schools should also teach the limits of media
engagement. Lippmann’s stereotypes can ultimately only be defeated
through direct, contextual engagement, and citizens must understand
this moving forward if we are to create through deliberate effort the
kind of thriving democratic culture envisioned by Dewey.
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