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Growing up in the 'Age of Disappointment'

M aybe the world has been falling apart for the 
last four years, or maybe I just have a historian 
for a parent. Either way, I can see that the cul-

ture in the United States is shifting, hopefully for the better. 
   Amidst climate change that has led to fires and storms 
and flooding of biblical proportions; police shootings and 
systemic racial and gender inequality; and in the age of 
domestic terrorism and mass shootings at churches, syna-
gogues, bars and schools, Gen Z has had enough. 
   We are, as columnist David Brooks wrote in The Atlantic, 
growing up in the “Age of Disappointment.” In his essay, 
“America is Having a Moral Convulsion,” he explains that 
we have reached this point as a result of our mounting lack 
of trust in political systems, institutions and each other. 
   Our parents grew up in a time of relative security with a 
begrudging belief in the government, but the institutions 
we trusted have repeatedly let us down. 
   When the #MeToo movement peaked in 2017, women 
across the country believed this was finally their chance to 
hold the powerful responsible and raise awareness about 
sexual harassment. But Amy Coney Barrett’s confirmation 
to the Supreme Court three weeks ago seems designed to 
undo Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s legacy of expanding women’s 
rights.  
   After the 2018 Valentine’s Day shooting at Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School and the student-led March 
for Our Lives, we hoped for common sense gun control. 
Back in March, the United States recorded its first month 
without a school shooting since 2002. Apparently, the only 
way to stop school shootings is to close the schools. 
     Barack Obama’s election was a time of hope — we be-
lieved that after hundreds of years of pervasive racism, we 
were finally moving forward. Just two years after he left 

office, hate crimes reached a 16-year high, and this past 
year, the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud 
Arbery and others at the hands of the police proved that 
systemic racism has persisted. 
   Now, in the midst of a pandemic that has left 238,000 
Americans dead, some people still refuse to wear masks. 
   As we assess the state of our union, we must acknowl-
edge that our nation is breaking. We have a president who 
is challenging the very core of our political system through 
his false claims of election corruption, one who is willing to 
stoke the flames of division in order to preserve his person-
al power. This begs the question: Who is willing to uphold 
our democracy?
   After an election in which more people voted than ever 
before, clearly, some people are. 
   And maybe, despite living in this Age of Disappointment, 
we can, once again, have the audacity to hope. To hope for 
change, to hope for better, to hope for decency, to hope 
for a president who will uphold the fundamental ideals of 
democracy. 
  Across America, and even throughout the world, we wit-
nessed people of all nationalities, races, ages and genders 
celebrating the victory of Joe Biden over Donald Trump. 
This new fervor for democracy, as evidenced by the mas-
sive voter turnout by young people, ages 18-29, makes me 
believe that our future can belong to us. 
   But we can’t let this election make us complacent. We, 
as a country, cannot afford it. If we continue to allow par-
tisan politics to separate the nation, we will be right back 
where we started, with little progress made on the issues 
that have defined our lives.
   Our generation has done little to create the maelstrom 
around us. We can thank our grandparents and parents for 

that. The fire started long before Trump’s administration 
and has only been exacerbated since his inauguration. But, 
fair or not, the burden to solve the same issues that have 
plagued past generations is ours, and we must take action.
   No matter your political affiliation, everything is on the 
line — right now, at this very moment. We must protect 
our democracy and the rights of those who are underrep-
resented. Democracy cannot be a right for a select few. 
Anyone who says otherwise is blind to history. American 
exceptionalism is a lie, dominated by the myths of nation-
alism and patriotism. America has indeed been great, but 
not for everyone. 
   Our nation has chosen Joe Biden as our new president. 
In order to move forward, we must honor the will of the 
people and uphold democratic values instead of promot-
ing baseless claims that serve to divide. We must contin-
ue to do the work of establishing a more perfect union for 
all people. As Congressman John Lewis said, let’s get into 
“good trouble” and work towards ending the Age of Dis-
appointment by creating the Time of Hope and Change. 
   Houston is a shining example of how things can be if we 
embrace our differences. We are the most diverse Amer-
ican city filled with a multitude of cultures, languages 
and beliefs. We respect individuality, and it's time for our 
country to do the same.
   Our generation must fight for an America that reflects 
the essential ideals of liberty and justice for all. With Joe 
Biden’s election, we have the opportunity to move for-
ward, not backward, to become a country that values all of 
its people instead of marginalizing them.
   We may have grown up in the Age of Disappointment, 
but it’s our time to make history. 
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How to avoid living in an echo chamber
By Russell Li

ILLUSTRATION BY Celine Huang

E ach day, after 12 draining hours of school and 
extracurriculars, I flop on my bed and pull out 
my phone. I usually scroll through Instagram 

because it requires minimal mental energy.
   These days, social media is not only used for entertain-
ment — especially among Generation Z, it has become a 
vehicle of education. Far more teens receive information 
from social media than print or online news organiza-
tions. The hours I spend browsing social media each day 
should allow me to engage with diverse viewpoints. 
   But this isn’t the case. 
   First, just like the average sleep-deprived teenager, I 
want the content I consume to maximize my immediate 
happiness, not to intellectually stimulate my brain.
    Second, the social media platforms that control the 
rules of the game know this. As soon as I enter the app, 
the complex algorithms powering the platform display 
posts that cater to my individualized preferences. It’s 

a simple marketing strategy motivated by the desire to 
maximize user retention — the more content I enjoy, the 
more time I will spend on that platform.
   Repeated exposure to similar content prevents us from 
reading opposing viewpoints and minimizes our chanc-
es to critically consider the validity of our positions. We 
cannot help but believe that our opinions are correct. 
Scientists call this reinforcement of one’s beliefs the “il-
lusory truth effect.” Over time, this results in the broader 
echo chamber phenomenon.
    The echo chamber stifles diversity of thought. Repeat-
edly absorbing the same ideas pushes us to believe that 
our opinions are the only valid option because they ap-
pear to be so widely held. As a result, we not only reject 
other perspectives, but we also lose the ability to identify 
flaws in our own.
    It is impossible to consume social media without 
feeling the influence of the echo chamber. Each platform 

is built to give users an experience that aligns with their 
interests, perpetuating harmful consumption patterns.
    So next time you check your phone to see what is 
happening in the world, consider opening a different 
app. The New York Times, a reputable news outlet with 
daily coverage, is offering a free, unlimited digital sub-
scription to its website until next September for all high 
school students. Or try to read different content than 
usual on social media. The recommendation algorithms 
will feed you more diverse material afterward.
    Better yet, put down your phone for a day. Take a 
social media hiatus. Whenever you’re in a discussion, in 
class or at the lunch table, spend time to rationally con-
sider why someone might hold a different position. 
   We can only overcome the echo chamber’s polarizing 
effect by making an effort to connect with others, under-
stand their opinions and reevaluate our own.




