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Book Review

Astheauthorsstateatthebeginningoftheirarticle,thateventuallyledtowritingthisbook,“something
strangeishappeningatAmerica’scollegesanduniversities.Amovementisarising,undirectedand
drivenlargelybystudents,toscrubcampusescleanofwords,ideas,andsubjectsthatmightcause
discomfortorgiveoffense.”1.Studentsareshuttingdowninvitedspeakersandviolentprotestsemerge
tothisend.Inthegrowthofacall-outculture,speechisevaluatedintermsofsafetyanddanger.

Theauthorscommencetheirreasoningbytacklingthepreeminentsophismsintoday’ssociety.
ThetitlesofthefirstthreechapterscorrespondtothethreeGreatUntruths—theUntruthofFragility:
WhatDoesn’tkillyoumakesyouweaker,theUntruthofEmotionalReasoning:AlwaysTrustYour
Feelings,andtheUntruthofUsVersusThem:LifeisaBattleBetweenGoodPeopleandEvilPeople.
TherearethreepropertiesofaGreatUntruth:itcontradictsancientwisdom,itcontradictsmodern
psychologyandresearch,anditharmstheindividualsandcommunitieswhoembraceit.Afterstating
the threeGreatUntruths, the authorsproceed to specific case studies fromAmericanuniversity
campusesandtrytodeducetheparticularfactorsthatledtotheunsettlingscene.Atfirst,theystatethe
problem—theviolenceandthelimitationoffreespeechintheacademicenvironment.Thegeneration
thatarrivedin2013intheAmericancampuses,theiGenorGenerationZ,broughtwiththemnew
concepts—e.g.“microaggression”,theprevalenceof“impact”over“intent”inthestructureofan
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GregLukinioanoff(constitutionallawyerandthepresidentandCEOoftheFoundationforIndividual
RightsinEducation)andJonathanHaidt(socialpsychologistatNewYorkUniversitySternSchoolof
BusinessandthedirectorofHeterodoxAcademy)hadamissionforthisbooktochallengeandfind
explanationsforthemindsetofanewgeneration—iGen,theyoungadultsfromAmericanuniversity
campuses.Studentsareshuttingdowninvitedspeakersandviolentprotestsemergetothisend.Inthe
growthofacall-outculture,speechisevaluatedintermsofsafetyanddanger.
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offense—thatrequiremorecensorshipandevenisolationfromcertainideas.Theauthorspropose
severaldeterminingfactorsforiGen’sdistinctivebehaviorandgointotheirdetailedanalysis.Inthis
process,manyacknowledgedinstancesaredismantledandsubjectedtocriticalthinking.Forexample,
theparents’infatuationwithchild’sdisciplineandloadedagendasiscontestedinconsiderationof
theneedanddevelopmentalbenefitsofachaoticfreeplay.Othertopicsconsideredundercritical
analysisare:politicalpolarizationandcross-partyanimosity,therisinglevelofteenanxiety,campus
bureaucracy,andchangingideasaboutwhatjusticerequires.

Each chapter outlines the authors’ argument with insightful references from psychology,
behavioral sciences, philosophy, and with skillfully placed anecdotes from literature, politics or
mainstreammedia.Thebookisembeddedwithdiversedomain-specificconceptssuchas“cognitive
distortion”,“negativefiltering”,“confirmationbias”,“identitypolitics”,“civilreligion”,“collective
effervescence”,“negativepartisanship”andtheauthorsstatetheirviewpointinrelationwithnotorious
theoriessuchasAlisonGopnik’shygienehypothesis,Taleb’santifragilitytheory,NickHaslam’s
conceptcreeptheory,orBuddhistapproachonmisery.Othergreatthinkersandtheircontributionsare
alsobroughtintodiscussion—e.g.NelsonMandela,EmileDurkheim,KimberleWilliams,Aristotle,
ortheGreekhistorianThucydides.Oneofthemostfrequentlymentionedreference,almostlikea
manifest,istheCognitiveBehavioralTherapy(CBT)disclosedasamethodtowithstandsocially
threateninguntruthsbyquietingimpulsesorbiasesandcultivatingcriticalthinking.Inordertosupport
theirobservationsandtoadequatelyunderlinethenuances,theauthorsintroducenewterminology
—e.g.“vindicativeprotectiveness”,“safetysm”,or“institutionalizeddisconfirmation”.

Dueto its interdisciplinaryapproach, this is thekindofbookthatwoulddelightascholarly
readerandwillleadacuriousmindintofurtherresearchandreadings.Withoutcompromisingthe
seriouscontent,thediscourseisvividandstraightforward.Itisaneasy-to-readbookthatengages
thereaderthroughboththesubjectandtheapproach.Withthenecessaryfreetime,thisisthekind
oflectureyouwouldmostlikelyfinish“allinabreath”.Thebookaddressesabroadaudience—
especiallyschools,teachers,parents,youngadults,andiGenmembers.Thelastsectionofthebook
isreservedtoadviceforparents, teachers,andpolicymakers.Theauthorsuseaspecificcontext,
Americanuniversitycampuses,butthebookisanencouragementforthewholesocietytohealthily
andrationallyquestionallsocialdynamics,apparentconflict,andpotentialdanger.Moreover,itis
notonlyaddressedtoAmericansociety.EvenifthesituationmaybemoreeffervescentinAmerica,
thesubjectisgenericenoughtoconcerntheentireinternationalaudience.ForEuropeansocieties,
thecaseofAmericanuniversitycampusesmayrepresentawarningforthepossibleevolvementof
newsocialtrends.Initsessence,thisbookisanincentiveforanyonetoquestionanyrigidsituation
andaguideonhowtoformopinionsinchallengingsituations,ponderingallperspectiveswithan
openmind.Itisalsoanencouragementnottoregardourselvesasfragileandtocandidlygetourselves
exposedtocontrastingideas.

Theauthors’senseofhumourisalsoworthmentioning.Betweenseriousobservationstheauthors
gracefullyplacegiggles.Forexample,onpage260,whendebatingtheoverprotectionofsmallkids,
theyintroduceLenoreSkenazy’ssetofclassictitlesupdatedtotheageofsafetyism:

Oh, the Places You Won’t Go!
The Playdates of Huckleberry Finn
Harold and the Purple Sofa
Encyclopedia Brown Solves the Worksheet
Harry Potter and the Sit-Still Challenge
Dora in the Ford Explorer (But Not Without a Parent!)

Manyof thecritics frame thisbookasone-sidedorpolitically leaning.Since iGenstudents
responsibleforthenewmovementsintheAmericancampusesaremostlyprogressiveandleftist,the
criticoftheiractionseemspoliticallybiased.Also,theprotesters’perspectiveseemsinsufficiently
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elaborated.However,weshouldratherregardthisbookasbeingreactionary.Itisnotahistoricaland
equidistantreviewofasituation.Itisathoughtfulexampleofcounter-argumentation.Moreover,the
authorsopenlydeclaretheirideologies,manyofwhichcorrespondtoactivists’visionandobjectives:
“Greg identifies as a liberal with some sympathy for libertarian perspectives. Before FIRE, he
workedforanenvironmentaljusticegroup;heworkedforanorganizationthatadvocatesforrefugee
rightsandprotectionsinCentralEurope;andheinternedattheACLUofNorthernCalifornia.Jon
considershimselfacentristwhosideswiththeDemocraticPartyonthegreatmajorityofissues,but
whohaslearnedalotfromthewritingsofconservativeintellectuals,fromEdmundBurkethrough
ThomasSowell.NeitherofushasevervotedforaRepublicanforCongressorthepresidency.Both
ofussharemostofthedesiredendsofsocialjusticeactivism,includingfullracialequality,anend
tosexualharassmentandassault,comprehensiveguncontrol,andresponsiblestewardshipofthe
environment.”(p.324)

Inconclusion,“TheCoddlingoftheAmericanMind:HowGoodIntentionsandBadIdeasAre
SettingUpaGenerationforFailure”isabooksuitedforanyreader—throughthetopicsofgeneral
interestandthroughthepossibilityofgeneralizingtheconclusionsderivedfromspecificcases—and
itisacelebrationofcriticalthinking,literarywriting,tolerance,andhumour.

ENdNoTE

1 https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/09/the-coddling-of-the-american-mind/399356/
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