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student body apologizing to anyone who was “triggered or hurt by the con.

tent of the microaggressions.”
This new climate is slowly being institutionalized, and is affecting what

can be said in the classroom, even as a basis for discussion. During th,
2014-15 school year, for instance, the deans and department chairs at t}, i
University of California system schools were presented by administratOrs at
faculty leader-training sessions with examples of microaggressions. The list
of offensive statements included: “America is the land of opportunity” 5,
“I believe the most qualified person should get the job.”

The press has typically described these developments as a resurgence of
political correctness. That’s partly right, although there are important diffe,.
ences between what's happening now and what happened in the 1980s ang
’9os. That movement sought to restrict speech (specifically hate speech aimeq
at marginalized groups), but it also challenged the literary, philosophical, ang
historical canon, seeking to widen it by including more-diverse perspectives,
The current movement is largely about emotional well-being. More than the
last, it presumes an extraordinary fragility of the collegiate psyche, and there-
fore elevates the goal of protecting students from psychological harm. The
ultimate aim, it seems, is to turn campuses into “safe spaces” where young
adults are shielded from words and ideas that make some uncomfortable. And
more than the last, this movement seeks to punish anyone who interferes
with that aim, even accidentally. You might call this impulse vindictive pro-
tectiveness. It is creating a culture in which everyone must think twice before
speaking up, lest they face charges of insensitivity, aggression, or worse.

«++ What are the effects of this new protectiveness on the students the-
selves® Does it benefit the people it is supposed to help? What exactly are
students learning when they spend four years or more in a community that
polices unintentional slights, places warning labels on works of classic liter-
ature, and in many other ways conveys the sense that words can be forms of
violence that require strict control by campus authorities, who are expected
to act as both protectors and prosecutors?

There’s a saying common in education circles: Don't teach students who!
to think: teach them how to think. The idea goes back at least as far as
Socrates. Today, what we call the Socratic method is a way of teaching tha!

s hh 5 ! g it
fosters critical thinking, in part by encouraging students to question th .
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them. Such questioning sometimes leads to discomfort, and even

on the way to understanding.
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LoW DID WE GET HERE?

It's difficult to know exactly why vindictive protectiveness has burst forth so
powerfun}’ in the past few ?fears. The phenomenon may be related to recent
changes in the interpretation of federal antidiscrimination statutes (about
which more later). But the answer probably involves generational shifts as well.
Childhood itself has changed greatly during the past generation. Many Baby
Boomers and Gen Xers can remember riding their bicycles around their home-
towns, unchaperoned by adults, by the time they were 8 or ¢ years old. In the
hours after school, kids were expected to occupy themselves, getting into minor
scrapes and learning from their experiences. But “free range” childhood be-
came less common in the 1980s. The surge in crime from the '60s through the
eatly '9os made Baby Boomer parents more protective than their own parents
had been. Stories of abducted children appeared more frequently in the news,
and in 1984, images of them began showing up on milk cartons. In response,
many parents pulled in the reins and worked harder to keep their children safe.
The flight to safety also happened at school. Dangerous play structures
were removed from playgrounds; peanut butter was banned from student
lunches. After the 1999 Columbine massacre in Colorado, many schools
cracked down on bullying, implementing “zero tolerance” policies. In a variety
of ways, children born after 1980—the Millennials—gota consistent message
from adults: life is dangerous, but adults will do everything in their power to
protect you from harm, not just from strangers but from one another as well.
These same children grew up in a culture that was (and still is) beco@iﬂg
more politically polarized. Republicans and Democrats have never particu-
laly liked each other, but survey data going back to the 1970s show tha.t on
dverage, their mutual dislike used to be surprisingly mild. Negative feelings
Pi)‘llietiicl)wn- Ste‘adily stronger, however, particularlyn since tile .early 20008.
_ scientists call this process “affective partisan polariz
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iance to a team. But that can interfere with our ability to think Critically,
Acknowledging that the other side’s viewpoint has any merit is risky—yoy;
teammates may see you as a traitor.

Social media makes it extraordinarily easy to join crusades, express sol-
idarity and outrage, and shun traitors. Facebook was founded in 2004, and
since 2006 it has allowed children as young as 13 to join. This means that
the first wave of students who spent all their teen years using Facebook
reached college in 2011, and graduated from college only this year.

These first true “social-media natives” may be different from members
of previous generations in how they go about sharing their moral judgments
and supporting one another in moral campaigns and conflicts. We find
much to like about these trends; young people today are engaged with one
another, with news stories, and with prosocial endeavors to a greater degre¢
than when the dominant technology was television. But social media has
also fundamentally shifted the balance of power in relationships betweet
students and faculty; the latter increasingly fear what students might &
to their reputations and careers by stirring up online mobs against them-

We do not mean to imply simple causation, but rates of mental illne®
in young adults have been rising, both on campus and off, in T 5

decades.  «  Students seem to be reporting more emotional crises m;llll)

seem fragile, and this has surely changed the way university facultz o

administrators interact with them. The question is whether some 0
changes might be doing more harm than good.
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THE THINKING CURE -
For millennia, philosophers have understood that we dant Se;rllllents. The
We see a version distorted by our hopes, fears, and other atta¢ relivs s:lid"
Buddha said, “Our life is the creation of our mind.” Marcus tradi‘iom
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ther form of psychotherapy has been shown to work for 4 broader range of
problemns. Studies have genf:rally found that it is as effective as antidepres.
cant drugs (such as Prozac) in the treatment of anxiety and depression. The
therapy is relatively quick and easy to learn; after a few months of training

many patients can do it on their own. Unlike drugs, cognitive bEhaViorai
therapy keeps working long after treatment is stopped, because it teaches
thinking skills that people can continue to use.

The goal is to minimize distorted thinking and see the world more accu-
rately. You start by learning the names of the dozen or so most common
cognitive distortions (such as overgeneralizing, discounting positives, and
emotional reasoning). Each time you notice yourself falling prey to one of
them, you name it, describe the facts of the situation, consider alternative
interpretations, and then choose an interpretation of events more in line
with those facts. Your emotions follow your new interpretation. In time, this
process becomes automatic. When people improve their mental hygiene in
this way—when they free themselves from the repetitive irrational thoughts
that had previously filled so much of their consciousness—they become less
depressed, anxious, and angry.

The parallel to formal education is clear: cognitive behavioral therapy
teaches good critical-thinking skills, the sort that educators have striyen
for so long to impart. By almost any definition, critical thinking requires
grounding one’s beliefs in evidence rather than in emotion or desire, an‘d
learning how to search for and evaluate evidence that might contradl.ct ones
initial hypothesis, But does campus life today foster critical thinking? Or
does it coax students to think in more-distorted ways? s s
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FORTUNE-TELLING AND TRIGGER WARNINGS

ling as “anticipatfing] that things wij] turn

-tel
Burns defines fortune-te ngl th:
badly” and feeling «convinced that your prediction is an already'es"ablished

fact” Leahy, Holland, and McGinn deﬁne it as “predic.t[ing‘] the futyp,
negatively” or seeing potential danger . ab everyd.ay Sltu‘atlon- The .
cent spread of demands for trigger warnings on.readlng assignmentg With
provocative content is an example of fortune-telhflg. |

The idea that words (or smells or any sensory input) can trigger Searing
memories of past trauma—and intense fear that it may be repeated—p,
been around at least since World War I, when psychiatrists began treating
soldiers for what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder. But explicit
trigger warnings are believed to have originated much more recently, op
message boards in the early days of the Internet. Trigger warnings became
particularly prevalent in self-help and feminist forums, where they alloyeq
readers who had suffered from traumatic events like sexual assault to avoid
graphic content that might trigger flashbacks or panic attacks. Search.
engine trends indicate that the phrase broke into mainstream use online
around 2011, spiked in 2014, and reached an all-time high in 2015. The yge
of trigger warnings on campus appears to have followed a similar trajectory,
seemingly overnight, students at universities across the country have begun
demanding that their professors issue warnings before covering material
that might evoke a negative emotional response.

In 2013, a task force composed of administrators, students, recent
alumni, and one faculty member at Oberlin College, in Ohio, released an
online resource guide for faculty (subsequently retracted in the face of fac
ulty pushback) that included a list of topics warranting trigger warnings.
These topics included classism and privilege, among many others. The task
force recommended that materials that might trigger negative reactions
among students be avoided altogether unless they “contribute directly” to
course goals, and suggested that works that were “too important to avoid”
be made optional.

It’s hard to imagine how novels illustrating classism and privilege
could provoke or reactivate the kind of terror that is typically implicated
in PTSD. Rather, trigger warnings are sometimes demanded for a longs!
of ideas and attitudes that some students find politically offensive, in t¢
name of preventing other students from being harmed. This is an example
of what psychologists call “motivated reasoning”—we spontaneously ger.ler-
ate arguments for conclusions we want to support. Once you find somethifs
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jeannie Suk’s New Yorker i described the difficulties of teaching rape
Jwin the age of tngge.r warmr.lgs. Some students, she wrote, haye pressured
heir professors O avoid teaching the subject in order to protect themselves
ond their classmates from potential distress. Suk compares this to trying to
reach “a medical student who is training to be a surgeon but who fears that
he'll become distressed if he sees or handles blood.”

However, there is a deeper problem with trigger warnings. According
0 the most-basic tenets of psychology, the very idea of helping people with
anxiety disorders avoid the things they fear is misguided. A person who is
trapped in an elevator during a power outage may panic and think she is
going to die. That frightening experience can change neural connections
in her amygdala, leading to an elevator phobia. If you want this woman to
retain her fear for life, you should help her avoid elevators.

But if you want to help her return to normalcy, you should take your
cues from Ivan Pavlov and guide her through a process known as expo-
sure therapy. You might start by asking the woman to merely look at an
elevator from a distance—standing in a building lobby, perhaps—until
her apprehension begins to subside. If nothing bad happens while she’s
standing in the lobby—if the fear is not «reinforced’—then she will begin
.to learn a new association: elevators are not dangerous. (This reduction
In fear during exposure is called habituation.) Then, on subsequent days
You might ask her to get closer, and on later days to push the call buttotll.
and eventually to step in and go up one floor. This is how the amygdala
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The expansive use of trigger warnings may also oster Unhealtp, Mep,
tal habits in the vastly larger group of students Wh(_’ do not syff,, Frog
PTSD or other anxiety disorders. People S tbeu fears not jy frog
their own past experiences, but from social learning as well, ¢ eVeryoy
around you acts as though something is dangerous—elevators, Certaiz
neighborhoods, novels depicting racism—then you are at risk of acqui.
ing that fear too. The psychiatrist Sarah Roff pointed this oyt last yey,
in an online article for The Chronicle of Higher Education. “One of my
biggest concerns about trigger warnings,” Roff wrote, “is that they wij|
apply not just to those who have experienced trauma, but to a]] Students,
creating an atmosphere in which they are encouraged to believe that there
is something dangerous or damaging about discussing difficylt aspects
of our history.”

In an article published last year by Inside Higher Ed, seven humanities
professors wrote that the trigger-warning movement was “already having
a chilling effect on [their] teaching and pedagogy.” They reported their
colleagues’ receiving “phone calls from deans and other administrators
investigating student complaints that they have included ‘triggering’
material in their courses, with or without warnings.” A trigger warn-
ing, they wrote, “serves as a guarantee that students will not experience
unexpected discomfort and implies that if they do, a contract has been
broken.” When students come to expect trigger warnings for any materia
that makes them uncomfortable, the easiest way for faculty to stay out of

trouble is to avoid material that might upset the most sensitive studenti?
the class. « « «
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WHAT CAN WE DO NOW?

Attempts to shield students from words, ideas, and people that might cau}S Z
them emotional discomfort are bad for the students. They are bad for telc
workplace, which will be mired in unending litigation if studefl.t . o
tations of safety are carried forward. And they are bad for America?

. ; . n the
“ROCRe which is already paralyzed by worsening partisanship- 128
ideas, values, and speech of the other side are seen not just as wrong
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The biggest single step 11 the right direction does not involve faculty or

niversity administrators, but rather the federal government, which should
elease universities from their fear of unreasonable investigation and sanc-
tions by the Department of Education. Congress should define peer-on-
peer harassment according to the Supreme Court’s definition in the 1999
case Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education. The Davis standard holds
that a single comment Or thoughtless remark by a student does not equal
harassment; harassment requires a pattern of objectively offensive behavior
by one student that interferes with another student’s access to education.
Establishing the Davis standard would help eliminate universities’ impulse

to police their students’ speech so carefully.
Universities themselves should try to raise co
to balance freedom of speech with the need to ma
come, Talking openly about such conflicting but important valu
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programs try to raise student sensitivity to a nearly impossible leve] Teach
ing students to avoid giving unintentional offense is a worthy

cially when the students come from many different cultural baCkgrounds_
But students should also be taught how to live in a world ful] of potentiy]
offenses. Why not teach incoming students how to practice cognitive behyy.

loral therapy? Given high and rising rates of mental illness, this simple
step would be among the most humane and supportive things a university
could do. The cost and time commitment cou

1d be kept low: a few group
training sessions could be supplemented by Web sites or apps. But the oyt.

come could pay dividends in many ways. For example, a shared vocabulary
about reasoning, common distortions, and the appropriate use of evidence to
draw conclusions would facilitate critical thinking and real debate. It would
also tone down the perpetual state of outrage that seems to engulf so
colleges these days, allowing students’ minds to open more widely to

ideas and new people. A greater commitment to formal, public debate on
campus—and to the assembly of a more politically diverse faculty—would
further serve that goal.

me
new

Thomas Jefferson, upon founding the University of Virginia, said:

This institution will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind.

For here we are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate
any error so long as reason is left free to combat it.
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We believe that this is still—and will always be—the best att1tud§ fol

. e, b 2
American universities, Faculty, administrators, students, and the fede

. . ke it historic
government all have a role to play in restoring universities to their
mission.



