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The two basic mindsets of daily life
Discover mode Defend mode



• Scan for opportunities
• Kid in a candy shop
• Think for yourself
• Whoever grows the most 

by graduation, wins

• Scan for dangers
• Scarcity mindset
• Cling to your team
• If we defeat them, 

we win

Defend modeDiscover mode

The two basic mindsets of daily life

Caroline Webb (2016)



Telos

The end, purpose, or goal of an 
object, person, or practice

What is the telos of a knife?
What is the telos of a physician?
What is the telos of a university? 





Veritas/truth, Lux/light, Knowledge…





Institution

Telos

Mindset





Why did things start to 
go wrong in 2014?

Why were so many college 
students suddenly in 

defend mode?



March 
2014



May 2014



A debate between two 
feminists could “invalidate 
people’s experiences...”
it could be “damaging” 

March 2015

Requests for “Safe Spaces”



Greg Lukianoff August
2015



Nov. 5 2015



Feb 2017





March 
2017





WHAT: The sudden emergence of a new 
moral culture of “safetyism” around 2014

• Safe spaces
• Trigger warnings
• Microaggressions
• Bias response teams
• Speech is “violence”
• Power becomes dominant analytic lens
• Call-out culture, often for single words

Defend mode dominates: 
Some students think they are 
fragile, in a dangerous and 
hostile university; need 
protection from words, books, 
& speakers



WHY 2014-16? Six Causal Threads (Fuses)
1) Gen Z Depression/Anxiety 
2) Social Media and Callout Culture
3) Fragility (vs. Antifragility)
4) Political Polarization and Purification
5) The Great Awokening
6) Common Enemy Identity Politics
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Oct. 2016



% of US Teens who had a major depression in the last year
Girls

Boys

Source: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Millennials Gen Z





TheCoddling.com



TheCoddling.com/international-coddling







W H Y ?
Why is this happening
• At the same time 
• In multiple countries
• Bigger impacts on girls
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Social Media Explains the Timing

% of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders using social networking sites almost every day. 
Source: Monitoring the Future, 2008–2015, graphed by Twenge (2017).

2006: FB opens to all
2007: iPhone
2009: FB adds “Like”

button; Twitter “retweet”
2009-2011: Migration of
teen social life onto
social media in USA

12th graders
10th graders

8th graders



% of US Teens who had a major depression in the last year
Girls

Boys

Source: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Millennials
Gen Z



Social Media Also Explains the Sex Difference



Hyperconnectivity plus engagement algorithms 
also explains the outrage cascades since 
2012: small events go viral, trigger explosions

Rose-Stockwell (2018)
Based on Brady et al. (2017)



Students are afraid: 



2017

Professors are afraid: 



Administrators are afraid: 
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Psych Principle: People are Anti-Fragile

What doesn’t kill me
makes me stronger.

(Friedrich Nietzsche, 1888)



Systems that increase in capability, 
resilience, or robustness as a result of 
mistakes, faults, attacks, or failures.

”The resilient resists shocks and stays 
the same; the antifragile gets better.”

Examples:
--Bones
--The immune system
--Children





2011, American Journal of Play



Demosthenes: Overcame his ”inarticulate 
and stammering pronunciation” by training 
with pebbles in his mouth, and by speaking 
after running sprints.

Olympic athletes train at high
altitudes, to excel at lower altitudes

Successful people embrace antifragility, not safetyism



Most top universities 
train students at low
altitude, so they will 
find the “real world” 
more painful

America’s top schools embrace safetyism
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The Great Awakenings: 1730s, & Early 19th C







A rare show of 
courage; a rare 
defense of telos:
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Morally
Bad

Morally
Good



July 2020



• Scan for opportunities
• Kid in a candy shop
• Think for yourself
• Whoever grows the most 

by graduation, wins

• Scan for dangers
• Scarcity mindset
• Cling to your team
• If we defeat them, 

we win

Defend modeDiscover mode

The two basic mindsets of daily life
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2014-16 on US college campuses:
1) Gen Z Depression/Anxiety 
2) Social Media and Callout Culture
3) Fragility (vs. Antifragility)
4) Political Polarization and Purification
5) The Great Awokening
6) Common Enemy Identity Politics



Institution

Telos

Mindset



Administrators are afraid: 



How can you avoid the 
shame of American 

universities? 



1) Leaders must guard the telos of truth.
You can have only one north star



“Learning is the antithesis of comfort…
The collision of views and ideologies is 
in the DNA of the academic 
enterprise. We do not need any 
collision avoidance technology here.” 
--Ruth Simmons, Pres. Brown U 

2) Leaders must talk about antifragility



3) Leaders must respond wisely to crises

• Slow down. Panic brings bad decisions and shame
• State processes in advance. Then stick to your (slow) 

process
• Pay no attention to Twitter
• Talk to individuals privately, not in large public meetings
• Complexify conflicts, break binaries 

Find more advice at: TheCoddling.com



4) Praise and Increase Viewpoint Diversity

Join HeterodoxAcademy.org, and use our resources, e.g.



5) Teach Critical Thinking for Civilized Coexistence:
Visit OpenMindPlatform.org
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