Three Harmful Ideas Weakening
My Generation

It’s a tough time for Generation Z. Mental health problems,
specifically mood disorders such as depression and anxiety,
are skyrocketing. Gen Z is the least likely to report good or
excellent mental health and the most likely to report poor or
fair mental health. Suicide rates for U.S. teens and young
adults are the highest ever.

As a 23-year-old Gen-Zer who has dealt with these issues
personally and has seen the impact on fellow friends and loved
ones, it breaks my heart.

On the path of bettering my mental health and trying to help
others, my journey has led me to seek explanations on why
things have gotten so bad, and I found a compelling hypothesis
in the work of social psychologist Jonathan Haidt and legal
scholar Greg Lukianoff.

In their co-authored book, The Coddling of the American Mind:
How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation
for Failure, Haidt and Lukianoff examine Gen Z's mental health
problem. They argue that youths have been immersed in a world
characterized by paranoid concerns of safety, which distorts
their thoughts and is detrimental to their mental well-being.

“Many university students are learning to think in distorted
ways, and this increases their likelihood of becoming fragile,
anxious, and easily hurt,” they say.

Haidt and Lukianoff claim “three Great Untruths” negatively
impact the mental-well being of today’s youth. They also
propose ways to counteract those untruths, which in turn, will
produce a happier and more well-adjusted life. The Great
Untruths are:
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1. The Untruth of Fragility: What Doesn’t Kill You Makes
You Weaker

2. The Untruth of Emotional Reasoning: Always Trust Your
Feelings

3. The Untruth of Us Versus Them: Life Is a Battle Between
Good People and Evil People

And in order to qualify as a Great Untruth, it has to meet
three criteria:

1. It contradicts ancient wisdom (ideas found widely in the
wisdom literatures of many cultures)

2. It contradicts modern psychological research on well-
being

3. It harms the individuals and communities who embrace it

The Untruth of Fragility: What
Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Weaker

It was philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche who said, “That which
does not kill us, makes us stronger.” Nietzche's words could
be the antithesis of current sentiment.

To give a biological example of what doesn’t kill us makes us
stronger, Haidt and Lukianoff discuss the rising rates of
peanut allergies. Until the mid-1990s, peanut allergies were
very rare (only four out of 1,000 kids under the age of eight
had one.) But by 2008, the rate had tripled. Why? Haidt and
Lukianoff claim,

peanut allergies were surging precisely because parents and
teachers had started protecting children from exposure to
peanuts back in the 1990s.

In 2015, a study of 640 allergy-prone infants was conducted,
wherein half of the group was exposed to peanuts until the age
of five and the remaining half was protected. Only three



percent of the exposed group developed an allergy whereas 17
percent of the protected group developed one.

So in an attempt to protect kids from harm, we might actually
cause them more harm. This isn’t only true of biological
systems but is also true of economic and political systems, as
well as our own lives. Nassim Nicholas Taleb, author of the
book Antifragile, puts it this way:

Just as spending a month in bed.. leads to muscle atrophy,
complex systems are weakened, even killed when deprived of
stressors. Much of our modern, structured world has been
harming us with top-down policies and contraptions.. which do
precisely this: and insult to the antifragility of systems.
This is the tragedy of modernity: as with the neurotically
overprotective parents, those trying to help are often
hurting us the most.

Haidt and Lukianoff connect this desire to avoid threats to
the rise of “safetyism,” which is characterized by safe
spaces, trigger warnings, microaggressions, bias response
teams, “matrices of oppression,” and call-out culture. Within
this culture, many are led to believe that they are fragile
and need constant protection from the outside world. This has
caused many young people to develop overcautious and neurotic
tendencies, wherein they avoid challenging circumstances to
avoid harm.

So just as avoiding peanuts at an early age can harm us in the
long run, avoiding “unsafe” opinions and conversations can
harm us by making us oversensitive to everything. It is easy
to see how a climate like this can contribute to anxiety.
Young people are taught to see harm and danger where there 1is
none.

To counteract the fragility trend, Haidt and Lukianoff
encourage us to “[seek] out challenges (rather than
eliminating or avoiding everything that ‘feels unsafe.’)”
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The Untruth of Emotional Reasoning:
Always Trust Your Feelings

The second Great Untruth has been the triumph of emotional
reasoning, wherein subjective feelings are heralded above
objective truth. While it could be good that today’s youth are
more in touch with their emotions than previous generations,
the authors contend there’s been an overcorrection. We've
actually de-emphasized the power of objectivity and
rationality, and have lauded the mistruth of always trusting
our feelings.

Haidt and Lukianoff explain it this way,

Sages 1in many societies have converged on the insight that
feelings are always compelling, but not always reliable.
Often they distort reality, deprive us of 1insight, and
needlessly damage our relationships. Happiness, maturity, and
even enlightenment require rejecting the Untruth of Emotional
Reasoning and learning instead to question our feelings. The
feelings themselves are real, and sometimes they alert us to
truths that our conscious mind has not noticed, but sometimes
they lead us astray.

In my experience, feelings are important and even essential.
For example, when my stomach grumbles, it’s a cue that I'm
hungry. I decide to eat and nourish myself. If I didn’t heed
my body’s feeling of hunger, I would lose energy. Therefore,
paying attention to a bad feeling makes me better off.

But sometimes, feelings are just kind of there and aren’t
reflective of reality. When having a bout of anxiety, my
feelings tell me, “Something is wrong! Pay attention now! Make
sure you're not having a heart attack!” In reality, I'm not
going to die, it’s just my fight-or-flight mechanism activated
at an improper time. If I trusted my anxiety all the time, I
would believe myself to be in constant danger. That is not the



case.

Unfortunately, it’s becoming more commonplace for young people
to think that they are 1in constant danger. Lukianoff
specifically noticed this after he checked himself into
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and had a realization that
the thought patterns he was taught to avoid were affecting
society at large. He learned that irrational and persistent
thoughts can cause negative beliefs and emotions. But by
practicing CBT, one can be trained to think in more productive
ways to overcome negative feelings.

Some specific negative thought patterns include, but aren’t
limited to, the following:

- Emotional Reasoning: Letting your feelings guide your
interpretation of reality. “I feel anxious, therefore
this environment is dangerous.”

= Catastrophizing: Focusing on the worst possible outcome
and seeing it as most likely. “If I fail this test I’'ll
never get a job.”

- Overgeneralizing: Perceiving a global pattern of
negatives on the basis of a single incident. “I always
fail at everything I try.”

= Dichotomous Thinking: Viewing events or people in all-
or-nothing terms. “Nobody ever wants to hang out with
me."”

= Mind Reading: Assuming you know what people think
without having sufficient evidence of their thoughts.
“My boss probably thinks I'm incompetent.”

So imagine if a person exhibited these distorted thought
patterns. You could easily see how that would make them more
anxious and depressed. Perhaps you might notice some
distortions you exhibit. I certainly do.

To counteract the emotional reasoning trend, Haidt and
Lukianoff encourage us to “[free ourselves] from cognitive
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distortions (rather than always trusting [our] initial
feelings).”

The Untruth of Us Versus Them: Life
Is a Battle Between Good People and
Evil People

Just as we might be living opposite of Nietzsche’s “what
doesn’t kill you” aphorism, we might also be living opposite
of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s proclamation,

the line separating good and evil passes not through states,
nor between classes, nor between political parties either—but
right through every human heart—and through all human hearts.

This last Great Untruth hearkens back to one of the distorted
modes of thought-dichotomous thinking-that CBT tries to
correct. Could it be true that Gen Z has worse mental health
because they view people (and events) in stark terms? To
answer that question, Haidt and Lukianoff analyzed the rise of
identity politics and the resurgence of tribalistic thinking.

Rather than thinking in terms of “common-humanity” identity
politics, which humanizes people of different groups, Haidt
and Lukianoff argue that there’s been an increase in “common-
enemy” identity politics, which identifies a common enemy in
order to enlarge and motivate one’s tribe. (Think Hitler's
demonization of Jews to expand the Third Reich.)

To show how common-enemy identity politics currently operates,
Haidt and Lukianoff provide an essay written by a Latino
student at Texas State University that ran in the school’s
newspaper, wherein the author states,

Ontologically speaking, white death will mean liberation for
all.. Until then, remember this: I hate you because you
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shouldn’t exist. You are both the dominant apparatus on the
planet and the void in which all other cultures, upon meeting
you, die.

Haidt and Lukianoff clarify that the student was calling for
cultural genocide, meaning the dissolution of the culture of
“whiteness,” rather than actual genocide; but the student’s
words still demonstrate the false dichotomy of good people vs.
evil people. His words make it apparent that he fails to see
individuals rather than tribes, and by grouping them into a
subset he views as “bad,” he insinuates that they are “bad” as
well.

As for what explains the resurgence of this kind of thinking,
Haidt and Lukianoff claim it’s a form of “Marxist approaches
to social and political analysis.”

The analysis posits,

when power is perceived to be held by one group over others,
there is a moral polarity: the groups seen as powerful are
bad, while the groups seen as oppressed are good.

Imagine being encouraged to constantly view people in terms of
group identity and automatically labeling those groups as good
or bad, based on their perceived position of power. You would
go through the world constantly identifying people as
potential threats. A worldview like this is toxic and could be
one of the sources of Gen Z's poor mental health.

To counteract the good people vs. evil people trend, Haidt and
Lukianoff encourage us to “[take] a generous view of other
people, and [look] for nuance (rather than assuming the worst
about people within a simplistic us-versus-them morality).”
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Notice Your Thoughts, Free Yourself

After reading The Coddling of the American Mind, I noticed all
kinds of distorted thought patterns and worked to change my
worldview. I'm still far from perfect, but implementing the
suggestions from Haidt and Lukianoff has made a positive
impact on my well-being.

I challenge you to notice your thoughts and identify areas in
which your thinking could be improved. Change starts from the
bottom-up, and if like me, you wish that young people suffered
less and improved their mental health, working on your own
well-being is the beginning of that transformation.

As I said in a previous article about the power of individual
improvement,

As soon as you start improving, others around will take
notice. Hopefully, your growth inspires people 1in your
immediate sphere to grow alongside you. But, if some want to
bring you down out of jealousy, don’t let that distract you.
All you can do is offer a shining example for those ready to
follow 1it.

This article was originally published on FEE.org. Read the
original article.
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