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For my mother, who always said I should write a book.
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INTRODUCTION





The book that changed everything for me was purchased on a whim from Amazon. A thin paperback (about the size of the book in your hand right now) with a plain cover: History in English Words by Owen Barfield. I'd stumbled onto Barfield the way most people do—sideways. Reading one book often leads me to buy several more books, and discovering Barfield followed that progression. I'd been reading Tolkien since childhood, then moved to reading about Tolkien, which led me to the Inklings, which then led me to Tolkien’s and Lewis's lesser-known friends, which eventually landed me here, holding this odd little book by a man who'd been a solicitor and a philosopher and something called an "Anthroposophist," whatever that was.

I started it tentatively, slowly, unsure at first what to make of both book and author. Then as I picked it up again on an autumn afternoon when I was supposed to be doing physical therapy exercises after a recent surgery, the message got through.

This little book hit differently.

Barfield's premise was simple: the history of a people lives inside their language. Not just recorded in language, but preserved in it—like fossils in rock, like rings in a tree. Every word we speak carries layers of meaning deposited by previous generations. When we say "nice," we're using a word that once meant "foolish," then "precise," then "pleasant." When we say "artificial," we're carrying a word that used to mean "full of art"—something worthy of admiration, not suspicion. The entire moral and intellectual history of English-speaking peoples, Barfield argued, could be traced through the words we've inherited and how their meanings have shifted, deepened, or thinned over time.

What struck me that October afternoon wasn't Barfield's method. It was his assumptions.

He assumed his readers still possessed a vocabulary with some thickness to it. He assumed they knew the difference between "sentiment" and "sentimentality," between "freedom" and "license," between "tolerance" and "indifference." He assumed they had encountered words like reverence, gravity, duty, and honor often enough to recognize what they meant—not just definitionally, but experientially. He wrote as though language still had depth, with regret that people do not use the full register of English, but rather the thin, exhausted slice we've grown accustomed to.

I realized, with something close to grief, that he was a “prophet crying in the wilderness.”  The English-speaking world wasn’t getting better as Barfield wished, but worse. Language was getting thicker, but our vocabularies – like our consciousness – were thinning.

Something had happened to our language in the decades since Barfield wrote. Not a sudden collapse—nothing dramatic enough to name or date—but a gradual thinning. A leaching away of meaning. A loss of precision that had left us with words we could still technically use, but which no longer carried the weight they once did.

And it wasn't just the fancy words—the elevated, literary ones you'd expect to fall out of circulation. It was ordinary words. Essential words. Common sense. Responsibility. Gratitude. Truth. We still said them, but we said them differently. Lighter. Vaguer. With a kind of embarrassed distance, as if we weren't quite sure we believed in them anymore. Even worse, on a really bad day, we weaponized them.

I started paying attention.

I'm an engineer by education and profession, which means I've spent most of my working life in environments where language – including mathematics, which Galileo said was the language in which God wrote the universe—must be precise. When you're designing complex heating and cooling systems for critical environments or managing those that serve healthcare campuses, or calculating infrastructure capacities, you can't afford vagueness. "Pressure" is not the same as a "temperature", but yet they do have fixed relationships that must be respected. A "tolerance" is a measurable range, not a moral posture. Words in that world still mean what they mean, because the consequences of imprecision are sometimes immediate and often catastrophic.

But outside the technical world—in everyday conversation, in public discourse, in the cultural air we all breathe—I began noticing a different kind of imprecision. Not the innocent kind that comes from not knowing better, but the deliberate kind. Words were being used not to clarify but to obscure. Not to reveal but to manipulate. Not to connect but to shut down conversation.

Tolerance no longer meant the strength to endure disagreement; it meant the demand that others never cause you discomfort. Safety no longer referred to protection from physical harm; it described freedom from ideas that challenged you. Hero no longer implied sacrifice; it applied to anyone momentarily in the public eye. Bigot no longer named a specific moral failing; it had become a cudgel to silence dissent.

Even words I'd always thought of as stable—words like gratitude, responsibility, and truth — had begun to shift. Gratitude felt optional, something you performed when convenient. Responsibility sounded like a burden people tried to avoid rather than a dignity people chose to carry. And truth—well, truth had splintered into "my truth" and "your truth," as though reality itself were a matter of personal preference.

I watched friendships strain under the weight of this linguistic confusion. I watched workplaces fracture because people could no longer agree on what words meant. I watched families grow distant because conversations that used to unfold naturally now felt like navigating a minefield. Everywhere I looked, I saw people struggling to express things they still felt deeply but could no longer articulate with confidence and without fear.

Something had broken. And the break was in the language itself. 

If Barfield were writing today, he'd have a lot to cover.

He'd need a chapter on how common sense — once the ballast of ordinary life—became something people apologized for invoking, as though it were embarrassingly unsophisticated. He'd need to trace how safety expanded from meaning "protection from danger" to meaning "protection from discomfort," and what that shift cost us in terms of resilience and intellectual courage. He'd have to explain how hero inflated to the point of meaninglessness, how tolerance inverted into intolerance, how offense stopped being something we interpreted and became something we weaponized.

He'd need to document the hollowing out of our moral vocabulary—the words we once used to describe the interior life and the life we share with others. Words like reverence, duty, honor, dignity, humility. Not because these realities have vanished, but because we've lost the language to name them clearly. And when you lose the language, you eventually lose the ability to recognize the thing itself.

This isn't a book about grammar or usage. It's not a plea to speak more formally or return to some imagined golden age of eloquence. It's an attempt to trace what Barfield traced—the history of a people through their words—but to do it for our moment, in our vernacular, with our particular confusions and losses in view.

I want to show how specific words thinned, and what that thinning has cost us. I want to recover some of the meanings we've forgotten or abandoned. And I want to suggest—carefully, without nostalgia—that we might still reclaim enough precision and depth in our language to make shared life possible again.

Because here's what I've learned since opening up Barfield that autumn afternoon: The thinning of language is not neutral. It changes us. When our words lose weight, so do our thoughts. When our vocabulary shrinks, so does our imagination. When reverence fades from our speech, it fades from our lives. Language is not merely a tool we use; it is the medium in which our interior lives take shape.

The structure of this book follows the order I needed myself. The first several chapters look at individual words and trace their decline—how they thinned, when, and why it matters. Each chapter focuses on a single word or cluster of words: common sense, tolerance, safety, hero, bigot, gratitude, responsibility, truth, reverence. I try to show what each word used to mean, what it means now, and what we've lost in the transition.

The middle chapters turn more personal—exploring how language shapes the actual texture of our lives. How it forms habits of love and listening. How it determines whether our homes feel safe or combative. How we either become the people our words assume we are, or we live divided against ourselves.

The final chapter is about stewardship—the quiet, unglamorous work of tending language so that the next generation inherits something they can actually use. It's about the small fidelities that restore meaning: speaking with intention, listening with patience, choosing clarity over performance, sincerity over spectacle.

I should say plainly that I haven't written this as someone who always gets language right. I've been shaped—often for better, sometimes for worse—by the same cultural forces I'm describing here. Whatever insight exists in these pages comes not from mastery, but from paying attention. From noticing how words work on us, and how we work on them.

The most prolific user of words I knew, who modeled reading and working crossword puzzles in front of me for most of my first sixty years, by example, indirectly taught me to love words is no longer able to use them. My mother spent decades as a kindergarten and children’s Sunday school teacher. She filled rooms with stories, memories, observations, and a kind of warm, relentless narration of daily life. She never had a thought, my father used to tease, that didn't come out of her mouth. She loved the spoken language the way some people love music—instinctively, unselfconsciously, completely.

Then aphasia came. Sudden and thorough. The words she'd used her whole life began drifting beyond her reach. Sentences frayed. Meanings loosened. The woman who had narrated “every thought that went into her head” eventually fell nearly silent, not because she had nothing to say, but because the medium through which she'd always spoken had been taken from her.

Watching that happen taught me something no theory could: When we lose our words, we lose more than vocabulary. We lose the structures that hold our memories, the tools that shape our relationships, and the bridges that connect our inner world to the outer one. Language is not decoration. It is identity. It is meaning. It is part of what makes us capable of connection, memory, and hope.

Her story bookends this project. I arrived at the “why” of this book as I was struggling to wrap up the “how” and “how much”.  I have realized that it's why I care about vocabulary, why I pay attention to how words thin, and why I believe recovering depth in our language is not an academic exercise but a deeply human one.

So, this is an attempt to do what Barfield did—to trace the history of a people through their words—but for a moment when that history is harder to read because the words themselves have become unstable. It's a book about loss, yes, but also about recovery. About what happens when we stop taking language for granted and start treating it as something fragile, powerful, and worth preserving.

If these pages help you recover a word you'd forgotten, or see more clearly how language shapes your life, or give you the courage to speak with a little more care—then they'll have done what I hoped they'd do.

Because in the end, we don't just use language.

We become it.
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COMMON SENSE





The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.


—Arthur Conan Doyle, The Hound of the Baskervilles



There's a moment in every kind of work when someone has to say the obvious thing. There’s a moment in Kipling’s The White Seal that has always stayed with me. You don’t have to remember the whole tale—just the broad strokes. Every year the seals return to the same beach out of habit, even though hunters come to that beach every year for the same reason. Everyone knows the danger. Everyone sees the blood in the surf. And yet they keep returning, simply because that’s where they have always gone. And every year, hundreds of seals died. The elders always shrugged and said, “This is the price of living. There is nowhere else.”

That's what happened to common sense.

Not all at once. Not through any single decision or event. It eroded the way coastlines do—grain by grain, so gradually that most people didn't notice until the shape of the land had changed completely. One day we woke up in a world where the obvious had become obscure, where basic patterns of cause and effect seemed debatable, where people could look directly at reality and somehow miss it entirely. Like the seals, we couldn’t equate the bloody surf with the hunter’s club.

Common sense used to mean something specific. It was the accumulation of practical knowledge gathered by paying attention to the world as it actually is, not as we wished it to be or feared it might become. It was the ability to distinguish real danger from imagined danger, real solutions from feel-good gestures, real patterns from coincidences. It wasn't brilliance. It wasn't expertise. It wasn't a specialized credential hanging on the office wall. It was the ballast of ordinary life—the shared foundation of assumptions so basic that people hardly needed to speak them aloud.

Fire burns. Gravity wins. People respond to incentives. Children need boundaries. Actions have consequences. A life without responsibility becomes unlivable. You can't borrow your way out of debt. If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

These weren't interesting observations. They were simply known—the way you know that winter follows fall, that rivers flow downhill, that a house built on sand won't stand as long as one built on rock. Common sense was the quiet agreement beneath all the noise, the baseline reality that allowed people to argue about details without losing sight of the essential.

And then we lost it.

The loss didn't look like stupidity. We didn't become less intelligent. We became less attentive.

Walk into any room today and you'll find people with access to more information than any generation in history. They can look up almost anything within seconds. They can fact-check claims in real time. They have immediate access in the palm of their hand to more data, more statistics, more studies, and more expert opinions than their grandparents could have imagined. But somewhere between the explosion of information and the collapse of attention, we stopped being able to see.

Not see as in "perceive with the eyes." See as in "recognize patterns." See as in "distinguish signal from noise." See as in "notice when something doesn't add up."

I started noticing this everywhere. In workplaces where people could recite company policy verbatim but couldn't figure out why morale kept tanking. In schools where administrators implemented elaborate anti-bullying programs while ignoring the fact that the kids eating lunch alone weren't being bullied—they were being ignored, which is worse. In churches where leaders fretted over mission statements and strategic plans while missing the obvious fact that people were leaving because nobody knew their names.

The technical term for when this happens in a building management system is "loss of feedback." When a system stops receiving accurate information about its own condition, it drifts. Sensors fail or get ignored. The relationship between the system and reality becomes distorted. Nothing malicious happens at first—the system simply stops self-correcting. Small problems compound, often invisibly, until something finally breaks.

That's where we are with common sense. We've lost our feedback mechanisms. We stopped attending to reality—its constraints, its patterns, its hard-won lessons—and our collective sensors began to drift. Not because we're bad people. Not because we're unintelligent. But because we replaced observation with opinion, experience with ideology, and reality with curated preference.

A man gets fired from his job for something he said on social media. The statement wasn't threatening, wasn't illegal, wasn't even particularly controversial by the standards of five years ago. But it violated the current sensibilities, so he's gone. When you point out that this seems disproportionate—that people used to distinguish between "I disagree with you" and "You should lose your livelihood"—you're told you're missing the point. The point, apparently, is that words are violence, silence is violence, and the only appropriate response to discomfort is punishment.

Common sense whispers: This is not sustainable. You cannot build a society on the principle that emotional discomfort justifies economic destruction. You cannot maintain trust when the rules change faster than people can learn them. You cannot have free discourse when one misstep ends careers.

But common sense has no institutional power. It can't compel. It can only suggest. And increasingly, it's drowned out by louder voices insisting that discomfort is danger, that safety means freedom from disagreement, that tolerance means never having to hear anything that challenges you.

Or consider how we talk about risk. A parent lets their ten-year-old walk three blocks to school alone, and neighbors call the police. The same neighbors think nothing of handing that child an internet-connected device with unrestricted access to everything the human race has ever filmed, written, or photographed. Common sense notices the inversion: we treat the statistically safe as dangerous and the demonstrably risky as normal. But to say this out loud is to risk being labeled reckless, neglectful, or worse.

Or take the way we discuss solutions to complex problems. Someone points out that a policy, however well-intentioned, is producing bad results. They're told their criticism is "harmful." Not wrong—harmful. As though noticing failure were more dangerous than perpetuating it. Common sense understands that feedback is essential, that course-correction depends on honest assessment, that good intentions don't guarantee good outcomes. But we've created a culture where acknowledging problems feels like betrayal.

The pattern repeats everywhere. In education, where we celebrate self-esteem over competence and then wonder why graduates can't do basic math. In finance, where we insist that spending more than you earn is fine as long as you call it "investment." In relationships, where we're told that any boundary you set is valid, even if it isolates you completely from human community.

Common sense doesn't have a political party. It's not left or right, progressive or conservative. It simply asks: Does this actually work? Will this bear weight? Is this sustainable? What happens next?

We've stopped asking those questions because we've trained ourselves to believe that feeling is evidence, that good intentions excuse bad results, and that anyone who points out the gap between the two is being mean.

Here's what the loss looks like in practice.

Common sense develops slowly, through observation and repetition. You touch the stove, it burns, you learn. You overspend, you run out of money, you adjust. You ignore someone's advice and suffer the consequences, you pay attention next time. But when consequences arrive instantly—or not at all, because someone swoops in to prevent them—the feedback loop breaks. People stop learning from reality because reality stops being allowed to teach.

How did we lose common sense?

Partly through abstraction. Common sense works best with concrete things. You can observe a child, a garden, a budget, a relationship, and learn their patterns. But when everything becomes theoretical—when we spend more time arguing about ideas than dealing with actual people, actual problems, actual constraints—common sense atrophies. It needs ground to stand on.

Partly through the collapse of shared experience. Common sense used to be transmitted through elders—people who'd lived through enough seasons to understand cycles, enough failures to recognize warning signs, enough hardship to separate the essential from the trivial. But we stopped listening to them. We decided their experience was obsolete, that everything had changed so much their wisdom no longer applied. So each generation now has to relearn lessons the hard way that could have been taught gently.

Partly through speed. Common sense develops slowly, through observation and repetition. And partly through shame. We made common sense embarrassing. If you invoked it, you were unsophisticated, uneducated, out of touch. The smart people dealt in theory, in data, in credentials. Common sense was for rubes. So people stopped trusting their own perceptions. They stopped saying, "Wait, this doesn't make sense," because they didn't want to look stupid. Better to nod along with the absurdity than risk being thought simple.

How, then, do we get it back?

It doesn't require new theories or elaborate programs. It asks only that we pay attention again—that we relearn the art of noticing, that we test our assumptions against the real world, that we allow feedback to correct us, that we give ourselves time to absorb experience rather than instantly react to it.

Most of the recovery happens in small, unseen ways. In the pause before responding to an email. In the moment you think before sharing an outrage on social media. In the quiet work of teaching a child to distinguish discomfort from actual danger. In refusing to outsource your judgment to crowds, algorithms, or experts who don't know your life. In accepting that reality has structure, that some truths are indifferent to your preferences, and that consequences eventually arrive whether you believe in them or not.

Common sense returns when someone finally says, "The emperor has no clothes," and others realize they'd been thinking the same thing but were afraid to speak. It returns when people stop pretending that obvious problems aren't problems. It returns when communities decide that noticing reality is more important than maintaining comfortable fictions.

It won't happen dramatically. It will happen the way erosion happens—slowly, in a thousand small choices, in the daily decision to trust what you can see over what you're told you should see.

Kotick, Kipling’s white seal, understood this instinctively. Not because he was smarter than the other seals, but because he refused to accept that bloody surf was just 'the price of living.' He trusted what he could see.

That's common sense. Not a theory. Not a credential. Just the practiced habit of seeing what's actually there.

And recovering it begins the moment you decide the obvious is worth noticing again.

The erosion of common sense has been so gradual that most people haven't noticed it happening. It didn't announce itself. There was no single moment when society decided to stop trusting observable reality in favor of abstract theory. Instead, it happened through a thousand small accommodations, each one seeming reasonable in isolation, each one making the next accommodation easier.

First, we accepted that expertise should always trump experience. If the studies said one thing and your lying eyes said another, you learned to distrust your eyes. This seemed wise—after all, systematic study should reveal truths that casual observation might miss. But it created a dependency: people stopped trusting their own judgment and started waiting for experts to tell them what to think.

Then we accepted that feelings could be evidence. If someone felt harmed, harm must have occurred. If someone felt unsafe, danger must be present. This seemed compassionate—after all, people's experiences matter. But it severed the connection between subjective experience and objective reality. It made verification impossible. How do you test whether someone really feels unsafe? You can't. So you have to accept the claim at face value, which means you've abandoned common sense.

Finally, we accepted that disagreement itself might be harmful. Not disagreement expressed cruelly—just disagreement. The existence of contrary opinions became something people needed protection from. This seemed kind—after all, why subject people to ideas that distress them? But it made rational discourse impossible. Because rational discourse requires the ability to encounter ideas you find wrong, objectionable, even abhorrent, and respond to them with argument rather than demands for protection.

Each of these moves seemed defensible. Each addressed a real concern. But together, they dismantled the infrastructure of common sense. They created a world where reality is whatever someone insists it is, where observable facts matter less than asserted feelings, where the obvious thing can't be said because saying it might cause distress.

The recovery of common sense doesn't require a dramatic revolution. It requires a modest return to something simple: the willingness to notice what's in front of you and say it out loud, even when saying it feels risky.
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TOLERANCE





"Be tolerant with others and strict with yourself."


—Marcus Aurelius



In 2018, a biology professor at a state university mentioned in class that biological sex exists as a category distinct from gender identity. She wasn't arguing against anyone's dignity. She wasn't denying anyone's experience. She was teaching basic biology—the kind that's been taught for decades without incident. Two students filed a complaint. Within a week, she was meeting with administrators who told her that several students now felt unsafe in her classroom. The word unsafe appeared repeatedly in the incident report. Not uncomfortable. Not challenged. Not disagreeing. Unsafe. The professor wasn't fired. She wasn't formally disciplined. But the message was clear: some topics, even in a biology classroom, had become too dangerous to discuss. By the end of the semester, she'd begun avoiding entire areas of inquiry—not because they weren't scientifically relevant, but because she could no longer predict what might be called harmful.

This wasn't an isolated case. It has become a pattern. Search "professor disciplined" and you'll find dozens of similar stories from the last five years alone. Different campuses, different disciplines, different specific triggers—but the same basic script: someone states a view that was uncontroversial a decade ago, students claim harm, the institution responds by treating disagreement as a threat to safety.

Or consider what happened in a Colorado public library in 2019. A religious group reserved a meeting room—the same kind of room available to any community organization. They planned to discuss traditional Christian views on marriage. Before the meeting even occurred, other community members demanded the library cancel the reservation. Not because the group had broken any rules. Not because they'd been disruptive in the past. But because their views, simply by being expressed in a public building, would make others "feel unwelcome." The library initially defended the reservation—meeting rooms are public forums, open to all viewpoints. But the pressure mounted. Petitions circulated. The library received calls claiming that allowing the meeting was itself a form of discrimination. Eventually, the library canceled, citing "community standards" and "creating a welcoming environment." The message was unmistakable: tolerance now meant preventing certain people from speaking at all, even in spaces explicitly designed for diverse community use. The meeting room sat empty that night—safe, welcoming, and perfectly sterile.

That's what happened to tolerance.

Tolerance used to be one of the modest but essential virtues of democratic life.

It didn't mean agreement. It didn't mean approval. It didn't even mean you had to like the person whose views you were tolerating. Tolerance was simply the strength to endure difference without collapsing into hostility. It was the recognition that in a free society, people would hold incompatible beliefs—sometimes deeply, sometimes passionately—and that the task of adulthood was to live with others alongside that tension without treating it as an emergency.

Marcus Aurelius understood this. "Be tolerant with others and strict with yourself." The formulation is elegant because it's asymmetrical. Tolerance wasn't about lowering standards. It was about directing your moral energy inward—holding yourself to account while extending patience outward. It assumed that your own character was the proper object of your scrutiny, not someone else's.

The older form of tolerance required something we are growing increasingly uncomfortable with: interior strength. You had to be stable enough within yourself to let other people be wrong. You had to possess enough confidence in your own convictions that you didn't need everyone around you to validate them constantly. Tolerance was what you practiced when you were secure.

It also assumed something else we have largely forgotten: that disagreement was normal. Not pathological. Not a sign that something had gone wrong. Just the natural state of human beings thinking for themselves. In a country of hundreds of millions of people with different backgrounds, experiences, and prior commitments, of course there would be friction. Tolerance was the grease that kept the friction from becoming fire.

But tolerance in that older sense asked something of the people practicing it. It asked them to develop a thicker skin, to distinguish between harm and discomfort, to resist the impulse to treat every challenge as an assault. It put the burden on the individual to grow strong enough to endure difference.

Modern tolerance has inverted the burden entirely.

Somewhere along the way—gradually, perhaps imperceptibly at first—tolerance stopped being something you practiced and became something you demanded. The expectation shifted from “I will tolerate you” to “You must not disturb me!” Instead of developing resilience, we began designing environments to eliminate anything that might require it.

The language changed accordingly. We stopped saying "I disagree" and started saying "That's harmful." We stopped saying "I'm offended" and started saying "I'm unsafe" or “You are offensive.” We stopped distinguishing between speech that threatens and speech that challenges. And once that distinction collapsed, tolerance became impossible—because if disagreement itself is harm, then tolerance isn't a virtue. It's complicity.

This shift shows up everywhere, but it's most visible in institutions that once prided themselves on intellectual diversity.

Universities invented the "safe space"—not as a temporary refuge for someone processing trauma, but as a permanent posture toward the world. The idea was reasonable enough at first: create environments where students could speak openly without fear of social punishment. But it metastasized. Soon, safety wasn't about protection from cruelty; it was about protection from discomfort. And since discomfort is inevitable wherever people think seriously about complicated things, the only way to maintain safety was to stop thinking seriously about complicated things.

Workplaces followed. Diversity and inclusion training—intended to help people work together across differences—became exercises in linguistic tripwire identification. Employees learned which words were forbidden, which questions were dangerous, which opinions marked you as backward. The goal shifted from "How do we work together despite our differences?" to "How do we eliminate difference?"

Even families and friendships fragmented along these lines. People stopped talking about politics, religion, or morality—not because these things didn't matter, but because no one trusted that even a minor disagreement could be survived. Thanksgiving dinners became minefields. Old friendships quietly ended not because of any specific betrayal, but because someone liked the wrong post, called her friend the wrong pronoun, or failed to express the right degree of enthusiasm for the right cause. Tolerance wasn't needed because association itself had become conditional on agreement.

The cruel irony is that this supposedly tolerant approach has made us less capable of living together.

Here's what the new tolerance looks like in practice.

In 2016, dozens of schools across the country began removing To Kill a Mockingbird from their curricula. The novel—taught for decades as a text about racism, injustice, and moral courage—came under fire not for its themes but for its language. It uses a racial slur, historically accurate to the setting, spoken by characters the novel itself condemns. Parents and students said it made them uncomfortable. Schools, rather than distinguish between depicting racism and endorsing it, pulled the book. 

What gets lost isn't just a novel. It's the ability to encounter difficult things in a mediated, thoughtful environment—which is exactly what education is supposed to provide. But tolerance in its new form can't allow difficulty. It can't let students sit with discomfort long enough to think through it. It must protect them from the encounter itself. Fortunately, for both language and society, the quickest way to renew interest in a book, or any artistic work, is for the establishment to ban it.

Or consider what happens in the average workplace meeting when someone proposes a new policy. A colleague raises a practical concern—not a hostile objection, just a question about implementation. Immediately, someone else interjects: "I don't think that question is helpful." Not incorrect. Not based on a misunderstanding. Just “not helpful”. The subtext is clear: your question creates discomfort, and discomfort is now treated as a form of aggression. The meeting continues, but the policy isn't improved, because the mechanism for improving it—honest questioning—has been shut down in the name of tolerance.

Or take what's become a familiar pattern at family gatherings: someone's uncle makes an offhand comment—clumsy, maybe, but not malicious. Instead of someone gently correcting him or letting it pass, the room goes silent. Later, someone posts about it on social media. The uncle becomes a symbol of everything wrong with "that generation." He's not educated; he's erased. He's not engaged; he's dismissed. And the family fractures a little more because tolerance no longer means enduring the uncle. It means expelling him.

In each case, the mechanism is the same: instead of developing the strength to endure disagreement, we eliminate the disagreement. Instead of growing thicker skin, we demand thinner speech. Instead of learning to live with tension, we exile anyone who creates it.

And then we call this tolerance.

The most insidious thing about the new tolerance is that it feels virtuous. It feels like compassion. It feels like protecting the vulnerable. It feels like standing up for people who've been hurt. And sometimes—sometimes—it actually is those things. There are moments when speech genuinely harms, when environments genuinely threaten, when the right response is intervention.

But we've lost the ability to distinguish those moments from ordinary disagreement.

A student who says "I feel unsafe because someone used a slur against me" is describing a real problem that requires a real response. A student who says "I feel unsafe because someone argued that sex and gender are distinct categories" is describing discomfort, not danger. The two are not equivalent. But if we treat them as equivalent—if every claim of harm is taken at face value without scrutiny—then tolerance becomes impossible, because everything can be framed as harm.

And here's what makes it especially difficult: the people demanding this new form of tolerance genuinely believe they're fighting intolerance. They see themselves as protecting the marginalized, challenging the powerful, creating a more just world. And in some cases, they are. But in many cases, they're simply enforcing conformity—and conformity, however well-intentioned, is the opposite of tolerance.

True tolerance doesn't mean endorsing everything. It doesn't mean pretending every view is equally valid. It means allowing people to be wrong without destroying them for it. It means making space for disagreement, even heated disagreement, without treating disagreement itself as violence. It means accepting that in a pluralistic society, people will hold views you find foolish, offensive, or even abhorrent—and that the cost of freedom is letting them hold those views anyway.

Marcus Aurelius had it right. The tolerance that matters is the tolerance you practice when you're frustrated, when someone's views genuinely bother you, when you'd much rather they just shut up and conform. That's when tolerance does its real work. That's when it protects something larger than your momentary comfort.

The tragedy is that we once knew how to do this.

For most of American history, people managed to live alongside deep disagreements without demanding that one side surrender or disappear. Catholics and Protestants, who'd spent centuries killing each other in Europe, learned to be neighbors. Immigrants from dozens of countries, speaking different languages and practicing different customs, somehow formed communities. People with wildly different views on religion, politics, economics, and morality shared towns, workplaces, and sometimes even dinner tables.

It wasn't always peaceful. There were failures—catastrophic ones. But the default assumption was that difference was permanent and tolerance was necessary. You didn't have to like your neighbor's views. You just had to let them hold those views without treating their existence as a threat to yours.

That assumption has eroded. We've replaced it with something newer, something that sounds more sophisticated but functions far more rigidly: the idea that tolerance means creating spaces where no one ever has to encounter a view that challenges them. Where safety means protection not from violence but from disagreement. Where inclusion means uniformity of thought.

This isn't progress. It is regression disguised as enlightenment. Because a society that can't tolerate disagreement can't tolerate freedom. And a society that can't tolerate freedom eventually can't tolerate much of anything—including the people who once believed they were building something better.

So how do we recover tolerance? 

Not the new version, which isn't tolerance at all, but the old version—the sturdy, modest virtue that lets people with incompatible beliefs live, work, and exist in the same society without demanding that one side vanish. 

First, we have to recover the distinction between harm and discomfort. 

Not everything that makes you uncomfortable is harming you. This seems obvious when stated plainly, but we've spent the last decade systematically erasing this distinction until the two have become functionally interchangeable. A student who hears an argument she disagrees with reports feeling "harmed." An employee who's asked to consider a perspective different from his own describes the experience as "traumatic." A reader who encounters an opinion piece with an opposing viewpoint says the publication has "platforming violence." The language has become so inflated that we've lost the ability to calibrate our responses to actual threats. 

Real harm has specific characteristics. It involves direct action against someone's body, property, or rights. It creates tangible damage that can be identified and measured. A person who's physically assaulted has been harmed. A person who's been fired for their race has been harmed. A person who's been denied housing because of their religion has been harmed. These are genuine violations that require genuine responses—legal, institutional, social. Discomfort is different. 

Discomfort is what you feel when your assumptions are questioned, when someone presents evidence that contradicts your beliefs, when you encounter a worldview that makes your own seem less certain. Discomfort is what happens when you're forced to think rather than simply react. It's uncomfortable precisely because it's doing something—not to you, but in you. It's the friction of growth. 

Much of education, in fact, should make you uncomfortable. A literature class that never assigns books with disturbing themes isn't teaching literature—it's teaching avoidance. A history class that never discusses the genuine moral failures of the past isn't teaching history—it's teaching mythology. A science class that never presents theories that challenge students' prior beliefs isn't teaching science—it's teaching catechism. Growth happens at the edge of comfort, not in its center. Learning requires exposure to ideas that disturb your equilibrium. If we can't distinguish discomfort from danger, we can't distinguish education from assault. 

Consider what this looks like in practice. A college freshman takes a philosophy course and encounters an argument for moral relativism that conflicts with everything she was raised to believe. She finds it deeply unsettling. She goes to office hours and tells her professor, "That reading made me uncomfortable." The professor has two options. Option one: validate her discomfort as harm, apologize for assigning disturbing material, and perhaps offer an alternative reading that won't challenge her beliefs. Option two: acknowledge her discomfort as evidence that she's engaging seriously with difficult ideas, and help her work through the argument on its merits. The first option protects her from discomfort. The second option teaches her to think. Only the second option is actually education. 

The same principle applies outside the classroom. A coworker makes an argument you find offensive. You have two options: claim harm and demand he be silenced, or recognize your discomfort as disagreement and engage with his actual reasoning. A family member holds a political view you consider backwards. You can treat her presence at Thanksgiving as a threat to your safety, or you can recognize that tolerating her presence—and even her wrongness—is what family and citizenship require. The ability to distinguish harm from discomfort is what makes tolerance possible. Without it, every encounter with difference becomes an emergency. 

This doesn't mean all discomfort is good or that we should deliberately seek to offend. It means that discomfort alone isn't sufficient justification for demanding someone stop speaking. If we can't hear things that make us uncomfortable, we can't hear anything that might change our minds—which means we can't learn, and we certainly can't live with people who see the world differently. 

Second, we have to recover the expectation of resilience. 

A free society depends on citizens who are strong enough to hear things they don't like without demanding institutional intervention every time their feelings are hurt. This isn't cruelty. It's basic citizenship. In a country of 330 million people with wildly different backgrounds, experiences, and convictions, you are going to encounter views you find foolish, offensive, or even abhorrent on a regular basis. If your response to every such encounter is to appeal to an authority figure to make the bad man stop talking, you're not practicing citizenship—you're practicing childhood. 

Resilience doesn't mean callousness. It doesn't mean pretending words don't affect you or that emotional responses are weakness. It means having the internal strength to encounter opposition without shattering. It means being secure enough in your own convictions that someone else's disagreement doesn't constitute a crisis. It means possessing the emotional stability to hear an argument you despise and respond with a counterargument rather than a demand for silence. 

We used to understand this as a basic requirement of adulthood. Children needed protection from certain kinds of speech because they lacked the cognitive and emotional tools to process difficult ideas. Adults were expected to have developed those tools. The whole point of maturation was building the internal resources to handle conflict, disagreement, and discomfort without external intervention. We called this growing up. 

Somewhere along the way, we decided this expectation was oppressive. We began treating emotional fragility not as a problem to overcome but as a status to be honored. We invented concepts like "emotional labor" to describe the ordinary work of managing your own reactions to the world. We created "self-care" routines that treated everyday interactions as traumatic events requiring recovery periods. We built entire institutional structures around the premise that people shouldn't have to develop resilience because the world should simply become less challenging. 

The result is a generation of adults who've never developed the psychological immune system necessary for democratic life. They've been protected from discomfort so consistently that they experience ordinary disagreement as assault. They've been taught that their emotional reactions are always valid and never to be questioned, which means they've never learned to interrogate whether their feelings are proportional to the situation. They've been told that demanding others adjust to accommodate their sensitivities is a form of justice rather than a failure of self-governance. 

This isn't compassion. It's cruelty disguised as care. Because the world doesn't care about your feelings, and no amount of institutional protection will change that. The person who's never developed resilience isn't being protected—they're being disabled. They're being rendered incapable of functioning in any environment that hasn't been specifically engineered for their comfort. And since most of life happens in environments that haven't been engineered for anyone's comfort, this is a recipe for perpetual suffering. 

Consider what happens to someone who's been raised in an environment of maximum protection. She goes to college and encounters a professor who challenges her beliefs. Instead of engaging with the challenge, she files a complaint. The complaint succeeds—the professor is disciplined, the syllabus is revised, the uncomfortable reading is removed. She graduates and enters a workplace. A coworker makes a comment she finds offensive. She reports it to HR. HR intervenes. The coworker is sent to sensitivity training. The comment isn't repeated. She's learned a powerful lesson: the world will adjust to protect her from discomfort. 

But then she encounters a situation where that pattern breaks down. Maybe she changes jobs and the new workplace doesn't have the same protections. Maybe she enters a relationship with someone who won't walk on eggshells. Maybe she simply encounters an aspect of life—illness, loss, failure—that can't be managed by appealing to an authority figure. And she has no tools to handle it because she's never had to develop any. Her entire strategy for dealing with difficulty has been to make someone else eliminate the difficulty. When that stops working, she's helpless. 

That's not resilience. That's learned helplessness dressed up as empowerment. And it's what we're systematically teaching people by refusing to expect strength from them. 

Recovering resilience means recovering the expectation that adults should be able to handle disagreement without intervention. It means praising strength rather than fragility. It means recognizing that the goal isn't to eliminate all discomfort from life—it's to build people capable of enduring discomfort without collapsing. It means understanding that you do someone no favors by protecting them from every challenge. You only prepare them for failure. 

Third, we have to practice disagreement. 

Actual disagreement, not the performative kind that happens on social media. The kind that happens face-to-face, where you have to see the other person as a full human being, not a caricature. The kind where you might not change their mind, but you don't storm out either. The kind that strengthens relationship rather than ending it. 

We've lost this skill almost entirely. Most people now have so little experience with genuine disagreement that they've come to see it as inherently hostile. They confuse disagreement with disrespect, argument with attack, challenge with contempt. They've learned to interpret any questioning of their views as a personal assault, which means they've never learned how to separate their ideas from their identity. If you are your opinions, then any challenge to your opinions becomes a challenge to your existence. And if disagreement is existential threat, then tolerance becomes impossible.

But disagreement used to be understood as something different—not as a threat to relationship but as a form of relationship. Two people who disagreed sharply on important questions could still be friends, colleagues, even family, because they understood that disagreement didn't require enmity. You could think someone was completely wrong about politics, religion, or morality and still respect their character, trust their intentions, and value their presence in your life. The disagreement was real, but it wasn't total. You were more than your opinions, and so were they. 

This required certain skills that we've largely stopped teaching. You had to learn how to state your position clearly without caricaturing the opposing view. You had to learn how to listen to arguments you found absurd without assuming the person making them was stupid or evil. You had to learn how to identify genuine points of disagreement instead of arguing past each other. You had to learn how to recognize when you'd reached an impasse and how to step back from the argument without stepping back from the relationship. None of this was easy, but all of it was learnable—and necessary. 
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