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To those who have been canceled






Foreword

By Jonathan Haidt

Sometime around 2014, something big changed in American society. It was as if a flock of demons was unleashed upon the world, and the first place they flocked to was American college campuses. Whatever they were, one of the first people to spot them was Greg Lukianoff, who recognized their central power: they make people engage in exactly the same cognitive distortions that Greg had learned how to correct in himself when he was trained in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) for depression.

Because he was so familiar with these distortions and their damaging effects, Greg was able to see that universities, or society, or the internet, or somebody was training some young people to think in counterproductive and inaccurate ways. Greg knew that this would be harmful to their mental health, and he realized—all the way back in 2014—that if these distortions became common on college campuses, it would be a disaster for the open, questioning culture of free speech that is essential for universities to do their work.

My own reaction when Greg shared his analysis with me in May 2014: This is brilliant. This is right. This explains what I am seeing as a professor at New York University. I suggested to Greg that he write up his idea for publication, and I humbly offered my services as a co-author with a degree in psychology.

We wrote an essay for the Atlantic, titled “The Coddling of the American Mind,” which was published in August 2015. The disease continued to mutate and spread, so we dove much deeper into its origins and effects in our 2018 book with the same title. Again, you’ll read about that in this book, but let me just say this in the foreword: Greg is the sort of principled and empathetic person who can write about politically controversial social trends such as “Cancel Culture” in a trustworthy way. He writes from a place of love for liberal democracy and liberal societies, which require strong protections for speech. And he writes with a big heart that feels the pain of those who suffer, whether from mental illness, exclusion, or unjust social punishment.

Since writing Coddling together, Greg and I have each taken a piece of the puzzle to explore in a subsequent book. I’m writing a book that takes off from Chapter 7 of Coddling, on the mental health crisis that began for Gen Z (those born in and after 1996) at the very moment that the virus was released, in the early 2010s. I argue that when teens traded in their flip phones (which were not harmful) for smartphones loaded with social media apps, they rewired childhood, consciousness, activism, politics, and mental health, almost always in ways that were bad for adolescents and bad for liberal democracy. Social media will play a big role in The Canceling of the American Mind, too.

Greg is building on his leadership of America’s pre-eminent free speech group—the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression—to explore the dynamics and destructive effects of Cancel Culture on individuals, institutions, and nations. Greg has done more than just about anyone else to defend and promote free speech and the virtues (such as intellectual humility and the principle of charity) that make free speech a boon to tolerant and dynamic societies.

In writing this book, Greg has made a smart move in trading me in for Rikki Schlott. I’ve known Rikki since she wrote to me, in August 2021, as a junior at New York University. She had just published a marvelous essay1 in a major newspaper on the suppression of viewpoint diversity on campus, and she asked if she could meet with me to talk about the problem of free speech at our university. She came to my office hours and impressed me to no end. Members of Gen Z are not shy about speaking up against injustice, but they generally do so only when they believe that most of their peers share their views and they will receive online affirmation for their statements. It’s rare to find a young person speaking up against the dominant view because of the extreme risk of shaming and ostracism—via social media—which is the subject of this book. But here was Rikki fearlessly standing up for what she thought was right, even though she knew she would damage her social position in an academic community.

In her essay, she wrote about the “crisis of self-censorship” that people like Greg and me had been describing from a distance using nationally representative data sets. But Rikki described it from the inside, from the point of view of a student subjected to the sorts of conformity pressures, safetyism, and heavy-handed “orientations” that are causing that self-censorship. Yet there was a hopeful message in Rikki’s essay, and once she stood up, other people started “coming out of the woodwork” to say that they shared her concerns, but had been afraid to say anything.

This book is about why we all need to say something, why it’s gotten so hard to do so, and what kinds of reforms will make it easier for free speech to flourish once again.

In addition to serving as a character witness for Greg and Rikki, there is one other thing I’d like to do in this foreword: I’d like to tell you about the “Three Great Untruths” that were the heart of The Coddling of the American Mind, because they are the backstory to a fourth great “untruth” that you’ll learn about here. The Three Great Untruths are ideas that are so bad, so wrong, so contrary to ancient wisdom and modern psychology that if any young person embraces all three, they are practically guaranteed to be unhappy and unsuccessful. The untruths are as follows:


	The Untruth of Fragility: What doesn’t kill you makes you weaker.
This untruth is of course the opposite of Friedrich Nietzsche’s dictum: “What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.” Nietzsche understood the modern concept of “antifragility,” which doesn’t just mean “not being fragile.” It means something that absolutely must have challenges, shocks, and setbacks in order to develop properly. If you shield your child from all dirt, germs, and viruses, you block the development of the immune system and condemn your child to a lifetime of autoimmune diseases. And if you shield your child from all risk, teasing, and exclusion you block the development of normal social and emotional skills and condemn your child to a lifetime of anxiety and social incompetence.



	The Untruth of Emotional Reasoning: Always trust your feelings.
This untruth is the opposite of the fundamental insight of Stoicism, Buddhism, and many other ancient traditions that teach us that our emotions and other automatic reactions often lead us astray. These reactions should be questioned and examined, not held up as divine insights. To take your own feeling of anger as evidence that somebody harmed you is one of the major cognitive distortions that Greg learned to stop doing when he studied CBT: It is called “emotional reasoning.”



	The Untruth of Us Versus Them: Life is a battle between good people and evil people.
This is the most destructive of the Great Untruths, found behind almost every conflict between groups, from politics to genocide. It is part of humanity’s evolved tendency toward tribalism. In CBT it is known as “black-and-white thinking.” It is the opposite of so much ancient wisdom, for rarely do Stoics or Buddhists urge us to hate faster, more deeply, and more unreflectively. Rather, the ancients repeatedly warn us that we are all hypocrites and that we should take the plank out of our own eyes before we judge others, as Jesus said.2 We should be quicker to love and forgive, because we are all flawed. Greg and I captured this insight using the words of Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn: “The line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.”3 The last thing we need, in a complex multiethnic liberal democracy, is for educators to teach young people to divide everyone up into groups and then to teach them that some groups are good, others are bad.







In Coddling, Greg and I examined where these untruths came from, why they are so bad for the mental health of young people, and what they have done to American (and Canadian, and British) universities. In the five years since the book was published, the disease has metastasized and spread far beyond universities. It now infects journalism, the arts, nonprofits, K–12 education, and even medicine. Show me an organization where people are afraid to speak up, afraid to challenge dominant ideas lest they be destroyed socially, and I’ll show you an organization that has become structurally stupid, unmoored from reality, and unable to achieve its mission. In The Canceling of the American Mind, Greg and Rikki follow the story far beyond universities to show how deep the structural stupidity now runs. If we want to make our minds and our institutions work well again, we’re going to have to end the “crisis of self-censorship” that Rikki wrote about. This book will tell you how we do that.






Introduction: Pandora’s Toolbox

On a sweltering summer day, we arrive at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. We were invited by a mysterious professor, a scholar of ancient Greece, to witness the unveiling of a newly discovered artifact. Our invitations cryptically promised “ancient wisdom that might help us understand the dysfunction of contemporary American society.”

Greg is a forty-seven-year-old liberal and Rikki is only twenty-two and a right-leaning libertarian. We met in May 2021, when Rikki was writing an article for the New York Post, hoping that the pandemic would be an opportunity for Generation Z to develop greater resilience.

Rikki read Greg and Jonathan Haidt’s 2018 book The Coddling of the American Mind in her freshman year of college, and its analysis of her generation resonated with her. She reached out to Greg to ask whether he thought that perhaps the pandemic could “uncoddle” her cohort.

Unfortunately, that has so far proven to be wishful thinking. Still, the article did enable our paths to cross.

A phone interview turned into a longer conversation, which turned into a fellowship at Greg’s organization, the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE). FIRE is a nonprofit organization dedicated to defending Americans’ rights to free speech and free expression.

Pretty soon, we quickly discovered that we shared a deep concern for the individuals whose lives and livelihoods are destroyed by a single flippant tweet, unpopular post, or joke that fell flat—a phenomenon often referred to as Cancel Culture.

But on this summer day, neither of us have any idea what an ancient artifact could teach us. We pull open the library’s heavy doors with intrigue. Awaiting inside are a few paper signs with hastily scrawled arrows and instructions. Curiosity gives way to unease as we follow them down a dark hallway to a freight elevator.

“I never knew there was a sub-sub-basement,” says Greg as the elevator ka-thunks below “B” into unknown depths. Finally, after an endless descent, the elevator door opens on a vast underground library.

Following more signs, we make our way through a cavern of bookshelves, alone and wondering where everyone else is. When we arrive, we see two chairs and a weathered wooden box.

“Was no one else invited?” Rikki asks.

The professor materializes from a door built into a bookshelf, saying nothing. With herculean effort, the elderly, white-haired man lifts the lid of the box and gingerly removes an ancient scroll.

Unfurling it, he breaks the silence, “I will translate from the ancient Greek.” He reads:


In the time before Gnosisopolis, all was chaos. The people were ruled by strongmen, and all knowledge was a matter of opinion, faith, or superstition. Tyranny and ignorance abounded, until the great sorceress Pandora cast a powerful spell.

She pulled from the minds and mouths of all her people the unproductive ways of arguing. No longer could they focus on the personal failings of whoever made an argument. They could only address the merit of an argument itself. Gone were cheap, rhetorical dodges that wasted time and contributed nothing to the pursuit of truth. She gathered all of these bad habits, and she locked them away inside a magical box.

In their place, Pandora’s people developed a desire to think for themselves, coupled with a deep curiosity about all things. Suddenly, they had a humble awareness that they might be wrong. Freed from the shackles of wasteful arguments, all inhabitants were armed with an understanding that knowledge itself is a process. They knew knowledge creation works best when people are open-minded in their pursuit.

In the ensuing decades, the village prospered. It swelled into a city and was called Gnosisopolis—meaning the city of knowledge.

The people governed themselves. Technology, art, and science flourished. Human freedom and tolerance grew. Inhabitants felt comfortable sharing their own failings, shortcomings, and foibles—honesty bred trust and wisdom. They built a Great Library with researchers who studied every question under the sun. People traveled there from the farthest reaches of the known world to learn. Everyone recognized that the wise scholars of Gnosisopolis had no equals on the earth.

Still, Pandora’s spell required a diligent people to sustain it. And as time wore on, this diligence waned. The traditions of the Gnosisopolans were diluted as each new generation became less familiar with what life was like before.

By Pandora’s hundredth birthday, the city was divided by anger, fear, and suspicion into a Westside and an Eastside.

Something had to be done. So, Pandora called on her two granddaughters: the most powerful sorceress of the Westside and the most powerful sorceress of the Eastside.

“My children, I am old, and I am weak,” she told them. “I want the two of you to work together to bring the city together. Even if you don’t want to be friends, you should still share in a mutual project of healing our society.”

“Thanks, but no thanks, Granny. I want to win!” one sorceress cried out, seizing the magic box Pandora had trapped all the bad habits inside. “And with these tools I can win every argument. I can destroy every opponent!”

“No way,” the other sorceress shouted as she grabbed the box away. “I’m going to own you libs!”

Both tugged on it with all their might.

Pandora tried to stop them. “Girls, you must listen to each other!”

“Bad people like you only have bad opinions!” cried one granddaughter.

“No, only good people like me have good opinions!” yelled the other. “You fascist rednecks!”

“You commie groomers!” the other granddaughter cried back.

And, with that, the box shattered into pieces, releasing the bad arguments back into the world. Pandora looked on in horror. At that very moment, the Great Library of Gnosisopolis crumbled to the ground.

And so the granddaughters retreated to their respective sides of the city. One sorceress built a great fortress with four high walls, each taller than the next. Not to be outdone, the other built her own vast fortress, shielded from the outside world by layer after layer of barricades, trenches, moats, walls, and all manner of tricks and traps.

Eastside and Westside had been separated.



The professor pauses. He looks up from the scroll.

“And this is why we asked you here today,” he says. “It took us a while to translate the names, but…” He stops and points a quivering finger at the two of us. “The scroll is addressed to Rikki Schlott and Greg Lukianoff for delivery on this very day in this very year!”



Okay, okay. Of course, this didn’t really happen. We certainly don’t believe we’re the chosen ones. But we like a good fable to illustrate our central points. In The Canceling of the American Mind, we want to draw your attention to the ways we argue and how we sort fact from fiction.

Of course, this is a myth. There has never been some utopian period like Gnosisopolis where everyone argued fairly and thoughtfully. There was never a time when people only cared about truth, never made ad hominem arguments, and always operated in good faith. Indeed, there has never been and will never be a perfect golden age of free speech. But that doesn’t mean we can’t strive for one.

And it’s also foolish to assume that America has always been as bad as it currently is at talking about its problems and discussing solutions. There have, indeed, been moments in human history when society was better at arguing productively.

But, over the last several decades, many of the institutions tasked with teaching us how to argue productively have failed in their duties—most notably, American higher education. This is surely bad enough on its own, considering we rely on institutions of higher learning to help us sort falsehood from truth, good ideas from bad, and tenable solutions from untenable ones.

And, just as higher education began to fail in that mission, an epochal technological shift took place that shook the foundations of society—and made everything worse.

As it turns out, social media breeds the sort of bad arguments kept in Pandora’s Toolbox. Personal attacks, dismissive clichés, and an ever-growing body of taboos abound in virtual discourse. Rules of arguing that bring society closer to the truth are pushed to the wayside in favor of techniques that let you off the hook from actually engaging with your opponents.

These destructive methods of argumentation caught on like wildfire for a simple reason: they help people assert moral superiority and “win” arguments by simply shutting down the other side.

Social media is on par with the printing press in its sheer disruptive power (an argument former CIA analyst Martin Gurri made in his 2014 book The Revolt of the Public). And that disruptiveness was on display everywhere, from the Arab Spring, to social justice protests in Spain and Israel, to the 2011 Occupy Wall Street protests.

Similarly, the invention of the printing press in the 1450s led to cataclysmic changes in Europe: religious conflict, an expansion of the witch trials, and revolutionary civil strife. The new technology added millions of people to the global conversation. In the relatively brief period between the 1450s and the 1650s, literacy rates exploded from just 12 percent to 25 percent across Western Europe,1 meaning an additional 18 million people could read and wrestle with new ideas.

Thanks to hindsight, we know the result of these growing pains would eventually be a flowering of science, art, and reform. But if you were looking at the world from the point of view of, say, Henry VIII in 1538, the printing press probably would have seemed to be more trouble than it was worth.

Much as in the early days of the printing press, we’ve found ourselves in a crazy, anarchical period in the early days of social media. Again, a massive number of new people are joining the cultural conversation. We should not be surprised that social media, which allows billions of people to participate in the global discussion, is also exceptionally disruptive.

It’s instructive to look back at how sixteenth-century figures responded to this challenge. In 1538, Henry VIII desperately attempted to put the printing press genie back in the bottle by requiring a crown-approved license to operate a printing press in England. But the proliferation of ideas proved impossible to contain.

Today, legislators are trying to do the same thing. Heavy-handed attempts to regulate social media have arisen both from the political right in Texas and Florida and the left in California and New York. Surely more are to come after this book goes to print.

Yes, the introduction of the printing press proved disruptive to society and the powers that be. But it also facilitated decentralized conversation. In the centuries since the printing press’s invention, it has allowed society to inch closer to truth by proliferating ideas and chipping away at falsehood.

Therefore, we shouldn’t give up hope that, despite its current growing pains, social media could one day be a tool of human progress, too.

In an era of techno-pessimism, we’re still techno-optimists. We believe that, with some ground rules, these new platforms could actually prove beneficial in the long run. It may not be Twitter or Facebook or any other platform that currently exists, but perhaps some future social media tool will produce positive social change, much like the printing press ultimately did.

Social media opens every institution, every individual, and every idea to the scrutiny of hundreds of millions of eyes. That makes them all vulnerable to being torn down. And it’s not always a bad thing. There are some institutions, ideas, and even people who need to be torn down—from Hosni Mubarak’s regime in Egypt to odious sexual predators like Harvey Weinstein.

When we tear things down, though, we need to rebuild. But the tools in Pandora’s Toolbox make it impossible to have civil, thoughtful dialogue. That means we’re unable to build new institutions, to create shared social norms, and to empower experts trusted across the political spectrum.

The bad argumentation techniques in Pandora’s Toolbox have been able to thrive only because the institutions that are supposed to teach us constructive ways of arguing are failing to do so. K–12 schools ceased teaching young people the rules of good argumentation. And over the past several decades, higher education began encouraging the dismissal of arguments based on a speaker’s identity, past transgressions, and other factors unrelated to the argument at hand.

With no shared sense of what it means to argue constructively, the political left and right retreated to their own corners and constructed their own fortresses just as the sorceresses of Gnosopolis did. The political left constructed a Perfect Rhetorical Fortress. The right matched it with their own Efficient Rhetorical Fortress.

Put simply, the Perfect Rhetorical Fortress is a system of argumentative barricades. Most are ad hominem tactics that short-circuit good faith debate by attacking the other person, rather than their argument. If your opponent manages to break through one barricade, another layer awaits… and another, and another. If you subscribe to this style of reasoning, anybody’s ideas can be tuned out.

The political right’s Efficient Rhetorical Fortress is far simpler. It allows conservatives to dismiss experts, journalists, and liberals (and, for many on the MAGA right, anyone critical of Trump). We dub it “efficient” because, with just a handful of rules, this fortress allows the right to tune out practically anyone deemed to have authority or expertise.

Coddling introduced the three “Great Untruths”—pervasive bad pieces of advice that highlight common but unhelpful ways of thinking. Here, we will focus on a single new Great Untruth that we have dubbed The Great Untruth of Ad Hominem, which supposes that “bad people only have bad opinions.”

Too much gof modern discourse is focused on a moralistic evaluation of the speaker. And, according to this Great Untruth, if you can show someone to be “bad” by any measure, you don’t have to listen to them anymore. Today, basically anything can be used to dismiss someone as “bad” depending on your political orientation—from dubbing them “conservative” to accusing them of being “woke.”

Of course, we all know on a logical level that a good person doesn’t strictly have valid opinions and a bad person doesn’t strictly have invalid ones. Our judgment on someone’s personal morality should be irrelevant to the validity of their arguments. Increasingly, though, we pretend that isn’t the case. That needs to stop.

In this book, we will talk a lot about “Cancel Culture.” To be frank, neither of us particularly like the term. It’s become very politically charged and has been abused. But Cancel Culture is a term that most Americans—black, white, liberal, conservative, Gen Z, and Baby Boomer alike—recognize.

We want to keep as many people in the conversation as possible, so we are going to call out Cancel Culture by name. We’re also calling it out for the destructive force that it is. Cancel Culture has upended lives, ruined careers, undermined companies, hindered the production of knowledge, destroyed trust in institutions, and plunged us into an ever-worsening culture war.

Further, we hope to change the way people think about Cancel Culture. Rather than dismissing it as a moral panic, we should consider it part of a dysfunctional way members of our society have learned to argue and battle for power, status, and dominance.

Cancel Culture is just one symptom of a much larger problem: the use of cheap rhetorical tactics to “win” arguments without… actually winning arguments. After all, why bother meaningfully refuting one’s opponents when canceling them is an easier option? Just take away their platform or career. Nobody else will dare to tread the same ground once you make an example of them.

There is good news here, however. Once you understand Cancel Culture as one part of an unhealthy societal conversation, the solution becomes quite clear: We don’t have to argue like this.

We can choose to discuss problems in a solutions-oriented way. We can declare a truce with our political opponents and set some ground rules that might help us survive—and thrive—as a nation. And we can start to appreciate the benefits of living in a country as ideologically diverse as our own.


About This Book

This book will give you an overview of Cancel Culture in three parts. First, we will discuss what exactly Cancel Culture is and how it originated on American campuses. Then, we will discuss how it works. Cancel Culture depends on tactics that we use to insulate ourselves from opposing viewpoints. We call these argumentative constructions “rhetorical fortresses.” Finally, in part three we will discuss solutions, asking How do we short-circuit Cancel Culture and move toward a Free Speech Culture?

Throughout the book, we’ll take you through eight case studies of Cancel Culture in different industries and institutions and tell the real-life stories of those whose lives have been upended by cancel mobs.

Many of our case studies take place in higher education because that’s where Cancel Culture originated and runs most rampant. But we will also talk about Cancel Culture ravaging our knowledge-producing institutions, like journalism, publishing, and the sciences. Taken together, you’ll see that America has become dangerously rigid in enforcing ideological norms. From Kindergarten through the corporate world, the pressures of conformity shapes what the news media covers, what books get published, what scientific opinions are considered valid, and even what jokes you’re allowed to make.

So, without further ado, let’s start in Minnesota.…








Part One What Is Cancel Culture?







Case Study: Hamline University


“I consider this a form of ideological colonization, one that leaves no room for freedom of expression and is now taking the form of the ‘cancel culture’ invading many circles and public institutions. Under the guise of defending diversity, it ends up canceling all sense of identity, with the risk of silencing positions.”1

—Pope Francis



On October 6, 2022, an adjunct professor at Hamline University in Saint Paul, Minnesota, became the target of one of the most brazen infringements on academic freedom in recent memory. Erika López Prater showed her art history class a painting depicting the Prophet Mohammed—and lost her job because of it.

The Prophet Mohammad Receiving Revelation from the Angel Gabriel was commissioned by a Muslim king in honor of his faith in the fourteenth century and painted by a fellow Muslim. Professor López Prater knew depictions of the prophet are considered sacrilegious by some Muslims, and so she took great care to give students an adequate heads-up.

She warned about the painting in her syllabus,2 offering students an option to view alternative works of art. She added, “If you have any questions or concerns about either missing a class for a religious observance or the visual content that will be presented, please do not hesitate to contact me.” López Prater also told students during the class that they would soon be seeing the painting and that it was okay if anyone wished to leave before that.

López Prater explained the rationale behind featuring the artwork in her curriculum: “I am showing you this image for a reason. There is this common thinking that Islam completely forbids, outright, any figurative depictions or any depictions of holy personages. While many Islamic cultures do strongly frown on this practice, I would like to remind you there is no one, monolithic Islamic culture.”3

No students contacted her for an exemption from the assignment. But after the class was over, one student objected to seeing the image—and made it known to both her professor and the entire Hamline community.

Aram Wedatalla, a twenty-three-year-old senior and president of the Muslim Student Association, complained. She held a de facto press conference in which she cried and declared, “I am 23 years old. I have never once seen an image of the Prophet. It just breaks my heart that I have to stand here to tell people that something is Islamophobic and something actually hurts all of us, not only me.”4

Wedatalla also told the school newspaper, the Hamline Oracle, “I’m like, ‘this can’t be real.’ As a Muslim, and a Black person, I don’t feel like I belong, and I don’t think I’ll ever belong in a community where they don’t value me as a member, and they don’t show the same respect that I show them.”5

Another member of the Muslim Student Association, senior Deangela Huddleston, added, “Hamline teaches us it doesn’t matter the intent, the impact is what matters.”6

But it wasn’t the student outrage that foisted the tiny Methodist School in St. Paul, Minnesota, into the national spotlight. That was thanks to the administrators’ response.

Despite publicly claiming the school “embraces the examination of all ideas, some of which will potentially be unpopular and unsettling, as an integral and robust component of intellectual inquiry,”7 Hamline came for López Prater.

The school rescinded her job offer to teach the following semester. David Everett, associate vice president of inclusive excellence, told the student newspaper, that because “of this incident, it was decided it was best that this faculty member was no longer part of the Hamline community.”8 Everett also sent a letter to all Hamline staff accusing López Prater of engaging in “undeniably inconsiderate, disrespectful and Islamophobic”9 speech. Meanwhile, the dean of students initiated a campaign to stop perceived anti-Muslim actions at their source, outlining a plan to address Islamophobia by scheduling forums and unleashing a reporting form for community members to report transgressions.10

University president Fayneese Miller got involved, too. In a December email she co-authored with Everett, the two urged community members to “listen rather than debate the merits of or extent of [the] harm” and declared that “respect for the observant Muslim students in that classroom should have superseded academic freedom.”11

The following month, Miller released a statement in which she complained that the media was misreporting about the issue and that López Prater was not fired for exercising her academic freedom, but rather was simply not rehired for exercising her academic freedom.

“Academic freedom does not operate in a vacuum. It is subject to the dictates of society,” Miller wrote. “Does the claim that academic freedom is sacrosanct, and owes no debt to the traditions, beliefs, and views of students, comprise a privileged fraction?”12

This is a deeply flawed notion. As FIRE attorney Adam Steinbaugh pointed out, “Far from being subordinate to ‘the dictates of society,’ academic freedom is a bulwark against society’s ‘dictates.’ It is intended to give faculty breathing room to explore ideas and materials others think should not be aired.… If a professor’s expression is popular with society, she wouldn’t need the shield of academic freedom.”13 [Emphases are in original.]

Less than a week later, López Prater sued the school.14 Only then did Hamline begin to recant.

In a follow-up statement, the board of trustees said the whole ordeal was a “misstep” and admitted their “usage of the term ‘Islamophobic’ was… flawed.” They added, “It was never our intent to suggest that academic freedom is of lower concern or value than our students—care does not ‘supersede’ academic freedom, the two coexist.”15

This is a prime example of the Perfect Rhetorical Fortress, the left’s extensive set of rhetorical barricades designed to dodge meaningful conversation, which we explore in Part Two of the book. We will explain these barricades further in the pages to come, but in this case those coming for the professor…


	Claimed “offense to Islam” was grounds to get someone fired, even though many in the Muslim community disagreed that showing the picture in an art history class was offensive

	Overconfidently and vaguely claimed to have experienced psychological harm

	Used “thought-terminating clichés” to justify the action.16 For example, one professor who supported Hamline’s decision to cut ties with López Prater called showing the art “punching down” and claimed this was “professor-splaining.”17


	Held a forum that was presented as a discussion of the incident but really was an attempt to browbeat the community and justify the cancellation. Later in the book we dub this “emotional blackmailing.”

	Insinuated that “really this case is about some other terrible thing we can’t prove.” Here, cancelers argued that showing the painting was just a symptom of an alleged general anti-Islamic atmosphere at Hamline.



Although López Prater has yet to be reinstated as of this writing, we are pleased to report that the Hamline disaster inspired unusually widespread condemnation. FIRE launched a determined campaign to call out the school and organize professors to join an open letter in defense of López Prater.

Not only did the ordeal sustain headlines for weeks, but it was also dubbed “one of the most egregious violations of academic freedom in recent memory” by PEN America.18 The American Association of University Professors responded by calling the situation “a remarkable violation of academic freedom.”19

Some of Hamline’s own professors—in a 71–12 vote of the faculty board—even called on university president Fayneese Miller to step down, which she ultimately did. They wrote a joint statement that powerfully asserted, “We affirm both academic freedom and our responsibility to foster an inclusive learning community. Importantly, these values neither contradict nor supersede each other.”20

The Muslim Public Affairs Council affirmed “the painting was not Islamophobic” and “[urged] the university to reverse its decision.” They added, “On the basis of our shared Islamic and universal values, we affirm the need to instill a spirit of free inquiry, critical thinking, and viewpoint diversity.”21

The debacle at Hamline is a perfect example of just how out of hand Cancel Culture has gotten on university campuses.

While many academic freedom scandals go under-reported or become partisan in their coverage, the widespread backlash against the debacle at Hamline is a glimmer of hope. This has fed a sense that Cancel Culture might be starting to break. But it’s far too early to declare Cancel Culture over.

Since cancellations exploded on campuses around 2014, they have ebbed and flowed. During the lows, many have been too eager to declare it through—but every time, Cancel Culture has come back stronger than ever. We can’t just wish it away. Instead, we have to establish the Free Speech Culture that will short circuit Cancel Culture.

In the final chapter you’ll hear a lot about Free Speech Culture—the antidote to Cancel Culture that we think our society needs to move toward.

In the meantime, you should know that Free Speech Culture is a set of cultural norms rooted in older democratic values. Embracing Free Speech Culture means turning back to once popular sayings like “everyone is entitled to their own opinion,” “to each their own,” “it’s a free country,” and even “don’t judge a book by its cover.”

And Free Speech Culture embraces some new idioms, too, such as “always take seriously the possibility you might be wrong,” “it’s always important to know what people really think,” and “just because you hate someone doesn’t mean they are wrong.”






Chapter 1 The Gaslighting of the American Mind



“The free exchange of information and ideas, the lifeblood of a liberal society, is daily becoming more constricted. While we have come to expect this on the radical right, censoriousness is also spreading more widely in our culture: an intolerance of opposing views, a vogue for public shaming and ostracism, and the tendency to dissolve complex policy issues in a blinding moral certainty.”1

—A Letter on Justice and Open Debate, known as the Harper’s Letter



On March 18, 2022, a New York Times editorial ignited a firestorm on Twitter. The piece in question was dragged through the mud by many, including former MSNBC commentator Keith Olbermann, who declared, “The @nytimes editorial board has lost the plot.”2

“If I still worked at the New York Times, I would seriously think about quitting today,”3 the New Yorker contributor Adam Davidson tweeted. “The New York Times editorial board should retract and resign,”4 wrote Dan Froomkin of Press Watch. Journalism professor Jeff Jarvis called it “appalling white victimhood, naked to behold.”5

What opinion could possibly have inspired such outrage? An admission by the Times editorial board that Cancel Culture is real—and a problem.

“On college campuses and in many workplaces, speech that others find harmful or offensive can result not only in online shaming but also in the loss of livelihood,” the Times asserted.6

The piece pointed a finger at both the right and left for perpetuating a culture of ideological intolerance. They called out liberals who’d lost touch with the “once liberal ideal” of a “full-throated defense of free speech” as well as Republican lawmakers determined “to gag discussion of certain topics” with bills preventing the mention of divisive issues in classrooms.

“People should be able to put forward viewpoints, ask questions and make mistakes and take unpopular but good-faith positions on issues that society is still working through—all without fearing cancellation,”7 the Times editorial argued.

The article didn’t hinge on assumptions about public sentiment. It was rooted in data from a national poll8 the Times had commissioned in partnership with Siena College to get to the bottom of what Americans really think about Cancel Culture. The results pointed to the fact that everyday Americans are not only noticing mounting illiberalism but are also deeply concerned about its ramifications.

The Times editorial was making a modest, well-supported point that hardly merited the stunning explosion of rage in the Twitterverse and in elite circles.

And this meltdown was merely one of two Cancel Culture controversies the Times found itself embroiled in just that month alone. On March 7, 2022, social media similarly exploded in outrage when Emma Camp, a political liberal and former intern at FIRE, penned a guest essay which she titled “I Came to College Eager to Debate. I Found Self-Censorship Instead.”

The University of Virginia senior described the “hushed voices and anxious looks” she observed when controversial topics were discussed on campus. “My college experience has been defined by strict ideological conformity,” she wrote in what should have been a relatively uncontroversial piece. “When criticism transforms into a public shaming, it stifles learning.”9

Almost immediately, Twitter unleashed its wrath on Emma, ironically proving her point in the process.

“I wonder how responsible it is for @nytimes to publish an op-ed by a student complaining about progressive professors and an overly progressive college environment at her state university in the South when laws are being passed all over the country returning us to the McCarthy era,”10 wrote Yale philosophy professor Jason Stanley. (Of course there are many—including us—who oppose both illiberal laws from the right and mounting illiberalism on the left.)

They even came for the campus buildings behind Camp in the photographs that accompanied her article. Data scientist and activist Emily Gorcenski pointed out, “It does not escape my notice that the backdrop for this photo is the site of the infamous neo-Nazi tiki torch rally on August 11, 2017, and it should not escape your notice, either.” The picture was of Emma standing by UVA’s world-famous rotunda, a historical landmark.11

But, most commonly of all, Emma was called a right-winger. It ended up being one of the most transparent examples of the mob deciding that if they could label someone a conservative, they simply didn’t have to think about her anymore. We know Emma. Emma is not conservative. But even if she were, why should that label magically discredit her argument?

The primary thrust of the mini storm of hate tweets sent Camp’s way exemplified our Fourth Great Untruth: Bad people only have bad opinions. On Twitter she was accused of condoning eugenics12 and being a hypocritical,13 fragile,14 disingenuous15 racist who was running interference for bigots16… all because she argued that campuses can be an ideological monoculture.

The two New York Times controversies proved that even just acknowledging the existence of Cancel Culture is itself grounds for cancellation.


A Brief History of Cancel Culture

In our view, Cancel Culture arose when social media enabled the almost instantaneous creation of outrage mobs.

Cancel Culture on the left wing was honed in academia then filtered into society more broadly and festered on sites like Tumblr. On the right, Cancel Culture was influenced by sites like 4Chan as well as conservative outrage media, from radio to cable news. It was in part a backlash against the left’s dominance in educational and cultural institutions.

Of course, right and left cannot be neatly separated. Culture wars cause polarization spirals with the actions of one side provoking the reaction of the other. Rinse, repeat. Although it did not yet have a name, Cancel Culture exploded onto the scene toward the end of 2013, hit its stride around 2015, and then really accelerated in 2017. Jon Ronson was one of the first to write about it, in his 2015 book, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed. He was followed by Jonathan Chait’s New York magazine article “Not a Very P.C. Thing to Say” and Jenny Jarvie’s piece on trigger warnings in the New Republic, “Trigger Happy.”

The rise of Cancel Culture was not gradual. On campuses across the country, it struck like lightning. Although students had long been generally supportive of free speech, a new generation of anti–free speech activists sprang up in the mid-2010s. Suddenly they were demanding speech codes, trigger warnings, and the policing of microaggressions.

This is when FIRE noticed an uptick in speaker disinvitations, attempts to fire professors, and anti–free speech rhetoric.17 To give you a sense of what was going on, here’s a graph of the incidents we reviewed by year:

[image: Image]

High-profile disinvitations also grabbed the public attention in 2014. Everyone from Condoleezza Rice to James Franco had offers to speak revoked. And, more and more often, protests over speakers’ viewpoints devolved into actual violence on campus—most famously at Berkeley in response to right-wing provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos and at Middlebury College in response to controversial social scientist and Bell Curve co-author Charles Murray.

Since 1999, FIRE has defended the free speech rights of students and faculty across the country. We’re committed to defending anyone whose speech rights have been abridged, regardless of viewpoint. Since our founding, countless professors and students alike have reached out for legal support in their free speech battles.

But as bad as things had been since 2014, we were unprepared for 2020. It was the worst year for free speech FIRE had seen in our history. We typically see a decline in case submissions during summer months when school is out of session, and we especially expected this to be the case considering most schools had shifted to remote learning during the pandemic.

But precisely the opposite took place. Cancellations exploded, both on campus and beyond. And, not coincidentally, Google searches for the term “Cancel Culture” grew by a factor of twelve between May and July of that year.

That summer, some formidable cultural figures stood up to this purge of wrongthink—perhaps most notably the 153 signatories of “A Letter on Justice and Open Debate” published by Harper’s Magazine on July 7 and penned by Thomas Chatterton Williams and others. Among the names listed were thought leaders like Margaret Atwood, Steven Pinker, Noam Chomsky, Cornel West, Malcolm Gladwell, and Salman Rushdie.

Lamenting “a vogue for public shaming and ostracism,” the letter took a strong stand against mounting illiberalism: “The democratic inclusion we want can only be achieved if we speak out against the intolerant climate that has set in on all sides. The free exchange of information and ideas, the lifeblood of a liberal society, is daily becoming more constricted.… We refuse any false choice between justice and freedom, which cannot exist without each other.”18

This was far from some right-wing think piece. The signers included many famous lefties. And the letter itself described the fallout following George Floyd’s murder as a “needed reckoning” and dubbed then President Donald Trump “a real threat to democracy.” Influential people on the left were calling out Cancel Culture in force. But any hopes this might be an impetus for change were quickly dashed.

Soon the predictable critiques came rolling in. Laura Bradley of the Daily Beast dismissed the signatories as “assorted rich fools,”19 while Richard Kim of the Huffington Post dubbed the letter’s contents “fatuous self-important drivel.”20 Joel D. Anderson of Slate took to Twitter to ask his followers the question: “In a world with real problems, who even knows what this is actually about?”21

In a pattern that would continue up through the March 2022 New York Times free speech editorial, those voicing their concerns about Cancel Culture were contemptuously rebuked by a powerful minority arguing that Cancel Culture does not, in fact, exist.

Just three days later, a counter-letter titled “A More Specific Letter on Justice and Open Debate” was published online with 150 signatures of its own, including anonymous journalists from the likes of NPR, the New York Times, and Politico. They decried the Harper’s Letter as a defense of the “intellectual freedom of cis white intellectuals,” which they argued “has never been under threat en masse.”22

In the face of backlash, historian and Tufts University professor Kerri Greenidge even asked for her name to be removed from the original letter and tweeted, “I do not endorse this @harpers letter,”23 before adding her name to the counter-letter.




Measuring the Scale of Cancel Culture

As we’ve said, neither of us particularly likes the term “Cancel Culture.” It’s been dragged through the mud and abused endlessly by a whole host of controversial figures.

President Trump, for instance, blamed Cancel Culture for everything from the Cleveland Indians baseball team changing24 its name to his being subpoenaed25 by the January 6 Committee. Former New York governor Andrew Cuomo attempted to distract from a slew of credible sexual harassment accusations by saying Americans should know the difference between “playing politics, bowing to Cancel Culture, and the truth.”26 Even Russian president Vladimir Putin has criticized Cancel Culture.27 His head of foreign intelligence, Sergei Naryshkin, lamented the world was trying to “cancel” Russia for its invasion of Ukraine.28

But, despite these unsavory abuses of the term, Cancel Culture is a term the vast majority of Americans are familiar with—and concerned about.

According to a FIRE survey, 73 percent of the American public recognize the term Cancel Culture.29 Another 2022 survey of 1005 registered voters found that 82 percent of respondents think Cancel Culture is a problem.30

FIRE’s poll also revealed Americans overwhelmingly value freedom of speech over all other surveyed freedoms—including the right to vote, right to bear arms, and freedom of religion. And 83 percent agree democracy can only thrive if free speech remains vital.31

Furthermore, 84 percent of Americans believe that it is a problem that some Americans do not speak freely in everyday situations due to fear of retaliation or harsh criticism. And a 2020 poll found 62 percent of American adults—including a majority of Democrats, Independents, and Republicans alike—did not feel comfortable expressing their opinions in public. Thirty-two percent worried they could miss out on job opportunities or get fired if their political views became known.32 Similar results have been found in multiple polls.33

They are right to be concerned—especially considering how campus norms tend to ripple out into the rest of society. It’s hard to overstate just how bad the Cancel Culture situation has gotten on campuses, but let’s start with professors first. When Greg started at FIRE in 2001, the state of free speech in academia was already poor. But even a single professor getting fired for their speech was few and far between. Things got worse, and in 2010 FIRE saw twenty attempts to get professors punished. But then came an explosion.

From just 2014 to mid 2023, we know of more than 1,000 attempts to get professors fired, punished, or otherwise silenced. About two thirds of these attempts are successful, resulting in consequences from investigation to termination. But even unsuccessful attempts matter, because they are more than sufficient in chilling speech.34

This many professors getting fired is truly unprecedented. It’s occurring on a scale that hasn’t been seen since the Supreme Court first established First Amendment protections of academic freedom and campus speech. In fact, we’d have to go all the way back to the 1950s to see anything even remotely on this scale.

To give a sense of proportion, only five professors were fired or forced out of schools over something they said in the post-9/11 panic. The modern era of Cancel Culture (2014 to present), by contrast, has resulted in almost 200 professor terminations. That exceeds even the estimated 100 to 150 professors terminated in the second Red Scare (1947 to 1957).

And we know our tally of Cancel Culture victims is a substantial undercount, considering that incidents at smaller and less elite colleges tend not to make the news. Plus, investigations typically are shrouded in secrecy.

To gauge a better sense of the actual scale, FIRE surveyed college faculty and found that 16 percent of professors said they have either been disciplined or threatened with discipline for their speech, teaching, or academic research. Seven percent even said they have actually been investigated. And a whopping 29 percent said they’ve been pressured by administrators to avoid controversial research.35

It’s especially alarming that Cancel Culture is concentrated in the most influential universities in the country. The top 10 of US News’s top-ranked colleges account for more than 10 percent of all cancellation attempts. The top 100 account for more than 40 percent.36 At the top 10 colleges, less than a quarter of cancellation attempts are launched by conservatives. In the rest of academia, conservative Cancel Culture accounts for as much as 40 percent of all incidents and about a third of sanctions.

The same is not true when it comes to students. Most of them tend to get canceled by the left. There’s no way to know precisely how many students have been canceled since most stories don’t make the news. Even still, we see hundreds of cases of students being targeted for their speech every year.

The number of cancellations outside campus is even harder to know. Fired employees rarely make the news, and many of them sign severance contracts that include non-disclosure agreements. Still, it was relatively easy to find hundreds of examples of folks—including K–12 teachers and principals, entertainers, journalists, small-business owners, museum curators, and librarians—who were canceled for something they said.

Although this book is focused on the United States, we will occasionally mention the insanity that has gone on in the United Kingdom, where hate speech laws can be deployed in service of Cancel Culture. In 2016 alone, more than 3,000 people were detained and questioned by police for non-crime “hate incidents” related to what they had said on-line.37

Many in the United States tout Europe’s fight against unsavory speech as aspirational. But the specter of thousands of arrests just for what we say online does not sound like a future to look forward to.

To get a sense of historical perspective, let’s reflect on some infamous moments of American censoriousness. The Sedition Act of 1798—which made it a crime to “print, utter, or publish… any false, scandalous, and malicious writing” about the President or Congress—resulted in 51 prosecutions.38

During the Hollywood Red Scare, a Congressional committee investigated Communist influence in Hollywood and created a “blacklist,” enforced by the Hollywood studios, that made Communist or Communist-sympathizing actors, writers, and directors unemployable. About 300 Americans were targeted.39

Cancel Culture is happening at such a scale that historians will be studying it in fifty to a hundred years, much like we study the Red Scare and the Alien and Sedition Acts. The bottom line is that Americans should absolutely believe their eyes and dismiss the gaslighters who say there’s nothing to see when it comes to Cancel Culture. In terms of sheer numbers, its scale is unprecedented.

Yet there are some who still argue that Cancel Culture does not exist, like podcaster Michael Hobbes, who has argued that “the entire ‘Cancel Culture’ panic is an attempt on the part of influential public figures to deny that they have any responsibility to use their platforms responsibly.”40

And the mental gymnastics it takes to deny the problem can be so extravagant that even cancellation victims can themselves still insist Cancel Culture doesn’t exist. For example, Will Wilkinson was fired41 from his job at the left-libertarian think tank the Niskanen Center for joking on twitter that “If Biden really wanted unity, he’d lynch Mike Pence.” He nonetheless denies Cancel Culture exists.42 So, too, does Texas Collin College professor Lora Burnett, who was fired43 for her personal tweets.44 At this point, anyone who dismisses or minimizes Cancel Culture is demonstrating willful blindness.




Definitions of Cancel Culture

There have been a variety of (often contradictory) attempts to define Cancel Culture in recent years, from journalists, academics, and politicians alike.

At the risk of sounding like a middle-school book report, we thought we should start with the definition from the Merriam-Webster Dictionary. This defines Cancel Culture as simply “the practice or tendency of engaging in mass canceling as a way of expressing disapproval or exerting social pressure.” This is a better definition than we expected, but they don’t get it quite right.

Journalists have also attempted to tackle the task. Writing for Vox, Aja Romano argued Cancel Culture is “an extension of call-out culture: the natural escalation from pointing out a problem to calling for the head of the person who caused it.”45 Benjamin Wallace-Wells defined the term in the New Yorker as “a fear that even ordinary people who express ideas that are politically incorrect will be publicly shamed—that social media has enabled a universal speech surveillance, and that people and institutions are now self-policing, out of fear of it.”46

And we especially like American Enterprise Institute fellow Christina Hoff Sommer’s proposed definition: “cases where individuals face absurdly harsh consequences for relatively minor lapses. Sometimes there are no lapses at all.”47

Among the most comprehensive definitions is that of Jonathan Rauch of the Brookings Institution. In his 2021 book The Constitution of Knowledge, Rauch proposed a six-point Cancel Culture checklist to differentiate cancellation from accountability.48 Where the majority of these criteria are satisfied, he argues, a true cancellation attempt has occurred:


	
Punitiveness: Are people denouncing you?… Are you being blacklisted?

	
Deplatforming: Are campaigners attempting to prevent you from publishing your work, giving speeches, or attending meetings?

	
Organization: Does criticism appear to be organized or targeted?… Are you being swarmed or brigaded?

	
Secondary Boycotts: Do people who defend you, or criticize the campaign against you, have to fear adverse consequences?

	
Moral Grandstanding: Is the tone of the discourse ad hominem, repetitive, ritualistic, posturing, accusatory, outraged?

	
Truthiness: Are the things being said about you inaccurate?… Do [people] feel at liberty to distort your words, ignore corrections, and make false accusations?



Rauch’s definition is sophisticated and comprehensive, but we have landed on a simpler one: the uptick beginning around 2014, and accelerating in 2017 and after, of campaigns to get people fired, disinvited, deplatformed, or otherwise punished for speech that is—or would be—protected by First Amendment standards and the climate of fear and conformity that has resulted from this uptick.

When we discuss “First Amendment standards,” we are not talking about the kinds of speech, like threats, incitement, harassment, and defamation, for example, that are unprotected by the First Amendment. We are most concerned with the mere expression of a viewpoint. Also, in our definition we clarify by saying “would be” protected speech since the First Amendment applies only to governmental and public spheres, while Cancel Culture undoubtedly extends into the private sphere.

In our introduction, we discussed how Cancel Culture is an approach to winning arguments by skirting them—no refuting assertions or successful persuasion necessary.

In this sense, Cancel Culture should be understood not as an isolated phenomenon but rather as part of an embrace of cheap argument tactics that rely on ad hominem arguments, which are attacks on a person rather than the point they are making. More precisely, Cancel Culture allows people to dismiss their ideological opponents without refuting their arguments, while also intimidating anyone who might make that same point.

In our all-consuming culture war, fighters have two methods of attack. The first is going through the process of engagement and persuasion—and accepting the possibility that you might not succeed in convincing most people. It’s a long and arduous road.

The second tactic is attacking your opponents on an ad hominem personal level—digging up things to discredit them, making them fear for their jobs, and “winning” arguments simply by making people too scared to say what they really think. This latter route is much quicker. Although it won’t actually change minds, you can surely intimidate enough people into pretending they agree with you.

But this is not to say that Cancel Culture originated out of a rational calculation about how to win arguments most effectively. Rather, Cancel Culture was born out of a sort of evolutionary process.

Cancel Culture survives because it wins—and things that win get repeated. The only way we can stop its progression is by developing the cultural immune system that allows us to resist or simply prevent its replication.

Scholarship, science, and democracy itself all rely on a humble realization: that we may all be wrong. Therefore, rather than cancel our opposition, we must listen carefully to what they say. Then we can refute it, accept it, or come to some new position.

But Cancel Culture is an attempt to shrug off that responsibility.








Chapter 2 The Slow-Motion Trainwreck



“The politically correct people are not concerned about social justice. They care about putting scalps on the wall.… We want to beat our chests and vanquish the other side. Compromise seems like a dead concept.”1

—Bill Maher



We all saw it coming… from miles away.

For decades, free speech advocates warned that American higher education was headed for disaster—that colleges and universities were straying from their core mission of pursuing truth wherever it led through freedom of speech and the scientific method. They warned that a crisis lay ahead.

Greg first caught sight of this slow-motion trainwreck in 1999 while interning at the ACLU of Northern California. That’s when he realized the political left, which had long championed freedom of speech, was gradually changing its opinion.

Even at the ACLU—traditionally the principal defender of everyone’s free speech—Greg could see a shift under way in the office. Already by lunchtime on the first day of his internship, he had been castigated for praising the ACLU’s track record of famously standing up even for neo-Nazis’ First Amendment rights in Skokie, Illinois, in 1977.

“We don’t defend harassment here,” a fellow attorney told him. Greg was bewildered. He’d said nothing about harassment, just speech.

By the time he’d graduated from Stanford Law School in 2000 and become a First Amendment lawyer, he was surprised to see how many people responded to his job with ambivalence or even hostility. Those on the left were beginning to associate freedom of speech with the production of hate speech, rather than an essential protection for minority points of view.

The political associations surrounding freedom of speech had been changing on campus since the eighties. What had long been seen as a lefty student’s cause was suddenly being portrayed as a right-wing cause. Meanwhile, a style of arguing that emphasized tearing down people rather than their arguments was starting to evolve on campus. It was being refined and honed into something that would first be called “call out culture” and eventually Cancel Culture.

Critical institutions were becoming free speech skeptical. Free speech defenders watched the train going off its rails. We tried to stop it. But we couldn’t. This is the story of how that happened.


From the Free Speech Movement to the Anti–Free Speech Movement, 1964–1984

The primary architect of the Constitution, James Madison, did not initially believe that a society ruled by its own democratic will needed a bill of rights to protect its citizens. But Madison ultimately came to realize and accept that, yes, we did actually need enumerated rights to protect the minority from the tyranny of the majority. And so, in 1791, our First Amendment was born.

It wasn’t created to protect the interests of the rich and powerful. After all, they’ve historically been protected by their wealth and their power. And we didn’t need a special right to protect the will of a majority—that’s what democratic votes are for. In the end, the First Amendment is primarily needed to protect minority views, unpopular opinions, and the expression of those who clash with the ruling elite.

But on campus today, you’re likely to hear this argument turned entirely on its head—as if championing free speech is somehow doing the bidding of the powerful. But that’s only because academia doesn’t like to admit that it actually is extremely wealthy and influential itself, and those who defend the status quo are defending an extraordinarily powerful American industry.

Just for some perspective, in 2021 the market size of the U.S. higher education industry was approaching $1 trillion.2 That’s more than three times larger than the U.S. food and beverage industry3 and over two times the size of the U.S. electricity industry.4 For more context, Canada’s GDP in 2021 was $1.9 trillion,5 Mexico’s $1.3 trillion,6 and the global pharmaceuticals industry rang in around $1.4 trillion7 in that same year.

Meanwhile, collective endowment—which represents just one element of total assets—of U.S. public and private nonprofit universities sits at $933 billion,8 nearly as much as all of Apple,9 Microsoft,10 and Amazon11 total assets. Plus, you can add in higher education’s $711 billion12 in tangible assets.13

From a purely financial perspective, the higher education apparatus is among the wealthiest and most influential institutions in the world. But you wouldn’t know that from the way many in academia try to position themselves. Colleges and universities are far from the humble academic hubs they claim to be, but many in higher education have a hard time admitting it’s been a long while since they were the underdogs.

Academia’s free speech skepticism is part of a long history of powerful people undercutting the First Amendment. Given that elites seldom like limitations on their power (and particularly on their power to censor), it shouldn’t come as a surprise that the First Amendment was interpreted as weak and limited by judges and politicians from the very moment of its inception.

Although it was adopted in 1791, it may come as a surprise to some readers that the First Amendment had very little actual legal force until 1925. The 1930s and ’40s ushered in greater speech protections as the Supreme Court recognized freedoms of symbolic protest, petition, and freedom from state-compelled speech.

And, although the fifties brought McCarthyism, by the end of the decade freedom of speech enjoyed greater legal protection and cultural appreciation by the American people than ever before. From the late fifties, through the sixties, and into the seventies, historic victories for the civil rights, gay rights, and women’s rights movements were all possible thanks in part to a robust interpretation of the First Amendment. In the words of civil rights icon John Lewis: “Without freedom of speech the civil rights movement would’ve been a bird without wings.”

But the stunning successes of these liberal social movements was not enough for one of the best known philosophers in the world: Herbert Marcuse. Born in Germany, Marcuse fled in 1934 as the Nazis came to power, immigrating to the United States to teach first at Brandeis University and then the University of California at San Diego.

Just as freedom of speech seemed poised to triumph as the vision of the left, Marcuse published his influential 1965 essay “Repressive Tolerance.” He argued that tolerance for speech is only useful in a totally equal society—and that getting to that point paradoxically requires intolerance and suppression of certain viewpoints. In fact, Marcuse flat out argued that there should not be free speech for right-wingers.

It’s easy to assume that Herbert Marcuse’s influence on campus censorship is exaggerated. But the Marxist Marcuse really was celebrated as the “guru of the new left.”

His school of thought proved transformative to how campuses think to this day. “Repressive Tolerance” contained multiple intellectual threads that led campuses to become less tolerant—and ultimately enabled academia to justify its embrace of Cancel Culture over freedom of speech. Thanks to Marcuse’s scholarship, those on the illiberal left could justify using any tools necessary to shut down their opponents and serve their political ends.

By the sixties, the campus ratio of liberals to conservatives among social scientists was roughly three to one,14 so protecting minority points of view would mean defending opinions Marcuse and his cohort considered regressive and illegitimate. Rather than accept the fact that the left were locally powerful in higher education, Marcusean academics preferred to argue that they were merely enlightened outliers in a larger conservative American society where they were perpetually underdogs.

In “Repressive Tolerance,” Marcuse argued that “the massive scale of the conservative majority” posed such an extraordinary threat to society that the only choice left was to rejigger the ideals of tolerance, free speech, and power in order to combat them. He argued the left needed to practice “intolerance in the opposite direction, that is, toward the self-styled conservatives, to the political Right.”

In short, Marcuseans were proponents of extending freedom of speech to progressives, while fighting “regressive” conservatives with intolerance, censorship, indoctrination, and even violence.

The unwritten rule on campuses became that if you can label an idea as conservative, you are no longer obligated to take it seriously. Over time conservative professors became more rare—going from roughly two to one in 196915 to six to one in 202016—and this first barricade became a matter of intellectual habit on campus.

The idea that you can dismiss anything deemed “conservative” is the first wall of the metaphorical Perfect Rhetorical Fortress (we will discuss this more in Part Two of this book). It’s a direct outgrowth of the Great Untruth of Ad Hominem, which allows you to dismiss “bad” people’s ideas. If you equate “conservative” with “bad,” anyone to the right of you is fair game. Of course, not everyone on campuses uses this tactic to tune out their opponents, but it’s extremely pervasive—and perhaps the single most effective tactic for “winning” arguments without actually winning arguments on campus.

Less than a decade after the student-led campus Free Speech Movement’s start in Berkeley in 1964, the Supreme Court recognized that students at state colleges enjoyed powerful First Amendment protections in Papish v. Board of Curators of the University of Missouri, 1973.17 Few social movements proved so successful so quickly as the Free Speech Movement did.

But thanks to Marcuse and his followers, the movement’s reign in academia started to erode. Already by 1980, campus expression was being chipped away from within. Just ten years after the legal triumphs of the Free Speech Movement in the country’s preeminent court, campuses across the country—from the University of Connecticut, to the University of Michigan, and Stanford Law School—were passing speech codes. That’s when the eventual founders of the school of Critical Theory began proposing “enlightened” limitations on free speech to ban what they considered hateful, racist, and sexist speech.

This was the beginning of a decades-long campaign to turn campuses, students, and the left in general against their long held support for broad freedom of speech.

Whereas once freedom of speech was correctly understood as the necessary tool of the powerless against the powerful, very powerful institutions now argue that it’s the weapon of the powerful against the powerless. This is a weird inversion only possible in an environment as insular as American higher education.





The First Great Age of Political Correctness, 1985–1995

The First Great Age of Political Correctness lasted from roughly 1985 to 1995. That’s when campus speech codes exploded in popularity and “political correctness” first entered the public lexicon.

Marcuse was the emerging anti–free speech movement’s spiritual grandfather, and even if not everyone in academia had actually read Marcuse, unconscious Marcusians populated campuses and created an environment of gross double standards. Protecting progressive speech became a priority, while speech deemed subversive was met with skepticism and hostility.

In these years, Marcuse’s disciples took the form of Critical Theorists. Both Marxists and Critical Theorists contend that history is a battle between oppressors and the oppressed. But Critical Theorists shifted the narrative from class struggle to power relations based on race and gender. They viewed curtailing speech not as an act of oppression—but rather as a remedy for oppression.

This new social justice school of Critical Theory managed to justify any number of restrictions on free speech by fashioning themselves as champions of the oppressed and appointing themselves to rebalance power differentials.

And the Critical Theorists’ crusade began to plainly look like a way of exerting power and oppressing opponents with a shiny new way of justifying it. All of a sudden, stories of campus censorship were popping up across the country:


	In 1988, UCLA suspended a school newspaper student editor for publishing a cartoon that poked fun at affirmative action. A student newspaper writer at California State University at Northridge who wrote a column critical of the censorship was subsequently suspended, too.18


	
In 1989, administrators at Tufts carved out designated “free speech zones” in public areas of campus, which, in effect, gave the university oversight over speech going on anywhere else on campus.19


	In 1991, students at the University of Maryland were ordered by the administration to take down American flags in their dorm room windows because, as one school official said, “what may be innocent to one person may be insulting to another.”20




While these controversies sound like they could be contemporary headlines, early campus speech restrictions weren’t quite the same as they are today. They were much more direct. In the late eighties and early nineties, you’d frequently see universities, often public ones, telling students what words they must not say or write. And courts had no trouble identifying and rejecting such brazen First Amendment violations.

This war on free speech and academic freedom did not go unnoticed. Prophetic cultural critics, commentators, and academics alike were already ringing the alarm bells. The most famous warning came from philosopher and professor Allan Bloom, whose 1987 The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today’s Students became a major bestseller.

Bloom argued that rising moral relativism on campuses was undermining critical thinking. He advocated a return to classical liberalism in universities, writing, “Liberal education puts everything at risk and requires students who are able to risk everything. Otherwise, it can only touch what is uncommitted in the already essentially committed.”21

From there, the gates of cultural commentary were opened.

The following year, conservative political commentator Charlie Sykes published Profscam: Professors and the Demise of Higher Education. He followed up in 1990 with The Hollow Men: Politics and Corruption in Higher Education. Conservative cultural critic Roger Kimball published Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has Corrupted Higher Education in 1990. And Dinesh D’Souza made his name with Illiberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex on Campus in 1991.

In his 1993 Kindly Inquisitors, Jonathan Rauch (one of the greatest modern thinkers on freedom of speech) lamented a broader societal shift away from free speech culture and declared, “A very dangerous principle is now being established as a social right: Thou shalt not hurt others with words. This principle is a menace—and not just to civil liberties. At bottom it threatens liberal inquiry—that is, science itself.”22

And, just before they cofounded FIRE together in 1999, University of Pennsylvania professor Alan Charles Kors teamed up with ACLU of Massachusetts board member Harvey Silvergate to write The Shadow University: The Betrayal of Liberty on America’s Campuses.

“The struggle for liberty on American campuses is one of the defining struggles of the age in which we find ourselves,” they declared. “A nation that does not educate in freedom will not survive in freedom, and it will not even know when it has lost it.”23

But these prophetic books and thinkers—conservative and liberal, controversial and mainstream alike—did not change the trajectory of campus illiberalism. On campus, they were roundly dismissed as reactionaries indulging in a moral panic about political correctness.

In spite of all the warnings, in the end, the First Great Age of Political Correctness was largely laughed off. In 1994, a movie called PCU satirized campus culture by depicting a fraternity house in a fight against a politically correct administration. “That’s the beauty of college these days, Tommy,” one student declared. “You can major in GameBoy if you know how to bullshit.”

Although certainly not an Oscar winner, it marked an important milestone: PC culture was the butt of the joke. The following year, Stanford’s restrictive campus speech code, which prohibited directing “insulting” words at someone with the intent to “insult or stigmatize” them, was roundly defeated in court.24

In short order, campus political correctness had been declared laughable—and legally null. A sense arose that the problem was effectively solved.

But this was just an illusion. The problems just went underground. For twenty years, political correctness on campuses was laughed off and brushed off. But university administrators kept it alive and laid the groundwork for its eventual triumph.




The Ignored Years, 1995–2013

During what we’ll call the Ignored Years, viewpoint diversity on campuses nationwide plummeted, tuition skyrocketed, and campus bureaucracy swelled. Administrators slowly and quietly enacted the policies that would ultimately lead to the explosion of political correctness and Cancel Culture we see in academia today.

And yet very few people really noticed.

When Greg arrived at Stanford Law School in 1997, he could tell something was different about his classmates’ regard for free speech. Although it had always seemed like an unalloyed good in in the liberal but less elite circles he grew up in, on campus free speech was treated with skepticism.

Although he was aware something was wrong with that attitude, he’s ashamed to admit that he encountered and fell for the Great Untruth of Ad Hominem as it applied to conservatives on campus.

He still vividly recalls a time when a gay progressive friend (who was decidedly to Greg’s left) once said, “Just because someone’s conservative doesn’t mean they’re wrong.” Greg was a little shocked by this. Almost everyone he knew on campus agreed that conservatives were wrong by definition. The handful of outspoken campus conservatives at Stanford Law School were reviled.

While Greg would always stand up for conservatives’ free speech rights, he steered clear of authors deemed taboo right-wingers, like black conservative economist Thomas Sowell and feminist social critic Camille Paglia (who he later learned was not even conservative).

This is why the idea that you don’t have to listen to “conservatives” is so powerful. It lets you tune out not only self-identified conservatives (36 percent of the American population25), but anyone you might consider conservative from your relativistic point of view, regardless of how they actually label themselves.

Steven Pinker describes the situation well: American higher education exists on what he dubbed the “left pole”—a position from which all other people appear to be on the right. Therefore, all their ideas can be considered conservative and dangerous.

This wasn’t some unconscious shift away from free speech culture. It was a very conscious attempt to flip the concept of freedom of speech from a defining liberal value to a conservative one.

Freedom of expression was being subverted, and younger generations would soon be taught that free speech itself was a problem.

By this point, it was obvious free speech needed champions. So, in 2001, a year out of Stanford, Greg became the first legal director of a newly formed FIRE. He was immediately impressed by FIRE’s unusual staff composition. Conservatives, Marxists, libertarians, Catholics, atheists, and evangelical Christians all worked side by side, united by their allegiance to freedom of speech.

They made him reckon with his own unconscious prejudices. Greg expected the evangelical Christian at FIRE to be the least tolerant colleague, but she actually turned out to be the most curious about people’s opinions—even on topics like the existence of God.

The first case Greg was involved with at FIRE was that of a professor who joked (and quickly apologized) in class on September 11, 2001, “Anybody who can blow up the Pentagon has my vote.”26 And many of Greg’s first cases required him to defend controversial speech about the 9/11 attacks while smoke was still rising from the rubble in Lower Manhattan.

In fact, Greg’s first time on TV was defending a professor of computer science at the University of South Florida, Sami Al-Arian, who was accused of being sympathetic to terrorists. FIRE even defended Ward Churchill, who compared the 9/11 victims to “little Eichmanns.”27 Offensive speech to be sure, but completely protected.

From its earliest days, FIRE has defended the protected speech of anyone on campus whose rights are abridged, regardless of the viewpoints they express or political party they affiliate with. And yet, among critics, FIRE is dismissed as conservative. Why? Because if you defend any conservative, any evangelical Christian, any contrarians, you can be written off as a dangerous reactionary.

FIRE saw some truly outrageous cases in the first decade of the twenty-first century, but also some laughable incidents, too, like the student who was kicked out of Valdosta State University in Georgia for protesting a parking garage,28 and another found guilty of racial harassment at Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis, without a hearing, for simply reading a book critical of the Ku Klux Klan on campus.29

In 2007, at Brandeis University,30 a professor had a monitor placed in his class after he was reported for mentioning the slur “wetback” while criticizing this derogatory term for Mexican Americans.

In total, 350 cases poured into FIRE in 2007—the worst year Greg had witnessed—but they were largely ignored by the outside world who had already put the PC debate to rest in the First Great Age of Political Correctness.

The early 2000s also saw the popularization of “trigger warnings” and an increased concern surrounding “microaggressions.” Suddenly, administrators weren’t just policing discourse with speech codes—they were reframing the policies as necessary for protecting students’ mental health and well-being from verbal “violence.”

Then came politicized orientation programs. In the mid-2000s, for instance, University of Delaware residential advisors began interrogating incoming students about all sorts of personal matters, from their sexual orientation to whether they supported gay marriage to if they would date someone of another race.31 Then “treatments” (the university’s word) in the form of mandatory meetings were prescribed to those deemed to have the incorrect views.

Meanwhile, bias response teams—groups of administrators tasked with investigating any reports of offensive speech—crept onto the scene. Universities began rolling out anonymous reporting mechanisms, adding a layer of opacity to the investigation process and effectively deputizing students in the fight against free speech.

All the while, colleges were becoming more and more expensive, more and more bureaucratized, and more and more ideologically homogeneous. This ideological bubble proved the ideal environment for cynical and manipulative rhetorical techniques to develop.

The walls of the Perfect Rhetorical Fortress were being built up higher and higher.

Behind them, Cancel Culture would soon flourish.
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