
 

 

 

 

 

  

Liberal/Leftist Intolerance on College Campuses 

 

by 
 

Kevin Hector Grigera 
 

 

Submitted to the Board of Sociology 

and Social Sciences 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of Bachelor of Arts 

 

Purchase College 

State University of New York 

 

May 2020 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sponsor: Sebastian Guzman 

 

Second Reader: Kristen Karlberg 



Grigera,2020 Page 1 
 

“Without Freedom of Thought, there can be no such thing as Wisdom; and no such thing as 

public liberty, without Freedom of Speech.” 

“Whoever would overthrow the liberty of a nation must begin by subduing the freeness of 

speech.” 

- Benjamin Franklin, Letter from Silence Dogood, printed in The New England Courant, July 9, 

1722 

 

“If the freedom of speech is taken away, then dumb and silent we may be led, like sheep to the 

slaughter.”-George Washington, Address to the officers of the army, March 15, 1783 

“If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.”-

George Orwell, Introduction to “Animal Farm”, 1945 

Abstract 

Political intolerance is an issue that today is affecting America and Americans more than 

ever. Although original research associated intolerance with conservatism, recent research has 

indicated that political intolerance lies on both sides of the spectrum.  Today this can clearly be 

seen on many college campuses, with censorship of conservative ideas by the left.  The 

rationales behind liberal intolerance are not well understood yet, especially since acceptance of 

different ideas is a tenet of liberalism.  This study will focus on understanding the rationales 

behind liberal intolerance.  Through qualitative in-depth interviews of liberal/leftist -identifying 

college students, this study will aim to understand whether or not liberal/leftist college students 

are willing to be intolerant through the use of censorship and, if so, what rationales they use to 

justify that. I predict that the rationales may have to do with the ideological conflict, perceived 

threat and ideas in line with Marcuse’s ideology of repressive tolerance. Furthermore, this study 
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will help explain why college censorship is deemed necessary by some, and it will also help 

bridge the political divide by providing insight on the roots of liberal intolerance. 

Introduction 

Today we have seen many cases of students trying to prohibit conservative speakers from 

coming to college campuses (Campbell& Manning, 2018). Recently, even the President has 

addressed this issue.  Donald Trump passed an executive order demanding that Universities 

protect free-speech or face losing funding.  Without a doubt, this is an issue that needs attention.  

There are some arguments about them being a threat to safe spaces. But censoring them is also 

considered a threat and an infringement on free speech by others. It is somewhat paradoxical that 

this happens on campuses that are very liberal, since a tenet of liberalism is freedom of speech. 

The rationales of people stopping these speeches have not really been studied. That may be 

because there is very little research on liberal intolerance. It is, in fact, something only recently 

considered by the scholarship on intolerance, due to methodological issues and theoretical 

assumptions.  Furthermore, the literature on intolerance, to my knowledge, uses only quantitative 

methods, missing the rationales of the actors. In this study, I propose to fill this gap in the 

literature by using a qualitative approach. This is relevant to understanding liberal/leftist 

intolerance on college campuses, but even more than that, to understanding liberal/leftist 

intolerance in general. 

Classic political research has only investigated conservative intolerance, neglecting the 

idea of liberal intolerance.  Although research associated intolerance with conservatism, recent 

research has indicated that political intolerance lies on both sides of the spectrum.  Although 

conservative intolerance has been researched before, intolerance on the left is still a novel topic. 

This study will focus on liberal intolerance, its cause and its effect on college campuses.  
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Through qualitative in-depth interviews of liberal/leftist-identifying college students, this study 

will seek to understand whether or not liberal/leftist college students are willing to be intolerant 

through the use of censorship and, if so, what rationales they use to justify that.  I predict that this 

is explained by the ideological- conflict hypothesis, perceived threat and Marcuse’s theory of 

repressive tolerance.  Furthermore, this study will help explain why college censorship is deemed 

necessary by some, and it will also help bridge the political divide by providing insight on the 

roots of liberal intolerance.  

Review of Literature 

 It is indisputable that a mutual sentiment of dis-association to the opposite side of the 

spectrum exists by both liberals/leftists and conservatives.  Today, tensions seem the highest 

with a country which lacks consensus on whether to impeach the president, a congress who 

seems incapable of reaching a compromise on legislative matters, and overall an increasing 

disassociation between Republicans and Democrats.  In fact, compared to their counterparts 60 

years ago, young people are more intolerant towards different political ideologies than their 

own."(Campbell & Manning, 2018).   

 Needless to say, these two schools of thought rely heavily on different sets of moral and 

ethical values.  According to Schlenker and Chambers, “In the United States, conservatives 

emphasize personal responsibility, transcendent religious beliefs, and fairness defined by equity, 

whereas liberals emphasize the power of the situation (privilege), secular beliefs that oppose the 

Judeo-Christian tradition, and fairness defined by equality” (2013).  Furthermore, both sides of 

the aisle accuse each other of intolerance.  In the 2012 U.S. presidential election, liberals were 

found to accuse conservatives of voter suppression tactics, stating that they were very similar to 

the pre–civil rights Jim Crow laws (Benen, 2012).  Although a debated issue, the left generally 
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claims that Republican’support for voter ID is wrong, and used as a method to deter minorities 

from voting.  Furthermore, conservatives similarly accused liberals of dividing the social classes 

in an attempt to engage in class and racial warfare, creating racial tensions throughout (Powell, 

2012).   Needless to say, both of these claims lack supporting, and are further evidence of 

political intolerance.  Political intolerance, on the day to day, can be seen from both sides.  But is 

that what classic political research has indicated? 

 

Conservative Intolerance 

Most research has focused only on conservative intolerance.  Given that factt, most 

research connects conservatism to racism, intolerance towards minorities, and even non-

conforming people (Sears & Henry, 2003).  Furthermore, other studies have repeatedly 

highlighted conservative intolerance.  Such studies have stated that prejudice has heavily been 

associated with conservatism; the prejudice itself being contributed through personality traits that 

have been linked to conservatives such as system-justification (Hodson & Busseri, 2012; Sibley 

& Duckitt, 2008).  

  Many studies have attempted to answer the question as to why intolerance is seen on the 

right.  A study by Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway found that conservatives tend to be less 

open minded and less sophisticated when it comes to intellectuality than liberals (2003).  

Similarly, a research study found that the idea that conservatives are innately inclined towards 

intolerance is as accepted by scholars as the notion that liberals are more tolerant toward other 

groups than conservatives are (Farwell & Weiner, 2000).  This is known as the prejudice gap 

between conservatives and liberals (Schlenker and Chambers,2013).  Interestingly enough, the 
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research on political intolerance has only been one-sided.  A short but strong array of literature 

may indicate that political intolerance is not constricted to only one side of the spectrum. 

 

Explanations for Liberal Intolerance 

Recent research has found that liberals and conservatives tend to dislike individuals and 

groups who oppose their political ideology (Schlenker and Chambers, 2013).  According to this 

study: “When surveys ask about target groups that emphasize personal responsibility and 

traditional moral values, such as religious groups in the Judeo-Christian tradition (Protestants, 

Catholics, and Christian fundamentalists); it was found that Liberals exhibited greater prejudice 

than conservatives did”.  As opposed to classic research, this study focused on conservative 

target groups, whereas old research solely depicted liberal targets. 

Furthermore, groups or people that tend to align with conservative ideology, such that 

represent cultural traditions and transcendent moral beliefs are seldom ever represented as targets 

in intolerance research (Schlenker and Chambers, 2013).  This explains why in prior research, 

liberals were shown to not depict intolerance.   

 Conservative universities have also been found to be more tolerant of diversification of 

political ideologies than liberal ones (Yancey, G., Shaler, L., & Walz, J. H., 2019).   Similarly, 

political scientists Joshua Dun and Jon Shields found that conservatives are more likely to face 

discrimination when applying to jobs given when the person hiring identified as a liberal (2016).  

Furthermore, a study indicated that being an Evangelical or an NRA member worsened a 

candidate's chance at getting a job when a liberal is hiring (Yancey, 2011). 
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Flaws in previous methodology 

 Current literature only focused on what stems political intolerance for conservatives, 

automatically assuming that political intolerance is only associated with the right.  But very 

recent literature has indicated that is not the case.  Liberals were shown to portray the same or, in 

certain cases, more prejudice and intolerance than conservatives (Shlenker& Chambers, 2013).  

What can explain this disparity in the literature?  

Most studies only utilized groups conservatives are typically not fond of (anti-religious, 

pro-choice etc.) to set the mark for intolerance.  It was disingenuous for researchers to not also 

depict people who the left is not fond of (pro-lifers, religious people).  In two different studies, 

this was found to be critical in the results.  Schlenker and Chambers addressed this issue: “When 

accounting for these weaknesses in the methodology of older research, it was found that both 

racism and intolerance are not one-sided.  Conservatives’ opposition to social welfare programs 

or to policies that give preferential treatment to racial minority groups should not be taken as 

prime evidence of anti-minority prejudice.  It instead may reflect principled opposition to 

policies that conflict with core conservative values of individualism, self-reliance, and small 

government”(Schlenker & Chambers, 2013, p.147).  So it is possible that it is not the person 

themselves that people are intolerant towards, it’s the practices that oppose their ideology.   This 

is known as the ideological-conflict theory.   

 

Ideological-conflict theory 

The Ideological-conflict theory explains that people will be intolerant towards people 

whose values and beliefs are not the same as their own.  For example, supporters of abortion 
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rights are not people that conservatives will be very tolerant of, just as pro-lifers tend not to be 

people that liberals are tolerant of (Brandt et al. 2014).  The ideological-conflict hypothesis, as 

Brandt described: “posits that both liberals and conservatives dislike ideas that conflict with their 

own. These personality and attitudinal qualities are often regarded as flaws or problems because 

of this link.  The implicit assumption is that liberals do not exhibit prejudice because they do not 

have the attitudes or personality characteristics that lead conservatives to bigotry” (Brandt et 

al.2014,25).  If this theory is correct, liberals must also show intolerance. With Schlenker and 

Chambers’s (2013) recent research exposing technical methodological flaws in these studies, an 

invitation has been sent to provide further insight on liberal intolerance, a much unacknowledged 

topic. 

 

Marcuse’s Theory of Repressive Tolerance 

Another reason why liberals express intolerance is Herbert Marcuse’s theory of 

repressive tolerance.  This theory has been highlighted in multiple studies and academic essays.  

Marcuse coined the term as: “The passive acceptance of social and governmental practices, 

policies and actions which restrict freedom in an absolute sense” (Oxford).  According to 

Marcuse, repressive tolerance takes two main forms: “i) the unthinking acceptance of entrenched 

attitudes and ideas, even when these are obviously damaging to other people, or indeed the 

environment and (ii) the vocal endorsement of actions that are manifestly aggressive towards 

other people” (Wolff, R. P., Moore, B., & Marcuse, H ,1965).  According to Lewy’s 

interpretation, Marcuse stated that the ideology of “repressive tolerance”: where such a radical 

redressing of a social imbalance, he conceded, is “tantamount to the establishment of a ‘right of 

resistance’ to the point of subversion, Marcuse defended a “natural right of resistance for 
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oppressed and overpowered minorities to use extralegal means if the legal ones have proved to 

be inadequate” (Lewy, G. 2018).  Furthermore, Marcuse made it evident that using violence to 

restrict the oppressor should be allowed and praised under certain circumstances.  Lewy claims 

that this justification is being utilized today to extinguish any idea opposed to that of the 

majority.   

Kelly Woesner,who focused on Marcuse’s broader application and applied it to 

universities,  also highlighted the implications of Marcuse’s logic, and how it is being adopted by 

many to justify censorship of conservative ideas on college campuses.  According to Woessner, 

“a liberating tolerance… would mean intolerance against movements from the Right and 

toleration of movements from the left… Whatever the source, though, campus activists have 

come to believe they may limit the rights of their political opponents, so long as they frame their 

intolerance in terms of protecting others from hate” (Woessner, 2015).  The issue here is not only 

that the First Amendment protects hate speech; but also that there is a lack of consensus on what 

hate speech is among different scholars and institutions. As I will discuss in further parts of this 

thesis, college censorship is by majority being catalyzed by students.  If students decide to censor 

any idea foreign to their ideals, and justify it in accordance with repressive tolerance, Marcuse’s 

theory would perfectly endorse their cause. 

 

Perceived Threat/Campus Safety   

Although a disparity in the literature can be identified, perceived threat has been found to 

be a reoccurring factor that stems intolerance on both sides of the political spectrum (Schlenker 

and Chambers, 2013).  This study found that the reason why both sides were intolerant towards 

the other side was because of fear of the others’ ideology, and the implementation of that certain 
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ideology.  In other words, both the ideological-conflict theory and perceived threat from 

ideologically dissimilar groups mediate intolerance on both the left and the right. For this theory 

to be an accurate explanation, we would have to see that the actor does not just disagree with the 

other side, but feels that if the other side is given an opportunity to speak, the actor’s safety is at 

risk.  Given this, the issue of safety on campus would be a variation of Perceived Threat.  The 

difference would be that safety on campus is a rationale that does not necessarily involve a threat 

to the actor but to anyone on campus, but not any threat counts as the “campus safety” rationale; 

it has to be about safety for people to engage in open dialogue without feeling their physical 

safety or identity is threatened. 

 

Safe Spaces 

Today, political intolerance is an issue that many universities face.  It seems as though 

universities are no longer a place where students of differing ideologies can openly exchange and 

defend their ideas (Shibley, 2016).  The banning of “hate speech” although noble in its intent 

leaves an enigma on what truly is hate speech and what is just a different opinion.  Today, even 

professors are fearful of being targeted for teaching material that some students might find 

offensive.  This is crucial to the research because it would help dissect what hate speech actually 

is.  In many universities, the mission is to create a ‘safe-space’ for the students.  Although it 

sounds morally correct, by doing so, in many instances the students’ emotions get to decide what 

is ‘okay’ and what is ‘harmful’ (Shibley, 2016).  Therefore since the definition of hate-speech 

varies from university to university, there is a lack of consensus on what language is acceptable 

and which is not among the students and faculty.  This leaves the universities with the complex 
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duty of creating ‘speech-codes’ that aim to create a ‘safe-spaces’.  By doing so, these ‘speech- 

codes’ are very often found unconstitutional by the courts.   

Safe spaces were also discussed by Mario Cartmell.  Cartmell defined safe spaces as an 

environment where a person feels comfortable and is safe from emotional and physical harm.  

Safe spaces are important for student support. But, according to Cartmell, they should not be 

used as a tool for policing academic conversations.  Furthermore, the author illustrates that 

although the first priority of any university campus is to ensure the safety of the student, the 

purpose of a university is to educate them by exposing them to new ideas, challenging their 

beliefs, and engaging them in passionate academic discussion.  The author concludes with the 

idea that using safe spaces in order to shut down an open dialogue does not benefit college 

students, since it permits them to have a tunnel-vision of what they want to hear and what they 

do not (Cartmell, 2019).   

 

College Censorship    

There are many conservative speakers that are requested by students who are disinvited 

by the universities because of protests by liberal/leftist students or Antifa (Antifascist).  

Prominent conservative speakers such as Ben Shapiro or Dinesh D’Souza are oftentimes not 

allowed to step foot in certain universities, simply because their ideas are considered fascist 

themed by the leftist/liberal identifying students on campus (Peters & Fuller, 2017).  Mass riots 

have been seen to arise, oftentimes forcing the universities to cancel conservative events. The 

dangers of banning hate-speech are obvious, just like any other issue; where does one draw the 

line?  Who decides what is hate-speech?  Are universities actually banning hate-speech, or are 

they censoring the flow of conservative ideas?  
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This study will combine the three mediating mechanisms of the Ideological-conflict 

theory, perceived threat and repressive tolerance to derive at a novel research approach: what are 

the rationales for liberal/leftist intolerance on college campuses?  As opposed to prior research, 

which used questionnaires to measure attitudes from both liberal and conservative participants, 

this study instead will utilize an interview approach to investigate this novel notion of intolerant 

liberalism/leftism.  It should be noted that these justifications and theories are not exclusive to 

each other, in other words; more than one or even all can be found to be the rationales being used 

to justify intolerance for each given person. 

 

Research Question/ Hypothesis 

● What are the rationales for liberal intolerance and censorship on college campuses? 

 

Hypothesis: 

● Liberal intolerance on college campuses is mediated by ideological-conflict, perceived 

threat, and Marcuse’s justification of repressive tolerance.   

 

Data & Methods 

Sample 

The subjects included Purchase College students that identified as Liberals or leftists.  

These participants needed to be at least 18 years or older.  This study included 10 participants 

and they were recruited through purposive sampling.  A small monetary compensation was given 
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to those who chose to participate
1
.   The reason for choosing purposive sampling as a means of 

recruitment is that in order to complete this study, liberal/leftist
2
 identifying college students 

needed to participate.  By having the power to say who is allowed to participate, I made sure all 

the participants fit the criteria. I do not seek representativeness but rather, to capture as much as 

possible of the variety of rationales that liberal students have about conservative speakers. For 

this reason, I aimed to obtain variety in my participants, overall representing different races, 

genders, and political participations, because those are the variables most likely to generate 

different rationales.  

It was planned that the demographic breakdown would be as followed:  about 1/2 White, 

½ POC, given that a lot of controversy with conservative speakers like Shapiro relate to debates 

on race; about 50% women and 50% men, with three transgender or non-binary students 

(recruited from their groups or events), given that non-cis-gender people are particularly likely to 

take offence at conservative speakers like Shapiro; at least three from groups to the left of the 

Democratic party (they will be recruited at their groups/events), because polarization is likely to 

increase intolerance. I also planned to recruit from other political or social movement events 

(e.g., around BLM, DACA, abortion, Democratic Party, etc.) because intolerance (seeking 

censorship) and protest against those we disagree with is more likely to occur among more 

politicized people and they are more likely to have a consistent rationale about their reaction to 

conservative speakers.  After a participant was found to meet the requirements of the sample, 

they were given a consent form that needed to be filled out before arrangements for the interview 

                                                
1
 This was provided by the Natural and Social Sciences Awards Committee. The award was made 

possible by a donation from Dr. Catherine Ziegler, Purchase College anthropology alumna, and is 
intended for students to undertake a more sophisticated research project than would have otherwise been 
possible.  The funds were used to reward the participants and to buy the program that was used for the 
analysis. 
2
 It should be noted that the classification of ‘liberal’ is not referring to a ‘classical liberal’.  It is referring to 

a modern day liberal which lies on the political left, and would be considered the opposite of a modern 
day conservative. 
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were scheduled. Although I attempted to stay true to the demographic breakdown I had 

originally planned, the school closing down and delayed funding slowed down my process of 

recruitment.  The quotas were kept the same other than race, where it was seven POC and 3 

white. 

 

Method 

The method of research I chose to carry out this study is in-depth semi-structured 

interviews of college students who identify as liberal or leftist.  The reason for selecting this 

method is that it will provide a qualitative approach to a topic that usually provides only a 

quantitative approach.  This is important in order to get at the rationales and to understand them 

inductively. There is no research on what their justifications are.  Semi structured interviews will 

also allow for the participants to have more leeway on expressing their opinions.  The 

participants will be interviewed for their opinion on having conservative speaker Ben Shapiro, a 

praised commentator on the right but a notorious bigot for a lot of left-identifying students, come 

to the school and speak about certain topics such as racial tensions in the country and overall 

providing insight on right-leaning ideologies.  The purpose was to get the participants to express 

how they would feel about it and to see whether they would be in favor of having Ben Shapiro 

speak at the school regardless of how they feel about his ideology, or whether they think the 

speaker should be banned from speaking on campus.  If they are against him being given a 

platform to speak I asked whether they believe that they would protest against it.   

 

Sample Filter Questionnaire 
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Once the participants were recruited and signed the consent form, which included a 

trigger warning for the material discussed in the video they would eventually be watching, they 

were given a ‘Sample Filter Questionnaire’ which asked basic demographic questions such as 

age, race, gender-identity, political affiliation and philosophy.  Although it did not happen, if the 

participants did not meet the requirement of identifying on the political left, they would have 

been thanked for their intention but told that they did not meet the requirements to participate.
3
 

 

The Shapiro clip 

After the participants filled out the questionnaire, they watched a seven minute 

compilation video of Ben Shapiro debating a panel on Race issues and also responding to 

students in a Q & A about issues in the Trans community.  The video is a compilation of 

responses that some may consider controversial.  In its essence, in the first part of the video, 

Shapiro argues that income inequality cannot solely be based on racism; he argues that personal 

choices and some aspects of the culture in the black community hold a tighter stronghold on the 

growth of the community than racism. In the second half of the video, Shapiro is responding to a 

Q & A where a student is asking him about the Trans community and what his thoughts are on 

the topic.
4
 

 

 Although the video includes ideas that some may consider offensive, the material in the 

video was necessary in order to ensure that the participants would express their true opinions on 

Shapiro.  Shapiro’s conservative ideology goes beyond the talking points in this video; he speaks 

about the economy and other aspects of our social fabric.  Nevertheless, the topics discussed in 

the video are topics some may consider close to their identity, given the nature of what they are 

                                                
3
The  ‘Sample Filter Questionnaire’ can be found on Appendix A : Pg. 44 

4
 The transcript to the video can be found on Appendix B: Pg. 45-48 
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about.  Not only did I believe that this video would receive responses that would be better 

biomarkers to measure intolerance, the video also would better investigate the theories I had 

hypothesized: Ideological-conflict, perceived threat, and repressive tolerance.  If the video 

discussed less controversial topics, such as conservative approaches to economic policy, benefit 

programs, student debt etc. which others suggested I use, those are talking points that many of 

the participants may not have been too knowledgeable on to form strong opinions towards.   

Since Purchase College is a Liberal Arts institution which focuses on a ‘Think Wide 

Open’ motto, we are very inclusive to the LGBTQ+ community and other communities that are 

typically assumed to be ‘marginalized’.  Shapiro’s ideas, which are all ideas that today do hold 

considerable respect in the conservative school of thought, are perspectives that are seldom 

discussed at Purchase. The topics that are touched upon though, are topics that most Purchase 

students have either learned about or hold strong opinions about, regardless of their majors. The 

videos therefore were necessary in order to bring to the table uncomfortable topics that the 

participants would feel strongly about, and it was also in my due diligence as a sociological 

researcher not to provide a watered down version of Shapiro’s ideology to insure the integrity of 

this study.  

 

The Interview 

After the participants watched the video, the interview followed.  The interview consisted 

of fifteen questions that were developed by my advisor and I.  The questions inquired about their 

opinions on what Shapiro said and whether they would want him to have a platform to speak on 

campus, among other things. 
5
 The interviews were recorded with the participant’s permission, 

and then temporarily uploaded to Youtube to generate a transcription.  Once the transcription 

                                                
5
 The Interview questions can be found on Appendix C: Pg. 50-51 
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was created by Youtube, the videos were deleted.  The videos were set as private so only I could 

see them. 

 

Data Analysis 

Once the data was collected, I used open and focused coding for each interview. When 

analyzing the interviews, I searched for similar answers and themes to code for.  This aided me 

in comparing and contrasting each interview in a unique way.   

 

Limitations to Methodology 

Some of the limitations of this study include that it only includes participants from SUNY 

Purchase, which is a small Liberal Arts School.  Most of the noted riots to conservative speakers 

have been in big state schools.  It was interesting to see if students planned to censor Shapiro in 

this college as they do in bigger schools.  Furthermore, this study only included the participation 

of a small sample size.  Given the time frame I had to complete this study, this was a sample size 

that was feasible to complete.  Nonetheless, this should be enough to suggest relevant hypotheses 

for future research with other samples and perhaps other methods.   

This study also included a hypothetical situation, since Shapiro will not actually be 

speaking at the campus.  In order to provide validation to the method, it was originally planned 

that I would only notify the participant that it is a hypothetical after the interview, hoping to 

create the most realistic scenario.  Sadly, that was not approved by the IRB on the basis of not 

lying to the participants, in other words the Board believed that creating the guise that Shapiro 

would be coming to Purchase is unethical.  There’s also the limitation of focusing on interviews 

rather than participant observation of how things occur in reality. People’s rationales are not 

fixed nor created in isolation; they are usually shaped by interactions on campus, especially 
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among activists.  In other words, I cannot understand the way people’s opinions really change in 

interaction with the interviews. Therefore, my methods have limited external validity (the 

validity of my conclusions regarding the real world, where things are much more complex than 

in my controlled interview, because people’s ideas are shaped in interaction).   

The last limitation in the methodology was caused by the Covid-19 pandemic.  Half of 

the interviews had to be conducted through Zoom since the university closed down.  This made 

the recruitment process more difficult since I had to start reaching out to people through social 

media.  Although it did not drastically change the control aspect of the study, it did change on the 

measures of me being there while they watched the video to control the environment in which 

they were interviewed.  With the in person interviews, they were carried out in isolated rooms, in 

other words in a controlled setting. 

 

Results/Analysis 

Ideological Conflict Hypothesis 

Seven participants expressed intolerance to Shapiro speaking at Purchase using rationales 

in line with that of the Ideological Conflict hypothesis.  Participant E who identified as a gender-

queer Afro-Latina and a leftist and is a part of the LGBTQ social movement, stated that They 

would do whatever They could do to protect the safe space that Purchase offers to members of 

the LGBTQ community.  Although she stated that she is not for censoring free speech, she would 

sign a petition to have Shapiro banned from campus and would also defund the student 

organization that planned the event.  When asked about censoring free speech, she stated that it 
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isn’t right but it’s justified by the fact that if institutions do not censor it they would be allowing 

ideas that go against the “school motto”. 

... “But also if we don't censor free speech then it's promoting anything that in this case is 

something bad that doesn't stand for what the college represents, so I don't know I think… I 

think that, yeah, free speech shouldn't be censored because if anything if we're granted limited 

amounts of freedom in this… in this society, so if anything that should be one of them that we 

are that we do have access to [sic]but the institutions should monitor what is like who is coming 

in and if it correlates to what like you know the student body would agree with and appeal to.” 

(emphasis added). 

This is a clear example of the use of the Ideological-conflict hypothesis, given that the 

participant rationalizes that the university should monitor who is granted a platform based on if 

their ideas are in accordance to those of the university.  She is justifying intolerance on the 

notion that Shapiro’s ideas go against that of what is the popular thought at Purchase College.  

Similarly, when asked about how she felt about a campus protest against Shapiro, she stated that 

it is very possible and that she would be for it and provided insight on an artist who was going to 

have a performance at Purchase, but the artist was associated with R-Kelly and that artist is not 

someone who represents the Colleges’ ideals. 

..“then somebody from purchase was like oh yikes like having her as our headline they're like 

that's kind of not Purchase at all, so I was already like yeah well like I feel like if we were if it 

was so gonna be to happen like there would be a group of people trying to push against that 

because in a sense like yes yes she is LGBTQ but she doesn't really like necessarily stand for 

everything that is Purchase”. 
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Again, this is an example of the use of the Ideological-Conflict rationale because the 

hypothesis states that people will be intolerant towards other people based on the ideologies that 

person carries.  Interestingly enough, Participant E did not believe that Shapiro is racist or that 

his rhetoric is a direct attack on the African American community, but she did believe he is 

Transphobic and that his rhetoric was indeed a direct attack on the Trans community; on the 

basis that he used harsh rhetoric when discussing Trans issues. 

Participant A, who identified as a black female and as a progressive democratic socialist 

and is a part of the BLM movement, stated that she would also do anything in her power to keep 

Shapiro from speaking on campus, including signing the petition.  The rationale she used was, 

again, consistent with the Ideological-Conflict hypothesis: lack of agreement with Shapiro’s 

views.  However, she would not ask for the student organization to be defunded. 

“I mean not allowing someone on the campus isn't like banning free speech, it's just not wanting 

to give them a platform, and they have plenty of other platforms.   They're men and women with 

big names, big credits, big everything- they don't need to go on college campuses, the only 

reason why they're going on college campuses often that's where the discourse and for the money 

that comes with it it's all like free publicity.  Basically a huge protest outside of the liberal 

campus because of a right-wing speaker you're gonna make all those liberal kids look like 

animals and that becomes its own imploded issue even though kids are just rightfully exercising 

their freedom of speech just like Ben Shapiro would be or his supporters- but that being said it 

doesn't mean that we have to entertain these like ideologies if it's not something that we want.. 

my problem with Ben Shapiro is that he's like… I just think he has a platform to bring a political 

ideology that I personally disagree with on a moral level on a deep level and I would do 

everything I can to not have him on campus”. 
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 What is interesting is that participant A would not sign a petition to defund the student 

organization, she would just rather them bring another Republican or Conservative speaker. 

Nevertheless, she is intolerant of Shapiro’s presence on campus and justifies it in a way predicted 

by the Ideological Conflict theory.  Additionally, she did believe Shapiro is both racist and 

transphobic, but I will dive into that when explaining my findings on the *Marcusian repressive 

tolerance theory results later on in this paper. 

 Two other examples of the Ideological-Conflict hypothesis being used to rationalize 

intolerance to Shapiro were expressed by Participant B and G.  Both of these participants stated 

that they would not want Shapiro receiving a platform at Purchase because they disagree with  

his ideology.    

 

Me: Would you consider signing a petition for the university to not allow the talk or withdraw 

financial support from the organizers?  

Participant B: I'd probably say -oh to NOT allow him to speak?  

Me: Would you sign a petition for it?  

Participant B: Yeah, yes I probably would.  

Me: Why?  

Participant B: Um like I said I don't really agree with all the things that he says but um that's just 

personally me”. 
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Me: would you consider signing a petition for the university or to not allow the talk or withdraw 

financial support from the organizers?  

Participant F: Yeah, I stand on my views I think he's wrong so I would do anything I could to not 

have him 

Participant B identified as a Latina and a Progressive Democrat and participant F 

identified as a black male and a Democrat.  Both of them agreed that Shapiro was Transphobic, 

saying that his harsh rhetoric in the video proves it.  Interestingly enough, participant F did not 

think Shapiro was racist, as opposed to participant B. Overall the justifications used were in 

accordance with the ideological-conflict hypothesis, since both participants were intolerant of 

Shapiro because of his ideology, but their safety was not necessarily in question. 

   

Repressive Tolerance 

  This rationale was not as prominently found as I thought it would be, and I suspect it is 

because of the nature of the study.  Since the participants were aware that the situation was a 

hypothetical, they did not get to experience the situation in real time, which I believe would have 

had a much more radicalizing effect on the group mentality of shutting down the event.  

Nevertheless, a few participants still expressed the rationale that Kelly Woesner has adopted 

from Marcuse and applied it to campus protests against conservative speakers.  Participant D 

identified as a Latina and as a Progressive Democrat.  She explained that she believes Shapiro is 

both Transphobic and Racist.  She also believes his rhetoric would negatively affect minorities 

and other marginalized communities.  When asked about a campus protest against Shapiro, she 

stated that she would participate in it and she would want to protest inside the auditorium to shut 

it down if it was happening.  
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“I would definitely protest inside to get it shut down.  I come from a series of protestors, in my family, 

and we always fight against injustices and have our voices heard”.  

 

 This is an example of the repressive tolerance justification on campus because she also 

believes that Shapiro’s rhetoric and conservative ideology would lead to negative effects on 

those marginalized communities.  The question on whether they would participate inside the 

auditorium or outside is crucial to providing insight on the rationale since it brings into question 

two very distinct methods of protest.  If the students participate outside the auditorium, they 

would be voicing their opinion and simply expressing their freedom of speech.  The other 

approach, which would include barging into the auditorium and being loud, ultimately forcing 

the speech to shut down, would obliterate any chance of Shapiro being able to voice his freedom 

of speech.  The second approach is a direct and active example of censorship, since those 

students would be the ones attempting to silence the speech that would have already been 

approved by the university.  It would also be a much more aggressive and violent way of 

protesting.  Interestingly enough, when asked about whether Shapiro should be granted free 

speech, the participant expressed that it is in his freedom of speech to have a speech here but it 

would be the students free speech to get it shut down. 

 

“Ok I understand that perspective and that counterargument, in the sense that we’d be trumping 

his freedom of speech if we get it shut down, but maybe it’s in our freedom of speech to shut him 

down..” 
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This encapsulates in essence the rationale of repressive tolerance because the students 

would be using extralegal means to shut down the speech.  Granted this, it will be assumed that 

all the students that would utilize the second method of protest; which would shut down the 

event, will be exhibiting aspects of the repressive tolerance justification.  In total, three 

participants suggested that they would be for protesting in order to shut down the event.  This 

included participant A, B, and D.  *Participant A also gave another answer to a separate question 

that indicated the use of this justification.  When asked whether she believed his rhetoric was a 

direct attack, she stated that she thinks Shapiro genuinely believes the facts that he is spouting, 

and that those thoughts and what he’s accomplished as a man leads to the oppression of other 

marginalized groups. 

  

“Not directly no, I don't think it's an attack I just think that's what he thinks,  it all comes from a 

part of a point of like ignorance and what he has accomplished leads to plenty of further issues in 

the communities he claims to support and want to help.. he’s misinformed and the sources are 

not all that objective; I would just say they're not objective I wouldn't say that he is a ill-

informed, he's obviously a very accomplished smart man but what he stands for leads to the 

oppression of others.” 

Again, Participant A is justifying not granting Shapiro free speech by using the idea that 

what Shapiro’s political ideology stands for is in a way oppressing those who are marginalized.   

Therefore, it is acceptable to shut down his freedom of speech.  Participant H also utilized the 

repressive tolerance justification.  In their interview, they explained that they would do anything 

to get the talk not to happen.  When explaining their rationale, they explained that people in their 
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community (GNC & Trans) are not asking or wanting to feel oppressed, they would obviously 

rather not feel oppressed.  

 

“..because I think he really thinks that um you know like people of various minorities just 

want to be offended and want to be oppressed you know, based on how he talks it's what I 

gather-  and I don't think I can say as a non-binary queer person like I don't I don't like being 

oppressed tonight I don't want to be upset hence I don't really engage with his content because I 

know it's going to make me upset”. 

Participant H also stated that Shapiro is racist and Transphobic. In conclusion numerous 

students are rationalizing intolerance towards Shapiro by justifying it with the oppression of 

either themselves or other marginalized communities in our society, whether it be by using extra 

legal means to censor an event, or simply expressing intolerance by not wanting the event to 

occur (signing a petition etc.) or in many cases; both. 

 

Perceived Threat/ Campus Safety 

The hypothesis of perceived threat was another rationale that was used by participants to 

justify their intolerance to Shapiro speaking at Purchase. Participant H identified as a white 

Trans Gender queer person and explained why the school should not allow Shapiro on campus.  

They explained that his ideology/rhetoric would make a lot of kids feel unsafe and targeted.  This 

is an example of the perceived threat rationale because they believed that Shapiro’s ideology in 

its essence would make them and others in those marginalized groups feel endangered. 
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“yeah I'd say I'd say a lot of people would probably feel very unsafe and uncomfortable, 

and you know this school does tend to be more left-leaning from what I can see in there is a large 

population of LGBT students here and a large population students of color, and I think it would 

be incredibly unwise for the school to allow him to come because I'm sure that a lot of people 

would feel very unsafe and uncomfortable and you know he knows that people here probably 

wouldn't know people here aren't can I agree [sinc]with him or like him and aren't going to want 

to listen to what he says so why wouldn't he want to come here in the first place and he's just 

looking for trouble”. 

What is interesting here is that although they feared the ideology that Shapiro delves into, 

and thus believe that having that ideology being presented hear at Purchase would threaten their 

safety, when asked whether having Shapiro on campus would give arise to more intolerance 

towards the LGBTQ group they suggested it wouldn’t, at least not on this campus.  This is 

interesting because if they didn’t think that Shapiro’s rhetoric would lead people to become more 

intolerant towards marginalized people like Participant H, what would the harm be in having 

Shapiro speak? 

Another example of the use of this theory as a rational was exhibited by Participant A.  

When asked about Shapiro’s overall ideology, she stated that his views and ideas are hateful.   

 

“It's not that it's uninformed; he has facts but he has facts that seem to justify his views which 

anybody would rightfully have, but his views are not ones that will like I guess benefit others, his 

views justify or his facts justify rather I guess in simpler terms like hateful views”.   
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Participant A also went in depth about how people would react to hearing Shapiro speak, 

in other words how the climate of the campus would be after students listened to his speech.  She 

explained that she wouldn’t be surprised if there is a rise in hate crimes and a rise of intolerance 

towards the marginalized communities on campus, since there were already two swastika 

sightings on campus, one in 2016 and the other in 2018.  When asked if she believed that it 

would have been a direct cause to Shapiro speaking; hinting at the irony that Shapiro is an 

Orthodox Jew, she explained that he could still hold views that others would rile behind, even if 

the ideology riles up people that would not be accepting of Shapiro’s religion. 

 

“.. Ben Shapiro is Jewish doesn't mean that he can't have a standing on something that would 

hurt other people and other groups he speaks very adamantly about survival of the fittest, not just 

in an economic state but also the social state and other things facts don't care about your feelings 

right the issue with that is that his the the feelings that he is referring to are just feelings it's just 

justified anger for a system that is failing… I'm Jewish so I can't be racist etc etc does not I guess 

support the behaviors and the influence that he puts out the output that he puts out the inputs that 

he puts out to the world when it comes to political ideology”.   

  

  What is the most fascinating about this rationale is that Ben Shapiro himself has 

denounced the Alt-right and other groups that Participant A believes would be radicalized after 

hearing Shapiro’s ideology/speech.  Similarly, Ben Shapiro was the Alt-right’s number one 

target in 2016, and even his sister who is an opera singer has suffered anti-Semitic trolling from 

the Alt-right (The Forward, 2017).  Although I did not bring this up in the interview, this has 

been a recurring allegation from the left in order to label Shapiro a racist, arguing that his 

rhetoric and ideology is associated with the Alt-right.  This cannot be farther from the truth, and 
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thus I can see how such an allegation would enable Shapiro’s rhetoric to also be classified as 

hate speech.  If the person is already presumed to exhibit bigoted characteristics, it is easier to 

dismiss the ideas they are sharing, under the guise that those ideas are hate speech.  In 

summation, participant A had already heard about Shapiro before the study, and she expressed 

that she would never give him the time of day otherwise.  She also stated that she had never 

really listened to him personally but has heard of him.  I believe it would be interesting to see 

how Participant A would have responded if perhaps it wasn’t Shapiro per se coming to Purchase, 

if it was another conservative speaker that is not so well known as Shapiro, to see how much of 

an influence the media may have had on the presumption of Shapiro and his ideas. 

 

Tolerance 

Three out of the ten participants expressed tolerance towards Shapiro.  These participants 

explained that they would not be against Shapiro speaking at Purchase, and that providing a 

different perspective to such a liberal institution would be fruitful to the learning experience.  

These participants were Participant C, I, and J.  Participant C identified as a Hispanic Democrat , 

and she stated that she did not agree with everything Shapiro said, but understands his 

perspective on things.   

“I think it would give another perspective especially to such like a such a bigger liberal school 

for the students who are liberals to see how the other side of half of American politics are, you 

know- not just their side of things because yes like I consider myself a liberal and some things 

that the conservative side of politics that you talk about are valid, and I think a lot of students 

here don't want to hear that side ever so they only have their one perspective and I think it would 

just open up their eyes a little bit you know, and I think show a little respect for both sides of you 
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know politics cause I would never bash someone just because they're conservative, like I have a 

lot of conservative friends, I don't think their ideas or ideals are invalid you know they have their 

opinions so I don't think it's a bad idea if he would come here and speak to campus- I don't know 

how the students would respond but you know”. 

 

 Participant I identified as a white male democrat and stated that it is in no way justifiable to 

censor Shapiro.  This participant believes that such an open dialogue should be encouraged at 

Purchase, but he believes it would not go well based on the Purchase student response that will 

be received.  This participant had also pointed out that Shapiro does make some valid points, but 

he did not agree with everything Shapiro said. 

 

“I don't think that would go well at all I mean I would of course, like personally encourage it just 

cuz i think like you know discourse is good and productive and like we should hear out like you 

know that conflict with our own, but I don't think that would go well at all I mean, I feel like that 

would probably be protested, I mean I've never talked to like kids like purchased kids about Ben 

Shapiro in particular but just knowing what he stands for you know I can only imagine that 

people wouldn't be too excited about it..”  

 

When asked about censoring Shapiro, he explained: 

 

 

“oh no definitely not, I mean because that's just like a total that's just like an obvious violation of 

free speech in the First Amendment, I mean we're like a public university you know it's like 

public property, like anyone who wants to like speak on campus should be able to -if they are 
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received well on campus that's an entirely different thing but everyone has the right to you know 

present their be point as long as it's not like something extremely hateful or inciting violence”. 

 

What is interesting here is that Participants G (identified as a white non-binary individual 

and as a democratic socialist) & H also used the phrase “inciting violence”.  They were 

describing Shapiro’s rhetoric and they stated that it is hard to say that his speech was a direct 

attack, since he phrases his rhetoric carefully to not make it sound like he is inciting violence.  

Nevertheless, both participants were intolerant towards Shapiro speaking at Purchase.  

Participant J also used the phrase “inciting violence,” stating that as long as the speaker is not 

inciting violence, he should be granted a platform.  Participant J identified as a Hispanic 

Progressive Democrat, and suggested that he did not believe in anything that Shapiro suggested, 

but he would still grant him a platform on the basis of Free Speech. 

 

“um free speech I believe it's very important, um you should never try to you should do 

everything you can not to suppress it because I mean once you start going against the 

Constitution and chipping away at it I mean that's not that's not good they were there for a reason 

and they're universal so I don't believe in containing free speech”. 

 

 Participant J did not state that Shapiro is racist, but he did find him Transphobic, and he 

used his overall tone and way of speaking when addressing the Transgender questions as his 

motive for believing in his Transphobia. 
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“I don't believe necessarily he's racist it's possible, um I believe he could be transphobic but um 

based on the video it seemed like the way he talks about trans people was very aggressive you 

know in a very firm manner.. um I haven't really watched a lot of his content so I don't really 

know exactly how he is but based on that clip it seemed like he was very like the way he talks. 

It's very aggressive towards trans folks [sinc]”. 

 

 Although I was surprised to see tolerance towards Shapiro, it is worthy to mention that 

there may be reasoning as to why these three participants depicted tolerance in comparison to the 

rest.  For Participant C, a good reason as to why she is tolerant to conservative ideals could be 

because of her father’s conservative ideology.  Participant C stated that her father is 

conservative, which shines light on why she showed tolerance towards Shapiro.  This goes in 

line with surplus amounts of research that has indicated that political orientations such as party 

identification and political ideology are reliably transmitted between generations (Murray et al., 

2012).  Although she is far from conservative herself, she sympathizes with conservatives; 

something that could stem from her experience being raised by a conservative. 

 For participants I and J, they insisted on the importance of the constitution and the First 

Amendment.  Participant J explained that he agreed with nothing Shapiro addressed in the 

videos, but he would still vouch for his right to state his opinions on whichever topic he wanted.  

For Participant I, he believed that Shapiro like any other person is entitled to his opinions and as 

long as he does not incite violence or spread extreme hate, he should always be granted free 

speech.  Overall, the rationales for tolerance were that it is good to provide differing 

perspectives, that freedom of speech should always be protected, and for Participant C perhaps 

parental socialization. 
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Safe Spaces 

 When it came to the question about ‘Safe Spaces’, five participants stated that having 

Shapiro speak at campus would rid the campus of being a ‘Safe-Space’, and therefore justified 

that rationale.  On the other hand, five did not.  Two of the participants who stated that they did 

not see providing a ‘Safe-Space’ as a valid reason as to why Ben should not be allowed a 

platform still exhibited intolerance towards Shapiro.  One of these participants was participant G.  

This participant explained that as long as a trigger warning is present, the argument of Shapiro’s 

presence on campus distorting the ‘safe-space’ is not a valid argument. 

 

 

“ ..So long as you're not forced to be there it doesn't that argument doesn't really seem to hold 

true because in the same in the same art you know in the same vein a class could be showing a 

movie that has a lot of you know content that is triggering for people for whatever reason and 

you know, if a trigger warning is given and folks who are triggered by that leave; that space that 

space is unsafe now it's to a point but as long as you've provided that warning to students you're 

making it as safe as you can. So it's my point before if you're telling you if you're not just saying 

hey there's this guy coming to speak you all should go listen to him but if you're making it clear, 

like hey this has Ben Shapiro just so you know this is what he stands for these are things that he's 

probably gonna say and provide some kind of a trigger warning then I don't think it violates the 

safer space policy.” 

 

 The participants who were tolerant of Shapiro did not believe that the ‘safe-space’ 

justification holds strong ground.  On the basis of again maintaining free speech and allowing for 

differing perspectives on campus.  Participant I stated: 
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..“if a safe space is a place where you can't hear opinions that differ from your own then that's 

not like a safe space you know that's just like ‘OH MAN’  close my eyes and pretend that like 

reality isn't reality so um,  so I don't think safe space should extend to like silencing opinions that 

go against what the school stands for”. 

 

 Participant J stated that unless Shapiro is inciting violence or being violent, that 

justification again fails to hold proper ground.  According to participant J: 

 

..“ ‘safe-space’ for everyone, so um if his speech or what he has to say incites violence or is 

promoting violence promoting hurting people or being physically violent against groups or 

whatever then that should not be allowed, but um but if Shapiro is going on stage and his 

message isn't about um you know hurting people then he should be allowed to say what he wants 

to say.   If students are willing to have him on the campus then and cause a legitimate debate 

because debates good I mean it's healthy for people to have dialogue and yeah they could have 

opposing views but you know it's that's part of the democratic process too to understand these 

opposing views and try to come to some sort of middle ground”. 

 

 Participant C, explained that she believed Shapiro would not be the one destroying the 

‘safe-space’, that in fact it would be the students themselves that would create an unsafe space 

for Shapiro and other students.   

 

“I don't think that they should not allow him, you should be able to be here again, it’s interesting 

because there are the students that or people who make a safe space not safe because of their 

closed mindedness and intolerance to other political views… and nobody is forcing students to 
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attend the talk, if you would rather not hear it just don’t go but allow other students the 

opportunity to experience a fruitful conversation without an aggressive lash-back to the guest. 

It’s funny because at Purchase it would be Shapiro who would not be provided the ‘safe-space’ 

by students”. 

 

Me: “Because of the protests that would arise”? 

 

Participant C: Yes, I don't think they know how to go about protesting calmly without disrupting 

and making people unsafe. 

 

  

 The five participants who agreed with the justification of maintaining a ‘safe-space’ did not 

necessarily elaborate much on their responses, but overall the idea was that Purchase must not 

allow Shapiro’s event on campus in order to maintain the ‘safe-space’.  Participant H explained 

that nobody who goes out of their way in offending others should be allowed on campus, and 

that the ‘safe-space’ at Purchase should be protected. 

 

“yeah I'd say I would agree with that I'd say anyone who seems to you know kind of go out of 

their way to just cause trouble and be offensive like that shouldn't be allowed to come here you 

know, ‘safe-spaces’ are important and should be protected”. 

 

Discussion 

 

Hate Speech 

One of the interesting questions this study brings up is hate speech.  Should hate speech 

be acceptable on college campuses?  The complexities of hate speech and the difficulties 

universities face in enforcing hate speech codes are immense, given that hate speech is protected 
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by the First amendment. The government cannot censor hate speech unless it’s direct, personal, 

and either truly threatening or violently provocative.  Furthermore, hundreds of college campuses 

have been struck down in courts when attempting to create and enforce ‘speech-codes’; primarily 

on the basis that they violate the First Amendment, and are too vague or too broad for students to 

identify what would and should be considered hate speech (Freedom Forum Institute, 2017).  

Although this study focused on Shapiro and his freedom of speech during a hypothetical 

event at Purchase College, it provides insight on the dilemma that colleges face.  When 

analyzing my results, many of the participants could not agree on whether Shapiro is racist 

and/or Transphobic, even among students who were intolerant of Shapiro.  When taking into 

account the gender and ethnicity of the participants and their labeling of Shapiro, I was intrigued 

to see that some participants that identified as POC didn’t find his rhetoric ‘racist’, but other 

participants who identified as Caucasian did.  This further shows the complexities of enforcing 

‘speech-codes’ and in a way undermines the ‘hate-speech’ argument when banning or censoring 

speakers; again who gets to decide what hate speech is?  And is Shapiro’s rhetoric on the clips 

hate speech? The constitution and courts would think otherwise.   

It should be noted that in no way am I, while being skeptical about ‘speech-codes’ or 

‘hate speech’ codes; endorsing racism or other forms of hate speech.  I understand the reasoning 

behind the arguments; and even think that their intentions are for the greater good.  The issue is 

that in not protecting hate speech, its alternative is much more threatening.  In essence, the 

argument in favor of ‘hate-speech’ laws is as Chemerinsky and Gillman stated: “..an argument 

for granting people in authority the power to censor or punish individuals who insult, stigmatize, 

or demean others, and it is inevitable that such vague and broad authority will be abused or used 

in ways that were not contemplated by censorship advocates”(2017).   
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Furthermore, these authors highlighted that there is no evidence that the absence or 

presence of hate speech laws result in more tolerant attitudes toward vulnerable groups or in less 

discrimination.  Examples of this include the fact that from 1958-2011, interracial marriage 

approval among Americans increased from 4% to 86%, with 15% of new marriages in 2015 

being between people of different races.  Similarly, the total number of U.S hate crime incidents 

decreased from 8,759 in 1996 to 5,928 in 2015 (Chemerinsky,& Gillman,2017).  On the 

contrary, in European countries that do punish ‘hate-speech’, there are higher levels of anti-

Semitism than in the United States, and hate crimes have been reported to increase between 

2000-2009 in eleven out of fourteen countries surveyed (Chemerinsky,& Gillman,2017).   

 

NULLIUS IN VERBA 

  The history of higher education stretches back centuries.  Initially its purpose was not that 

of free thinking, but instead they served as religious indoctrination grounds.  Medieval 

Universities in Europe relied heavily on Christian traditions and were similarly put together like 

the advanced madrassas of Islamic Spain and the Emirates of Sicily (Chemerinsky,& Gillman, 

2017).  There was very little room in what was studied, as it only included a very limited 

curriculum, relying strongly on the New Testament.  This was the system faced by the 

enlightenment thinkers, by which very often they were persecuted after their findings or 

discoveries were deemed ‘absurd’ and ‘blasphemous’.  One of the prominent examples of this 

was Galileo.   

Thankfully, higher education in the free world evolved to follow a different purpose.   

Instead of indoctrinating students who would preserve some unchallenged wisdom, the notion 

that institutions of higher education would dedicate themselves to the formation of free thinkers 
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who would seek new knowledge and are willing to challenge received wisdom began to flourish 

(Chemerinsky,& Gillman, 2017).  This way of thinking encouraged the questioning of ‘common 

knowledge’ through argumentation, and thus ideas contrary to the ‘popular belief’ or ideas 

considered ‘wrong’ would not be censored or shouted down but instead would be engaged and 

exposed through argumentation (Chemerinsky,& Gillman, 2017).  This led to the creation of the 

Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge. The motto taken by this school of 

thought is NULLIOUS IN VERBA, Latin for “taking nobody’s word for it”.  This school of 

thought argued among other things, that one should not hold a belief merely because someone in 

power demands agreement to it; rather, beliefs should be put to test through debate and 

experimentation.  

Not to diverge into a history lesson about higher education, the purpose of highlighting 

this idea is that this is the philosophical backbone by which our universities were built.  The 

censoring of conservative speakers on campuses around America, or any speaker, on the basis 

that their ideas are ‘bad’, ‘wrong’, ‘offensive’ or even ‘hateful’, stands as a threat to the 

inquisition of knowledge, and upholds the paradoxical phenomenon of institutions clamping 

down on freedom of speech, especially liberal ones.  

Fast forward to today, the fight for free speech on campuses has reached its peak.  The 

question that follows and in fact posits crucial importance in the debate of freedom of speech on 

campuses is the following: should institutions of higher education protect the orthodoxy against 

challenge or be willing to permit all ideas?   In other words, there can be a complete protection 

for the expression of all ideas and views-regardless of how absurd they may be, or there can be 

an orthodoxy of belief (Chemerinsky,& Gillman, 2017).  I believe that there is no middle ground.  

History has indicated numerous times that there is no way to define incorrect ideas that are 
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worthy of punishment without putting societal critique and free thinking at risk (Chemerinsky,& 

Gillman,2017).   

Personal experience 

In college campuses, if people ask to censor ‘bad ideas’, many important ideas may never 

get to grow and thus many dangerous ideas may be accepted as truths if they’re not put to the test 

through critique and debate.  Again, the question is who gets to decide what a ‘bad idea’ is?  As a 

free thinker myself, I have experienced throughout my higher education career in a liberal 

institution, the environment by which some of the classes are conducted, where not only is there 

a collective thought or even political ideology shared between the majority of the students; but 

most of the time the instructor shares that same idea/belief.  As past research has indicated, there 

is a vast difference in the amount of liberal and conservative instructors teaching in American 

colleges.  This often leads to an unbalanced classroom setting, where there is an obvious 

majority versus minority situation. From what I’ve witnessed and experienced, it is not rare for 

students to engage in a ‘mob-rule’ mentality, and shout down opposing viewpoints, very often 

lacking to provide concise arguments or ideas that actually debunk or provide a rebuttal to the 

point made.  In fact, very often what happens is that students engage in what is known as 

character-assassination, attacking the identity of the person and not the idea.  This in no way 

provides a fair environment for learning, primarily because it leads to students who may have a 

differing opinion or perspective from the rest of the class to limit their participation in order to 

not receive the personal backlash from their peers.   

Similarly, if students do participate, the unbalanced classroom setting may lead to 

students not truly expressing their free thinking, but instead succumb to expressing what they 

believe the instructor may want to hear, in fear of being punished via scholarly evaluation 
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(grading).  This goes in accordance with the fact that it is not uncommon for faculty members to 

have a higher regard for views which they are already sympathetic to (Chemerinsky,& Gillman, 

2017).  It is why it is crucial, in my opinion, for universities to ensure that scholarly evaluation is 

not based on ideological agreement.  Furthermore, universities and colleges should also express 

solid appreciation for diversity of thought and differing perspectives, since this has been shown 

to diminish the errors of groupthink and encourages the idea of free-thinking and inquiry 

(Duarte, et al. 2015).   

 

Conclusion 

 

This study aimed to investigate what the rationales are for liberal/leftist intolerance 

through censorship on college campuses. This study concentrated on perceived threat and 

ideological conflict theories, which are psychological theories that attempt to explain why people 

act in the ways that they do. Given that, I focused on the rationales that one would expect if the 

theories are correct, which they were.  All of the participants that were intolerant of Shapiro 

being provided a platform portrayed rationales that were in line with at least one of the theories, 

some participants even exhibited both. 

Another focus in this study was Marcuse’s theory of repressive tolerance.  It should be 

noted that Marcuse is a Marxist, and therefore not a liberal.  Nevertheless, this justification is not 

only entitled to Marxists, since its reasoning and logic does not only apply to an unbalanced 

‘playing-field’, which is a tenant of Marxist thought.  Students expressed intolerance towards 

Shapiro on the basis that his speech and ideology leads to the oppression of others.  Similarly, 

Marcuse’s justification was also evident when students stated that they would protest inside the 
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auditorium to get the event shut down; since by doing this it would be an example of the use of 

extralegal means. 

Future research should further focus on the implications of these rationales and on how 

the accepted justifications for censoring free speech could affect the learning environment for 

students who are conservatives, since in a way it could be argued that they are not being 

provided with an optimal learning experience or even a ‘safe-space’ in the universities that they 

attend.  Future research should also investigate approaches to take, in order to mitigate the 

overly-polarized political environment that is experienced in these universities, which would lead 

to much more fruitful conversations and exchange of ideas; while protecting the fundamental 

notion of free speech.  Although one can contest that if the law protects free speech, 

conservatives pursuing higher education should not be worried; I believe this cannot be farther 

from the truth.  In order to protect freedom of speech, and thus to expand and ensure the success 

of universities and academic freedom, there must be willingness by the majority of the campus 

community to protect and embrace the notion of free speech.  This is something that Albert 

Einstein believed as well:  

“This freedom of communication is indispensable for the development and extension of scientific 

knowledge, a consideration of much practical import. In the first instance it must be guaranteed by law. But 

laws alone cannot secure freedom of expression; in order that every man may present his views without 

penalty there must be a spirit of tolerance in the entire population. Such an ideal of external liberty can never 

be fully attained but must be sought unremittingly if scientific thought and philosophical and creative thinking 

in general, are to be advanced as far as possible.”-  Albert Einstein, Out of My Later Years (1940) 

 

 

This study was not carried out with intentions of mockery or humiliation towards 

liberal/leftists or liberal institutions. As a classical liberal, I have always held the belief that 

Freedom of Speech is paramount to not only preserving a Democracy, but also in the learning of 

right from wrong.  I believe that universities are where we as people should learn how to defend 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/w:Albert_Einstein
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our beliefs, through open dialogues and an environment that encourages friendly debate and a 

free exchange of ideas.  If colleges and students are allowed to censor or ban differing political 

ideas, how would we expect to introduce liberal/leftist students to an honest and valuable 

conservative perspective, which in my opinion, is lacking in American universities?  The more 

important question though, is how do we expect to bridge the political gap we face today; if the 

space that is meant to provide us with opportunities to meet, befriend, and even engage in debate 

with those who think differently from us; is selective on what political ideologies are encouraged 

and which ones are denounced?  

 As a strong believer in free speech, I believe that censoring conservative speakers rids 

university students from participating in the democratic process, and thus leads to a toxic 

environment in which the learning is constricted to only one way of thinking, something that is 

far from ‘liberal’ and definitely far from ‘democratic’.  Do not hear it from me; hear it from an 

American president who was far from what is considered conservative: 

..“And if participation means voting, and it means compromise, and organizing and advocacy, it also 

means listening to those who don’t agree with you.  I know a couple years ago, folks on this campus got upset 

that Condoleezza Rice was supposed to speak at a commencement.  Now, I don't think it's a secret that I 

disagree with many of the foreign policies of Dr. Rice and the previous administration.  But the notion that this 

community or the country would be better served by not hearing from a former Secretary of State, or shutting 

out what she had to say -- I believe that’s misguided.  I don't think that's how democracy works best, when 

we're not even willing to listen to each other. I believe that's misguided.  If you disagree with somebody, bring 

them in and ask them tough questions.  Hold their feet to the fire.  Make them defend their positions.  If 

somebody has got a bad or offensive idea, prove it wrong.  Engage it.  Debate it.  Stand up for what you 

believe in.  Don't be scared to take somebody on.  Don't feel like you got to shut your ears off because you're 

too fragile and somebody might offend your sensibilities.  Go at them if they’re not making any sense. Use 

your logic and reason and words.  And by doing so, you’ll strengthen your own position, and you’ll hone your 

arguments.  And maybe you’ll learn something and realize you don't know everything.  And you may have a 

new understanding not only about what your opponents believe but maybe what you believe.  Either way, you 

win.  And more importantly, our democracy wins.”-Barack Obama, Rutgers commencement speech, 2016 

 

   

 

 



Grigera,2020 Page 41 
 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

 Benen, S. (2012, July 23). Don’t trivialize voter suppression.  

Brandt, M. J., Reyna, C., Chambers, J. R., Crawford, J. T., & Wetherell, G. (2014). The 

ideological-conflict hypothesis: Intolerance among both liberals and conservatives. Current 

Directions in Psychological Science, 23(1), 27-34. 

Campbell, B., & Manning, J. (2018). The rise of victimhood culture: Microaggressions, safe 

spaces, and the new culture wars. Springer. 

Chambers, J. R., Schlenker, B. R., & Collisson, B. (2013). Ideology and Prejudice:  The Role of 

Value Conflicts. Psychological Science, 24(2), 140–149.  

Chambers, J. R., & Melnyk, D. (2006). Why do I hate thee? Conflict misperceptions and 

intergroup mistrust. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32(10), 1295-1311. 

Chemerinsky, E., & Gillman, H. (2017). Free speech on campus 

Coronado Cartmell, Mario (2019) "Tolerance in Academic Debate,"Writing Waves: Vol. 1 : Iss. 

1 , Article 3. 



Grigera,2020 Page 42 
 

Duarte, J. L., Crawford, J. T., Stern, C., Haidt, J., Jussim, L., & Tetlock, P. E. (2015). Political 

diversity will improve social psychological science 1. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 38. 

Farwell, L., & Weiner, B. (2000). Bleeding hearts and the heartless: Popular perceptions of 

liberal and conservative ideologies. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26(7), 845-852. 

Hate Speech & Campus Speech Codes | Freedom Forum Institute. (n.d.). Retrieved May 16, 

2020, from https://www.freedomforuminstitute.org/first-amendment-center/topics/freedom-of-

speech-2/free-speech-on-public-college-campuses-overview/hate-speech-campus-speech-

codes/ 

Hodson, G., & Busseri, M. A. (2012). Bright minds and dark attitudes: Lower cognitive ability 

predicts greater prejudice through right-wing ideology and low intergroup contact. Psychological 

science, 23(2), 187-195. 

Jost, J. T., Glaser, J., Kruglanski, A. W., & Sulloway, F. J. (2003). Political conservatism as 

motivated social cognition. Psychological bulletin, 129(3), 339. 

Kelly-Woessner, April.2015. How Marcuse Made Today’s Students Less Tolerant Than Their 

Parents., Academy Hederodox, September 23
rd

. https:// heterodoxacademy.org 

Lewy, G. (2018). Campus Intolerance, Then & Now: The Influence of Marcusian Ideology. 

Perspectives on Higher Education. Retrieved from American Council of Trustees and Alumni 

website: http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/detail?accno=ED581884 

R. Murray, G., & Mulvaney, M. K. (2012). Parenting styles, socialization, and the transmission 

of political ideology and partisanship. Politics & Policy, 40(6), 1106-1130. 

http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/detail?accno=ED581884


Grigera,2020 Page 43 
 

Peters, Jeremy W., and Thomas Fueller. 2017. Ann Coulter says She Will Pull Out of Speech at 

Berkeley.  New York Times, April26.  https:// www.nytimes.com/2017/04/26/us/ann-coulter-

berkeley-speech.com 

Powell, J. (2012, October 17). Class warfare: The mortal enemy of economic growth and jobs.  

Shibley, R. (2016). Vindictive Protectiveness on Campus. Society, 53(4), 375-382. 

Shields, Jon A., and Joshua M. Dunn. 2016.  Passing on the Right: Conservative Professors in 

the Progressive University. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Sibley, C. G., & Duckitt, J. (2008). Personality and prejudice: A meta-analysis and theoretical 

review. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 12(3), 248-279. 

Repressive tolerance. (n.d.). Oxford Reference. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100414515 

Pink, A. (n.d.). Anti-Semitic Trolls Attack Conservative Commentator Ben Shapiro’s Sister. The 

Forward. Retrieved May 4, 2020, from https://forward.com/fast-forward/386447/anti-semitic-

trolls-attack-conservative-commentator-ben-shapiros-sister/ 

Yancey, G., Shaler, L., & Walz, J. H. (2019). Investigating Political Tolerance at Conservative 

Protestant Colleges and Universities. Routledge. 

Yancey, George. 2011. Compromising Scholarship: Religious and Political Bias in American 

Higher Education. Waco: Baylor University Press. 

Wolff, R. P., Moore, B., & Marcuse, H. (1965). A critique of pure tolerance. Boston: Beacon 

Press. 



Grigera,2020 Page 44 
 

 

 

 

 

 

    Appendix A 

Sample Filter Questionnaire 

 



Grigera,2020 Page 45 
 

 

 

 

 

                

Appendix B 
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Moderator :  How can you argue that racism is not a driving factor in income inequality? 

Shapiro:  Because it has nothing to do with race and everything to do with culture… 

Other panelists: Laughter 

 Shapiro:  You know what explain to me you explain to me why black kids aren't 

graduating high school? You explain that one to me, explain to me why black kids are 

shooting each other at rates significantly higher than whites are shooting each other? 

Explain me why 13% of the population is responsible for 50% of the murder? Explain to 

me why they why the number of blacks and black kids in prison not for innocent reasons 

not for walking down the street getting pulled into a prison is so high? Explain if it has 

nothing to do with culture explain to me why the single motherhood rate in the black 

community jumped from 20% to 70% in the same course of time that the civil rights 

movement has made such tremendous strides? Is America more racist now than it was in 

1960 and if it is please explain to me how that happened? 

Moderator: ..well anyone can jump in it’s an open mic 

Charles:  There I don't know which animal or maybe  we're talking about monkies  or 

something but we’re talking about human beings and I'm like human beings are most 

likely going to have racial prejudices 

Shapiro: I'm just so sorry Charles I just I want to ask you a question so your default is 

that when there is no evidence racism is the deciding factor? 

Charles:  No no no it's not saying that I'm just saying that that you're gonna have sexists, 

you're gonna have racists, you're gonna have all this stuff I mean 
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Shapiro: I'm just saying that I agree they exist but the problem that I'm seeing and this is 

the problem with the general conversation is that there's no solution and simply saying 

there's racism out there, how does that solve anything ? And when you talk about how 

there's institutional racism what does that mean? Show me a law that is racist in intent 

and we will agree. Show me a police officer who commits a racist act like we saw in 

South Carolina right where a police officer shot a black man running away and it was 

obviously unjustified, and I will agree but you need the idea that you can craft a narrative 

based on no racism because it just must be somewhere out there in the ether that doesn't 

solve problems for anybody and creates more problems for people because now they 

grow up in a milieu and an environment where they are told that every obstacle they face 

is from some shadowy nameless faceless group who is out to get them simply because of 

the color of their skin, they'll never succeed in that environment. 

 

 

Girl: how do you say that some people don't have privilege? 

 Shapiro: okay no gender is not disconnected from sex. Okay no it is not in the mind okay you're 

not a man if you think you're a man and I didn't say pretending or if I did I shouldn't have said 

pretending, let me amend right okay I said a boy who thinks he's a girl ,let's see the usual 

phraseology I use not playing I usually say a boy who thinks he's a girl or girl that thinks she's a 

boy which is technically what we're talking about here as far as the actual psychological issues at 

play.  It used to be called gender dysphoria or gender identity disorder.  Gender dysphoria; the 

idea that sex or gender are malleable is not true okay, and I'm not denying your humanity if you 
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are a transgender person I am saying that you are not the sex to which you claim to be,  you're 

still a human being and you're a human being with an issue that I'm  wishing you Godspeed in 

dealing with in whatever way you see fit, but if you are going to dictate to me that I'm supposed 

to pretend that men are women and women are men no my answer is no I'm not going to.   I'm 

not going to modify basic biology because it threatens your subjective sense of what you are. I'm 

saying that the Boy Scouts have a standard you must be a biological boy to be a Boy Scout 

 Girl: Ok but where's that written? 

 Shapiro: in the name Boy Scouts … because for all of human history boy meant boy and girl 

meant girl boy did not mean girl. 

 Girl: says something indistinct. 

Shapiro:  and if I call you a moose are you suddenly a moose okay if I redefine our terms 

 Girl: what? 

Shapiro: That's right, men and women are a completely different thing, this is true.  Have you 

ever met a man or a woman, they're completely different? 

Girl: why is that I don't understand why we can’t just be accepting 

 Shapiro:  it's not a matter of open-minded and accepting, I want them to get treatment that they 

see fit but that's not involving me- the idea behind the transgender movement as a civil rights 

movement is the idea that all of their problems would just go away if I would pretend that they 

were the sex to which they claim to which they claim membership that's nonsense.  The 

transgender suicide rate is 40 percent it is 40 percent!  And according to Anderson School in 
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UCLA it makes no difference there's a study that came out last year it makes no difference 

virtually no difference statistically speaking as to whether people recognize you as a transgender 

person or not; which suggests there's a very high core morbidity between transgenderism 

whatever that mental state may be and suicidality that has nothing to do with how society treats- 

 Girl: Could that be because they are bullied? 

 Shapiro: No, I don't think that, I do not think that the discrepancy-first of all I'm against bullying 

of any sort- okay the idea that somebody would beat somebody up is terrible okay as somebody 

who was viciously bullied in high school I'm not a fan of bullying,  but the idea that the normal 

suicide rate across the United States is 4%, the suicide rate in the transgender community is 40% 

the idea that 36% more transgender people are committing suicide because people are mean to 

them is ridiculous, it's not true and it's not backed by any science that anyone can cite- it is pure 

conjecture.  In fact it's not even true that bullying causes suicide according to a lot of studies. For 

example, in the black community where the idea is supposedly that America is a racist society 

and blacks are bullied a lot- okay in the black community black men have significantly lower 

suicide rates than in the white community. In fact in third world countries the suicide rate is 

significantly lower than in first world countries. Suicide actually seems to be a privilege of the 

upper classes if you actually look at it from a financial perspective -so the idea that suicidality is 

directly a result of people like me saying no men are not women and women are not men- it's  

not true it's also I think the idea that you're gonna sacrifice the entire societies proper definition 

of sex because you think that there is in a legal term somebody with an eggshell skull, meaning 

that somebody who has a pre-existing condition that makes them more susceptible to criticism 

that that is not a way to run a society.  You can't sacrifice truth because some people are going to 

actually suffer because of the truth,  plus there's no evidence whatsoever that the suicide rate 
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would go down in the transgender community if people just started pretending the men were 

women and women were men. 
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        Interview Questions 
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1. How would you feel about Ben Shapiro giving a speech here at Purchase? 

2. Overall, how do you feel about Shapiro’s political ideology and the conservative ideas 

he delves into in his rhetoric? 

3. Do you believe Shapiro is racist, transphobic, misogynist or sexist? Could you explain 

why? 

4. Do you consider his words to be offensive or a direct attack on racial minorities or the 

LGBTQ community? Could you explain why? 

5. Do you think Shapiro’s rhetoric can fuel people to become more intolerant of minority 

groups such as the LGBTQ community on campus? 

6. Do you think that this may lead to physical harm and also a rise of hate crimes on 

campus? 

7. Do you think the college should  ever consider not allowing Shapiro’s talk on campus? 

Could you explain why? 

8. Do you think the college should consider not giving funds to the student organization 

planning the event? Could you explain why? 

9. Would you consider signing a petition for the university to not allow the talk or 

withdraw financial support from the organizers? Why? 

10. Would you consider attending such an event, and even perhaps participating by asking 

questions? 

11. How would you feel about a campus protest against Shapiro? 

12. Would you participate in a protest inside the auditorium that makes the talk difficult, 

or outside the auditorium, just to voice disagreement? Could you explain why? 
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13. One of the common debates when these events are discussed is whether speakers like 

Shapiro should be allowed free speech and whether public institutions should censor 

free speech? What do you think about this? 

14. Do you see a tension between the ideas of liberalism or the left and censoring or 

restricting these speakers? How about protesting them? 

15.  Another debate is whether speakers like Shapiro should not be allowed because such 

speech is offensive and goes against colleges’ guarantee a safe space for everyone. 

What do you think about this? 

  

 

 

 

 


