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A Critique of “Campuses are Places for Open Minds – Not where Debate is Closed Down”
“Campuses Are Places for Open Minds – Not Where Debate Is Closed down,” is a 2016 article from The Guardian written by Jonathan Haidt, the author of The Righteous Mind and professor of business ethics at New York University Stern School of Business, and Nick Haslam, who is a professor at the School of Psychological Sciences, Melbourne. Haidt & Haslam attempt to explain how the students in present-day campuses adopt a victimhood mindset and how this can be detrimental to their mental resilience in the future. The authors explain that recent cultural changes have accelerated “concept creep,” whereby words used to describe certain injustices have been expanded over time to include milder or insignificant forms of such injustices (Haidt & Haslam). Subsequently, this promotes the adoption of a victimhood mindset because more individuals are encouraged to see themselves as harmed, vulnerable, and in need of protection (Haidt & Haslam). Haidt & Haslam argue that more present-day campus students are adopting this victimhood mindset, thereby demanding protection from campus authorities whenever they feel that the ideas being shared are harmful even in insignificant ways. This shuts down free speech and the free exchange of ideas (Haidt & Haslam). Even worse, the campus students may suffer outside of campus where there is no protection from harmful ideas (Haidt & Haslam). They conclude that students and campuses need to work together to eliminate the victimhood culture and clarify what stands for a safe space in their campuses (Haidt & Haslam).
The authors clearly define the terms used in their article, such as concept creep, which they define as the expansion of concepts of harm and pathology based on psychology (Haidt & Haslam). To solidify their definition of the term “concept creep,” Haidt & Haslam use trauma as an example of a word that initially only referred to physical damage to organs and tissues but has been expanded by psychologists over the years to include events that caused extreme terror, such as rape or witnessing atrocities in war. Additionally, Haidt & Haslam consistently use logic to support their arguments. For instance, they use deductive reasoning where they first explain how concept creep occurs, then apply this explanation to how words like bullying have been expanded from their initial definition to include present-day versions of bullying. However, the definition of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) used by Haidt & Haslam is only partially accurate because it does not completely meet the criteria for this condition according to the latest edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. Nonetheless, this information is significant to their argument.
I agree with the authors regarding the idea of concept creep because, over the years, certain words have been expanded to include different meanings in the modern world. Another example of this is the word addiction which has been expanded to include behavioral and other non-substance forms of dependence (Haslam). However, I disagree with Haidt & Haslam on their opinion that it is counter-productive for students to demand that their entire campus becomes a safe space even if that means that non-progressive ideas or speakers are denied a platform because their words are considered hate speech. This is because I believe that non-progressive speakers should not be provided with platforms in the first place because the current social media age allows their non-progressive ideas to be accessed by numerous people worldwide. Haidt & Haslam assume that expanding viewpoints of diversity in campuses will help campus students to avoid adopting the victimhood mindset. For instance, they propose that exposing students to conservative ideas on campus will prevent them from getting traumatized when they encounter these conservative ideas out of campus (Haidt & Haslam). This aligns with my assumption that understanding other people’s points of view and what informs their perspectives will help one to avoid automatically labeling other people’s perspectives as offensive. This is crucial in a diverse community where we need to acknowledge our differences to make everyone feel valued (Griffin et al.).
In conclusion, Haidt & Haslam successfully explain how the students in present-day campuses adopt a victimhood mindset and how this can be detrimental to their mental resilience in the future by elaborating on the notion of concept creep and how it applies to the context of their article. While I agree with their view on concept creep, I think that non-progressive speakers should not be provided with platforms in the first place to prevent them from influencing other individuals with their ideas. Nonetheless, they appropriately use logical thinking, provide adequate definitions of the terms used in their article, and provide significant information to support their arguments. Still, their definition of PTSD was not completely accurate.
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