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This seminar sought to map the sprawling territory of what freedom of speech might mean
today within the context of Amar Kanwar’s film Such a Morning (2017). Svetlana kicked off the
discussion by framing the “value” of free speech, particularly given the uneven distribution
of/unequal access to these rights, and the limits on government power that free speech in the
US is meant to define. Mark opened the conversation beyond the relationship between
government and the populous by questioning the right of speech in relation to harm and
fascism. He questioned whether “deplatforming” is really a curtailment of free speech or rather
an assertion of a particular politics and values of liberation. Mendi and Keith brought the
conversation into the realm of the control of data and speech, particularly in the context of race
realities in the US both in history and in the present, including the particularly disturbing right to
vote as a free speech issue being impinged upon in such a way to make it look like a data error
(see voter suppression in Georgia 2018 Governor’s race). Abou spoke to darkness or silence as a
place of power and the determination to remove oneself from violence in the “security of
darkness” (Arendt). He also discussed the importance of using people as shelter, as in people
with certain privileges protecting others. Amar asked some important questions of the group
including questioning how we might identify our own blind spots; how we might retreat to

reconfigure or reconstitute seemingly irresolvable conflicts; how might we question the “good
guy/bad guy” duality; how might we prepare for the resolution of the fundamental questions so
we are ready for the next. Vanessa finally brought us into the contentious territory of
advocating for speech that is criminal and allowing the ugliness of humanity a space to exist,
meaning that supporting the right to differ might come at the expense of justice and equality.
The discussion then centered on the friction between harm and safety, and the reality that
freedom of speech for one person might impinge upon or curtail another’s access to those
rights. This aspect of the conversation is certainly ripe for deeper exploration.
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