
October 15, 2024

Kevin M. Guskiewicz, President
Michigan State University
426 Auditorium Road
Hannah Administration Building, Room 450
East Lansing, MI 48824-1046

Sent via Electronic Mail to president@msu.edu

Dear President Guskiewicz,

As nonpartisan organizations dedicated to freedom of speech, thought, and inquiry, the
National Coalition Against Censorship, the American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan, the
Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, and PEN America are deeply disturbed by
multiple reports of censorship at the MSU Broad Art Museum. We urge MSU to adopt a
transparent policy of exhibition and arts programming criteria that explicitly protects and
supports artists’ and curators’ rights to explore political subject matter in on-campus
programming. Such criteria should also include procedures for dealing with complaints about
artworks or programming, so that such complaints can be addressed in a transparent and
consistent way.

Through media reports and relevant documentation, we understand that, in recent
months, there have been several incidents of singling out art because of its content and treating
it in a way that discriminates against the political viewpoints expressed in it. They include:

- The administration’s hasty and unilateral response to “concerns” raised about an artwork
by artist Alia Farid, which resulted in the cancellation of the Broad Art Museum’s Fall
Opening Party on September 13th, 2024, and the administration’s related decision to
relocate the artwork to a less visible location without consulting the curators for input.

- The late-stage decision in May 2024 to omit artworks from Samia Halaby’s career
retrospective exhibition that have titles or notations that allude to the artist’s political
opinions.

Together, these events suggest a chilling of artistic expression across the campus of Michigan
State University.

Following the actions against Farid’s work, MSU’s Interim Provost issued emails to
members of the academic and museum communities at MSU. The emails explained that, in
advance of the opening reception for Diasporic Collage: Puerto Rico and the Survival of a
People, the upper administration received complaints about one work in the exhibition by Alia
Farid. The work, which had been acquired into the museum’s collections nearly one year prior,
is titled Piquete en el Capitolo, and is an embroidered representation of a 1973 photograph in
which Arab refugees in Puerto Rico were documented commemorating the 6-Day War of 1967,
protesting Israeli treatment of Palestinians, and protesting US military aid to Israel. Despite the
extensive curatorial efforts that were made to provide historical context for the work, in his email,



the Interim Provost suggested that the work impeded the University’s imperative to foster “a
safe, inclusive community” and that it “was challenging given the actual lived and perceived
impacts of antisemitism.”

After the reasons behind the cancellation of the Opening Party became public, Samia
Halaby, whose solo retrospective is concurrently on view at the Broad, revealed that—long
habituated to censorship in the US—she had agreed to late-stage requests from the
administration to exclude from her show artworks expressing a political stance. Several of
Halaby’s works with titles alluding to the artist’s thoughts on Palestinian resistance and the
creation of the Israeli state had been removed from exhibition checklists less than two months
prior to opening. They include paintings with titles like Worldwide Intifadah; Our Beautiful Land
Stolen in the Night of History; and Six Golden Heroes. In particular, while the content of Six
Golden Heroes is an abstract study exploring patterns of activity and serenity, and the work had
been featured in early press releases announcing the exhibition, it was removed from MSU
checklists because its title alone refers to the escape of Palestinian political prisoners. Another
artwork in the exhibition, Occupied Jerusalem 1, June 9, 1995, is aggressively cropped in an
exhibition brochure without the artist’s permission and without acknowledgement that it is
cropped, fundamentally compromising the representation of the work. The handwritten
commentary at the bottom of the work reads, “It is as though I am here to witness the last
moments in the life of this beautiful ancient city of Jerusalem. My Jerusalem is being murdered.
And I make this painting feeling the beauty and pain of Jerusalem.” Other paintings with similar
handwritten commentary from the Occupied Jerusalem series were removed from exhibition
checklists, while versions without political commentary were retained.

While the exhibitions at MSU’s Broad are now open to the public, Farid’s work is still on
view, and there are works by Halaby on display that contain references to Palestine, the singling
out of Farid’s work and moving it to a less visible location and the excision of works with
potentially politically controversial titles and notations from Halaby’s exhibition, together with the
unprofessional and censorious cropping of her work in the exhibition brochure, reflect a clear
discrimination against specific political viewpoints. At a public university, such action raises
serious First Amendment concerns.

We are aware that presenting works steeped in politics can be challenging in this
polarized moment, but public universities in the United States should be able to meet this
challenge. Instead, MSU has betrayed the principles of both academic freedom and the First
Amendment.

We urge MSU to adopt a transparent set of exhibition and arts programming criteria that
explicitly protects and supports artists’ and curators’ rights to explore political subject matter and
engage in social commentary in on-campus programming. Such criteria should also include
procedures for dealing with complaints about artworks or programming, so that any complaints
can be addressed in a transparent and consistent way.

Signed:
National Coalition Against Censorship
American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan
Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression
PEN America

2



cc: Thomas D. Jeitschko, Interim Provost
Board of Trustees

National Coalition Against Censorship
Since its inception in 1974, the National Coalition Against Censorship (NCAC) has functioned as
a first responder in protecting freedom of expression, a fundamental human right and a
keystone of democracy. Representing over 60 trusted education, publishing, labor, spiritual, and
arts organizations, NCAC encourages and facilitates dialogue between diverse voices and
perspectives, including those that have historically been silenced.

American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan
The American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan (ACLU) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization
dedicated to protecting the civil rights and civil liberties of all people, including the right to
freedom of speech and expression guaranteed by the First Amendment.

Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression
The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression's mission is to defend and sustain the
individual rights of all Americans to free speech and free thought — the most essential qualities
of liberty. FIRE educates Americans about the importance of these inalienable rights, promotes
a culture of respect for these rights, and provides the means to preserve them.

PEN America
PEN America stands at the intersection of literature and human rights to protect free expression
in the United States and worldwide. We champion the freedom to write, recognizing the power
of the word to transform the world.
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