
 
 

PHIL/THEA 251 OFFENSIVE ART 
SPRING 2020 
Griffin Hall 5 

 
Section 01 Monday evenings 7:00-9:40 

Section 02 Wednesday evenings 7:00-9:40 
 

PLEASE NOTE:  BOTH SECTIONS ARE COMPLETELY CLOSED.  WE’VE ALREADY 
MERCILESSLY DROPPED DOZENS OF NICE PEOPLE.  PLEASE DON’T ASK.  THANKS. 

 
Instructors  Professor of Philosophy Steve Gerrard & 
   Associate Professor of Theater David Gürçay-Morris 
Teaching Assistant:  
 
Twenty-four centuries ago Plato argued for censorship of art. In the last century New York City 
mayor Rudy Giuliani attempted to shut down the Brooklyn Museum “Sensations” exhibit 
because he claimed it offended Christians, and the Cincinnati Contemporary Arts Center was 
prosecuted for exhibiting allegedly obscene photographs by Robert Mapplethorpe. Just recently, 
the magazine The Nation apologized for publishing Anders Carlson-Wee’s poem adopting the 
voice of a homeless person, writing “We are sorry for the pain we have caused to the many 
communities affected by this poem.” At Williams College a mural in The Log was temporarily 
boarded over, Herman Rosse’s painting “Carnival of Life” was removed from the ’62 Center, 
and the Theater department cancelled the production of Aleshea Harris’ Beast Thing. What 
should be done about offensive art? What is offensive art? Does it matter who is offended? Does 
offensive art harm? Is there a difference between being offended and being harmed? Is there a 
difference between cultural appropriation and cultural appreciation? What are the responsibilities 
of museum curators and theater producers when presenting art that might offend? Who gets to 
decide the answer to these questions; indeed, who gets to decide what questions to ask? We will 
attempt answers by studying classical works (such as Plato’s Republic and John Stuart Mill’s On 
Liberty), contemporary articles, and works of art in various media. Trigger Warning: all the 
works of art studied in this class will be chosen partly because they have offended a significant 
number of people. You are very likely to be offended by some of the art we discuss. This will be 
the only trigger warning for the class; if you don’t want to be offended then this course is not for 
you. This course is part of the John Hyde Teaching Fellowship. 
 
Required texts:   
The following books are available at the Williams College Bookstore: 
 

Plato, Republic 
John Stuart Mill, On Liberty 
Vladimir Nabokov, Lolita 
Azar Nafisi, Reading Lolita in Tehran 
Frank Wedekind, Spring Awakening 
Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind 



The following recommended book is also available at the Williams College Bookstore (the 
Bookstore lists it as required because financial aid will only pay for required books): 
 
 Eugene J. Johnson, Michael J. Lewis, et al., Williams College:  The Campus Guide 
 
Other readings will be available on GLOW and/or emailed to you.  
 
Articles relevant to our subject regularly appear in The New York Times, The Washington Post, 
The Wall Street Journal, and other mainstream publications.  For example, as we were preparing 
this syllabus the following article appeared: 
 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/death-threats-against-the-author-of-
american-dirt-threaten-us-all/2020/01/30/ec5070e8-430d-11ea-aa6a-083d01b3ed18_story.html 
 
Office hours: 
Neither of us wants to sit in our offices at some appointed time waiting for no one to appear. 
We’re pretty flexible: let’s meet at Tunnel for tea or coffee, at Blue Mango or Spice Root for 
lunch, or The Log for pizza or beer. E-mail either of us (or both!) and we’ll find a time to meet. 
 
Speaking of The Log, Steve will be holding special office hours at The Log the evening of 
February 25th when he will be the celebrity bartender. (One of the subjects of this class is the 
meaning of art works and the meaning of words, and how they change according to context.  
Evidently, the meaning of “celebrity” radically changes in Williamstown from winter to summer.  
Bradley Cooper he ain’t.) Be sure to stop by and order difficult drinks. 
 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE: 
WEEK ONE (FEB 10 and 12)  INTRODUCTION:  LOOKING AT AND LISTENING TO ART 
Reading assignment: 

§ Marcel Duchamp, “The Creative Act” (available on GLOW and e-mail) 
§ You should also begin reading Plato’s Republic. 

 
Writing assignment: 
Pick a physical part of campus (a building, room, piece of furniture, sculpture …) that you 
believe is conducive to the mission of the college OR one that you believe is harmful to the 
mission of the college.  Briefly (two or three sentences) explain your choice.  Post your response 
to GLOW (Monday section due midnight Sunday; Wednesday section due midnight Tuesday.) 
 
WEEK TWO (FEB 17 and 19) THE CASE FOR CENSORSHIP:  PLATO’S REPUBLIC 
Please read all of Plato’s Republic.  Please notice how often Plato talks about harmony.  In class 
we will assume you’ve read it all, but after some brief introductions will concentrate on the 
following sections: 
 
Good and bad artistic education:  377c-403c; 424b-425a.  
The cave:  514a-520a 
The exclusion of poetry:  595-608b 



WEEK THREE (FEB 24 and 26):  CENSORING THE NERD & OTAKU IMAGINATIONS 
Reading assignment: 

§ Neil Gaiman, “Why Defend Freedom of Icky Speech?” 
§ Neil Gaiman & Dave McKean, “Death Talks About Life” 
§ Comic Books Legal Defense Fund, “History of Comics Censorship, Part 1” 
§ “The Comics Code of 1954” 
§ Patrick W. Galbraith, “The Politics of Imagination: Virtual Regulation and the Ethics of 

Affect in Japan” please read the abstract and pp. 1-23 
§ Jennifer Sherman & Crystalyn Hodgkins, “UN Human Rights Committee's New 

Guidelines for Child Pornography Express 'Deep Concerns' About Drawings”, Anime 
News Network, Dec 1, 2019 

§ Cameron Kunzelman, “Some Villains Don’t Deserve Sympathy”, Vice.com, Dec 15, 
2017 

§ Matt Blitz, “A Brief History of the Movie Rating System”, Gizmodo, Dec 30, 2014 
§ Clayton Schuster, “Movie Ratings Turn 50: How the MPAA Changed the Film Industry 

Forever”, The Observer, Nov 1, 2018 
 
Please note that there is a bit less reading for this week than for most other weeks (the articles are 
mostly pretty short).  You should start reading Lolita for the following week. 
 
WEEK FOUR (MARCH 2 and 4):  READING LOLITA IN WILLIAMSTOWN 
Reading assignment: 

§ Vladimir Nabokov, Lolita 
§ Azar Nafisi, Reading Lolita in Tehran, Part I 

Op-ed assignment due 
 
WEEK FIVE (MARCH 9 AND 11):  THE CASE AGAINST CENSORSHIP  
Reading assignment: 

§ John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (especially Chapter 1 and 2) 
§ Various articles 

 
WEEK SIX (MARCH 16 and 18):  SPRING AWAKENING 
Reading assignment: 

§ Frank Wedekind, Spring Awakening 
§ Emma Goldman, “Frank Wedekind and The Awakening of Spring” from The Social 

Significance of the Modern Drama, 1914 
§ Charles Isherwood, “Sex and Rock? What Would the Kaiser Think?”, The New York 

Times, Jan 18, 2009 
Labeltalk assignment due 
 
 
 
SPRING BREAK   SPRING BREAK   SPRING BREAK   SPRING BREAK   SPRING BREAK 
 
  



WEEK SEVEN (APRIL 6 and 8):  TRIGGER WARNINGS:  CULTURAL, POLITICAL AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS 
Reading assignment: 

§ Lukianoff and Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind 
§ Kate Manne, “Why I Use Trigger Warnings”, The New York Times, Sept 19, 2015 
§ Richard J. McNally, “Are Trigger Warnings Countertherapeutic?” 

 
WEEK EIGHT (APRIL 13 and 15):  GOOD ARTISTS, BAD PEOPLE 
Should we cancel Paul Gauguin…or Ricard Wagner, Ezra Pound, Roman Polanski, and Woody 
Allen? (To name but a few.) We’ll discuss, with readings forthcoming. 
Making project due 
 
WEEK NINE (APRIL 20 and 22):  COMEDY 
Don’t laugh: we haven’t completely figured this one out yet. 
 
WEEK TEN (APRIL 27 and 29):  CHANGING CONTEXTS FOR OFFENSIVENESS 
We will consider how shifts in context—whether space or time—change the perception of the 
offensiveness of artworks, and how artists engage with their critics. 
 
WEEK ELEVEN  (MAY 4):  PHOTOGRAPHY:  THE CASE OF SALLY  MANN 
Please note that this week BOTH sections will meet together on Monday evening.  Our guest 
professor will be photographer Josephine Sittenfeld.  You can see her work at 
http://josittenfeld.com 
 
WEEK TWELVE (MAY 11):  CULTURAL APPROPRIATION OR APPRECIATION? 
Please note that this week BOTH sections will meet together on Monday evening.  Our guest 
professor will be Sandra Burton, the Lipp Family Director of Dance and Senior Lecturer in 
Dance at Williams. 
 
 
  



ASSIGNMENTS: 
GLOW assignments:  You will occasionally be assigned brief comments to publicly post on 
GLOW. 
 
Op-ed:  Write an op-ed on the subject of this course.  Op-eds have an absolute limit of 750 
words. 
 
Labeltalk: The Williams College Museum of Art had a tradition of asking faculty to write a label 
for the museum’s exhibitions.  The labels were displayed next to the art and then published in 
brochures.  Labeltalks have an absolute limit of 175 words. Looking at actual Labeltalks is the 
best way to understand what a Labeltalk is.  We have put several editions of the Williams 
College Museum of Art Labeltalk brochures on reserve in Sawyer.  Your assignment is to write a 
Labeltalk for a work of art located on the Williams campus. Choose a work that at least some 
people consider controversial.  
 
Making: Be creative and make something. Any medium including writing, though if the latter be 
sure to distinguish it from the Labeltalk and op-ed assignments, or a typical college essay or 
paper. Pick one of two prompts to guide your way: 

1) Make something that tells a secret that is yours to share.  
2) Make something offensive from something you consider inoffensive, or remake 

something as inoffensive that you find offensive. 
When turning in your piece, if the work you make can be easily digitized, please do so and 
upload to GLOW while holding onto the original. Otherwise, please discuss with us in advance 
the best way to share your work. There will also be an optional opportunity for the class to 
display their work for the public. 
 
During the semester we will have some optional making lab tutorials outside of regular class 
time, to go over materials and spaces where you can work on campus. More information to 
come! 
 
Final Project:  You should submit a final project of a paper 12-15 pages or equivalent work in 
other media, with a short self-reflective essay. You are strongly encouraged to consult us on this 
project. The project is due 18 May, but you are urged to have a definite topic and plan by the end 
of April. 
 
 
CLASS PARTICIPATION: 
This class (and this subject matter) requires thoughtful, respectful and open debate.  Thus, the 
success of this class (and the state of our knowledge) depends on class participation.  Please note 
that good class participation is qualitative, not quantitative.  A crucial element of good class 
participation is listening carefully to what other people (especially people you disagree with) say.  
 
 
  



DISABILITIES: 
Students with disabilities of any kind who may need disability-related classroom 
accommodations for this course are encouraged to first contact G. L. M. Wallace, Director of 
Accessible Education, at 597-4978 or glw3@willliams.edu, and then set up an appointment to 
meet with us as soon as possible to ensure that accommodations can be provided in a timely 
manner. Also, students experiencing mental or physical health challenges that are significantly 
affecting their academic work are encouraged to contact us and to speak with a dean. The deans 
can be reached at 597-4171. 
 
 
HONOR CODE: 
Each course and sometimes each assignment might have different honor code rules.  In some 
courses and for some assignments, for example, cooperation and consultation with other students 
is encouraged; in others it is positively forbidden.  Whenever in doubt always be sure to ask the 
professor.  As a general guideline for our class:  if you want to cheat in this course, then turn in 
work that you did not write yourself.  There are two ways to do this:  1) copy someone else’s 
work, or 2) take work from books, articles, and especially the internet, and then don’t footnote 
them.  If you don’t want to cheat, then only turn in properly credited work.  You are encouraged 
to consult with classmates, coaches, friends, enemies, strangers, and relatives.  Please be sure to 
properly credit all conversations. 
 
Williams College seeks to protect the integrity of what transpires in the classroom among 
students and professor, any course materials prepared by the professor, and the privacy of 
students and faculty. With this in mind, Williams College prohibits any recording (audio or 
video) of lectures, seminars, or other classroom activities without the express permission of the 
instructor. Authorized recordings (including any made in order to accommodate ADA 
considerations) and all other course materials (including any materials posted on GLOW or other 
Course Management site) may only be used for the purposes of an individual’s (or group’s) 
study in the course, and may not be shared with any wider audience on or off campus unless the 
instructor has explicitly given such permission. Violations of this policy would be considered a 
violation of community standards and would fall under the disciplinary processes in place at the 
College.  
 




