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Freedom and human rights are meant to give 
individuals a voice. But many people still lack 
the chance to express themselves and to be 
heard. Simply opening a newspaper reveals 
the profound fractures in societies around the 
world. However, we also witness protests in 
which individuals tackle problems together and 
successfully stand up for human rights.

Cultural critic and writer Olivia Laing says,

More specifically, the works deal with speaking 
up and speaking out about the disregard of human 
rights. How does one talk about freedom of ex-
pression in a country where critical journalists 
have to fear for their lives? How can images help to 
circumvent censorship? Can speaking out about 
grievances even save lives? What is the role of 
the individual who faces structural human rights 
violations?

These are questions that give some idea of the 
complexity of human rights issues. Reports about 
human rights often seem abstract and distant. 
Many people have trouble truly 
understanding statistics, data, and facts, and so an 
intensive discussion rarely takes place. The works 
of art shown in The Mouth Is for Speaking are 
based on credible research, but the information 
obtained from them is conveyed on an aesthetic 
and emotional level.

THE MOUTH IS FOR
 SPEAKING

„The mouth is for speaking,  
how do you speak if no one’s 
listening, how do you speak if 
your voice is prohibited, or no 
one understands your tongue?“

Laing advocates the right to have a voice and be 
heard. The artists in the exhibition reveal voices 
that can no longer be overlooked. Their powerful 
works tell stories of individuals, their experiences, 
their journeys, and their search for identity.
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ISHITA CHAKRABORTY

Mute Tongue (Who am I, Without Exile?),  
2019 - 2021
Glazed Porcelain

When we listen to conversations on the topic of 
migration, usually what is mentioned are the reasons 
why people are forced to flee their homes and what 
it means for the country in which they find refuge. 
Ishita Chakraborty’s work asks us instead to listen 
to the voice of Farid, an Afghan national and asylum 
seeker in Switzerland, and to the itinerary of his mi-
gration. He shares his personal experience of what 
it means to leave everything behind and start a new 
life in an unknown country and a different culture. 

Mute Tongue gives the oral history of migration 
a visual form. The one-minute audio recording of 
Farid narrating his experience of fleeing Balochistan 
by crossing the Mediterranean and making his way 
to Europe is mounted on the wall as a ceramic audio 
graph. The blue sound waves remind the viewer of 
the waves in the Mediterranean as well as represen-
ting the myriad ghostly voices of invisible victims 
that disappeared while crossing the sea.

The works from the series Mute Tongue tell the 
stories of both fragile identities that are confronted 
with their trauma and the image projected on those 
identities by society. By representing the audio 
track in ceramic Ishita Chakraborty ensures that  
the politically and historically silenced voices of 
migrants are constantly in motion, permanently  
spoken, never silenced.





ABDULNASSER GHAREM

The Safe, 2019
Canopy

How do you speak out against the actions of your 
own government in a country without freedom of 
speech, one that practices censorship on a daily 
basis? Abdulnasser Gharem was born in Saudi 
Arabia and today calls its capital Riyadh his home, 
while also addressing his country’s human rights 
violations.

The 2018 case of the torture and murder of journa-
list Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian embassy 
in Turkey is still officially unsolved, while most 
Western governments believe that Khashoggi was 
murdered by order of Saudi Arabia‘s Crown Prince 
Mohammad bin Salman because of the journalist’s 
critical views of the Saudi regime. The incident was 
widely covered by the international media. The 
image of the canopy above the entrance of the 
embassy — the last time Khashoggi was proven to 
be alive —has become symbolic of the murder. 

Abdulnasser Gharem references this image in his 
work The Safe and thereby finds a visual language 
that comments cynically on the function of an  
embassy while circumventing censorship.

The artist has created a safe haven for young  
artists in his studio in Riyadh, where he shares his 
experiences and teaches one thing above all:  
to become free in thought, even if not everything 
can be said openly.
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Apart from Us, 2022
Installation incl. performance (video) & sculpture

Before speaking up, most people facing injustice 
endure it in silence. Stigmatization, shame, and others’ 
unwillingness to listen prevent survivors from standing 
up for themselves and others. Seline Baumgartner‘s 
Apart from Us listens to voices and gives them a new 
language to express themselves.
Until 1981, without court judgment, over three hundred 
thousand people, including children, fell victim to ad-
ministrative detention in Switzerland; they were taken 
from their families and exploited as forced laborers, 
and sometimes even incarcerated. These coercive 
welfare measures form a dark chapter of Swiss history, 
one that left these individuals in pain and had a long-
lasting impact on their lives. Besides remembering this 
wrongful past and retelling the stories of survivors,  
the act of listening becomes crucial. Together with 
dancers and the artist Seline Baumgartner the 
survivors create choreographies through which they 
channel their traumatic memories. By turning memo-
ries into movements Baumgartner both opens a dark 
chapter from the past and triggers a healing process.

LUKE WILLIS THOMPSON
(a) breathing: collective noun, 2021
Edition of 3 + 1 AP as digital file of the image

Breathing is the first thing we need to live. And 
breathing is the first thing we need to speak up and 
speak out. Only to an attentive eye does it become 
visible that Luke Willis Thompson‘s artwork is not 
a single image, but is composed of several photo-
graphs of a man peacefully lying in the grass. Various 
areas in the picture seem to be blurred, especially 
around the belly, but shoulders, eyelids, and lips 
also appear indistinct. (a) breathing: collective noun 
captures the often-unnoticed process of breathing. 

The work is closely linked to the Black Lives Matter 
movement, whose demands for an end to racist 
violence gained influence after the murder of 
George Floyd. The phrase 

is repeatedly heard on the footage of the arrest,  
and tragically turned out to be Floyd‘s last words.  
It became a metonym for the state of Black  
communities in America, in which being suffocated 
and silenced is a common experience.

‚I can‘t breathe‘ 





THE RIGHT TO HAVE A  
VOICE AND BE HEARD: 
WHAT DOES THE LAW SAY?

The right to have one’s own opinion and the right 
to express it are central human rights. They are 
enshrined in various human rights treaties and can 
be divided into two freedoms: freedom of thought 
and conscience, and freedom of expression and 
information.

UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN 
RIGHTS (UDHR)

Article 1 of the UDHR states:

The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) of December 10, 1948 laid the foundation for the  
development of international human rights protection.  
It names thirty human rights to which all people are entitled, 
regardless of their race, color, sex, language, religion, politi-
cal or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth, 
or other status. Although the UDHR is not a legally binding 
instrument, it carries great political and moral weight. Above 
all, it has strongly influenced the content of the numerous UN 
human rights conventions that are legally binding.

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT AND CONSCIENCE 

Article 18 of the UDHR states:

„All human beings are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights. 
They are endowed with reason 
and conscience and should act 
towards one another in a spirit of 
brotherhood.” 

“Everyone has the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience and  
religion; this right includes freedom 
to change his religion or belief,  
and freedom, either alone or in 
community with others and in  
public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching,  
practice, worship and observance.”

This right is enshrined in numerous other legal documents, 
such as Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, Article 9 of the European Convention on  
Human Rights, and Article 15 of the Swiss Federal Constitution.



The core idea of the freedom of thought and  
conscience is the protection of a person’s  
mental autonomy: what a person thinks, how they 
act according to their conscience, and what their 
own opinion is. This core freedom thus concerns 
the inner life of the individual and may not be 
restricted under any circumstances — not even by 
conflicting public interests.

States, and thus their instruments, may consequently 
not force people to think in a certain way or  
punish them based on their thoughts. Re-education 
is forbidden. States must also protect people  
from third parties interfering with these rights and  
establish effective grievance mechanisms in the 
event of a violation of these freedoms.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND  
INFORMATION
 
Article 19 of the UDHR states:

This right is enshrined in numerous other legal  
documents, such as Articles 19 and 20 of the  
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
Article 10 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights, and Articles 16 and 17 of the Swiss Federal 
Constitution.

In contrast to the “internal” freedom of thought 
and conscience, the freedom of expression and 
information protects the “external” sphere of ex-
pressing thoughts or opinions as well as receiving 
information.

States, and thus their organs, may not directly or 
indirectly censor the media. They must not prevent 
people from communicating their own opinions  
to third parties. They must also ensure that third 
parties do not interfere with these rights, and  
establish effective complaint mechanisms in the 
event of a violation of these freedoms.

Restrictions on freedom of expression and informa-
tion are only allowed under certain conditions:

• There is a legal basis for the restriction.
• The restriction is necessary and proportionate 
to ensure public order, security, or morality, or to 
protect the human rights of others, e.g., protection 
of the privacy of others, protection of children.

- Iris Glockengiesser
Kompetenzzentrum für Menschenrechte,  

University of Zurich

“Everyone has the right to freedom 
of opinion and expression; this 
right includes freedom to hold  
opinions without interference and 
to seek, receive and impart  
information and ideas through any 
media and regardless of frontiers.”



WHO WE ARE
AIA stands for Awareness in Art. We believe that 
art is a powerful tool to answer the questions that 
humanity is faced with today. As a platform, we 
produce outstanding exhibition projects that use 
the prism of art to generate awareness of topical 
issues and encourage people to think innovatively  
about the future. In order to achieve this goal,  
our nonprofit association enables dialogue  
between art, society, technology, and science.  
In cooperation with our partners, we develop 
special educational programs that make complex 
ideas accessible to a wide audience.

WHAT WE DO

CREATING KNOWLEDGE
AIA produces outstanding projects that raise awareness of 
social issues through the prism of art.

AIA aims to shed light on untenable conditions to initiate 
change rather than blame.

UNDERSTANDING
AIA dedicates itself to five topics and reveals their intercon-
nectivity: human rights, nature, social responsibility, equality, 
and challenges of digitalization.

AIA creates unique educational programs with its partners to 
reach and sensitize a broader audience.

COLLABORATION
AIA encourages innovative ways of thinking about the future 
and enables dialogue between outstanding minds from 
art, society, technology, science and traditional ecological 
knowledge.

AIA collaborates with partners that live up to the highest 
ethical standards.



EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM

Together with our partners Robert. F. Kennedy 
Human Rights and the University of Zürich, we have 
developed a special educational program for chil-
dren and young people.

The Mouth Is for Speaking makes the complex 
topic of human rights accessible to audiences of 
different ages. The aim is to draw attention to on-
going human rights violations and to identify various 
ways of actively campaigning for the preservation 
of human rights. The works encourage people  
to develop an individual form of activism. The visit 
and the workshops aim to create empathy and  
an awareness of options for individual action in  
the local environment. The audience not only gets  
to know individual artworks but also learns that  
there are many different ways to express their  
convictions and to be heard.

The educational program comprises preparation 
and follow-up that utilizes theory, an interactive tour 
of the exhibition, and a practical artistic workshop.
During the workshop, students find new languages 
— be they visual or physical — that allow them to ex-
press themselves without words. Those who prefer 
to express themselves through their bodies will be 
especially inspired by the choreographed dance 
movements in Seline Baumgartner‘s work.

The second part of the workshop is based on the 
concept by artist Ishita Chakraborty, who explores 
cultural diversity through the spice rack that  
carries a long history of colonialism, the slave trade, 
and migration. The students are invited to draw  
and trace their collective journeys, stories, songs,  
mother tongues, or recipes while painting and  
writing on bedsheets with spices, tea, or coffee. 
The workshop is a cartographic experience to  
interweave the multicultural lyrics to weave an  
unmade song by stimulating several senses. 

The Mouth Is for Speaking is also accompanied by 
special events in collaboration with our partners, 
please find the schedule of events on our website.

www.weareaia.ch
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Saturday
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And by appointment

Sunday - Tuesday 
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WE ARE AIA I Awareness in Art
Löwenbräukunst

Limmatstrasse 268
8005 Zurich

www.weareaia.art
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