
Free Speech Lesson 

Speaking Openly and Sending a Message 
 

Directions: View the news segment below and discuss the questions that follow in small groups. 

 

Video Clip/article Title: Church's Quran-Burning Pledge Rankles U.S. Diplomatic, 

Military Officials 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/religion-july-dec10-quran_09-07/ 

 

Discuss the following questions: 

 Reverend Terry Jones of the Dove World Outreach Center threatened to burn copies of 

the Quran. What was his reasoning for conducting this demonstration? 

 

 Why did General David Petraeus believe this action was dangerous to American troops 

abroad? 

 

 Identify the rights in question in this case:  

o The rights of the Church: 

o The rights of Muslims: 

o The rights of American military personnel abroad in Muslim countries: 

 

 If carried out, how do you think such an act would be interpreted by Muslims in the U.S. 

and around the world? Should Americans care what Muslims think about acts such as 

these? Explain. 

 

 Why do you think U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs P.J. Crowley 

characterized the book burning as un-American? Do you agree or disagree and why? 

 

 Is the act of expressing one’s opinion by burning or defacing a symbol like a Quran, a 

Bible, or a nation’s flag a violation of someone else’s rights? Explain. 

Charlie Hebdo Attack- Basic Facts 
 

What: Charlie Hebdo (Charlie weekly in French) was started as a satirical magazine after the 

death of Charles de Gaulle. It is ostentatious and equal opportunity offensive to all religions. 

They are staunch securlaritists. Charlie Hebdo is famous for cartoons including those 

representing the prophet Muhammad in compromising positions.  Its staff members have been 

subject to death threats before and put guards on the doors.  

 

When: 1/7-1/9/15 

 

Who: On January 7, 2 masked gunmen attacked French satire magazine Charlie Hebdo’s 

headquarters and killed 12 people including 2 national police officers. 11 others were wounded.  

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/religion-july-dec10-quran_09-07/


 

Part of Al Qaida in Yemen, left the scene yelling “We have avenged the Prophet Muhammad. 

We have killed Charlie Hebdo!" 

 

Assailants:  Said (34) and Cherif Kouachi (32). Muslim French nationals, parents were 

immigrants from Algeria. Orphaned a young age and raised in foster care. Both became 

radicalized in France, and met mentors while serving in French prison. Travelled to Yemen to 

train on a student visa.  

 

A standoff  and siege occurred in an industrial area near CDG airport in which the two brothers 

were holed up. They were killed in crossfire by a tactical police team after the opened fire.  

  

On January 9, a gunman named Ahmedy Coulibaly took hostages at a kosher supermarket with 

the help of a female accomplice. He killed four people and took many hostages. Others in the 

market took refuge in a refrigerator with the help of a muslim shop assistant. 15 hostages were 

rescued. The police killed Coulibaly in a siege.  

 

Previously he had shot a jogger and a municipal police officer (who died).  Coulibaly met the 

Kouachi brothers in prison.  

 

Motive: Charlie Hebdo made jokes about the prophet Muhammad and drew satirical cartoons. Al 

Qaeda of the peninsula claimed responsibility for the attacks, saying the motive was revenge for 

the honor of the Islamic prophet Mohammed. 

 

Freedom of Speech in France  
 

Charlie Hebdo preaches a stringent interpretation of laïcité, France’s illiberal official secularism, 

which has been used, for instance, to justify a ban on Muslim headscarves for schoolgirls and 

government employees. At its writing into law in 1905, laïcité was meant to ensure the 

separation of the French state and the Catholic Church. -  The Atlantic 

 

French law allows for the prosecution of "public insults" based on religion, race, ethnicity or 

national origin. – NPR 

 

France's principal piece of hate speech legislation is the Press Law of 1881, in which Section 24 

criminalizes incitement to racial discrimination, hatred, or violence on the basis of one's origin or 

membership (or non-membership) in an ethic, national, racial, or religious group. A criminal 

code provision likewise makes it an offense to engage in similar conduct via private 

communication. – Legal Project.org 

French Government Activity 
 

Discussion question: Should we have restrictions on freedom of speech as a national security 

measure in France? 

 



Divide into two different groups, both representing the French government, with one group 

arguing in favor of restrictions on freedom of speech, and the other group arguing against 

restrictions on freedom of speech.  You will not necessarily get to argue in favor of your personal 

viewpoint as you will be assigned to a side in order to think about the issue from both angles.  

 

Read the following articles to help you develop arguments for your case and then discuss as a 

group. Three people from each group will present the most important points.  Once both sides 

have presented, we will have a democratic vote on the topic to decide whether we will 

implement a new law regarding freedom of speech. 

 

Articles: 

1. http://freespeechdebate.com/en/discuss/nineteen-arguments-for-hate-speech-bans-and-

against-them/ 

2. http://bigstory.ap.org/article/99400e19843f40bb99572fdf2387ec6e/charlie-hebdo-sells-

out-dawn-muhammad-cover 

3. http://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/unmournable-bodies 
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