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Caricature in Iraq — a resilient art under threat
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A 

hmad Fallah, Mortada 
Kazar and Haytham 
Radi are Iraqi cartoon-
ists whose drawings that 
mock and criticise Iraqi 

politicians and clergy made them 
famous but also have them under 
constant threat by political parties 
and extremists.

The caricatures, shared exten-
sively on social media, became 
popular and were used in anti-cor-
ruption protests expressing anger 
at politicians and Islamic parties 
that cover for them.

Although satirical art is not new 
to Iraq, it has thrived since 2003, 
tackling a wide range of politi-
cal, economic and security issues. 
Such criticism was banned under 
Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship.

Cartoonists, however, have been 
threatened by militias, forcing 
many to flee Iraq. The offices of Al-
Sabah Al-Jadid newspaper were at-
tacked in 2015 for publishing a cari-
cature of Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

“I have left Iraq in 2014 after 
receiving threats from Jaysh al-
Mukhtar militia for drawing a 
caricature of their leader, Wathiq 
al-Battat, on the cover of al-Fikr 
magazine,” says Fallah, who now 
lives in Indonesia.

“Had I stayed in Iraq, I would 
have definitely been liquidated be-
cause of my drawings, which are 
gaining wide popularity among the 
youth for criticising figures who 
are considered as untouchable and 
‘sacred’,” Fallah said in a Skype in-
terview.

Among his most popular cari-
catures and one that drew the 
wrath of Islamists is a depiction of 
Saddam wearing the turban of a 

cleric, with a prayer bump on the 
forehead, mockingly showing his 
dedication to prayer.

While in Jakarta, Fallah drew the 
leader of the Sadrist movent, cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr, holding a Cuban 
cigar, and former Iraqi prime min-
ister Nuri al-Maliki sitting in the 
courtroom dock where Saddam was 
placed during his trial for crimes 
against Iraqis.

Being outside Iraq gave Fallah 
more margin of freedom of expres-
sion, though it is more difficult 
for him to follow developments at 
home.

“I constantly monitor Iraqi politi-
cians, read about their stances and 
listen to their declarations to help 
me clarify the idea or theme of my 
caricatures. I sometimes rely on 
friends to feed me with data and 
fresh information about develop-
ments,” he added.

Fallah’s social media accounts, 
which are followed by thousands 
of Iraqis, are the spaces he uses to 
express himself. “No local (Iraqi) 
publication published my drawings 
because they will be simply threat-
ened or prosecuted,” he said. “So-
cial media helped disseminate my 
works, especially the caricatures 
of the turbaned Saddam and cigar-
smoking Muqtada al-Sadr, which 
were well-received by the public 
and raised during demonstrations.”

Ziad al-Ajili, director of Iraq’s 
Journalistic Freedoms Observatory, 
said that “the idea of cartoons is not 
seen as an art with a purpose in Iraq 
but rather as a way of ridiculing the 
depicted persons. This is how most 
political parties view it.”

“Threatening cartoonists is not 
something new. It is an old problem 
that was produced by the nature of 
Iraq’s political systems. Iraq is cer-
tainly not an ideal environment to 
express oneself,” Ajili said.

Haytham Radi, who is known for 
his original caricatures, empha-
sised a growing boldness of young 
cartoonists in raising sensitive is-
sues. “Cartoonists in the ‘70s and 
‘80s were much more conservative 
than the present generation, who 
could expand and reach far through 
Facebook without having to resort 

to newspapers or magazines.”
Initially a writer, Radi shifted to 

satire 20 years ago, using drawings 
instead of words to convey his ide-
as. “To ‘draw’ an idea is much more 
difficult but recipients have a much 
bigger margin to interpret draw-
ings,” he said.

“For instance, I was among the 
first to tackle religious fundamen-
talism and expose extremists, 
without, however, digging into in-
ner causes. The idea was to portray 
extremism as a problem in gen-
eral and it could reach all (parties) 
without exception,” he explained, 
stressing, though, that in Iraq “one 
should be vigilant about challeng-
ing taboos”.

Cartoonist Mortada Kazar, 34, 

who doubles as scriptwriter, said 
his works target the intellectual 
elite with the aim of provoking dis-
cussion and debate of ideologies. 
“The idea is to shed light on the 
situation in the country and not on 
a specific event or development,” 
he said.

In his drawings, Kazar expresses 
his own personal reading or opin-
ion on the situation in Iraq. He said: 
“I specifically want the so-called 
‘religious, pious people’ and the 
authorities who have been tyran-
nising Iraqis and confiscating their 
freedoms to get the messages.”

He noted, however, that “these 
people do not read what we write 
or see what we draw but cartoon-
ists (have only the pen), not arms 

or militiamen like the powerful 
people in the government and the 
political parties.”

With no protection for freedom 
of expression, cartoonists in Iraq 
will continue facing criticism and 
threats but Radi said he is deter-
mined to keep on exposing ram-
pant corruption, political rivalries, 
insecurity and religious extremism.

“We might not be able to change 
the existing equation,” he said, 
“but with our concerted efforts we 
can at least alleviate hatred and en-
mities.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.
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Gaza’s MC Gaza: Militant turned rapper
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

A 

s a 13-year-old, 11 years 
ago, Ibrahim Ghuneim 
wanted to become a ji-
hadist and take up arms 
against Israeli occupi-

ers in Gaza. However, it took only 
one rap music concert to change his 
mind.

“I was really on my way to become 
a jihadist,” said Ghuneim, a well-
known rapper who goes by the stage 
name MC Gaza.

“Had it not been for rap, I might 
have joined the Palestinian resist-
ance and taken up arms against Is-
rael,” added the still-rebellious, yet 
charming, Ghuneim.

After that concert in 2005, Ghu-
neim said he rushed home to check 
the internet for famous rappers to 
learn from.

“I took to the internet to learn 
everything about rap music. I found 
Eminem and went from there,” Ghu-
neim said, referring to the Grammy 
award-winning American rapper, 
songwriter, producer and actor from 
Detroit, Michigan.

“At first, I started doing it as a 
kind of challenge but then I couldn’t 
stop,” Ghuneim said.

Now, he hopes to become an inter-
national celebrity or at least Gaza’s 
Eminem. “I won’t give up my desire 
to become a global rapper, especial-
ly after I had successful experiences 
over the past ten years,” Ghuneim 
said.

In that decade, he has performed 
with Algerian rapper Fares Weld El 

Alma, a Danish rapper and Palestin-
ian singers living in Israel, among 
others.

For many in conservative Gaza, 
ruled by Islamist militant group 
Hamas, rap is seen as an alien com-
modity imported from “decadent” 
Western cultures.

“There’s little appreciation for rap 
as an art and for rappers as talented 
artists,” Ghuneim said. “People here 
think that rap is haram, or banned 
by the religion, while they (Hamas) 
think that we’re imitating bad habits 

from the West.”
Socially, he said his profession 

may not be acceptable to the family 
of a girl he might want to marry. “If I 
want to get married, nobody will re-
spect that I am a rapper. They won’t 
accept me. They think it’s shameful 
to be a rapper,” Ghuneim said.

Rap has existed in Gaza since the 
1990s when young Palestinian mu-
sical groups returned from Tunisia, 
Algeria and Lebanon after perform-
ing in festivals.

Currently, Ghuneim said he was 

in a performing lull. There are two 
theatres in Gaza but neither allows 
rappers to perform because their 
owners do not like the music, he 
said, mentioning that a rapper must 
be sure his songs bear no political 
ramifications, as a Hamas regulation 
that bans inciting public sentiments 
can be widely interpreted.

“Like everyone else, we face cen-
sorship by the de facto authorities, 
Hamas, if we cross certain lines,” 
said Ghuneim, who maintained that 
often “I reach my limits and just 

can’t take the censorship anymore.
“Rap is my passion and seeing 

how it suffers here, this could pose 
a serious problem for me in my per-
sonal life.”

Ghuneim is far from alone in his 
struggle to pursue his passion as 
a rap musician in Gaza. Amman 
Mughamis said he returned to Gaza 
from Lebanon in 2001 during the 
second uprising against Israel’s 
rule.

“It was terrible times and we 
wanted to do something, away from 
the violence,” Mughamis said.

He said one of his early rap songs, 
which focused on living conditions 
in Gaza, became too politicised with 
many rioters singing it.

“I’m afraid for my family, for my 
daughter,” he said, noting that in 
2015, Hamas questioned him about 
his music for five hours. “They 
wanted to show me that they’re 
there and watching me.”

He said when one of his albums 
was launched in France in March 
2015, he was not allowed to take his 
family with him. On a positive note, 
Ghuneim said rap music can bring 
joy to people of Gaza by taking their 
minds off the miseries they have en-
dured during the past decade.

“Rap is certainly it,” he insisted, 
pointing his thumb up.
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