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rotests and condemnation 
over the killing of Jorda-
nian writer Nahed Hattar 
have been largely directed 
at the government, which 

is accused of not providing him 
with adequate security despite his 
reportedly receiving death threats.

There is also continuing anger 
over Hattar’s arrest and trial on 
charges relating to defamation of 
religion. Hattar was killed outside 
an Amman courthouse on Septem-
ber 25th.

He was facing charges over a 
Facebook post of a caricature of a 
bearded man in bed with women 
asking God to bring him food and 
wine.

Hattar’s supporters are calling for 
the resignation of Prime Minister 
Hani Mulki, the suspension of pros-
ecutions for defamation of religion, 
the law’s removal from the penal 
code and wider reforms on freedom 
of expression.

Hattar’s relatives said he did not 
receive protection by the authori-
ties despite receiving death threats 
over the cartoon. “We handed over 
200 names [of people who had 
threatened the writer] to the gov-
ernor [of Amman], including that 
of the assassin, and demanded pro-
tection,” Hattar’s brother, Khaled, 
said, adding that authorities said 
they did not believe Nahed Hattar  
was under threat.

One of the writer’s cousins, Mary 
Hattar, said: “He asked for protec-
tion but when he was released from 
prison he was asked to sign a docu-
ment [stating] that he was respon-

sible for his own safety.”
Three days after Hattar’s assassi-

nation, King Abdullah II swore in a 
new government headed by Mulki, 
who had ordered the investigation 
into Hattar that led to his arrest.

Hattar’s killing was condemned 
by government spokesman Moham-
mad Momani as a “heinous crime”. 
“The government will strike with 
an iron hand all those who exploit 
this crime to broadcast speeches of 
hatred to our community,” Momani 
told the Petra news agency.

Dropping defamation of religion 
from the penal code could alienate 
the conservative, tribal bedrock of 
the monarchy’s support base, play 
into the hands of the opposition 
Muslim Brotherhood and lead to 
accusations that authorities were 
caving in to terrorism.

There are concerns shared by au-
thorities and large segments of the 
public that going soft on defama-
tion of religion could exacerbate 
sectarianism and extremism, both 
of which Jordan has avoided rela-
tive to much of the region. How-
ever, human rights organisations 
say these laws contribute to the 
extremism and violence they are 
supposed to curtail.

 “Arbitrary prosecutions for defa-
mation of religion stigmatise indi-
viduals and make them targets for 
vigilante reprisals,” said Sarah Leah 
Whitson, Middle East director at 
the New York-based Human Rights 
Watch. “Jordanian authorities 
should recognise that ‘defamation 
of religion’ laws and prosecutions 
effectively contribute to violent ex-
tremism.” The government should 
“allow citizens to engage in peace-
ful debate even of ‘taboo’ sub-
jects”, she added.

“The Jordanian authorities must 
make it clear that attacks against 
people who peacefully express 
their views, however unpopular, 
will not be tolerated,” said Philip 
Luther, research and advocacy 
director for the Middle East and 
North Africa at Amnesty Interna-
tional.

Refusing to heed calls for wider 
reforms may be seen by some as 
callous and provocative at a sensi-
tive time for the country. However, 

the monarchy will privately want 
to avoid Hattar’s death being used 
as a call for reforms that may di-
lute its power. As with most Arab 
monarchies, reforms over the years 
have been slow and limited in Jor-
dan.

Jordanian authorities said the 
alleged killer has reportedly con-
fessed and could be put to death. 
They will also now likely crack 
down on disseminators of extrem-
ist sentiment.

However, while this may be 
cheered on by Hattar’s supporters, 
it could, depending on how nar-
rowly the state defines extremism, 
contradict calls for greater freedom 
of expression and lead to more 
radicalism. This is of particular 

concern given the recent string of 
violent incidents in Jordan.

Previous promises of reform 
have not been followed by drastic 
or swift changes and the aftermath 
of Hattar’s assassination is likely to 
be no different. In this respect, the 
monarchy may be banking on three 
things.

First, Jordanians are too wary 
of post-“Arab spring” regional 
conflict to form a national protest 
movement that could destabilise 
the country.

Second, protests that have oc-
curred have been aimed at the gov-
ernment rather than the monarchy 
and there is no reason to expect a 
change in that regard.

Third, Hattar’s outspoken views 

upset Islamists, conservatives, 
monarchists (he had faced charges 
of insulting the king), Jordanians 
of Palestinian descent and support-
ers of Syria’s revolution by backing 
President Bashar Assad. According 
to a Pew Research Center poll, 86% 
of Jordanian respondents, whose 
country is shouldering a massive 
Syrian refugee burden, said Assad 
should step down.

That is a very wide spectrum of 
society for one person to have of-
fended, thus the pressure on the 
government may be less than it 
might be under different circum-
stances.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.
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Relatives of Jordanian writer Nahed Hattar protest in front of the Jordanian Prime Ministry in 
Amman, Jordan, on September 26th. The banner reads: “No to assassinations. No to violence. No to 
extremism.”
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Who killed Nahed Hattar?

J ordanian journalist 
Nahed Hattar was 
assassinated outside a 
court in Amman. The 
reason behind both his 
shooting and his trial was 

that he had shared a cartoon on 
Facebook that was deemed 
offensive.

Hattar, an atheist of Christian 
origin, was charged with inciting 
sectarian strife and insulting 
Islam. He insisted that he was not 
mocking the Islamic faith but, 
rather, the way extremists 
“envision God and heaven”.

The cartoon shows a bearded 
man in bed with two women, 
appearing to be in heaven and 
ordering God to bring him alcohol 
and take away empty dishes he 
had finished.

The issue, however, is not 
connected solely to the cartoon 
posted on Hattar’s Facebook 
account. One can see in Hattar’s 
act was an idea he had wanted to 
express in a form he deemed 
appropriate. The form chosen, 
however, is nevertheless contro-
versial given the immediate effect 
of visual media.

This particular aspect is 
particularly important to Salafist 
thinking. Had Hattar chosen to 

express his idea in a written 
article, it would have probably 
gone unnoticed because readers 
are scarce, especially those with a 
murderous bent.

The assassination was carried 
out because of the idea in the 
sense that the killer apparently 
believed that by eliminating the 
victim he would wipe out the 
writer’s legacy. That was utterly 
stupid.

Hattar’s killing is a first of this 
kind in Jordan, as documented by 
UNESCO’s list of countries having 
been the site of assassinations of 
journalists.

Hattar’s tragedy sets a prec-
edent in Jordan for the elimina-
tion of journalists for their 
opinions. He was, with his 
middle-aged body and large 
glasses, the first victim to fall in 
front of the Palace of Justice in 
Amman as he was completing 
procedures for his release on bail 
in the case. The cartoon he 
published on his Facebook page 
was judged offensive to the 
Divinity even though it simply 
depicted  life in paradise as 
imagined by Salafist Jihadists.

Jordanian justice had found 
Hattar guilty and fined him but 
then let him go free on bail, which 
displeased some who then turned 
into assassins. The judicial 
system had confirmed the 
journalist’s guilt and that was 
enough for the extremists to 
condemn him to death.

We cannot blame the judge. We 
have to believe that he had tried 

his best to mitigate Hattar’s guilt. 
The real problem is that the case 
came under the umbrella of a 
heavy and complex web of laws 
and regulations that places 
writers at the mercy of a huge 
heritage of religious dogma and 
short-sighted narrow mentality.

The reason behind the killing of 
the Jordanian writer and journal-
ist is the same as the ones behind 
the assassination of journalists, 
writers and intellectuals in Egypt, 
Lebanon, Iraq, Tunisia, and 
Algeria: It is freedom versus 
darkness.

From 1993-96, Islamic extrem-
ists in Algeria killed 39 journal-
ists. During a dark (or bloody) 
decade, the Algerian Islamic 
Salvation Front and its satellite 
groups have committed horrible 
crimes against hundreds of 
victims.

In Egypt, intellectuals, leftists, 
writers and journalists recall with 
amusement an incident in the 
trial of Egyptian intellectual Farag 
Foda’s assassin. The judge had 
asked the accused: “Why did you 
kill Farag Foda?” The man 
responded that the victim was a 
kafir. “How did you know he was 
a kafir?” asked the judge. “Did 
you read any of his writings?” 
“I’m illiterate” responded the 
accused. “I don’t know how to 
read and write.”

It would be a frightening 
prospect if Hattar’s assassin 
turned out to be illiterate as well. 
In fact, he must be because the 
killing of the writer can only be 

motivated by ignorance.
History, too, killed Hattar; that 

recurrent history that resurfaces 
every time the Arab Man goes 
through another one of his 
habitual crises.

Hattar’s case is but the latest 
link in a long chain of assassina-
tions of ideas, dreams, visions 
and projects. The victim takes his 
place in a long line of those killed 
in the name of Allah, beginning 
with Ibn al-Muqaffa’ and the 
rationalists of the Mu’tazila 
movement and progressing to Ibn 
Rushd (Averroes) and many other 
luminaries.

Many people could disagree 
with Hattar’s views and many 
others would not. Judgments 
related to ideas and points of view 
are necessarily relative but to 
come to murder because of 
differences of opinion is patho-
logical.

The disease threatens to 
propagate and we should never 
accept it.  As we mourn the death 
of a fellow journalist, we have to 
deal with these nagging ques-
tions: Where are our history and 
heritage taking us? Do we have to 
sever ourselves from them to be 
in tune with the times? What 
would happen if we declared for 
example that it was time to think 
about limiting the sphere of 
influence of religion in Arab 
societies and reappraise its role? 
Will we be shot, too?

Seifeddine El-Ameri is a Tunisian 
journalist.

Seifeddine 
El-Ameri

View point
The reason 
behind 
the killing 
of the 
Jordanian 
writer and 
journalist 
is that of 
freedom 
versus 
darkness.

Hattar’s case is but the latest 
link in a long chain of 
assassinations of ideas, 
dreams, visions and projects.

Dropping defamation 
of religion from the 
penal code could 
alienate the 
conservative, tribal 
bedrock of the 
monarchy’s support 
base.


