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Restrictions, intimidation dent freedom of speech in Iraq
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

“I 

n the name of religion… a 
cover for thieves,” activist 
Ali Sumari shouted during 
protests denouncing ram-
pant corruption in Iraq, 

a stance that earned him death 
threats. Sumari insists “free speech 
and the right to protest” are the 
most appropriate weapons to fight 
graft in Iraq.

“There is a flagrant attempt by 
the government and certain parties 
in power to suppress freedoms of 
speech and muzzle the public but 
this will only lead to further de-
termination for gaining the rights 
stipulated under the Iraqi constitu-
tion,” Sumari said, referring to the 
December 26th kidnapping of Iraqi 
journalist Afrah Shawqi, who was 
released ten days later after public 
pressure.

“She was obviously kidnapped 
because of her opinions, which up-
set them, so they decided to punish 
her in such a blatant way,” Sumari 
said, adding that dozens of activists 
and journalists have been arrested 
or abducted in recent years. Others 
have vanished or were found dead.

Sumari, other activists and jour-
nalists say they fear the situation 
could worsen in Iraq.

A revised draft measure on free-
dom of expression and peaceful 
demonstrations would punish with 
up to 15 years in prison anyone 

breaching the law. Violations would 
include insulting religious symbols 
or figures. The proposed law also 
makes it more difficult to obtain 
permits to protest in public.

“The draft law in its present form 
openly contradicts Article 28 of 
the Iraqi constitution that guaran-
tees freedom of speech and peace-
ful demonstration,” legal adviser 
Ali Tamimi said. “It has also failed 
to include strikes and sit-ins and 
gave the authorities the power to 
ban demonstrations for the sake 
of ‘safeguarding public interest’, a 
very loose term that can be easily 
manipulated and used against pro-
testers.”

The Iraqi Press Syndicate said 
more than 455 members of the Iraqi 
media have been killed since 2003, 
including 20 in 2016. Iraq ranked 
158th among 180 countries on the 
World Press Freedom Index last 
year.

Political activist Ali Sattar blamed 
the deterioration of freedom of ex-
pression in Iraq on the rise of reli-
gious and sectarian movements 
and armed groups.

“Self-censorship has become 
the norm, while crossing red lines 
requires big guts, which generally 
lead to serious consequences. The 
only available free space is on social 
media where one can hide behind 
pseudonyms,” Sattar said.

Popular protests that swept Iraq 
more than a year ago were marred 
by assassinations targeting political 
activists, organisers of anti-corrup-
tion demonstrations and journal-
ists. The government’s apparent in-
ability or unwillingness to respond 
to such crimes “should not deter 
demands for freedom of speech, 
otherwise the country will slip into 
the unknown”, Sattar warned.

Journalist Hamza Mustapha, who 
resigned from the Saudi Asharq Al-

Awsat newspaper after being ac-
cused of publishing “fabricated” 
information, contended that free-
dom of expression was guaranteed 
under the Iraqi constitution. He 

said the mechanisms governing 
speech and press rights existed but 
they were seriously undermined by 
poor enforcement and the rampant 
influence of tribes, partisan parties 

and armed groups.
“Had the law in this country been 

enforced and respected, matters 
would not have deteriorated so 
badly. In theory, the law guarantees 
freedom but in practice it does not 
exist,” he said.

Ziad al-Ajili, head of Baghdad’s 
Journalistic Freedoms Observatory, 
stated a less gloomy outlook.

“Freedom of speech is available 
in different forms and red lines 
have been crossed in many instanc-
es against religious and political 
figures but definitely there are tre-
mendous constraints and limits, es-
pecially in accessing information… 
The margin of freedom might be 
very narrow. However, acquiring it 
is not impossible,” Ajili contended.

Sumari said “the battle will be 
long and strewn with obstacles 
raised by corruption sharks” but he 
insisted that “speaking out is the 
only weapon available to the pub-
lic”.

He argues that lawlessness, the 
weakness of legal institutions and 
the proliferation of arms in the 
hands of private militias “encour-
aged many to encroach on people’s 
freedoms and rights, especially 
press people and activists”.

Sumari said the “only gain” 
achieved after the toppling of 
Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship in 
2003 was the consecration of pub-
lic freedoms in the Iraqi constitu-
tion. “That is why we have to fight 
to ensure our rights by rejecting all 
forms of muzzling and attempts to 
silence us regarding the unprece-
dented proliferation of lawlessness 
and corruption in the country,” he 
said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

A protester holds a portrait of Iraqi journalist Afrah Shawqi 
during a demonstration calling for her release, last December, in 
Baghdad.                                                                                                        (AFP)                                                                                                            

Rise of religious 
parties and 
ascendancy of armed 
groups marred 
freedom of speech.

Harvard University opens research office in Tunis
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

H 

arvard University’s 
Center for Middle East-
ern Studies (CMES) has 
opened its first interna-
tional research office in 

Tunisia.
The office, which aims to serve 

as “a base for in-depth research 
and academic programming in the 
Middle East and North Africa”, was 
financed by Tunisian businessman 
and Harvard alumnus Hazem Ben-
Gacem, who said he hoped to see 
the number of Harvard students 
in Tunisia reach 100 in the coming 
years.

The move by one of the United 
States’ top-ranked universities is 
likely to draw elite academics from 
around the world to Tunisia and 
provide unique educational oppor-
tunities for Harvard and Tunisian 
scholars.

“From the beginning, the hope 
has been to establish an outpost 
where Harvard faculty and students 
would come to discover Tunisia — 
its history, language, culture, art 
and people — and integrate this ex-
perience into their scholarship and 
education,” said Ben-Gacem to the 
Harvard Gazette, the official web-
site of Harvard University. “I’m very 
excited by this first step towards a 
substantial Harvard presence in Tu-
nisia.”

The university’s website said the 
office, inaugurated January 17th, 
plans to facilitate research, host 
seminars, conferences and work-
shops and provide “assistance to 

Tunisian students pursuing stud-
ies at Harvard University and else-
where”.

With CMES launching several 
programmes in connection with the 
Tunis office, the move has been met 
with enthusiasm by Harvard stu-
dents and Tunisian academics.

“Shared values of promoting free-
dom and the rule of law, together 
with Tunisia’s long history, rich 
civilisation, and its exceptionalism, 
that has made our country the natu-
ral choice for Harvard CMES,” Khalil 
Amiri, co-founder and secretary-
general of the Arab Governance In-
stitute (AGI) and dean of the Medi-
terranean Institute of Technology in 
Tunis, wrote on Facebook.

“Tunisia welcomes Harvard, and 
thanks, everyone behind this pro-
ject, led by Hazem Ben-Gacem,” 
wrote Amiri, who attended the 
opening ceremony for Harvard’s of-
fice.

Harvard’s office is challenging 
other academic institutions to step 
up their engagement with Tunisia.

Columbia University, said to be in 
the process of expanding its pres-
ence in the country, is offering a 
3-week summer programme based 
in Tunis this year. The programme, 
which groups Columbia partici-
pants with other students in the 
region, focuses on democratic tran-
sitions and constitutional engineer-
ing in the Middle East.

Last year, business and engineer-
ing professors from Columbia Uni-
versity and Tunisia participated in 
academic exchange trips related to 
entrepreneurial education.

Often described as a bridge be-
tween Africa, Europe, and the Mid-
dle East, Tunisia is well situated 
to function as a hub for academ-
ics and researchers. The country’s 
unique post-revolutionary trajec-
tory, as well as its relationship to 
Africa and the Middle East, attracts 
a wide range of scholarly inter-
ests, including Arabic language, 
Islamic studies and democracy and 

economic development.
Harvard’s presence in Tunisia 

promises to foster foreign interest 
in the country, one of the main goals 
of November’s international invest-
ment conference, Tunisia 2020.

Ben-Gacem was also a major par-
ticipant in Tunisia 2020. Appointed 
as co-commissioner of the confer-
ence by Tunisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed, Ben-Gacem was 
responsible for communicating 
with various shareholders and man-
aging funding of national projects.

From the Tunisian town of Béni 
Khalled, Ben-Gacem graduated 
from Harvard in 1992 with a degree 
in economics. He works as manag-
ing director of corporate invest-
ments for the European division of 

Investcorp, a Bahrain-based private 
equity firm.

Ben-Gacem said Harvard’s pres-
ence in Tunisia represents an op-
portunity for Harvard and Tunisian 
students to engage with new ideas 
and advance in their career fields.

For CMES, which has a 6-decade 
history of pursuing research and 
teaching “about the Middle East 
based on literacy in its languages 
and a deep understanding of its 
diverse politics, culture, and his-
tories,” the Tunis office reflects the 
university’s desire to be “more in-
tentionally global”.

“The Middle East is a part of the 
world that you’ll never fully un-
derstand unless you get your feet 
on the ground and experience it 

first-hand,” said William Granara, 
CMES director and professor of Ara-
bic. “Thanks to Hazem’s generos-
ity, Harvard students and scholars 
have greater resources to pursue in-
depth field research and can more 
substantively engage in language 
and cultural immersion experienc-
es.”

Among the programmes avail-
able at Harvard’s Tunis location 
are funding for Harvard sabbati-
cal research, an Arabic language 
programme for Harvard graduate 
and undergraduate students and 
a 3-week winter session course for 
Harvard students.

Stephen Quillen is a journalist 
based in Tunis.

Founder of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies, Tunis, Hazem Ben-Gacem (R), Administrative Dean 
for International Affairs in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences Margot N.Gill (C) and Director of the 
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Harvard’s presence 
in Tunisia promises 
to foster foreign 
interest in the 
country.


