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t was noon on March 5, 2007, 
and Mutanabbi Street in Bagh-
dad was crowded with pedes-
trians. Some huddled around 
bookstands, others watched 

poets recite to their friends when a 
powerful car bomb exploded, kill-
ing at least 20 people and wound-
ing more than 65. Smoke billowed 
above the ornate buildings, books 
burned and the smell of death 
spread to every corner of the street. 
It was a cultural massacre.

Ten years later Mutanabbi Street 
is again full of life. It regained its 
dazzling glory and became the in-
tellectual oasis of Baghdad once 
more. Its narrow, rutted lane is 
lined with booksellers stacking vol-
umes on the ground and in their 
stores.

Tucked among the plethora of 
bookshops is a store run by Baraa 
al-Bayati, a 28-year-old charismatic 
Iraqi. She has carved her own place 
in Iraq’s publishing scene as the 
first female bookseller and publish-
er on Mutanabbi Street.

Bayati struggled to find employ-
ment in her field after graduating 
from university as an engineer. 
With only a dream and determina-

tion, Bayati embarked on her liter-
ary journey.

“Since my childhood, the literary 
scene fascinated me,” she said in 
interviews conducted via internet-
based media, including Skype. “My 
love for reading and my dream of 
being a bookseller and a publisher 
drove me along this path. So I de-
cided to try to fulfil my dream to be 
a bookseller.

“It was a decision that I made by 
myself and I had the backing of my 
parents and friends. What surprised 
me most was the backing and sup-
port I had from other booksellers.”

The plight of women in Iraq is 
largely ignored, both within Iraqi 
society and by the international 
community. Many women face 
multiple challenges: Caring for 
their families, earning an income, 
taking part in their communities 
and forging a professional life.

“Sometimes I hear a lot of hurt-
ful and virulent remarks spoken to 
me that stem from immature atti-
tudes and from people who refuse 
to recognise that a woman is an in-
dependent person with the right to 
work and earn a living,” Bayati said.

“Women always face negative 
things in their jobs, which demo-
tivate them. There is scepticism 
and more misogynist behaviour to-
wards them in their jobs, especial-
ly successful and strong women. 
Despite this, I look at the positive 
things more than the negative and 
overcome barriers that can hold 

back my entrepreneurial growth 
and progress.”

Bayati said she is determined to 
make her own contributions to the 
Iraqi book industry.

“I want to highlight the impor-
tance of reading within the Iraqi 
literary and cultural scene. Iraq’s 
writers display incredible literary 
virtuosity and versatility and I want 

to support them by making their 
work available to readers in Iraq 
and globally,” she said.

Managing the day-to-day buying 
and selling of books is part and par-
cel of her operation. She not only 
chooses books that will be obvi-
ous big sellers but also subtle titles 
that would delight customers when 
they browse her store.

Bayati’s day starts with the sound 
of Lebanese diva Fairuz and the 
smell of coffee. “I organise the 
bookshop and sort out delivery or-
ders, as I offer a delivery service for 
those with difficulty getting to my 
bookshop. I also read some manu-
scripts submitted to me for publish-
ing,” she said.

Bayati also works as a reporter for 
the online magazine Iraqi Celebri-
ties and has a TV programme dedi-
cated to highlighting new publica-
tions and titles in the book market.

Her customers vary considerably 
but she said she favours children, 
whom she sees as the foundation 
of a new Iraqi society. “I encourage 
and motivate the children to read 
and I try to provide them with the 
appropriate books,” Bayati said. “I 
believe that they carry the future 
of Iraq on their shoulders and that 
they will build a modern and ad-
vanced Iraq to compete with the 
rest of the world.”

Bayati said she appreciates peo-
ple coming a long way to buy from 
her bookshop. “I get a lot of letters 
of support from all over the Arab 
world. These things make me hap-
py and make me forget the negative 
things,” she said.

“Despite all the obstacles I have 
faced and will face, I aspire to be-
come known internationally as the 
first Iraqi woman to own a book-
shop and a printing press in Mutan-
abbi Street.

“For me, the biggest challenge is 
proving wrong all those who bet on 
my failure. The future is unknown 
but I feel it is connected with my 
ambitions and there are no limita-
tions on my ambitions.”

Robert Ewan is a British-Iraqi 
freelance journalist and author with 
a particular interest in Iraqi affairs.
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More than books. A view of bookshelves at Baraa al-Bayati’s 
bookshop in Baghdad.                                                  (Provided by Robert Ewan)
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ordan recently introduced 
regulations to curb early 
marriages, a tradition that is 
widespread in a country that 
has one of the highest di-

vorce rates in the region.
Under the new rules, girls can 

marry at the age of 15 if certain con-
ditions are met beforehand. Those 
include the husband not having 
been married before, the girl being 
allowed to continue her education 
after marriage and an age difference 
of less than 15 years.

Couples are required to attend a 
workshop on marriage organised by 
the Iftaa’ Department, which over-
sees Islamic edicts in Jordan, and 
present a certificate of attendance 
before they are married.

The move was harshly rebuked by 
human rights groups.

“No individual should be allowed 
to get married at an early age be-
cause it is simply having children 
parenting other children and it is 
against children’s rights and all 
conventions that talk about hu-
man rights,” said Rana Husseini, an 
award-winning journalist and rights 
activist.

“I do not believe that such mar-
riages should happen because most 
of these marriages end up in divorce 
or murder or even cases of abuse. 
There should be no exceptions.”

With approximately 22,000 di-
vorce cases in 2016 — up from 1,000 
in 2011, Jordan has one of the high-
est divorce rates in the region, the 
Department of Statistics said.

In 2002, Jordan amended its Per-
sonal Status Law, raising the legal 
age of marriage to 18. However, the 
amendment allowed for exceptions, 
which were mostly the rule. In cer-
tain instances, girls as young as 12 
were married by clerics who alleg-
edly accepted bribes in return for 
signing the marriage contract.

“Many people consider the new 
regulation a step backward though 
it attempts to regulate early mar-
riages by imposing some restric-
tions… still exceptions can easily 
find their way,” Husseini said. “The 
brides are children thrown in diffi-
cult situations which they simply 
cannot handle.”

Former Minister of Culture Asma 
Khader described the new marriage 
regulation as ambiguous and con-
fusing.

“It lacks clarity as it does not 
specify how a judge or a religious 
leader can ensure that requirements 
for young girls to marry are met,” 
Khader said. “Also, it does not say 
what are the penalties that should 
be imposed on those who don’t fol-
low regulations.”

Khader stressed that parents 
should be held accountable for mar-
riages that go wrong as they are re-
sponsible for decisions made on be-
half of their underage children.

“The regulations should be clear-
er and they should be applied to 
cases where there is no doubt that 
marriage will work. What guaran-
tees can the groom give to allow his 
child bride to continue studying? 
There are none. The percentage of 
early marriage in Jordan is around 
13% and this is very high,” she add-
ed.

The Higher Population Council, 
the government department re-
sponsible for population policies, 

said approximately 13.5% of mar-
ried women in Jordan wed before 
the age of 18 and the majority were 
educated only up to primary school.

Many Jordanians said the regula-
tions allowed for the “rape of child-
hood under the provision of the 
law.”

“How can it be possible that you 
can marry and have children at the 
age of 15, while you are not allowed 
to vote or drive?” asked Tareq Zagh-
mot, 33.

“This is rape of childhood. How 

can a girl who is 15 be responsible 
to start a family while she is a child? 
We are living in the Stone Age and 
this should not be allowed at all,” 
said Laila Zou’bi, 25.

“Poverty could be a reason where 
families ‘sell’ their girls under the 
cover of marriage to someone who 
has money thinking that it will save 
their financial situation and these 
cases are quite common among Syr-
ian refugees,” Zou’bi said.

Planning and International Co-
operation Minister Imad Fakhoury 

condemned the government’s new 
regulation during the introduction 
of a study — on the “Marriage of Mi-
nors in Jordan” — stating that “child 
marriage is (merely) a reproduction 
of poverty, ignorance and disease.”

An annual report by the Depart-
ment of Statistics stated that cas-
es of early marriage increased to 
10,907 in 2016 from 10,866 cases in 
2015.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.
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New early marriage 
rules allow girls to 
continue their 
education and limit 
the age difference to 
15 years.

About 13.5% of 
married women in 
Jordan wed before 
the age of 18.

Irreversible damage. A young girl protests during an event organised by Amnesty International to 
denounce child marriage.                                                                                                                                            (AFP)


