








update ~ recent focus cases

T

Karim Amer, EGYPT - still imprisoned
Banned Books Week 2007

Prisoner of conscience Karim

Amer, a blogger who was sen-

tenced to four years in prison in

February 2007, is held at Borg

al-Arab Prison. He was tried and

imprisoned for criticizing Presi-

dent Mubarak and Egypt’s al-

Azhar religious authorities in his

blog. He was convicted of “incit-

ing strife and defaming Muslims

on the internet by describing the Prophet of Islam and his comrades
as murderers, which disturbs national peace”; and “insulting the
President of the Republic by writing on the internet”. In Novem-
ber 2008, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD)
declared Karim Amer’s detention “arbitrary” on the grounds that is
violates freedoms guaranteed under the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights and stated that he should be released. Following this, State
Security Investigations (SSI) officers at the prison have prevented
Karim Amer’s lawyers from the Arabic Network for Human Rights
Information from visiting him — they were last able to see him in
March 2009, when they were able to inform him of the WGAD deci-
sion in his case. In May, when denying Karim Amer’s lawyers access
to him, one SSI officer is reported to have told them, “Let the United
Nations help you!” In mid-July the lawyers were again denied ac-
cess to him, prompting increased concern for his safety.

I

Pablo Pacheco Avila, CUBA - still imprisoned
Banned Books Week 2007

Amnesty International remains

concerned about the health of

prisoner of conscience Pablo

Pacheco Avila, whose arrest and

sentencing to 20 years’ imprison-

ment are believed to have been

politically motivated, relating to

his legitimate journalistic activi-

ties and peaceful exercise of his

right to freedom of expression

and association. Early this year

he was transferred to Canaleta

Provincial Prison. On 20 March,

he was given a 24 hour permit to visit his home, for the first time after
more than six years of imprisonment. This reportedly has lifted his
spirits, as has the attention of Amnesty International members.

T

Anna Politkovskaya, RUSSIA - killing unresolved
Banned Books Week 2007

Russia’s Supreme Court has
overturned the February acquit-
tal of three men accused of in-
volvement in the 2006 killing
of human rights journalist Anna
Politkovskaya and has ordered
a retrial. “The end of the trial
does not lift the onus from the
authorities to find the murderer
and his sponsors,” said an Al
spokeswoman (25 June 2009).
“We urge the relevant Russian
authorities not to stop here, but
to continue the investigation
into the murder and to bring to justice all those involved, including
the gunman and those who ordered the killing.” The retrial was ad-
journed for further considerations on 5 August 20090

After Anna Politkovskaya began writing about the armed conflict
in Chechnya & the North Caucasus in 1999, she was detained and
threatened with serious reprisals, including death threats, on several
occasions. In addition to her award-winning reports about the human
rights situation there, she had written extensively about other abuses
in Russia, such as violence in the army, corruption in state structures,
and police brutality. Many of her articles were published in foreign
media and her books have been translated into several languages.

I

Mohammed Abbou, TUNISIA - harassed
Banned Books Week 2006

Lawyer Mohammed Abbou,
who became a prisoner of con-
science in April 2005 after
writing an Internet article de-
nouncing torture and then was
conditionally released under a
presidential pardon on the 50th
anniversary of the Republic
(July 2007), has been prevented
from travelling abroad on sev-
eral occasions. Invited by Am-
nesty International to France &
Belgium in June 2009, he met
there with officials and publicly
denounced the human rights situation in his country; since his return,
he has been subjected to a smear campaign in the Tunisian press.
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activities ~ a sampling

Over the eighteen years that AIUSA has linked action to Banned
Books Week (BBW), groups across the country have used the mate-
rials in classrooms (from elementary school through college), meet-
ings, coffeeshop gatherings, conference workshops, and book fairs.
They have organized public events around them, usually involving
visiting speakers or readings by local writers. They have set up dis-
plays in libraries, bookstores, and schools, met with editorial boards
to discuss the cases, and talked about them on radio and television.
One year, a set of bookstores in Maine handed out the bookmark/
postcards to customers with every purchase, and, thanks to Group
550, a bookstore in Exeter, New Hampshire places the postcard/
bookmark in every book sold during one week in September.

Every year, Steve Marquardt, South Dakota State University Dean of
Libraries Emeritus, converts the BBW casesheets into petitions for
a list of five dozen librarians and human rights activists and anyone
else who requests them <marquardt.steve@gmail.com>.

At an Ithaca (NY) City of Asylum “Voices of Freedom” event on 4
October 2008 — where writer Irakli Kakabadze from the Republic
of Georgia read and performed (with musicians) poetry in Georgian,
Russian, and English — AI Group 73 collected 34 sheets of petitions.
They filled 16 more at their annual fundraising party two weeks later
and at their monthly meeting that month. In December, at a candle-
light vigil for Human Rights Day on the Ithaca Commons (pictured
below), they asked passersby to sign letters and petitions.

On 25 September 2008, the Brown University Al chapter presented
“Banned Books: an Insider’s Perspective on Writing and Resistance
in Burma”, a talk by Ma Thida “about her experiences as a writer
in Burma, her captivity, and her special relationship with Amnesty
International and human rights”, wrote Amy Tan. Ma Thida, phy-
sician, human rights activist, and author of The Sunflower, In the
Shade of an Indian Almond Tree, and other books, was featured for
AIUSA Banned Books Week action from 1994-97. Notes Amy Tan:
“She has written many articles and stories about the damage done to
her country by successive repressive regimes. In 1993, she was sen-
tenced to 20 years’ imprisonment in Yangon’s Insein Jail for her work
to promote democratic change in Burma. She was released in 1999
on humanitarian grounds because of health problems.”
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Annually, an Austin, Texas Al member who is an investigative re-
porter helps run a “writers day” at a neighborhood elementary school,
featuring poets, screenwriters, songwriters, reporters and others; he
conducts “a session for 4th & 5th graders that deals with writers who
have been imprisoned for their beliefs or writings”. When possible,
the students interview (by telephone) a writer whose case has been
featured for Banned Books Week.

In Dallas, SMU Amnesty activists regularly use the Banned Books
Week materials with campus and local groups, they report, and
“work closely with various on and off campus libraries on exhibits of
these and other banned / persecuted writers, and we always get lots
of signatures and letters written for these efforts!”

The West Campus Al club at
Arizona State University has
for several years worked with
the ASU library to put together
a week of readings, artwork dis-
plays, and other activities. In
2005, for example, activities in-
cluded artistic interpretations of
challenged books, a poetry slam
followed by a candlelight vigil,
and three weeks of tables and petitions focusing on human rights and
freedom of conscience, “with particular attention paid to persons be-
ing held for various ‘crimes of expression’ and conscience”.

A Maine local group (169) collaborated with Bowdoin College on
a reading by a Chilean poet and a talk by a previous Secretary Gen-
eral of Amnesty International. Another Maine group (371) held an
evening of readings and musical performances in an art museum.
A group in Florida (519) has planned double events at a library and
a community college. Similar observances have been organized in
Kansas City, Philadelphia, Washington, DC, Detroit, Des Moines,
Boulder, San Francisco, and many other towns and cities.

Amnesty International Puget Sound and Group 4 (Seattle) have col-
laborated on Banned Books Week readings with PEN in Washington
State. In 2004 they held a poetry reading, “Addressing Torture”, that
overlapped with the Banned Book Week. The following year, they
planned a reading at an independent bookstore, “asking some ‘name’
people to read persecuted authors’ work, and asking the bookstore to
sell copies of the work, when possible”. On 23 September 2006, at
Elliot Bay Book Company, in downtown Seattle, ten writers and a
musician “read for freedom of conscience and other human rights”.

BANNED BOOKS WEEK FOUNDER

Judith Krug, director of the American Library Association’s
Office for Intellectual Freedom for more than four decades,
died in April at age 69. Her New York Times obituary said that
“defending the freedom to read from damaging assaults by
censors in and out of government was her life’s work”. She
challenged book and Internet censorship in libraries all the
way to the Supreme Court and “stood up against an insidi-
ous portion of the 2001 Patriot Act that allowed government
officials broad access to confidential library records and to
secretly monitor what people read”. In 1982 she established
Banned Books Week.




Some Sources of Banned Books Week Readings

* Against Forgetting, edited by Carolyn Forché (1993)

 The Blindfold’s Eyes: My Journey from Torture to Truth,a
memoir by Sister Dianna Ortiz, with Patricia Davis (Orbis)

e Conscience Be My Guide - An Anthology of Prison Writings,
edited by Geoffrey Bould (London, Zed Books Ltd, 1991)

¢ Detained: A Writer’s Prison Diary, by Ngugi wa Thiong’o

* “The Fringe Benefits of Failure, and the Importance of
Imagination”,Harvard Commencement Address 2008, by J K.
Rowling (http://harvardmagazine.com/go/jkrowling.html)

e Fromthe Republic of Conscience - An International Anthol-
ogy of Poetry (White Pine Press, 1993, with AI)

e From the Land of Green Ghosts: A Burmese Odyssey, by
Pascal Khoo Thwe (2002)

e Letters From Robben Island by Ahmed Kathrada, friend of
Nelson Mandela (Michigan State University Press, 1999)

* The Lizard Cage,novel by Karen Connelly (Spiegel & Grau,
2008)

°* AMap of Hope: Women’s Writings on Human Rights,edited
by Marjorie Agosin (Rutgers University, 1999 [percentage of
profits to benefit AIUSA])

e The Mountain: Stories of Terror, Betrayal, and Forgetting
in Guatemala, by Daniel Wilkinson (Houghton Mifflin)

* Poems from Guantdnamo: The Detainees Speak, edited by
Marc Falkoff (University of lowa Press, 2007)

e Secrets in the Sand: the Young Women of Judrez, poems by
Marjorie Agosin (White Pine Press, 2006)

* Shadow of a Saint: A Son’s Journey to Understand His
Father’s Legacy, by Ken Wiwa (Knopf, 2000)

e Speak Truth to Power — Human Rights Defenders Who Are
Changing Our World, by Kerry Kennedy Cuomo, photographs
by Eddie Adams (New York, Crown Publishers, 2000)

e Thoughts on Human Freedom and Dignity ,edited by Amnesty
International; forward by Arthur Miller (Universe, 1991)

 Writings from Prison, by Leyla Zana (Blue Crane Books)

o Writers Under Siege: Voices of freedom from around the
world - A PEN Anthology (2007), edited by Lucy Popescu &
Carole Seymour-Jones

* Words Without Borders (www.wordswithoutborders.org) -

- Literature From the “Axis of Evil”:
A Words Without Borders Anthology (2006)

- Writing Across Worlds: Contemporary Writers Talk
(interviews)

- Words Without Borders: The World Through the Eyes
of Writers: An Anthology, edited by Alane Salierno
Mason, Dedi Felman, Samantha Schnee

Organizations

To work on cases similar to those in this packet or on broader
censorship issues outside Amnesty International’s purview,
check a library or the Internet for organizations such as:

American Booksellers Foundation for Free Expression
<www.abffe.org/banned.htm>

American Library Association - Read Freely
<www.ala.org/bbooks>

Article 19 <www.article19.org>

Committee to Protect Journalists <www.cpj.org>

Index on Censorship
<www.oneworld.org/index_oc>

Intellectual Freedom Committees (local or state)

International Freedom of Expression Clearinghouse
<www.ifex.org>

International Press Institute <www.freemedia.at>

Journalists for Human Rights <www jhr.ca>

PEN American Center <www.pen.org>

Reporters Sans Frontieres <www.rsf fr>

World Press Freedom Committee <www.wpfc.org>

The Amnesty International Urgent Action Network
has a “journalists/writers” category. For information:

AIUSA Urgent Action Office
600 Pennsylvania Avenue, SE
Washington, DC 20003
<www.amnestyusa.org/urgact/>

From “Those Words I Said”, by formerly
imprisoned and tortured Iraqi poet Nabil Janabi:

... But despite all the rulers, despite their power,
All the radar and missiles that cover

the Poem’s sky,
The word will continue to fly
All over the world.
No power can ban it

or stop it
From landing at any airport
For the word is a bird
that needs no entry visa
For freedom . . .
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