
The Rise of The 
islamic feminisTs
Muslim women are fighting for their rights from within Islamic tradition, rather than against it.

by ElizabEth SEgran

The Nation.

T
hroughout the muslim world, a 
groundswell of feminist sentiment is 
growing among women who are seeking 
to reclaim Islam and the Koran for them-
selves. For decades, many women believed 

they had to choose between their Muslim iden-
tity and their belief in gender equality. It was an 
impossible choice—one that involved betraying 
either their faith or their feminist conscious-
ness. Four years ago, a global movement called 
Musawah—“equality” in Arabic—began to make 

the case that women can fight for justice and 
equality from within Islamic tradition. For many 
Muslim women, this came as a revelation.

Musawah was spearheaded by twelve women, 
from countries as diverse as Egypt, Gambia, 
Turkey and Pakistan, who spent two years laying 
out the movement’s guiding principles. It was 
officially launched in 2009 at a meeting in Kuala 
Lumpur that brought together 250 Muslim 
activists, scholars, legal practitioners and policy-
makers from forty-seven nations. The organiza-
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international advisory 
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tion is currently based in Malaysia, but will periodi-
cally move its secretariat and leadership council from 
country to country. At its core, Musawah operates on 
the belief that Islam is not inherently biased toward 
men: patriarchy within Muslim countries is a result 
of the way male interpreters have read Islamic texts. 
With this framework for action, Musawah empowers 
women to shape the interpretations, norms and laws 
that affect their lives, then push for legal reform in 
their respective countries. 

Around the world, Musawah’s members uphold 
its mission by producing educational materials, fight-
ing for legal provisions and advocating for women’s 
rights alongside local NGOs. Their work relies on 
two main tools: progressive interpretations of the 
Koran and international human rights standards. 
Musawah’s approach is modeled on a Malaysian 
organization called Sisters in Islam, which works with 
Islamic scholars to produce workshops and books 
that explain that Islam does not mandate injustice. 
Zainah Anwar, one of Musawah’s key architects, 
founded Sisters in Islam in 1988 and has made 
it an important political and religious force in 
Malaysia. According to Anwar, many Muslim 
women spend their entire lives believing that 
their oppression is justified by Islamic teachings, 
such as the concept of a husband’s authority over 
his wife. For years, she has gone into rural towns 
to show women that Islam supports gender 
equality. “When they are exposed to this new 
knowledge, they feel duped,” says Anwar. “All 
these years, they believed that their suffering in 
the form of abandonment, polygamy and beat-
ings was all in the name of God.” 

Marina Mahathir, an AIDS activist who 
works with Sisters in Islam and Musawah (and is the 
daughter of Mahathir bin Mohamad, Malaysia’s for-
mer prime minister), says she has met many women 
who refuse to protect themselves from getting HIV 
from their husbands because they believe that any 
attempt to do so—not just by refusing sex or leaving 
their homes, but even by insisting on condom use—
would be wifely disobedience, or nushuz, denounced 
in Islam. To convince them that escaping a dangerous 
marriage is not against God’s will, Mahathir worked 
with scholars to find Koranic justification for leav-
ing one’s husband under exceptional circumstances. 
According to progressive scholars, the concept of 
iddribuhunna, which has traditionally been interpret-
ed as “to beat,” also means “to go separate ways” and 
can serve as confirmation that it is sometimes permis-
sible for a woman to end her marriage.

Over the past twenty-five years, Sisters in Islam has 
seen a change in the culture, as more women speak up 
against their oppression by appealing to Islamic law. 
I heard stories from Malaysian women influenced by 

the organization’s work who now deploy religious 
arguments to curb injustice in their marriages. When 
their husbands beat them, have affairs or neglect to 
provide for them, they assert their agency by argu-
ing that this behavior goes against Islam. They say 
their husbands are much more likely to respond to 
religious appeals than if they simply point out that 
their actions are hurtful. “There has been a change 
in the discourse in deciding who has authority,” says 
Anwar. “Women are claiming the authority to speak 
on Islamic law and to participate in the construction 
of meaning. Musawah’s ambition is to multiply and 
amplify this voice at an international level.” 

In some ways, Musawah operates as a kind of 
research institute, commissioning the work of inter-
national experts in the fields of Islamic jurispru-
dence, history and ethics to find counternarratives 
that are liberating to women. One of these experts, 
Muhammad Khalid Masud, a judge on the Shariat 
appellate bench for the Supreme Court of Pakistan, 

argues, “The Koran did not invent or introduce 
patriarchy.” He says that Islamic scriptures 
were written at a time when the dominant 
culture in the Middle East was patriarchal, and 
must be read in this context. “The Koran must 
be historicized before applying it to modern 
issues,” he told me. Musawah is undertaking an 
extensive knowledge-building project on the 
issue of male authority over women in an effort 
to fight for family-law reforms.

In many Muslim countries, Koranic inter-
pretation affects how laws are written and 
implemented. Sharia, a legal system based on 
Islamic scholarship and jurisprudence, is a 
source of legislation in many Islamic states. In 

Malaysia, for instance, the Sharia court has jurisdic-
tion over Muslim citizens in family-law matters. In 
June of this year, it found thirty-nine Malaysians 
guilty of sexual crimes, punishable by public caning. 
In countries like Iran, Egypt, Afghanistan and Saudi 
Arabia, virtually all courts operate under Islamic law. 

One of Musawah’s goals is to persuade Muslims that 
Sharia laws are not divine but subject to discussion. 
“We want to emphasize that everything we understand 
of Islam comes from human intervention with the 
word of God,” Anwar says. “Human engagement with 
the divine text produces laws that are fallible and open 
to change, given changing times and circumstances.” 
Historically, women have been marginalized in the 
Sharia lawmaking process, which accounts for how 
unfavorable many of these laws are toward them. “We 
want to change the terms of the debate about Islamic 
family law and to highlight the possibilities of change, 
reform, equality and justice,” says Anwar.

Musawah’s founders believe that it is possible for 
women to advocate for their own protection under the 

zainah anwar speaking 
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law. They were inspired by the groundbreaking legal 
reforms in Morocco after years of women’s participa-
tion in public debates, petitions and marches. In 2004, 
the Moroccan Parliament passed a bill that defines 
marriage as an equal partnership between spouses, 
with equal responsibility for the family. It gave women 
the right to divorce and also protected them from 
talaq, an Islamic practice that gives husbands the right 
to dissolve a marriage at will. This reform sent ripples 
throughout the Muslim world, and Musawah holds it 
up as an example of the kind of change that is possible 
through an engagement with Islamic jurisprudence. 
Musawah works with women from around the Islamic 
world for similar reform in their respective countries.

W
hat does it take for a vibrant islamic 
feminism to take shape? Why has it taken so 
long for a movement like Musawah to come 
into being? The answer to these questions 
has to do with the intertwined histories of 

feminism and the Islamic state. When feminism first 
emerged in Europe and America, much of the Islamic 
world was still under colonial occupation, and Muslim 
women associated this new ideology with regimes that 
had oppressed their people.

Over the twentieth century, as Muslim countries 
gained independence, the rise of political Islam 
only exacerbated the tension between Islam and 
feminism. The divide between the two ideologies 
was particularly obvious in 1979—the year of the 
Iranian Revolution and, simultaneously, the year that 
the United Nations ratified the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW).

“We saw a clash between two ways of thinking and 
two frames of reference,” says Ziba Mir-Hosseini, an 
Iranian legal anthropologist. “One was political Islam 
and the other was the idea of human rights and equal-

ity before the law.” When the Iranian people estab-
lished the Islamic Republic, Muslims worldwide began 
to see the possibilities of Islam as a force for justice 
and democracy. Meanwhile, with CEDAW, feminists 
found the tools they needed to improve the lives of 
women through political legislation in secular states.

Without the option of being both Muslim and 
feminist, some chose to abandon their faith altogeth-
er. As Mir-Hosseini recalls, “Many Iranian women of 
my generation who were politically active and who 
had a feminist consciousness were forced out of the 
country. They took an anti-religious attitude, and 
they saw religion as the main source of oppression—
and especially Islam.”

By the end of the 1980s, a resolution between Islam 
and feminism was desperately needed. Zainah Anwar 
founded Sisters in Islam because she saw that a human 
rights framework would not have meaning to the aver-
age Muslim woman. She describes going into Malaysian 
villages to tell women about their rights and being 
confronted with questions about Islamic law: Doesn’t 
Islam say a man has a right to beat a woman? Doesn’t 
Islam say a woman must obey her husband? Doesn’t 
Islam say a man has a right to four wives? “Religion 
matters to the lives of the women we claim we want to 
help,” Anwar says. “Invoking CEDAW is not enough 
to convince these women of their rights, because it has 
no resonance to them. Islam, on the other hand, is a 
source of values and principles. We needed to engage 
with religion and provide answers to these questions in 
ways that were relevant to their lives.” 

Malaysia has proved to be a particularly fer-
tile ground for Islamic feminism for many reasons. 
Although Islam is the state religion, Malaysia remains 
a pluralistic democracy, which has made it easier for 
women to challenge Koranic teachings and Islamic 
jurisprudence. Malaysian Islamic feminists have not 
faced much resistance from the government; indeed, 
when Sisters in Islam was founded, Mahathir bin 
Mohamad, Malaysia’s prime minister at the time, 
expressed his support for its work. 

Malaysia also has a robust middle class, with women 
who are active in the workforce. In many other Muslim 
countries, few women work outside the home, thereby 
limiting their independ ence and awareness of political 
issues. Recent Gallup surveys show that the rate of 
women’s participation in the labor force in Arab coun-
tries is among the lowest in the world. In developing 
countries like Yemen, there are few opportunities for 
women within the economy, while in oil-rich countries 
like Qatar and Kuwait, women do not need to work. 
In both extremes, women do not have as much motiva-
tion to organize. 

Sisters in Islam showed activists in other Muslim 
countries the value of integrating Islamic and human 
rights frameworks. Indeed, Musawah is a product 
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of sustained interest in Malaysia’s Islamic feminist 
model. However, there has also been resist ance 
from secular feminists who say that pursuing justice 
within Islam is a losing battle because the process of 
interpreting Islamic sources is inherently subjective. 
They warn that building a movement on such shaky 
ground is unwise.

These arguments signal the kinds of battles that 
lie ahead for Musawah. Since Islamic feminists 
operate out of the belief (shared by many Muslim 
scholars) that there is no single authoritative under-
standing of the Koran, there is no end to the inter-
pretive process. Those who reject Islamic feminist 
interpretations need only arm themselves with con-
vincing counterarguments to shift the debate back 
in their favor. “At this point in time, you can argue 
that giving women the right to interpret the Koran is 
an equalizing force,” says Sarah Tobin, an economic 
anthropologist who studies Jordan. “But over time, 
as men learn about their tradition and equip them-
selves with rebuttals, this is going to change. Gender 
inequities perpetuate in profound and durable ways.” 
It is also possible that Islamic feminists will begin to 
disagree among themselves about specific interpre-
tations of the Koran and Sharia, which may lead to 
divisions within the movement.

Islamic feminists will have to continue to provide 
a defense of their work in order to enlist the support 
of secular feminists, who avoid the subjectivity that 
accompanies religion by focusing on universal human 
rights. Secular feminists believe that while it may take 
more time to educate Muslim women about CEDAW, 
human rights instruments are less likely to be chal-
lenged and blocked in the long run. If Musawah is 
going to be able to work alongside secular 
feminists and NGOs fighting for many of 
the same goals, it will have to explain why 
it is valuable to argue for human rights 
from within Islam. 

A
s the events of the arab spring 
unfurled, Muslim women’s involve-
ment in the political process gained 
a new visibility. Muslim women 
have been active in political and 

social movements for many years, but 
the international media were particularly 
attentive to women’s presence in the dem-
onstrations that swept Muslim countries 
in late 2010 and early 2011. 

Ryan Calder, a sociologist who covered 
the events from Libya, says he noticed 
a distinct shift in the way men treated 
women at the time of the Arab Spring. 
“There was a collective effervescence,” 
he remembers, “driven by solidarity and 

a sense that we are all valuable human beings.” This 
outpouring of respect for women was evident when 
demonstration leaders cordoned off areas for women 
in rallies, encouraging more of them to participate. 
“This may sound backward to someone who lives in 
the West,” says Calder, “but these areas gave women a 
space where they felt safe. Ordinarily, a woman might 
not go out among men by herself because her family 
would not allow her to, or she would be made to feel 
uncomfortable.”

Mulki Al-Sharmani, a scholar from Cairo who has 
worked closely with Musawah, watched the move-
ment unfold in her city. “Lots of women took part 
in the revolution in Egypt,” she says. “It was Asmaa 
Mahfouz—a woman—who sparked the January upris-
ing and called for young people to take to the streets.” 
Even as women engaged in political struggles, she 
says, it is important to remember that they also faced 
gender-based discrimination at the front lines, which 
has continued long after the protests. “There was 
what looked like planned and deliberate harassment 
of women and sexual attacks, particularly a year and 
a half later, to stop women from protesting. But this 
didn’t deter women. They’re still active.” 

In the midst of these protests, many women 
chose to remain veiled even as they expressed their 
sentiments. As they called for democracy and human 
rights, they were asserting their identity as Muslim 
women. “At the forefront of the revolution, women 
were wearing hijabs,” says Marina Mahathir. “They 
were calling for greater equality and justice, but they 
were not rejecting religion. To these women, it was 
possible for both to exist at the same time.” 

In the wake of the Arab Spring, women are con-
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W
hen the media frenzy subsides and 
Republicans run out of scare stories, the 
country will be faced with the most impor-
tant question about Obamacare: Can it 
deliver what it promised? Thanks to the 

Affordable Care Act, a new business model is rapidly 
emerging in the medical-industrial complex that, in 
theory, can dramatically reduce the inflated costs of 

by WilliaM grEidEr

Representative Jim McDermott wants to give 
states the tools to adopt it—at their own pace.

Reviving the Fight 
FoR Single-PAyeR

tinuing to fight for change. In June 2012, Jordanian 
women demonstrated to protest a law that allows 
rape charges to be dropped if the perpetrator marries 
his victim. In August 2012, 6,000 Tunisian women 
marched through the city to push for more equality 
for women in Tunisia’s new Constitution. In May 
of this year, the King Khalid Foundation in Saudi 
Arabia ran a highly visible campaign demanding 
legislation against domestic abuse, and in September, 
in an unprecedented move, the kingdom passed 
the law. In early October, after Sudanese women 
were detained in anti-government protests, women 
formed a silent wall to demand their freedom, which 
resulted in President Omar al-Bashir releasing them. 
On October 26, more than sixty Saudi women col-

lectively took to the streets in their cars to challenge 
the law that bans them from driving.  

At a time of change and upheaval within the Muslim 
world, women are increasingly articulating a vision of 
the future that includes gender equality and social jus-
tice alongside their faith. The future of the Islamic state 
will depend on leaders’ ability to incorporate human 
rights into an Islamic framework. Islamic feminism 
has an important role to play in this process. “Political 
Islam, if it is going to have a future, has to democ-
ratize,” says Ziba Mir-Hosseini. “A large part of this 
process involves taking into account the rise of women 
and minorities. This process is unfolding differently in 
each country because of different political structures 
and social conditions, but it is happening.”  n

healthcare while serving everyone—rich and poor, 
healthy and sick. But the reformed system will also 
still rely on the market competition of profit-making 
enterprises, including insurance companies. A lot of 
liberal Democrats, though they voted for Obama’s 
bill, remain skeptical. 

“In the long arc of healthcare reform, I think 
[the ACA] will ultimately fail, because we are 
trying to put business-model methods into the 
healthcare system,” said Washington Representative 
Jim McDermott. “We’re not making refrigerators. 
We’re dealing with human beings, who are way more 
complicated than refrigerators on an assembly line.” 
I turned to the Seattle congressman for a candid 
assessment because he’s the third-ranking Democrat 
on the House Ways and Means Committee and 
has been an advocate of single-payer healthcare for 
decades. Plus, he’s a doctor. 

The business transformation under way in health-
care involves the consolidation of hospitals, doctors 
and insurance companies in freestanding “integrated 
delivery systems”—nonprofit and profit-seeking—that 
will have the operating scope and power to eliminate 
duplications and waste and hold down costs, especially 
the incomes of primary-care doctors. Major hospitals 
are buying up other hospitals and private practices, and 
they’re hiring younger doctors as salaried employees. 
An  American Medical Association survey in 2012 
found that a majority of doctors under 40 are employ-
ees, no longer independ ent practitioners. 

“The medical-industrial complex is putting itself 
together so that the docs will be the least of our 
problem,” McDermott said. “They will simply be 
serfs working for the system.”  The AMA’s market 
research reports that “hospitals focus on employing 
primary-care physicians in order to maintain a strong 
referral base for high-margin specialty service lines.” 
Big hospitals need a feeder system of salaried doctors, 
McDermott explained, to keep sending them patients 
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in need of surgery or other expensive procedures. 
“It’s possible hospital groups can reduce costs,” 

the congressman said, “but I look at the consolida-
tions going on and ask myself, ‘Are we going to wind 
up with hospitals that are too big to fail? Are we 
going to have hospitals so powerful that we cannot 
not give them what they want?’ It’s going to be the 
government against the medical-industrial complex, 
which is developing very rapidly. If the Little Sisters 
of Providence [his fanciful example] become a con-
glomerate and the government says you should close 
some of your hospitals, they will say, Who says?” 

Despite these doubts—not to mention the 
Republican-promoted hysterical attacks on the ACA 
on other grounds—McDermott is actually optimis-
tic. He expects stronger healthcare systems roughly 
resembling single-payer “to spring up like dan-
delions” around the country—led by progressive 
states that really want to make it work. “That’s 
probably going to happen in Vermont, Washington 
and Oregon,” he said. “California has tried twice to 
have a single-payer system and was defeated by the 
forces of money. Jerry Brown in California, maybe 
Cuomo in New York, maybe Kentucky. The gover-
nor in Oregon, John Kitzhaber, and our governor in 
Washington, Jay Inslee, all want it to happen.” 

Having introduced a single-payer bill in Congress 
every year since 1993, McDermott is developing 
a different approach this time: a strategy designed 
to get around the hard-core resistance in so many 
states. “I now have a bill I’m going to drop in soon 
as a patch to the ACA,” he said. “What I’m trying to 
do is let the states that want it to go ahead, whether 
it’s Tennessee or Illinois. ‘Medicare for All’ sounds 
wonderful, but the country is so diverse, you have to 
allow the delivery system to evolve where it can. You 
have to do it state by state.” 

McDermott tried to sell this concept to the Obama 
administration and to Senator Max Baucus of Montana, 
chair of the Senate Finance Committee and one of the 
key Capitol Hill brokers in 2009–10 for what would 
become the ACA. No sale in either case. Instead, the 
president rejected the “public option” and made “bad 
deals” with hospitals, drug companies, the insurance 
industry and other players, McDermott said. Those 
interests agreed not to fight new rules on their behav-
ior toward consumers, and in return Obama provided 
them with millions of new paying customers, subsi-
dized by the government. 

Under the ACA, hospital groups must sign a non-
discrimination agreement, but as a practical matter 
they can still find ways to pick and choose which 
patients they will treat. The rules for Medicaid are set 
by each state, and enforcement varies widely among 
them. Typically, many private practices severely limit 
impoverished patients on Medicaid or refuse to serve 
any at all because that threatens their rate of return. 

Less obviously, some of the leading health conglomer-
ates celebrated for their high quality and cost controls 
do the same. “When you dig down in all these great 
places like Mayo and the Cleveland Clinic, you see 
the same sort of thing,” McDermott said. “The Mayo 
doesn’t go out looking for Medicaid patients, and they 
don’t take just anyone who walks in the door.” 

McDermott’s new legislation would break from the 
longstanding liberal assumption that the government 
must enact universal social programs that apply rules 
and benefits uniformly to all states at once. He figures 
that would allow the resistance to block single-payer 
for many years. So he wants to create a special deal for 
the limited number of states willing to uphold higher 
standards. State legislatures and governors can win 
approval to design and operate their own single-payer 
system, deciding how and where to spend the health-
care money the federal government already pumps 
into their state. (The Vermont Legislature has already 
approved, with the governor’s support, a move toward 
single-payer but can’t implement it until 2017, when it 
will need a federal waiver to do so.) 

The congressman offered his hometown exam-
ple, known as WWAMI—a five-state cooperative 
arrangement that includes Washington, Wyoming, 
Alaska, Montana and Idaho. The University of 
Washington has the only medical school in the 
Northwest border region, so the other states send 
their med students to Seattle and finance their educa-
tion, in return for the students’ commitment to come 
home to serve rural communities. This mutual sup-
port has functioned for forty years, despite red-blue 
differences. McDermott believes those five states 
could do a better job than distant DC of deploying 
and operating a first-class healthcare system. 

To liberals who cry heresy, McDermott invokes 
Robert La Follette’s famous dictum that the states 
should be our “laboratory for democracy,” the best 
place to experiment and develop new solutions 
to public problems. Conservatives ought to like 
McDermott’s proposal because it disperses power 
closer to local decision-making. Liberals can embrace 
his approach as a practical way to break the stalemate 
on healthcare and open the way for basic solutions. 

The congressman from Seattle thinks it may 
take a few more years of chaotic conflict before 
people understand the opportunity. But state gov-
ernments—even in the neo- Confederate Republican 
Party—may start clamoring for this new approach 
once they begin to see the results. 

“There are places where this could work,” 
McDermott said, “and once people see it work in 
Oregon or Washington, or maybe Kentucky, the 
people in Tennessee are going to say, ‘Why the hell 
don’t we have that? Are we not as good as the people 
in Oregon?’ Then you’re going to get the governor 
of Tennessee to do an about-face.”  n
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—Rep. Jim McDermott
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StARving FoR juStice
by david MiznEr

From California to Israel, hunger strikes are erupting all over the world.

t
his past april, the youth against settle-
ments website posted a letter from Samer Tariq 
Issawi, a Palestinian imprisoned by the Israeli 
government. “I invite you to visit me, to see a 
skeleton tied to his hospital bed, and around 

him three exhausted jailers,” he wrote. “Sometimes 
they have their appetizing food and drinks around me. 
The jailers watch my suffering, my loss of weight and 
my gradual melting.”

Initially locked up in 2002 for violent crimes, Issawi 
was released in 2011 as part of the Gilad Shalit prisoner 
exchange. In July 2012, Israeli forces imprisoned him 
again after he violated the terms of his parole by travel-
ing to the West Bank. A military committee refused 
to let him see the evidence against him as it sought to 
impose the remainder of his original twenty- six-year 
sentence. Facing an unfair trial and seventeen more 
years in prison, he started a hunger strike in August 
2012. He was still fasting on April 22 when the com-
mittee held a bedside hearing. Issawi had become a 
hero to many Palestinians, a symbol of resistance. 
News of his debilitation had triggered clashes between 
Israeli soldiers and Palestinian protesters in Bethlehem. 
Clearly fearing what would happen if he died, the com-
mittee agreed to release him in eight months. If Israel 
keeps its word, Issawi will leave prison in December.

This was the year of the hunger strike—did you 
notice? The mainstream press didn’t. While the fasts 
in Guantánamo and California received significant 
coverage, the broader phenomenon went unre-
marked. There were dozens, perhaps hundreds, of 
sustained hunger strikes all over the world. In fact, 
it’s difficult to identify sizable countries where there 
wasn’t at least one noteworthy fast. Most took place 

in prisons. Together, the strikes reflect the universal 
disregard for the rights of prisoners as well as the 
worldwide increase in radical protest of all forms.

The hunger strike dates back thousands of years 
in countries as different as India and Ireland, but it 
became more common in the early twentieth cen-
tury, as the advent of mass communications enabled 
fasters and their supporters to generate much greater 
publicity. A hunger strike is usually an act of des-
peration, but it is also a rational response to state 
oppression. Fasters have included activists no less 
esteemed than Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, 
Cesar Chavez, the suffragists and the students at 
Tiananmen Square.

Activists fasted this year for the same reason this 
ancient tactic has endured: it’s effective, all the more 
so when the possibility of martyrdom exists. “No tar-
get of protest wants that on their hands,” says Stephen 
Scanlan, a sociologist at Ohio University who has 
researched hunger strikes. “Once a protest campaign 
reaches this level, concessions are typically won.”

Yet serious hunger strikers risk illness and some-
times death. Many also suffer abuse. First-person 
accounts from Guantánamo reveal the violence of 
force-feeding prisoners, which violates international 
law, yet governments do it with impunity. This 
past July, in response to high-profile hunger strikes 
by Palestinian prisoners, Israel’s Justice Ministry 
began drafting a bill that would allow force-feeding. 
As governments grow ever more determined to 
deny martyrdom to hunger strikers, force-feeding 
is becoming an urgent civil liberties issue, one that 
ought to unite prisoners’ rights, anti-torture and 
right-to-die advocates.
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i
n 2013, hunger strikers seemed to be every-
where. People of all regions, races and religious 
groups fasted, targeting governments of all kinds. 
That said, there were trends.

Prisoners have made up the majority of hun-
ger strikers in the modern era, and this year was no 
exception. From Colombia to Russia to Vietnam, 
they fasted to protest abuse, unjust imprisonment 
and inhumane conditions. The fast is a logical form 
of protest in a place that breeds desperation and robs 
people of their autonomy. To refuse to eat is one of 
the few ways prisoners can exercise control, and usu-
ally the only way they can pressure the state.

Of the fasts outside prisons, many took place in 
refugee detention centers. It must be a special kind of 
hell, the bottom beneath the bottom, to escape perse-
cution, war or a natural disaster only to be locked up 
indefinitely in a place every bit as dehumanizing as a 
prison. At the Menogia detention center in Cyprus, 
twenty-five Syrian refugees fasted to try to end their 
mistreatment, which included the denial of food 
and medical care. Enduring horrid conditions at the 
Békéscsaba detention camp in Hungary, five Malian 
refugees stopped eating, inspiring fifty-five other refu-
gees to join them. 

Hunger strikes were also notably common in 
Middle Eastern countries, including ones untouched 
by war or revolution: Oman, Qatar, Iran, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. In Yemen, 
twenty-two men jailed without charge tried to com-
pel prison officials to comply with a cabinet decision 
ordering the release of nineteen of them. 
In September, Iraqi forces killed fifty-two 
Iranian exiles and took seven into custody, 
purportedly to quell unrest. The attack trig-
gered a mass fast at Camp Liberty, the for-
mer US military base that now houses 3,000 
Iranian exiles. 

The hunger-strike watchers I spoke with 
agreed that the tactic is being used more fre-
quently. They cautioned, however, that a lack 
of comparative data makes it difficult to dis-
tinguish fact from perception. But perception 
influences fact: social media increase public 
awareness of hunger strikes, which in turn 
increases their prevalence. “There is a feedback loop 
in which social media creates a greater audience for 
those strikes and more hope for success—if only for 
the success of some public attention,” says Sharman 
Apt Russell, author of Hunger: An Unnatural History.

A study points to another explanation for the 
increase. “Starving for Change: The Hunger Strike 
and Nonviolent Action, 1906–2004,” by Scanlan, 
Laurie Cooper Stoll and Kimberly Lumm, finds that 
hunger strikes spike during eras of protest. Today’s 
fasts, then, can be understood as part of the activism 
that has erupted across the globe—from uprisings in 

the Middle East, anti-austerity protests in Europe 
and resistance in Russia to deepening corruption and 
repression, the Occupy movement, national security 
whistleblowing in the United States, and on and on.

But no one should glamorize the tactic. The 
fasting body usually begins to fall apart after about 
forty days. In Hunger: An Unnatural History, Russell 
describes what happens:

First you have double vision. Then your sight 
dims. You vomit green bile. Your speech is 
slurred. You can’t hear very well. You have jaun-
dice. You have scurvy from lack of Vitamin C. 
Your gums begin to bleed. You may be bleeding 
into your stomach and intestines. You may have 
thiamine deficiency, which weakens the muscles 
of the heart and causes lesions in the central 
and peripheral nervous system. As your nerve 
fibers degenerate, you feel a sharp pain down 
your arms. One day, you cannot move your legs. 
Niacin deficiency may be the reason for the 
sores in your mouth. You have what is called 
“skin breakdown.” This is the process of starv-
ing to death.

This grisly prospect accounts for its power. The 
“stunt” becomes, at a certain point, proof of its own 
seriousness. It says, “I am willing to die for this,” or, 
“I would rather die than live like this.” It exposes the 
brutality of state power and calls the bluff of govern-
ment leaders who claim, as all government leaders 
do, to oppose suffering. In 1981, Bobby Sands led a 

fast of Irish Republican Army prisoners and 
died from starvation along with nine others. 
Their deaths turned Irish Republicanism into 
an international cause and Sinn Féin into a 
political power.

Impending martyrdom explains why the 
displays of support for anarchist Kostas Sakkas 
unsettled the Greek government. He was 
arrested in December 2010 for alleged mem-
bership in the Conspiracy of Fire Nuclei, 
which the government considers a terrorist 
organization. Imprisoned for two and a half 
years without a trial, he stopped eating in 
June. “I would like to clarify that, for me, 

the choice to go on hunger strike is not a gesture 
of despair, but a choice to continue the fight,” he 
wrote. Amid widespread austerity-induced agitation 
on both the left and right, 6,000 Sakkas supporters 
marched through Athens on June 29. The left-wing 
opposition party Syriza called for his release and 
urged the European Court of Human Rights to 
intervene. More than a month into his fast, Sakkas 
appeared at the barred window of his hospital room 
and addressed protesters. “To victory! Until the 
end!” he shouted. The anarchist activist and alleged 
terrorist was becoming a folk hero. On July 12, two 
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days after a doctor reported that Sakkas was in the 
“final stage” of life, the government agreed to release 
him on bail.

S
uch victories, narrow but significant, were 
not uncommon this year. In June, Yemen 
released seventeen of the twenty-two hunger-
striking prisoners. In response to a July fast by 
dozens of prisoners—including some who had 

sewed their mouths shut—at Colombia’s Doña Juana 
Penitentiary, the bureau of prisons agreed to improve 
medical care and to investigate three deaths caused by 
a lack of it. In Russia, Maria Alyokhina, one of three 
Pussy Riot members imprisoned for “hooliganism 
motivated by religious hatred,” stopped fasting when 
officials at her prison in the Ural Mountains ended 
the security crackdown pegged to her parole hearing, 
which, she said, had turned fellow prisoners against her. 
Her bandmate, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova, also used a 
hunger strike to pressure the government. From Penal 
Colony No. 14 in Mordovia, Tolokonnikova wrote a 
letter in September detailing the reasons for her fast: 
seventeen-hour workdays, filth, sadistic prison guards, 
collective punishment. “I demand that we be treated 
like human beings, not slaves,” she wrote, reigniting 
debate in Russia about prison conditions. The govern-
ment acceded to one of her demands by transferring 
her, but the move was likely an effort to silence her 
because her new prison is in Siberia. In August, four 
months after the Israeli government conceded to 
Issawi, it agreed to take hunger striker Dirar Abu Sisi 
out of solitary confinement. These victories follow a 
wider one in 2012, when a fast by 1,500 Palestinian 
prisoners secured family visits for 400 and the release 
of nineteen from solitary confinement. 

Solitary confinement drove the hunger strike in 
California prisons, which some 30,000 people joined 
at the outset. Their number quickly dwindled, but 
forty days in, dozens were still fasting. In 2011, after 
the previous major fast in California’s prisons, United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on Torture Juan Méndez 
said solitary confinement longer than fifteen days 
should be banned. Nearly 200 prisoners have spent 
more than a decade in solitary in California. In July, 
hunger striker Michael Russell wrote a piece that 
poetically conveyed its horror: “I’ve spent a quarter 
of my life in this prison’s cages, in its mud, learning 
to deal with the loud rhythm, the madness and isola-
tion, the absence from my family and friends that has 
turned me into a total stranger, with so much empty 
uncertainty. I don’t sit here and cry. Nobody does.”

Unlike Israel’s Palestinian prisoners, California’s are 
not part of a larger political movement, at least not one 
with the capacity to frighten the government. Even 
after hunger striker Billy Michael Sell hanged himself, 
Governor Jerry Brown refused to negotiate. Officials 
claimed that gangs were behind the fast and, absurdly, 

that solitary confinement didn’t even exist in California. 
Prisoners called off the fast in early September after 
two state legislators vowed to hold a hearing on solitary 
confinement—hardly a major victory.

Yet solitary confinement has become a more 
prominent issue, and California’s prisoners deserve 
much of the credit. While a PR victory is not their 
goal, it’s a prerequisite for a substantive victory. 
Solitary confinement—“even more damaging than 
physical torture,” writes Atul Gawande—will some-
day be widely seen as barbaric and banned. 

Guantánamo’s hunger strikers also won that insuffi-
cient prize, attention. What began as “just another” fast 
at Gitmo became a major story as more than 100 pris-
oners joined. Unable to project images to the world, 
fasters like Shaker Aamer relied on words published 
with the help of their lawyers. Aamer is a Saudi resident 
of Britain imprisoned for nearly twelve years without 
charge even though the US government has twice 
cleared him for release. “I do sometimes worry that I 
am going to die in here,” he wrote in the Daily Mail. 
“I hope I don’t, but if the worst comes to the worst, I 
want my kids to know that I stood up for a principle.”

Guantánamo’s hunger strikers managed to do what 
civil liberties and human rights groups had been 
unable to do: force President Obama to take up an 
issue he had ignored for months. Its subsequent redis-
appearance from the DC discussion underscores, rath-
er than diminishes, their accomplishment. And their 
accomplishment wasn’t wholly intangible. The hunger 
strikers got Obama to release two men to Algeria in 
August—the first such transfers in nearly a year.

Of course, it wasn’t only the fast that commanded 
attention; it was also the government’s response to 
the fast. Because mass death would be even worse 
PR than mass abuse, the Obama administration has 
waged a brutal and illegal campaign of force-feeding. 
I use the present tense because Gitmo prisoners are 
still being “food-boarded,” as Jon Stewart calls it. 
More recently, in August, a federal district judge 
granted California authority to force-feed prisoners. 
It was preparing to do so when the strike ended. The 
horror of force-feeding is all the more reason not to 
root for hunger strikes to happen even as we on the 
left root for them to succeed.

It’s likely that as this age of protest carries on, so 
too will hunger strikes. We should spotlight this trend 
and, more important, the causes of hunger strikes. 
In the summer, Edward Snowden’s search for asylum 
prompted American pundits to denounce the human 
rights records of other countries, which, they claimed, 
were far inferior to that of the United States. The 
discussion obscured an important truth: that all govern-
ments—democracies and dictatorships and combina-
tions thereof—violate the rights and deny the dignity of 
the most marginalized people, especially those forced 
to live in cages. That’s why they starve themselves.  n
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Prosecutors are warping the law to throw 
activist hackers behind bars for years.

W
hen aaron swartz committed suicide  
at the age of 26 in January, the online 
world was stunned. He had been the 
golden boy of the Internet—a leader in 
the advocacy of online rights who had also 

made major programming contributions to some of 
the most important platforms on the Web. 

Why did he kill himself? His friends and family are 
convinced it was because unrelenting federal prosecu-
tors indicted him on thirteen felony counts, threaten-
ing to put him away for up to ninety-five years. There 
is certainly no disputing that Swartz found himself 
on the wrong side of prosecutors who were going to 
do everything in their power to incarcerate him, even 
though it is now clear that he committed no crime. But 
apart from the tragedy of his death, the worst thing is 
that his case is just the tip of a growing iceberg.

In the year since Swartz’s death, a number of 
other computer hacktivists and whistleblowers 
have become the targets of the wrath of pros-
ecutors and judges, and they have either gone to 
jail or are facing decades in prison—in one case 
105 years. In each instance, the general theme 
seems to be the same: these are people who were 
interested in freeing up knowledge for the social 
good. In Swartz’s case, the goal was to liber-
ate publicly funded knowledge that had been 
captured and placed behind a paywall. In other 
cases, it was to gain and disseminate knowl-
edge about the nefarious dealings between our 
government and unaccountable private intel-
ligence contractors. And in still other cases, it 
was to expose the ways corporations and private 
intelligence firms run psychological operations 
against Americans.

Taken together, the lesson appears to be that 
computer hacking for social causes and com-
puter hacking aimed at exposing the secrets of 
governing elites will not be tolerated. The state 
will come down on such people as hard as it can. 
“The same beast bit us both,” jailed hacktivist 
Jeremy Hammond told The Guardian, referring 
to himself and Swartz. In both cases, as in many 
others, the question is why?

The prosecution of Aaron Swartz was based 
on the premise that he had obtained unau-
thorized access to the computer network at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
downloaded millions of pages of academic jour-
nal articles from JSTOR, an online library. 
According to prosecutors, this act amounted 
to a violation of the 1986 Computer Fraud and 
Abuse Act, which makes it a felony to use a 
computer network in an unauthorized manner.

The CFAA was inspired in part by 
Hollywood fantasy: after political lead-
ers watched the Matthew Broderick movie 

WarGames, they became concerned that a com-
puter hacker might hack into NORAD via a dial-up 
modem. (Representative Victor Fazio reported that 
Ronald Reagan thought the movie was nonfiction.) 
The law is antiquated to say the least, and it is fair 
to say that prosecutors use—and abuse—it in ways 
not intended when it was written in the era before 
the Internet. For example, the Justice Department 
has held that a person can violate the CFAA simply 
by breaching the terms of service on an online user 
agreement (i.e., by lying in your user profile on 
Match.com). The result is that just about everyone, 
at some point, has violated the CFAA, making it an 
ideal tool for overzealous prosecutors.

Swartz’s actions were undoubtedly intended to 
make a statement: academic research paid for by 
the public should not be kept behind a paywall. In 
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Swartz’s view, the system amounted to “the private 
theft of public culture.” Indeed, it is arguable that 
the current system of distribution of academic 
research amounts to an extortion racket in which 
private companies seize control of publicly funded 
research and hold it hostage for money. Swartz 
found this deeply immoral; his way of protesting 
was to download pages of academic publications via 
MIT’s computer network.

But did this act of civil disobedience actually 
break any laws? This past summer, MIT answered 
the question when it released an internal report on 
Swartz’s actions and his subsequent prosecution. The 
report was stunning for several reasons, but one in 
particular stood out: MIT found no reason to think 
that Swartz engaged in an unauthorized access of 
MIT’s computer network; the entire premise of the 
prosecution was false. Lawrence Lessig, a Harvard 
law professor and close friend of Swartz, summed up 
the matter as follows:

The report says that MIT never told the prosecu-
tor that Aaron’s access was “unauthorized.”… The 
whole predicate to the government’s case was that 
Aaron’s access to the network was “unauthorized,” 
yet apparently in the many many months during 
which the government was prosecuting, they were 
too busy to determine whether, indeed, access to 
the network was “authorized.”

Furthermore, MIT’s review panel reported that 
the prosecutor never even asked if Swartz had vio-
lated the MIT access rules, adding, “The Review 
Panel wonders why.”

Not only did prosecutors file unfounded charges 
that carried the threat of nearly a century in prison; 
the MIT report also revealed that prosecutors 
turned up the heat on Swartz once he showed the 
audacity to try to defend himself in public. According 
to Lessig, “The prosecutor said that the straw that 
broke the camel’s back was that when he indicted the 
case, and allowed Swartz to come to the courthouse 
as opposed to being arrested, Swartz used the time 
to post a ‘wild Internet campaign’ in an effort to 
drum up support.” By “wild Internet campaign,” the 
prosecutor apparently was referring to an online 
petition by Demand Progress, conducted in support 
of Swartz.

In other words, the prosecution acted in a retalia-
tory manner because Swartz had dared to exercise his 
First Amendment rights. But when can it be more 
important to exercise your First Amendment rights 
than when you or a friend is being falsely accused of a 
crime? And what theory of justice says it is appropri-
ate for a prosecutor to retaliate against someone for 
exercising that constitutional right?

By the end, Swartz was financially and emotionally 
exhausted. He could not bring himself to plead guilty 

to a crime he did not commit, but he also could not 
afford to fight on. Others might have taken a plea, as 
so many defendants do. After all, 95 percent of felony 
prosecutions result in plea bargains. Despite our ideals 
about a fair trial by jury, going to court and defend-
ing oneself is just not economically feasible for most 
except the very richest Americans.

o
n november 15, a 28-year-old chicago 
hacker named Jeremy Hammond also 
learned just how impossible it is to defend 
oneself in today’s hacktivist-hunting cli-
mate. Hammond hacked a private intel-

ligence company named Stratfor and released 
millions of e-mails detailing its role in spying on 
American citizens and engaging in psychological 
operations (psyops) against activist groups that 
were, for example, protesting environmental dam-
age. The e-mails detailed the ways Stratfor’s agents 
would identify the personality types of the mem-
bers of activist groups and then “neutralize” them 
based on those personality types (the playbook: 
isolate the “radicals,” cultivate the “idealists,” edu-
cate them into becoming “realists” and then co-opt 
the realists).

When Hammond pleaded guilty to the Stratfor 
hack, he noted that even if he could defend himself 
against the charges on grounds of civil disobedience, 
the federal prosecutors had threatened that he would 
face the same charges in eight different districts and 
he would be shipped to each of them in succession. 
He would become a defendant for life. With no 
financial resources to fight on, Hammond had no 
choice but to accept a deal by which he would be 
sentenced to ten years in prison. But as he made the 
plea, he issued a statement saying, “I did this because 
I believe people have a right to know what govern-
ments and corporations are doing behind closed 
doors. I did what I believe is right.”

The key element in Hammond’s statement is his 
concern about finding out what was going on “behind 
closed doors,” because this, not the hack itself, is argu-
ably the reason the government came down on him 
so hard. We lionize people like Bill Gates and Steve 
Jobs, who began their careers as hackers. (Jobs and 
Steve Wozniak got their start making and selling “blue 
boxes”  —devices whose sole purpose was defrauding 
the phone company.) And the government itself hires 
hackers—recruits them—to probe its various systems 
for weaknesses, protect them from cyber attacks and, 
yes, perform hacks. As Hammond told the court at 
his sentencing, the same FBI informant who helped 
unmask him also directed him to break into the web-
sites of several foreign governments, including those 
of Iran, Brazil and Turkey.

One gets the impression, then, that Hammond 
incurred the government’s full prosecutorial wrath 
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not because he hacked, but because of whom and for whom he 
hacked. His “mistake” was to hack for the people and in particu-
lar to hack his way into the shadowy world of private surveil-
lance companies and expose the ways popular movements are 
spied on and undermined.

This is supported by the case of Barrett Brown, a journal-
ist who established a journalistic project (Project PM) that 
crowd-sourced the analysis of the Stratfor and other hacks. 
Brown did not hack anything; he copied a link to the e-mails 
that Hammond uploaded to the Internet and brought the link 
to the attention of the editorial board of Project PM. Today, 
Brown sits in federal custody, facing 105 years in prison. He 
has been denied bail. The pretext for most of the charges that 
led to his incarceration is that because there were unencrypted 
credit card numbers and validation codes in the Stratfor 
e-mails, when he shared that link with Project PM he was 
guilty of trafficking in stolen authentication features, access 
device fraud and aggravated identity theft.

But, of course, what the FBI was more likely interested 
in was Project PM and what it had learned about Stratfor 
and other private intelligence firms. In March, the Justice 
Department served the domain hosting service CloudFlare 
with a subpoena for all records on the Project PM website, and 
asked in particular for the IP addresses of everyone who had 
accessed and contributed to Project PM.

Just as prosecutors had retaliated against Swartz for try-
ing to defend himself on the Internet, prosecutors moved to 
prevent Brown and his legal team from doing the same. On 

June 18, I published an article on TheNation.com called “The 
Strange Case of Barrett Brown.” After it came out, I was inter-
viewed about Brown on Democracy Now! Based on the article, 
the TV appearance and a handful of similar media mentions of 
Brown, the prosecution cobbled together a false story claim-
ing that defense attorneys for Brown were orchestrating a PR 
campaign on his behalf. Prosecutors sought a gag order on 
Brown and his defense team; now neither he nor his lawyers 
are allowed to discuss his case in the media. 

What could be the justification for this? Prosecutors claimed 
that the media mentions were making it impossible to empanel 
a neutral jury in north Texas. But it seems more likely that the 
prosecution was concerned that media attention would shed 
more light on the secrets divulged by Project PM as well as the 
prosecution’s own malfeasance in the matter. 

In Brown’s case as in others, prosecutors drew on existing 
laws and then stretched, warped and mutilated the interpreta-
tion of those laws beyond their obvious intent. Laws against 
credit card fraud were stretched to include sharing a hyperlink 
to a public database. Likewise, in Swartz’s case, the prosecutors 
relied on the CFAA and warped it to mean any unauthorized 
use of a computer system, even when the supposed victim 
does not consider the use unauthorized. (There is a move in 
Congress to pass Aaron’s Law, an attempt to reform the CFAA, 
but clearly this is only part of the problem. Prosecutors will 
take any law—the CFAA or credit card fraud law or, in the case 
of Chelsea Manning, the 1917 Espionage Act—and warp it as 
needed to prosecute their targets.)
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to generate a major media hit 
around it, then publicized the 
information throughout the 
campaign. In fact, it was the first 
report ever to document arrests 
among Latinos, as all other stud-
ies had only specified the differ-
ences between blacks and whites. 

So, will MPP drop every-
thing to focus 100 percent of its 
efforts on highlighting the racial 
injustice of marijuana prohibi-
tion? No, we will not. Will we 
incorporate that into the broad-
er discussion about the need to 
end mari juana prohibition? 
Yes, we will.  Mason Tvert
Director of communications, MPP

 denver

You asked, “Why is pot still 
classified as a dangerous drug?” 
The answer is that Harry 
Anslinger committed rac-
ist perjury on May 11, 1937, 
when he told the House Ways 
and Means Committee during 
hearings on the Marijuana Tax 
Act (over the opposition of the 

AMA’s lobbyist, Dr. William 
Woodward) that “marijuana…
is the most violence-causing 
drug in the history of man-
kind,” and was “smoked by 
Hispanics, Filipinos, Negroes 
and entertainers; their satanic 
music, jazz and swing, is caused 
from smoking marijuana. This 
marijuana causes white women 
to seek sexual relations with 
Negroes.” The horror of mis-
cegenation trumped medical 
science. His “dangerous drug” 
lie lives on. Dr. Woodward 
called cannabis a “harmless 
medicine” that “was available in 
pharmacies” and “had appeared 
in the pharmacopoeia of ap-
proved medicines since 1870.” 

Robert W. Holdenvenzon
san diego

When our children were teens, 
my wife and I became aware 
that they were smoking pot. I 
consulted the medical library 
where I was a professor of 
surgery and found an article 

from Harvard that detailed the 
psycho-physiological effects of 
marijuana. It concluded that 
marijuana was no more dan-
gerous than an aspirin tablet.

In those days, some of my 
cancer patients were being 
treated with chemotherapy, 
which caused them to vomit 
and lose their appetite. I knew 
marijuana suppressed nausea, 
but I could not let them smoke 
a joint in the hospital setting.

I was familiar with Alice B. 
Toklas’s recipe for brownies, 
which I baked and gave to my 
patients. They were able to 
eat, and many actually gained 
weight while on chemotherapy.

Cliff Straehley, MD, FACS
walnut creek, calif. 

In 1965, we lowered the shades 
in the living room and for the 
first time partook of the weed 
while Bob Dylan or Ravi Shan-
kar filled out the ambience. 
It was “street weed,” roughly 
$10 an ounce and not bad. The 

whole experience was clandes-
tine and almost scary. Later, 
having got hold of a few seeds, 
we managed to grow a scraggly 
little plant and produce some 
smokable stuff—mainly the 
leaves. As time passed we grad-
uated to sinsemilla, bought by 
the kilo, and smoked the buds. 
Just a couple of hits lasted a 
very long time, time to make a 
fresh peach taste like ambrosia. 
There was a ritual of clearing 
out the stems. I can still see 
it, piled up on the bedroom 
floor, awaiting distribution into 
baggies—not for sale, just for 
pleasure—stuffing the baggies 
was part of the ritual. 

Nature is full of great sur-
prises—some of them as much 
fun and innocent as potatoes 
or chocolate, or as medicinally 
beneficial as aspirin. Put on a 
good Earl Gardner album and 
lean back and take a hit. It’s 
good; it’s smooth; it’s desirable; 
it’s nature. Miguel Rostov

santa rosa, calif.

(continued from page 2)

The CFAA was also used to prosecute Andrew Auernheimer, 
who is serving forty-one months in prison. Auernheimer’s case 
is less well-known than those of Swartz, Hammond and Brown, 
but they share certain characteristics. Auernheimer and an 
associate harvested the e-mail addresses of early iPad users from 
public web pages maintained by AT&T. They did this by build-
ing a little web crawler that could go through URLs numeri-
cally and extract the data. In other words, they did what Google 
web crawlers do every second of every day. Auernheimer then 
gave the results to the website Gawker to illustrate that AT&T 
was not properly protecting the security of its customers. He 
might have expected a thank-you note from AT&T, but federal 
prosecutors decided that instead he should be tried for violating 
the CFAA. Even though the information was publicly available 
on the Internet, its availability was a surprise and an embarrass-
ment to AT&T, and hence, according to prosecutors, the access 
must have been unauthorized.

W
hy should we care about the cases of aaron 
Swartz, Jeremy Hammond, Barrett Brown and 
Andrew Auernheimer? Apart from the great injus-
tices done to them, there is the problem that when 
laws are overextended for cases like these, a prec-

edent is established that can be used to incarcerate any of us.
In a world where everyone is potentially a felon in the 

eyes of the law, who will go to prison? In the cases of Swartz, 

Hammond, Brown and Auernheimer, it appears that they 
became targets because they allowed us to peer behind the veil 
of power to see how it is maintained by psyops, disinformation, 
and the illusion of care and competence. And what better way 
to quash future attempts than high-profile prosecutions? As 
Hammond has said, “They have made it clear they are trying to 
send a message to others who come after me.”

The crackdown on hacktivists is therefore not merely 
part of a war on dissent. It is part of a war on knowledge, 
which goes beyond hackers to include whistleblowers like 
Edward Snowden, Manning and Thomas Drake. They 
incurred the wrath of the state because they insisted on 
telling the truth, and all of them have suffered and/or been 
forced into exile, as have some journalists who reported 
their leaks and discoveries.

Aaron Swartz’s last project was called Strong Box. It was an 
application, made for The New Yorker, to allow whistleblowers 
to anonymously and securely submit documents to reporters. 
Had he not died, he may well have gone on to develop similar 
applications for other journalistic projects, including WikiLeaks.

Yet Strong Box lives on, and while Jeremy Hammond and 
Barrett Brown sit in jail, others have begun where they left off, 
investigating the private intelligence business. The govern-
ment may be winning individual battles, but perhaps, thanks 
to the efforts of Swartz, Hammond, Brown and others, the 
advocates of transparency and knowledge will yet prevail.  n
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