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‘My Name Is Giuliana Sgrena: I Write for a Newspaper Which
Opposed the Sanctions and the War Against Iraq’*
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Online Journal Contributing Writer

February 12, 2005—On the front pages of major Iraqi papers across the land in recent days, one
headline: "Free Her!"
The abduction Friday, 4 February, of the journalist from Il Manifesto, Giuliana Sgrena, has Iraqi civil
society living in anguish about her fate—they have added the burden of her disappearance to the litany of
their daily, appalling, ever-mounting woes. In their utterly civilized and almost powerless humanity, they
plead for her! I don't think it will be easy for even the brutality of the occupation to crush such a selfless
strain of stubborn humanity!
Sheik Hussein al Zobey, Sunni coordinator of the refugee camps inside the University of Baghdad,
uttered an impassioned appeal for the journalist's release: "In the name of truth, free her. I appeal in the
name of those who come to help us. I ask the kidnappers to free Giuliana, who has promised to help us.
She has laughed and played with our children—and has cried with us."
"Truly moving is the involvement of the Iraqi people in Giuliana Sgrena's ordeal," writes Il Manifesto's
correspondent from Baghdad, Stefano Chiarini. "Suffering daily abuses and violence from occupation
forces or their proxies, the Iraqis themselves are subjected to routine hostage-taking by the occupiers. If
the father is not at home, they arrest his son, or brother, or other relative. Under the pretext of looking for
arms, American soldiers and their Iraqi trainees look for jewels and money . And, yet, the whole country
has mobilised for the liberation of Giuliana."
Sheik Abdel Salam al Qubaisi of the Association of Islamic Scholars (Sunni), in extremely severe terms,
denounced the abduction: "This type of kidnapping distorts and defames the resistance of the Iraqi people
against the American occupation." Sheik Al Qubaisi reminded Iraqis that on 19 January, the Association
of Islamic Scholars pronounced itself explicitly opposed to "such actions, affirming that there must be no
kidnapping of journalists."
Indeed, Chiarini reports, Sheik al Qubaisi remains skeptical about the groups claiming responsibility for
the abduction (another group, the Brigades of the Mujaheddin in Iraq, claimed that Sgrena had been
killed, but evidence to the contrary has been subsequently confirmed). "We still have our doubts. We don't
know if what they say is true. We believe that no Iraqi organization would organize a kidnapping of this
kind, especially not of a journalist who intended to interview the refugees of Fallujah, victims of the
American occupation."
On 10 February, Il Manifesto reported that a member of the Association of Islamic Scholars had been
arrested by Allawi's authorities just hours before his expected appeal on behalf of the release of Giuliana
Sgrena. Sheik Ali al Jabouri was arrested without any explanation for such a grave decision taken in this
initial stage of negotiations for Sgrena's release, when the Sunni religious intervention could be crucial.
Indeed, according to Il Manifesto, the kidnapping of Giuliana Sgrena could not have come at a worse time
for the Sunnis, as its representatives prepare to engage in denouncing the fraud of the elections. Rumors

that only 45 percent of those Iraqis who registered to vote actually voted (which would lower significantly
the percentage of total eligible voters not participating in the election) are strengthened by the reluctance
of the authorities to come up with percentages. The spokesman for the electoral commission, Faryd Ayar,
told the press as recently as shortly before 10 February that he could not produce data on the
percentages of the vote.
What is evident to the Sunnis and to the Shia who oppose the occupation is that the next Iraqi
government has been handed over to pro-American and pro-Iranian factions while Arab nationalists, Shia
and Sunni, have been excluded. The establishment of a National Assembly peppered with
representatives of pro-Iranian and pro-US factions will do nothing but engorge the belly of the resistance.
Giuliana Sgrena had predicted it. To her colleagues at Il Manifesto she had said before leaving for
Baghdad: "The Americans will hand over Iraq to the Iranian SCIRI faction. But was it worth it to turn Iraq
upside down just to place another Iran in the area?"
Ominously, the radical Muslim leader, Muqtada al Sadr, recently broke his silence: "I have not spoken
against the elections in order not to disobey religious leaders, but I have not participated in the elections
because I have not wanted to become an instrument of the occupation." More recently he said that the
next government will not be legitimate because it will be a minority government.
After the short lull of post-election calm, Iraq is once again awash with violence: 33 people killed on 8
February; 27 the day before in Mosul and Baquba; smoke rises in the skies of Baghdad after constant
explosions; once-elegant Haifa Street is an uniterrupted battleground; mortar and rocket fire regularly
explode outside the Green Zone nearby; the manager of the Al Rashid hotel is murdered: Kurdish death
squads operate with impunity; sinister men, not in uniforms but wearing black, alight at night from official
US vehicles and patrol the banks of the Tigris—then vanish.
Against this surreal, deadly, Kafkaesque backdrop, the interminable acts of a theatre of cruelty play on.
Who snatched Giuliana Sgrena and why?
The dominant theories among Italians are: 1) a random criminal abduction for money; 2) a planned action
by resistance forces; 3) connivance and collusion of international security forces fronted by murky and
dubious jihadists. These are the same theories that circulated during the detention of Simona Toretta and
Simona Parri—with the Simonas upon their release hinting at the third option.
Meanwhile, who is Giuliana Sgrena and why is her abduction mobilizing Italy as well as Iraq?
Simona Torretta and Simona Parri, the two humanitarian workers of "Un ponte per Baghdad" (A Bridge
for Baghdad), abducted from their Baghdad office and freed on 28 September 2004, know Giuliana
Sgrena well and have issued a statement on Il Manifesto after her abduction: "During the war, she
showed the Iraq that no one saw—that of the civilians hit by the bombs. She was one of the first
journalists to collect evidence of rape among women detainees at Abu Ghraib. Giuliana is much loved by
Iraqis. They recognise her great humanity and her passion for truth. Hers is a woman's glance . . . The
last time we saw her in our office in Baghdad we congratulated her on her new exhibition of photographs
from Afghanistan. They were portraits of women. We were struck by the extreme dignity in those women's
eyes."
Indeed, Giuliana Sgrena confronted her readers with the reality of the suffering of women under
occupation: she gave them faces and names. In one memorable interview, she told the story of a woman
named Mithal al Hassan. Il Manifesto gives a good summary on its website:
"In the middle of the night, American soldiers broke into the home of Mithal al Hassan and arrested both
her and her son. The soldiers later ransacked the apartment. Denounced as part of a vendetta, Mithal
was condemned without trial to 80 days of horror in the company of other women prisoners who, like her,
were subjected to abuse and torture. She has since spotted her tormentors on the Internet."

Sgrena quoted Mithal al Hassan as concluding, "The US has occupied our country. We have a right to
defend ourselves. The resistance is self-defense." As Luciana Castellina, one of the writers for Il
Manifesto, relates, "Giuliana Sgrena, reporting on countries at war, has always tried to give a voice to
those who had neither weapons nor power, to those who became the victims of war's 'collateral
damage'—victims of bombs, hunger, thirst. She focused on women in particular. She reported directly
from Baghdad and lived among the people. Giuliana was the first journalist in Italy to speak of the Iraqi
resistance but never through the spokespersons of organized groups; always through the voices of the
people, among which, prominent, were women's voices."
But, then, Giuliana Sgrena, though born after WW II, knows about resistance. She has lived its legacy
through the memory of her family. Her 79-year-old father, pensioned railroad-worker Franco Sgrena, was
an anti-fascist and partisan fighter in the Italian Resistance against Nazi-fascism in WW II and is still
today a member and leader of the Communist Party. Her family lives in the modest, two-floored little
house in the center of town, where she was born, Mesera (population:1,000), in the extreme north of Italy,
near Domodossola, scene of bitter and bloody resistance struggles, close to where partisans arrested
and executed Mussolini in 1945.
I know the area: frequently I hiked through these Alps; frequently I paused in homage on some wild and
solitary mountain footpath, gazing at a cameo photograph embedded in the rock, honoring a fallen
partisan! The struggle must have been fierce, indeed, to have penetrated this deep into the scraggy
recesses—mere one-foot ledges—perching over tumultous torrents thundering over the boulders in steep
abysses below.
All of Masera, learning of Giuliana's abduction, gathered around the family to console and to remember
that Giuliana had continued their fight and had honored their past of resistance by opposing war,
imperialism, aggression—above all by placing her profession at the service of the people.
She began early to be concerned about the world in the student movements of the sixties in Milan, which
were the strongest in Italy. She faced police clubs at sit-down protests opposing the installation of
Pershing and Cruise missiles in US military bases in Italy. She joined Il Manifesto, and reported from
some of the most dangerous places on earth, hiding the reality of her personal danger behind words that
highlighted the danger that threatened others.
Among Italians of conscience today, in this hour of her ordeal, Giuliana is embraced as "one of our own,
the people of peace." Today, the "people of peace" are decking the Colosseum and other prominent sites
all over Italy with Giuliana's portrait. Mayor after mayor, regional council after regional council, town after
town, are passing resolutions demanding that the government engage all its resources to secure her
release, followed by the to pull-out from Iraq of the 3,000 "coalition" troops in "Operation Ancient Babylon"
(a grotesque and pompous misnomer—as though the reality and the people of modern Iraq didn't exist or
didn't matter!), Berlusconi's feudal tribute to his overlord in DC, George Bush.
In the Italian Parliament a crucial vote to authorize funds for the venture in Iraq has been delayed in order
to insure a united effort on behalf of Sgrena's release. The center-left coalition will oppose the neo-fascist
right's coalition vote.
Giuliana Sgrena's life is in peril in Iraq, where the horror has ceased to be horrible because it has been so
barbarically and unnecessarily normalized. The illegal invasion of Iraq has indeed turned out to be that
ultimate Nuremberg-tribunal crime: the crime against the peace. From this original crime, all others have
derived. Well might we reflect on Sgrena's prophecy at the beginning of the war: "This is the most absurd
of wars and it will be a bloodbath." If only she hadn't been so damned right!

*Quoted from the video produced by Il Manifesto and seen by the Arab-Muslim world via Al Jezeera and
Al Arabyia TV in an appeal for the liberation of Italian journalist, Giuliana Sgrena, reportedly abducted by
the Organization of Islamic Jihad on 4 February 2005 after her three-hour interview with Fallujah refugees
at the University of Baghdad's refugee camp.
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