
NEW YORK TIMES RUNS
POWERFUL OP-ED BY
GITMO PRISONER

“force-feeding at guantanamo” by
Natasha Mayers (under Creative Commons
license via flickr)

With the simple title “Gitmo Is Killing Me”,
today’s New York Times carries a chilling first-
hand account from a hunger-striking prisoner at
Guantanamo. Samir Naji al Hasan Moqbel is one of
25 Yemeni prisoners held at Guantanamo who have
been cleared for release but are still held
because the US feels Yemen is too unstable for
the prisoners to return there.

A theme that I keep returning to regarding the
hunger strike at Guantanamo is that the military
is conducting an information operation to limit
damage to its reputation through reducing
attention to the harsh treatment guards mete out
to the prisoners. That is why, as I pointed out
yesterday, Saturday’s operation to shut down the
communal areas at the prison and return the
prisoners to individual cells was carried out
after the ICRC left and at a time when no
members of the press were present. With that in
mind, the military is very likely to view the
publication of this piece as a huge loss of
control of the narrative. While they had
portrayed the Saturday action as taking place
against resistance by the prisoners using
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“improvised weapons” (a description that was
avidly eaten up by the press), Naji’s account of
the pain and humiliation of forced feedings
changes the focus from violence by the prisoners
to violence being visited upon them.

The Times explains that Naji “told this story,
through an Arabic interpreter, to his lawyers at
the legal charity Reprieve in an unclassified
telephone call”. Given previous behavior by the
military at Guantanamo, I hope that they do not
used their embarrassment over publication of
this piece to limit phone calls from prisoners
to their attorneys.

Naji explains his situation:

I’ve been on a hunger strike since Feb.
10 and have lost well over 30 pounds. I
will not eat until they restore my
dignity.

I’ve been detained at Guantánamo for 11
years and three months. I have never
been charged with any crime. I have
never received a trial.

Naji is 35 years old, so he has been a prisoner
at Guantanamo for nearly a third of his life. He
has never been charged. He has never been tried.
Is it any wonder that he would give up hope and
choose to starve himself to death?

Naji’s account of the forced feedings is
horrifying:

There are so many of us on hunger strike
now that there aren’t enough qualified
medical staff members to carry out the
force-feedings; nothing is happening at
regular intervals. They are feeding
people around the clock just to keep up.

During one force-feeding the nurse
pushed the tube about 18 inches into my
stomach, hurting me more than usual,
because she was doing things so hastily.
I called the interpreter to ask the
doctor if the procedure was being done



correctly or not.

It was so painful that I begged them to
stop feeding me. The nurse refused to
stop feeding me. As they were finishing,
some of the “food” spilled on my
clothes. I asked them to change my
clothes, but the guard refused to allow
me to hold on to this last shred of my
dignity.

Most human rights groups object to the practice
of forced feedings of hunger striking prisoners.
Carol Rosenberg quotes Physicians for Human
Rights:

The U.S. advocacy group, Physicians for
Human Rights, argues that force-feeding
hunger strikers is a violation of
medical ethics.

“If someone who is mentally competent
expresses the wish not to be fed or
hydrated, medical personnel are
ethically obligated to accede to that
person’s wishes,” said Dr. Vincent
Iacopino, an expert with the rights
group. “Under those circumstances, to go
ahead and force-feed a person is not
only an ethical violation but may rise
to the level of torture or ill-
treatment.”

At their website, the ICRC explains their
position:

The ICRC is opposed to forced feeding or
forced treatment; it is essential that
the detainees’ choices be respected and
their human dignity preserved. The
ICRC’s position on this issue closely
corresponds to that expressed by the
World Medical Association in the Malta
and Tokyo Declarations, both revised
2006. The latter states: “Where a
prisoner refuses nourishment and is
considered by the physician as capable
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of forming an unimpaired and rational
judgment concerning the consequences of
such a voluntary refusal of nourishment,
he or she shall not be fed artificially.
The decision as to the capacity of the
prisoner to form such a judgment should
be confirmed by at least one other
independent physician. The consequences
of the refusal of nourishment shall be
explained by the physician to the
prisoner.”

Naji does a good job of explaining that he has
made this conscious choice:

Denying ourselves food and risking death
every day is the choice we have made.

And Naji and his fellow hunger strikers tell us
that this desperate step is taken with the hope
that the world will pay attention to their
plight:

I just hope that because of the pain we
are suffering, the eyes of the world
will once again look to Guantánamo
before it is too late.

From its very beginning, Guantanamo has
represented efforts by the United States to work
around existing laws to house prisoners where
they cannot be released by courts. Even after it
was learned that many of the prisoners had no
connection to terrorism, the government stood
firm in its refusal to abide by US and
international law. President Obama ran for
office on a platform of closing Guantanamo but
now cowers behind a claim that Congress blocks
him from doing so. Both the US military and its
government have tarnished the image of the US as
a nation of laws with their opening and
operation of Guantanamo. Despite the ongoing
crime of continuing to maintain prisoners
indefinitely without charge, there is no
indication that either the military or the
government will ever move toward closing the



prison and repatriating the prisoners who have
been cleared.

Given that lack of hope, it should come as no
surprise that prisoners would chose to starve
themselves to death now rather than await a
natural death after several more decades of
illegal confinement.


