
Voices behind bars
They use the Internet, because for some of them it is the only way to scream 
the truth. But even within the invisible borders of the World Wide Web blog-
gers and citizen journalists may face a grave danger.
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Curiosity

In a world where words and images travel faster 
than ever before, Internet can become a powerful 
tool to advocate for change and democracy. 
People know that, and in many countries they 
are raising their voices and expressing this will 
of freedom, showing the potential of the Web to 
fight for a common cause, as demonstrated by 
the recent Arab Spring events. 

In places where the mainstream media and the 
flow of information is under control and political 
surveillance, Internet comes out to be a source for 
alternative and independent news and insights 
on what is going on. However, every third user 
has no access to free Internet. Bloggers and 
citizen journalists, commonly known as netizens, 
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face a wide range of dangers when they decide 
to become cyber-dissidents against authoritarian 
regimes. Arrests, harassment or even death are 
some of the consequences when speaking out. 
According to Reporters Without Borders’ Press 
Freedom Barometer, in 2011 there are 123 netizens 
in prison because of their writings, 57 percent of 
them in China. Other sources like Threatened 
Voices, a collaborative online mapping project 
from Global Voices, registers a total of 276 cases 
of threatened or arrested bloggers all over the 
world at the moment. Nevertheless, the stories 
these voices behind the bars tell, find in the Web 
their space to break borders. Social networks turn 
out to be a new key element in campaigning and 
claiming human rights.

Enemies of the internet
Countries under surveillance



Arrested for online writing
Navid Mohebbi and Tal al-Mallohi are considered to 
be the youngest netizens who have been arrested 
because of their online writings. Their cases have 
drawn the attention of international human rights 
organization such us Amnesty International or 
Human Rights Watch. 

Navid Mohebbi 
from Iran was 
18, when he 
was arrested 
and beaten at 
his home on 
S e p t e m b e r 
18th, 2010, 
by a group 
of eight Ministry of Intelligence agents. 
He edits the blog “The writings of Navid 
Mohebbi” (http://navidmohebbi3.blogfa.
com, in Arabic) and advocates for women’s 
rights in his country. He was accused of 
acting against national security and being 
a member of the “One Million Signatures 
Campaign”, a movement that claims for 
equality and against discrimination of 
women. After being sentenced to three years 
in prison he was finally released on 25th of 
December 2010.

Tal al-Mallohi 
is a 19 year old 
student and 
blogger from 
Syria, who was 
forced from 
her home in 
Damascus on 
D e c e m b e r 
27th, 2009 by 
Syrian security forces. She was accused of 
spying for a foreign country and sending 
information to the American embassy in 
Egypt through her blog (http://talmallohi.
blogspot.com, in Arabic), where she has 
published poems and articles, some of them 
containing references to Syria’s restrictions 
on freedom of expression.

 

Curiosity

Where they are…
Reporters Without 
Borders (RSF) warns of 
net censorship becoming 
the norm. According 
to the organization, 
around 60 countries are 
implementing some form 
of censorship, and this is 
an upward trend. 

In 2010 there were 119 
netizens in jail. Their 
current figures for 2011 
tell about 123 netizens in prison in 13 different countries: 
China (70), Iran (20), Vietnam (17), Syria (4), United Arab 
Emirates (3), Burma (2), Saudi Arabia (1), Azerbaijan (1), 
Bahrain (1), Egypt (1), Qatar (1), Palestinian territories (1) 
and Thailand (1).
Additionally, RSF declared as the “Enemies of the Internet”: 
Burma, China, Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Vietnam. These are 
the countries that most suppress online free expression: 
“they compound Internet repression with strict filtering, 
access problems, cyberdissident surveillance and online 
propaganda”, RSF points out in the report on the state of 
online freedom of expression “Internet Enemies 2011”.

The Netizen Prize for nawaat.org
In recognition of their work and struggle in favour of democracy 
and the promotion of freedom of expression on the Web, the 
Tunisian site Nawaat (www.nawaat.org) has been awarded with 
the 2011 Netizen Prize. 

Nawaat (which means ‘the core’) is a collective, independent 
and non-partisan blog, created in 2004, where Tunisian 
citizens can express their opinions about issues of their 
interest and the problems they and their country face. This 
platform for citizen journalism and cyberactivism played 
an important role in covering the Tunisian Revolution and 
other events, which are often neglected by the mainstream 
media. Nawaat’s co-founder, Riad Guerfali, said in the award 
ceremony, held last march in Paris in commemoration of 
the World Day Against Cyber-censorship, that the Netizen 
Prize “is not only a tribute to Nawaat, but to all our fellow 
journalists who often risk their lives to keep working in 
countries where freedom of expression is suppressed”.

What you can do…
• Add the logo of the World Day Against Cyber-Censorship (March 12) in your blog and join the campaign.
• Stay informed by following the updates on this topic in advocacy websites such as: 
 www.threatened.globalvoicesonline.org, www.march12.rsf.org, www.cyberdissidents.org.
• Use the hashtag #cybercensorship to tweet about online censorship and freedom of speech.
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